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Salman Rushdie: An Embodiment
of Controversy and Scholarship

Dr. Ajay K. Chaubey
Assistant Professor of English,

National Institute of Technology, Uttarakhand.

The heart of the controversy pertained to freedom of expression
and what limits, if any, should be placed on this freedom when it is
used to criticize if not demonize a minority religious community.
Rushdie and his most ardent defenders insisted that freedom of
expression was a non-negotiable principle - Todd Green

Controversy has been always been serendipitous summum
bonum of life for the authors writing Anglophone literature since the
sixteenth century epoch. Edmond Spencer was controversial because
of his close liaison with the Queen Elizabeth-I while his successors
including University Wits were in lime light for bringing new genres
and themes in their plays without being sycophant to the Throne.
Controversies on authority and authorship have also been silhouetted
from time to time. Shakespeare and Bacon were in storm for their
concern with the former’s plays while the later was declared “the
meanest of mankind” by Alexander Pope for inducement. Milton’s
Areopagitica (1644) brought brouhaha which was written for the
freedom of censorship. Pope and Dryden were the stars of their era
for their scholarships. The former gained eminence not only for the
Rape of the Lock but also for translating Homer while the latter was
much popular for the eulogiac relationship with Cromwell and also
for being appointed the first (official) Poet Laureate.  The intellect,
creative feat and critical endeavor by the Romantic and Victorian
poets, novelists and critics were also unquestionable because of its
theme, content and form. Their intelligence was at par with the torch
bearers of the English literature whereas their personal lives also
fetched mêlée in media and academia. Robert Browning was eminent
for his elopement with his poet-wife Elizabeth Barrett Browning while
Charles Dickens drew attention for his coveted relationship with the
Hollywood actress, Ellen Ternan1.

The Modern era has been much more influential than the
authors mentioned above. The authors between two World Wars gained
prevalence for their “euphemism”, treatment of ‘Oedipus Complex’,
‘stream of consciousness’, ‘anti-romantic comedies’ and, of course,
their involvement in the Post-colonial Movement in Ireland. Joyce’s
Ulysses2 and Lawrence’s Lady Chatterley’s Lover “gained iconic
significance as the event that marked the beginning of a new period
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of sexual freedom.”3 Perhaps these are the reasons why they were not
awarded the prestigious Nobel Prize. The post-modern authors, critics
and theorists are no less than their literary masters. Authors of the
Indian diaspora have been in the hullabaloo for their remarks on
their native/ancestral land, India. V S Naipaul is burning example of
the same as he termed India as “an area of darkness” with “wounded
civilization” having “million mutinies” inside the nation. Salman
Rushdie, one of the pioneering voices of the “new Diaspora”, progenitor
of series of controversies, what we call “Rushdie affair” in postmodern
literary politics, has been superseding and has intrepid influence in
literary sphere. He has written history in fiction and fiction in history
by presenting the “national allegory” of the nation right from 1947 to
till date. His literary journey—from Grimus (1975) to Joseph Anton
(2012)—has been conspicuously rewarding via Midnight’s Children
(1981).

The present paper strives to find how Rushdie is germane in
the twenty first century politics of globalization, literary schema, and
cosmopolitanism.

Sir Ahmed Salman Rushdie is perhaps the most significant
living novelist in the contemporary world literature. His second novel,
Midnight’s Children, is regularly cited as the ‘Booker of Bookers’ and
its impact is still being felt throughout in world literature. His fourth
novel, The Satanic Verses, led to the ‘Rushdie Affair’ certainly the
most significant literary-political event since the Second World War.
Rushdie has continued to produce challenging fiction, controversial,
thought-provoking non-fiction and has a presence on the world stage
as a public intellectual. The winner of the Booker Prize (1981),  the
Booker of Bookers (1993) and the Best of the Bookers (2008) and, of
late, the PEN Pinter (2014), the name that has dominated the literary
world since establishing himself as a leading exemplum of postcolonial,
postmodern and diaspora writings, is the renegade, Salman Rushdie.
Illustrious for multifarious writings, he himself is a multifaceted
personality, often emerges as an unpredictable figure with an
unfathomable depth of creativity and criticism. Being an iconoclast,
Rushdie never chooses the trodden road: he rather plunges headstrong
into the unexplored territories of literature, yet unattempted. For the
Booker, he never ran the race rather he reached the zenith of the
success by bagging the same for Midnight’s Children in 1981. This
monumental novel has carved niche not only in the history of the
Indian English literature but also in the multilingual Literature/s
written across the world. Rushdie played a ground-breaking role in
new beginnings — the blending of history with fiction and magic
realism. With him begins the era of new writings, new experiments
giving him a new identity — the postmodern figure and a progenitor
of new generation - the “midnight’s children”. Not only his works but
he himself also is a postmodern product - a blend of a god for literary
aestheticians and a Satan for religious aestheticians. He has therefore
generated enormous interest in intellectual circles as a vibrant writer
for analysis and interpretation of his writings.
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He is a recipient of the ‘Booker’ from the judges of literary art,
‘hooker’ from political commercials and ‘Fatwa’ from the self-declared
custodians of Islam, of Allah. He is a fighter combating with his two
selves—the inner and the outer, and also at the same time with the
external world for his The Satanic Verses. His literary dictatorship
entangles him into controversies, and arrows of words penetrating
his heart and mind compelling him for introspection. However, Rushdie
defends himself at an appearance at 92nd Street Y, expressing his
views on copyright while answering a question whether he had
considered copyright law barriers (impediments) to free speech:

No but that’s because I write for a living, (laughs) and have
no other source of income, and I naively believe that stuff
that I create belongs to me, and that if you want it you might
have to give me some cash. […] My view is I do this for a
living. The thing wouldn’t exist if I didn’t make it and so it
belongs to me and don’t steal it. You know. It’s my stuff.4

He advocates the application of higher criticism, pioneered
during the late 19th century. In a guest opinion piece printed in The
Washington Post and “The Times” in mid-August 2005, Rushdie called
for a reform in Islam:

What is needed is a move beyond tradition, nothing less than
a reform movement to bring the core concepts of Islam into
the modern age. A Muslim Reformation to combat not only
the jihadist ideologues but also the dusty, stifling seminaries
of the traditionalists, throwing open windows to let in much-
needed fresh air . . . It is high time, for starters, that Muslims
were able to study the revelation of their religion as an event
inside history, not supernaturally above it, . . . Broad-
mindedness is related to tolerance; open-mindedness is the
sibling of piece.5

Call him a defector or a Satan or an antireligious rabble but he
bags God’s blessings by asking for an apology through his Luka and
the Fire of Life. The apology is not for having been blasphemous but
for having shaken the faith of Muslims before preparing a suitable
environment for developing humanist and rational thinking in them
that could save them from being blind traditionalist and religious
fundamentalists. Ups and downs in his journey of writing transform
him into a sage of literary art and devotee of the God, the Allah. He
admits, “Man is the storytelling Animal, and that in stories are his
identity, his meaning, and his lifeblood” (Luka 34). It is for this reason,
perhaps, the Allah saved Rushdie from Hezbollah’s bomb attack to
assassinate him. Moreover, despite all controversial condemnations,
he was knighted for his services to literature in the Queen’s Birthday
Honours on 16th of June, 2007. He remarked, “I am thrilled and
humbled to receive this great honour, and I am very grateful that my
work has been recognized in this way.”6 Rushdie’s emergence with
his creative bulk has dazzled and amazed for being unconventional
rather than becoming conundrum for both, the contemporary authors
and the readers. He began writing as an anti-colonial and postcolonial
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reactionary to the West; he switched to incorporate diasporic
experiences of his own and of other migrants as well. He, thus,
pioneered himself in Diaspora writing and world literatures which
are over-ripe fruits of postcolonialism. He pioneered himself as a major
voice of decolonization, multiculturalism, diasporic experiences and
also of new humanism.

His works embody the stamp of concurrent Indian conventions
and Indo-Anglian interests which lead him to interface with the
worldwide readership, especially to the Western audience. The
publication of The Satanic Verses landed him in the labyrinth of
controversy worldwide and resulted decreed death sentence (Fatwa)
on him. It epitomizes the postcolonialists’ flimsy and constant battle
to balance the demands of conflicting cultures. Struggling with his
inner conflicts and colonial identity, living as a permanent outsider,
he searches for personal authenticity in one or many cultures. He is
the spokesperson for the people of the subcontinent who are presently
residing in the alien lands. Staying within the domains of the
mainstream ideologues such as Britain and the US, he mimics and
comments on all Western ideologies and proves himself to be a
representative of the East. Religious and cultural diversity of both
India and Britain offers Rushdie a wealth of the experience of
unnumbered issues and themes that consistently refract throughout
his oeuvre. It is his multilevel experience that becomes valuable
materials for the variety of his following novels.

Every novel of Salman Rushdie deals with the thoughts of
national and International theses keeping in mind his primary focus
on his India and its subcontinents i.e. Pakistan and Bangladesh. The
very opening pages of his novels evoke the themes of migration, exile,
diasporic consciousness, nationalism, multiculturalism, dualism etc.
His writings have become the focus of a certain kind of struggle for
cultural identity in Britain and other Western states.

Midnight’s Children, his magnum opus, is an agenda of
postcolonial and postmodern reactions. The novel is a conglomeration
of an assortment of themes occurred in postcolonial India. It is a
fantasized version of the historical reality of India that spans from
the Jallianwala Massacre of 1919 to the period of Emergency imposed
by Indira Gandhi in 1977. Rushdie’s new venture of blending history
with fiction and fiction with history employing the technique of magic
realism and supernatural elements make the novel characteristically
more different than what many other authors had already attempted.
Midnight’s Children is superficially the biography of Saleem Sinai and
potentially autobiography of Salman Rushdie but allegorically the
history of India. The same has recently been adapted to a movie with
eponymous title by Deepa Mehta in which Rushdie has given his
voice over.

Employing the narrative techniques of Gabriel Garcia Marquez
and Günter Grass, Rushdie amalgamates facts with fiction so
artistically that sometimes it becomes a Herculean task to differentiate
between truth (history) and fiction (literary invention). Midnight’s
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Children, thus, has become a trend-setter since its publication in
1981. As Rajeshwar Mittapalli and Pier Paulo Piciucco put it:

The imaginative re-working of Indian history in a culturally
hybrid environment, the innovative use of literary
techniques...together with a supreme command of the English
language and a genius for story telling modeled on the hoary
Indian narrative traditions and cultural practices, had
established Midnight’s Children as a trend setter and classic
for all times. (Preface)

The novel deals with displacement and rootlessness which are
the main factors of identity crisis. Almost all the major characters
whether it is Saleem Sinai or Shiva or Padma or Parvati suffer from
this psychological disease of alienation and identity crisis. Sinai is a
true portrait of Rushdie for he himself is the victim of same ailment.
The hero Saleem, like his creator, wanders from place to place, from
Bombay to Karachi and from Karachi to Bangladesh finally comes
back to Bombay. Rushdie himself returns to India again by the time,
not to the geographical India but to the “India of the mind” (Rushdie,
1991). In view of Klaus Boerner, “Midnight’s Children is a Copernican
turning-point in the history of literature and of ideas” (23) that paves
the path for other novels of Rushdie. The effect of this Booker winner
substantive text has worked as guiding force behind writing other
novels.

Thus, the next novel Shame was found to be a shorter version
of its predecessor Midnight’s Children dealing with the history of
Pakistan- an “insufficiently imagined country, with a blend of diasporic
discourse than of fiction. Overtly it is a novel about political turmoil
of Pakistan presenting the themes, issues and conflicts of the then
conditions but covertly it deals with many major and minor political
and social issues. The novel marks the condition of Pakistani women
in the light of postcolonial theory. The condition of diasporic women
is worse; they are doubly marginalized, and are the victims of
patriarchal dominance.

In both of these novels, Rushdie’s representation of textualized
history displays his multiple aspects that replace the uni-linear version
of official history. Rushdie’s history is the version of his memory rather
than the officially written one. He never describes the past but remakes
the past to suit his present purpose using memory as his tool.
Midnight’s Children and Shame are to some extent, the history of India
and Pakistan respectively. But his novels move beyond the bounds of
history for the purpose of finding universal significance of historical
forces that are operating at a particular phase of time. He manipulates
the truth to fictionalize it and thus, makes the real unreal and vice
versa.

The third novel of Rushdie, The Moor’s Last Sigh is more a
postmodern than a postcolonial one. The protagonist and narrator
Moor inherits the blend of races and creeds of India. His mother Aurora
has the blood of Portuguese invaders as well as Catholicism in her
veins whereas his father is one of the last Jews of Cochin and a
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descendant of Boabdil, the last Moorish ruler of Spain. The entire
family mimics the chaotic diversity of South India. Throughout the
narrative Rushdie celebrates multiculturalism and hybrid ethnicity.
This  novel presents a family that splits on the views of nationalism
and anti-nationalism and the division of the family symbolizes the
divisions in the country in the name of pro-Empire and freedom loving
people.

The Moor’s Last Sigh is also an attack on the parochial Hinduism
led by Shiv Sena in Maharashtra. The people of Shiv Sena have led
India towards its unwanted destination, towards a religious country
instead of a secularist one. India is known for its unity in diversity—
its multi-ethnicity, its multi-religions and its multi-culturalism. But
the fundamentalist Hindus and Muslims have led it astray. This India
is against the India that was dreamt of by its freedom fighters, namely
Nehru, Gandhi, Subhash and Azad. Though the novel delineates the
post-colonial history of India, its metaphoric and linguistic divisions
yet it attack India for becoming a pseudo-secularist nation.

The publication of The Satanic Verses, in which Rushdie treats
Quran as a literary text, open for individual perceptions dared to
attempt higher criticism but its aftermath created turmoil in his mind.
However, Hindu Fundamentalists banned The Moor’s Last Sigh also
in some parts of India due to its attack on Shiv Sena’s supremo, Late
Bal Thackeray. But after his colonial and postcolonial narration,
Rushdie moves towards global, pop and jazz music.

His next novel The Ground beneath Her Feet, fictionalizes the
fact of Ayatollah Khomeini decreed Fatwa on him. Rushdie begins the
novel with the death of the female protagonist Vina Apsara on the
fourteenth of February 1989, the very date of Fatwa. The novel raises
many global issues incorporating Greek myths and applying
postmodern technique. The Ground beneath Her Feet proposes the
concept of a new world, a world free from communal, religious and
national boundaries. In The Ground beneath Her Feet all the pains of
Diasporas such as alienation, trauma and longing for homeland have
faded out for representative migrants Ormus and Rai’s love Teenage
Vina Apsara, of this novel are valueless because music is beyond
restraint. Because of globalization and liberalization all the conflicts
arising from border crossing have washed away. Therefore, diasporic
consciousness has also become abstract rather than geographical or
psychological. Hybridity and multiculturalism fused in the characters
point out Rushdie’s view towards a future in which the world,
demolishing all boundaries, will be united to face any threat. However,
Rushdie’s personality differs from his theory. He himself is unable to
step across the frontiers and it seems that he is still lingering within
his parochial world from which he is destined not to come out.

The collision between the reactions of Islamic countries against
him and his instinct for critiquing the religious fundamentalism
produced a writhing fury within him. The novel Fury is a concrete
and material form of his own abstract fury. It is “his first 3-D, full
volume American novel, finger snapping, wildly mind-boggling, often
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slyly funny, red- blooded and red toothed”7 (Miami Herald). Malik
Solanka, the hero of the novel, is a new version of Buddha who leaves
his home for New York without informing anyone. Rushdie once again
appears in the disguise of Solanka. Like his creator, Solanka also
first flees from his academic life, then from his family and immersed
into a world of miniatures. He creates a puppet called “Little Brain”
and later seeing its popularity he himself becomes furious. The novel
accurately deals with the darkest side of human nature.

The novel Shalimar the Clown is his return to the Indian sub-
continent that he left in The Ground beneath Her Feet and Fury. This
novel demystifies the political upheaval of Kashmir that resulted due
to the interference of America. The novelist delineates the story of
post-colonial Kashmir and explains the reasons why the paradise
became hell, how the Hindu-Muslim unity came under suspicion,
why and how the citizens of paradise started becoming terrorists and
what role India and Pakistan played in creating the chaos and
commotion. Through the story of Shalimar and Boonyi, Rushdie
displays the Hindu-Muslim harmony that existed before independence.
The central theme of the novel is the making of a terrorist as terror
becomes a global phenomenon and a cause of concern worldwide.
The effort to look into the mind and get under the skin of a terrorist
becomes an artistic challenge that the novelist has dealt competently
in Shalimar the Clown.

In fact, the novel narrates the story of post-colonial Kashmir.
Since Rushdie is a political novelist, Shalimar the Clown is a blending
of realism and magic realism. Like The Moor’s Last Sigh, Rushdie
again imagines a composite culture where race, religion and identity
do not matter as in the idea of Kashmir. The novelist shows in how
gradually the composite culture is destroyed by both military and
militancy. Before 1947, there was no point of dispute between Hindu
and Muslim. They used to celebrate each other’s festivals. But the
independence of India and Pakistan transformed this paradise into a
battle field where ignorant armies and citizens are being killed by
their own citizens.

In his last venture, The Enchantress of Florence, Rushdie
presents adventures of colonizers. The novel is set in medieval India,
at the time of the Mughal Emperor Akbar, the Great, at the time
when colonizers began to arrive and establish their trade which is
customary with Salman Rushdie who never adheres to a single theme
in his fictions. So is the case with The Enchantress of Florence. Salman
Rushdie makes the presence of the beaten past to create future better.
The novel is set in the sixteenth century India. It delineates the colonial
situations and conditions in which Magor dell Amore is the
representative of white colonialists, who lands on the shore of India
and makes his way to Sikri to the court of Akbar and succeeds in
befooling the wisest king. The female protagonist of the fiction Qara
Koz seems to represent the counter discourse to the colonialism. The
colonial enterprise was a product of western androcentric imperialist
desire. Qara Koz, on the other hand is a woman of Asian blood who
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manages to bring the whole of Florence, the epitome of western
civilization of that period under her influence. She represents the
subversion of the colonial enterprise. The novel has a helical structure
and intertwines two stories going in diverse directions that present a
beautiful picture of how Mogor comes to India and becomes closer to
Emperor than his nine jewels. In the same way Qara Koz goes, from
central Asia to Europe and becomes the heartthrob of Europeans.
But in the end Mogor is exposed as liar and has to leave India. Mogor
is a symbolic representation of the British colonizers and Koz is
symbolic of Indian beauty and innocence.

Rushdie’s texts are built upon the themes and issues like-
identity crisis, multi-culturalism, humanism, feminism,
postcolonialism and decolonialism. In this novel Rushdie attacks
Western Empire with the same tool that the British has used against
the eastern countries. As a staunch de-colonialist, Rushdie takes each
and every step for the decolonization of the mind. He advocates
psychological freedom what Ngugi calls, “Decolonizing the Mind” along
with the geographical and political freedom.

Joseph Anton: A Memoir (2012), the latest production is an
autobiography, written in third person narrative, of this “Britney
Spears of literature” (13) says Meenakshi Bharat. Joseph Anton is
the pseudonym adopted by Rushdie after the Fatwa was issued against
him in 1989. Joseph is Joseph Conrad and Anton is Anton Chekhov
of real life. The plight of Rushdie post-Fatwa and his persistent attempt
at making writing successful have been portrayed very excellently in
this work.

Mimicry of Language is one of the tools of decolonization. The
west, through Macaulay’s Minute, started teaching English to
acculturate the Asian mind to British patterns while Rushdie and his
generation started conditioning the same language to suit Asians and
to respond to the Empire. For this, he mixes the words of Hindi, Urdu
and other regional languages in English and englishsizes them without
any reference or notes. He, in his first major novel Midnight’s Children,
exhibits the complexities and quandaries that the project of Indianising
the resources of English language entails. In each of his novels, he
amalgamates words from several origins and tries to make them
perfect. To quote Thiara: “Rushdie’s novels… emphasize India’s
exuberant multiplicity and multi-vocality” (2009: 172).

Thus, he becomes the leader of postcolonial authors who have
taken the oath to “provincialize” English, and is determined to subvert
the master’s tool in order to make it their own. Rushdie has, recently,
been wedged in a votary of controversy for twitting “b****d” for
Nemade who recently attacked him in the Jnanpeeth award
ceremony where he said that Rushdie’s novels, post-Midnight’s
Children, lack ‘literary merit’. But Rushdie bluntly denied saying, “I
doubt you (Nemade) have read my work/s you attack.” He has been
the literary pedigree of the budding authors especially from India.
“He is very virtuoso and full of ideas”, says Cyrus Mistry in Jaipur
Literature Festival in 2014. Thus, a critical “virtuoso” is imperative in
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the new millennium! Through a blend of magic realism and
commentary on contemporary issues, Rushdie has secured a place
among the most provocative of modern writers.9

Notes:
1. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Charles_Dickens (Para 34)

2. Random House wages a four-year legal battle to publish Ulysses in the United
States and wins its landmark case in 1934. Four years later, the book is
published in England. By the end of the 20th century, Ulysses is taught in
colleges and universities around the world. Scholars admire its audacity and
poetical vision. In 1998, a board of distinguished writers convened by Random
House’s Modern Library series selects Ulysses as the best novel of the century.
For more details, please see the link: < http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/
cultureshock/flashpoints/literature/ulysses.html>

3. http://www.sed.qmul.ac.uk/english/undergraduate/modules/Modules/
93546.html

4. Radio show Medierna broadcast on Sveriges Radio P1 on 31 January 2009.
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Salman_Rushdie.  Accessed on December 13,
2014.

5.  http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2005/08/05/
AR2005080501483.html (Para 5). Accessed on December 14, 2014.

6. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Knighthood_of_Salman_Rushdie.  Accessed on
December 15, 2014.

7. http://www.salman-rushdie.com/blog/fury/. Accessed on December 15, 2014.

8. http://www.thehindu.com/news/national/rushdie-lashes-out-at-nemade/
article6875078.ece.  Accessed on February 17, 2015.

9. http://www.enotes.com/topics/salman-rushdie/critical-essays/rushdie-
salman#critical-essays-rushdie-salman-principal-works. Accessed on February
17, 2015.
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Mapping Gender Discourse under
the Rubric of Cultural Scripts in
Anuradha Marwah’s Dirty Picture

Dr. Shiv Govind Puri
Associate Professor, Department of English and Modern European

Languages, University of Lucknow

Beauvoir reminds us about the cultural script which mystifies
the position of a woman to behave in the ‘certain manner’ so that she
can be measured by the standards of men and society. In the rubric
of cultural scripts, Feminists raised the contemporary, but, much
relevant issues to transcribe their ideas into meanings. The feminist
struggle against pornography is not, however, uncontroversial, and
it has resulted in serious disagreements between different feminist
groups. These have come particularly in the wake of Dworkin and
Mackinnon’s involvement in helping some American states to draft
anti-pornography legislation. This legislation is based on Mackinnon’s
definition of pornography as:

The graphic sexually explicit subordination of women through
pictures or words that also includes women dehumanized
as sexual objects, things, or commodities; enjoying pain or
humiliation or rape; being tied up, cut up, mutilated, bruised,
or physically hurt; in postures of sexual submission or
servility or display; reduced to body parts, penetrated by
objects or animals, or presented in scenarios of degradation,
injury, torture; shown as filthy or inferior; bleeding, bruised,
or hurt in a context that makes these conditions sexual.
(Intercourse 139)

The aim of the laws is to allow individuals to bring legal charges
against those producing and displaying pornography for the harm
that it has caused. The legislation has, however, been attacked by
other feminists, who argue both that it is legally unworkable and,
more fundamentally, that it will restrict women’s sexual expression
as well as men’s. As Martha Minow explains:

For those who prized the element of the women’s movement
that advocated sexual liberation for women, the pornography
ordinance seemed a new guise for the repression of women’s
sexual expression. For those who sought room for the creation
of sexuality defined by women, whether heterosexual or
lesbian, the pornography ordinance seemed a tool of
oppression. (157)
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Patriarchy is “a set of symbols and ideas that make up a culture
embodied by everything from the content of everyday conversation to
literature and film” (Johnson 84). “At the heart of patriarchy is the
oppression of women, which takes several forms” (Johnson 11).
Patriarchy colors family, work, law, individual identity, and religion;
in fact, there is not a single area that can escape the effects of
patriarchy. Patriarchy must be recognized as one of the underlying
causes of violence against women in India. Examples which
demonstrate that India is a society governed by a system where males
hold the power include feticide, the disproportionate gender ratio,
the fact that most women are not allowed to be employed, and the
belief that from birth until death a woman’s role is to serve men. It is
recognized that patriarchy and the control and dominance of women
by men have significant roles to play in the violence perpetrated against
women. The patriarchal ideal is that a woman’s duty is to serve her
father, brothers, and husband for the entirety of her life; it is a
sentiment lived out in many societies where women are subjected to
spousal abuse daily.

Anuradha Marwah’s Dirty Picture rocked the Indian literary
horizon with its release in 2007. The blurb of the book aptly describes
its intent and objectives:

Dirty Picture is the story of two sisters whose liaisons create
scandal in a small town. Leaving her husband’s home in
Bombay, Reena returns to Ajmer wearing the ring of a married
CEO. She intends to rebuild her life even if it means stepping
out of convention. Meanwhile, her teenage sister Bharti has
stumbled into local politics. Although imbued with a
reformatory zeal, she gets sucked into a veritable quagmire
of sexual intrigue because of her naivety and inexperience.

While Bharti’s life begins to disintegrate, dragging all around
her into a nightmare of exploitation, Reena struggles to keep her castle
in the air from imminent collapse. Circumstances become inexorable
as the moral brigade closes in on the hapless Bharti and Reena
discovers that the CEO is more in love with his image on T.V. Anuradha
Marwah writes feelingly about desire, abuse and small town society.
Her searing third novel imaginatively explores the ‘sex scandal’ that
shook Ajmer in the 1990s and raises deeply disturbing questions
about love and consent.

In Dirty Picture, Anuradha Marwah documents in words the
exploitation of women and the lower classes through a deep-rooted
mechanism of inequitable gender constructions often obfuscated by
ill-disguised hypocrisy. The novel has been read as a fictionalized
documentation of the Ajmer sex scandal of 1992. However, Dirty
Picture, tracing the personal narratives of two sisters Reena and Bharti,
uses the incident as a site to critique exploitation at the levels of
gender and class. Reena and Bharti live very different lives yet their
narratives absurdly merge into each other’s forthright questions about
notions of love and consent. Reena, divorced from a man who was
struggling with substance abuse, is engaged to the married CEO of
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the company that employs her. She lives a seemingly comfortable life
in the cosmopolitan city of Mumbai weaving dreams of a married life
with her boss, Suhas, a middle-aged man inebriated by the power he
wields. In Ajmer, Bharti lives a life driven by idealism and a desire to
make a difference to the parochial town and its regressive outlook. To
gain clout in college politics, she befriends local politicos Anees and
Sarosh, which in itself is a scandal as these are Muslim men. Sucked
into a vortex of political intrigue, Bharti finds herself involved in a sex
racket with no one to turn to and nowhere to go. She looks at her
sister for help in the hope of escaping an Alcatraz of impending shame
but Reena is caught up in her relationship, which she realizes will
never evolve into more than that of mistress.

In narrativising male atrocities towards women and the
inexplicable silences of a gendered society, Marwah has shown similar
concerns expressed by Susan Brownmiller in her article titled
“Pornography Hurts Women” wherein she states that pornography
affects the cultural view of women in a harmful fashion. Pornography,
she believes, invariably presents women as victims and as subordinate
to men. She advocates the criminalization of sexually explicit materials
in order to eliminate this hurtful societal perception of women.
Brownmiller has a legitimate concern — the current view of women in
our society is flawed, and women are harmed by this. However,
criminalization of sexually explicit materials will not stop this, since
her basic assumption, on which her thesis is based, is incorrect. She
believes that criminalization of pornography would end the culture’s
exposure to sexist, violent imagery. This is unfortunately not so
(Pornography 36-38).

While reciprocating Brownmiller’s views, Marwah suggests that
pornography is not the only purveyor of sexist violence in our society.
One has only to watch a small selection of mainstream media to see
more such sexist violence, as well as a plethora of other societal ills.
Television, advertisements, movies, art, music , pop literature: all
support the insidious idea that women are victims and should be
subordinate to men. Soap operas perpetuate the impression that
women are incomplete somehow without a man, and that the only
roles available to a young girl are either nurturers and/or mothers or
sexually free “bad girls”; advertisements show objectified portions of
women in unnatural, pseudo-artistic poses; movies deliberately mix
sex with violence, as if to say women want to be hurt; classical art
classically depicts men as powerful and active, but women as passive,
useful mostly for nude studies or to be acted upon by men; and some
modern music seems to teach a message of hate and violence towards
not just women, but everyone.

Marwah believes that one must start somewhere, and
pornography is one of the worst offenders. However, she points out
again that such a pervasive assumption (that women are victims,
and subordinate to men) will not be excised from the public mind
simply by outlawing all sexually explicit materials. Furthermore, in
order to censor effectively, one must eliminate all of the undesired
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materials from the society. Passing a law will not eliminate all
pornography — it will merely force sexual freedom of expression
underground, and make it a highly desired “forbidden fruit.” This will
mean that pornography will increase in demand and popularity —
the opposite of Marwah’s stated goal. Thus criminalization of
pornography cannot improve society’s view of women or stop sexist
violence. Better by far for us to address concrete examples of sexist
violence to actual individuals, and teach both women and the rest of
society that such behavior will not and should not be tolerated.

To achieve her goal of exposing the deep rooted male
pornographic imagination in our society, Marwah begins by reviewing
the patriarchal structure of our society , goes on to expose the
sexualisation of public sphere, and suggests the need for an alternative
voice that can both resist victimization of women and structural
transformation of the public sphere. The society depicted in Dirty
Picture is hugely patriarchal which acts as the the manifestation and
institutionalization of male dominance over women and children in
the family and the extension of male dominance over women in the
society in general. It implies that men hold power in all the important
institutions of society and that women are deprived of access to such
power. It’s a world in which women are defined as submissive, passive,
and virtually inert. Their sexual definition is one of “masochistic
passivity”: “masochistic” because even men recognize their systematic
sadism against women; “passivity” not because women are naturally
passive, but because their chains are very heavy and as a result, they
cannot move. In this society, the norm of masculinity is phallic
aggression. Male sexuality is, by definition, intensely and rigidly
phallic. A man’s identity is located in his conception of himself, as
the possessor of a phallus; a man’s worth is located in his pride in
phallic identity. The main characteristic of phallic identity is that
worth is entirely contingent on the possession of a phallus. Since
men have no other criteria for worth, no other notion of identity,
those who do not have phalluses are not recognized as fully human.

All this point to the idea of sexual politics of fear and courage—
that is, how fear is learned as a function of femininity; and how courage
is the red badge of masculinity. I believe that we are all products of
the culture in which we live; and that in order to understand what we
think of as our personal experiences, we must understand first how
the culture informs what we see and how we understand. In other
words, the culture in which we live determines for us to an astonishing
degree how we perceive, what we perceive, how we name and value
our experiences, how and why we act at all. The first fact of this
culture is that it is male supremacist: that is, men are, by birthright,
law, custom, and habit, systematically and consistently defined as
superior to women. Bharti understands this harsh reality about a
daughter as she ruminates:

Papa makes too much of his older daughter, thought Bharti.
Reena was considered the beauty of the family. Although
Bharti was supposed to be quite a looker in school, according

Mapping Gender Discourse under the Rubric... 21



to family legend she was the ‘responsible’ one. Her father
called her the ‘son’ of the home. Of course a son who also did
everything a daughter is traditionally expected to do – cook,
clean, serve. There’s no escaping a daughter’s destiny in
Ajmer, Bharti complained to herself. (11)

The moral of the story should, one would think, preclude a
happy ending. It does not. The moral of the story is the happy ending.
It tells women that happiness for a woman is to be passive, victimized,
destroyed, or asleep. It tells women that happiness is for them who is
good—inert, passive, victimized—and that a good woman is a happy
woman. It tells them that the happy ending is when they are ended,
when they live without their lives or not at all. Every organ of this
male supremacist culture embodies the complex and odious system
of rewards and punishments which teach a woman her proper place,
her allowable sphere. Family, school, church; books, movies,
television; games, songs, toys—all teach a girl to submit and conform
long before she becomes a woman. The fact is that a girl is forced,
through an effective and pervasive system of rewards and
punishments, to develop precisely the lack of qualities which will certify
her as a woman.

Bharti is neither the good girl nor the bad girl. She looks at the
all pervasive world of patriarchy from a progressivist’s perspective.
She thinks that entering the realms of public sphere in a hugely
paternalistic world is easy and rewarding. But, Reena understands
the masculine order very well and decides to protect Bharti from the
onslaught of masculinity:

Bharti was still young and unschooled in the way of the world.
It was her duty to prevent those politicos from taking
advantage of her sister’s innocence. Bharti was too young to
understand that men are always out to take advantage of
women. Especially in a place like Ajmer where even to get to
talk to a girl like Bharti they would have to come up with a
convincing reason. Youth Party, pah! Why should they want
to recruit Bharti except because she is lovely young girl! (21)

Reena’s apprehensions find a parallel in Simone de Beauvoir
who has expressed similar concerns in The Second Sex:

In actuality the relation of the two sexes is not. . . like that of
two electrical poles, for man represents both the positive and
the neutral, as is indicated by the common use of man to
designate human beings in general; whereas woman
represents only the negative, defined by limiting criteria,
without reciprocity.. . .”The female is a female by virtue of a
certain lack of qualities, “said Aristotle; “we should regard
the female nature as afflicted with a natural defectiveness. “
And St. Thomas for his part pronounced woman to be an
“imperfect man, “ an “incidental” being... Thus, humanity is
male and man defines woman not in herself but as relative
to him; she is not regarded as an autonomous being. (76)
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However, Bharti does not learn the harsh realities of the
paternalistic world until she is subjected to its horrendous face. She
is date-raped by her acquaintance Saros who, along with Anees, has
lured her into the world of masculine enterprises. Bharti realises with
a shudder that the entry into the masculine world, the public sphere
demands a huge ransom from a woman. The patriarchal world never
accepted her radical and transformative ideologies, for these are the
prerogatives men enjoy. She now understands that being a woman in
a socio-cultural context where women are sexually objectified and
treated as an object to be valued for its use by others is a greater
challenge than her aspirations. Even Saros confesses to the strange
‘unusualness’ in Bharti’s attitude:

She was an unusual girl and it was impossible to predict
what she would do. She spoke of masculine things like rising
prices, elections, and Party politics. Her plans for the future
sounded androgynous as though she expected to step into
her father’s shoes…. Saros felt it was shameful the way her
father was projecting her into the male world. (35)

On their way back, Anees put an arm around Sarosh’s
shoulder,

“Seems to me, Miyan, you have forgotten the purpose of this
exercise.”

“ Which exercise, Anees bhai?” Sarosh asked, still inebriated
by wine and women.

“ The purpose of seducing Bharti.” Anees replied.

“ The purpose?”

“ Yes, remember we are doing all this for the furtherance of
our careers.” (67)

Dirty Picture recounts the ugly realities of paternalistic societies
which operate through strategic exploitation of women. Marwah
juxtaposes Bharti’s descent into silence with her elder sister Reena’s
reclaiming of her voice. While Bharti fails to narrativise her trauma,
Reena finds an alternative voice to expose the ugly realities of
patriarchy. Reena , on the other hand, has no political ambitions like
Bharti, and her sole aim is lead a life fulfillment. She has emerged
successfully from a disastrous marriage which seemed to choke her
individuality. She is a typical Mills and Boon romance girl who dreams
of her prince charming. In Suhas, a promising businessman, she
finds an emotional mainstay which offers her with dreams of a new
and settled life. Suhas, who does not get along with his wife, turns to
Reena for an emotional and ‘physical’ recourse. Reena is flooded with
promises of a wonderful life by Suhas. All this seem to be heading
towards a happy and satisfying ending until Reena discovers the harsh
realities of patriarchal world. Bharti is subjected to severe punishment
for trying to make inroads into the male sphere, where as Reena is
meted out deceit for demanding too much. Both of them are sexually
objectified and to the extent of disappearing as human beings. While
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Sarosh and his friends use Bharti and her friends as commodities by
tearing into their flesh, Suhas plays with Reena’s body parts to keep
him emotionally stable. Both Bharti and Reena are forced to bear the
most formative traumas, daily suffering and pain. The abuse they live
through, the terror they live with are unspeakable because
pornography silences women.

So pornography is not defined by sexual explicitness, but rather
by its fusion of sexuality with male dominance and female submission.
It is a general problem for oppressed people, not specific to women’s
oppression because oppression silences, fighting oppression requires
developing voices, languages, and cultural and interpretive matrices
for the articulation of women’s experiences. It is difficult for both
Bharti and Reena name their experiences and describe their worlds,
for oppression puts them in a double bind. If they tell how things
seem to them, they will be viewed as either complicit or crazy. Bharti’s
loss of voice and her inability to narrativise her traumatic experiences
can be attributed to the fear of being singled out by men, their agents,
and their culture as a troublemaker. Her isolation is real in that she
is avoided, or ignored, or chastised, or denounced. Her victimization
leads to her silence and she puts an end to her life. Both Bharti and
Reena are victims of intimate partner rape which spells disaster for
them. Bharti fails to raise her voice, but being raped does grant Reena
a voice – the voice of the victim. Bharti’s unspeakable truth finds an
alternative voice in Reena as her speech becomes much more verbose
and wandering as she ponders the consequences of her victimization.
Reena is not silenced as her speech shows an example of how charged
female language can challenge gender power relations in a very political
manner. When she meets Suhas, she replies to his ‘love’ saying:

“Not anymore. Not since I found out that Bharti, my sister,
was one of the girls caught in the sex scandal. The man who
took her there must have also told her he loved her. By the
way, her clothes didn’t catch fire, Suhas…. She didn’t
understand, Suhas. My sister went away because of the
shame she felt. But now I am confused. It all seems shameful
to me too: love, marriage, sex! I can’t distinguish between
love and lust. You who betrayed me, are you a rapist too?”
(280)

The words that appeared on Bharti’s suicide note are the only,
and the most powerful, instance when she reclaimed her voice. Though
she puts an end to her life before her voice reverberated and pounded
the walls of patriarchy, she does find the alternative voice in Reena
who gets the voice translated into action through her crusade against
the outrage. Reena’s decision to join a newspaper and write life stories
gives her access to media and an opportunity to challenge
heteronormative power relations. Reena’s writing at the individual
level can be linked to her embodiment, stressing that her writing also
involves allowing her voices to be heard, “seizing” the ability to speak
outside of masculine discourse. When Reena ‘laughed’ on Suhas’s
face (275) she embodies female self-assertion and distinction.
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Reena uses the power of media to cut across the protected wall
of patriarchal power relations and to disrupt and shift away from
problematic discourses, attempting to create a community on media
scape where women can freely speak on their own terms. While even
this act which breaks the silence technically silences the ability of
sexists to express their sexism, overall this silencing aims for a world
where ultimately more women can speak without being centralized
around the subjugating language and institutions problematically
imposed by a group of people upon others. Bharti’s alternative voice
(Reena) potentially serves as a war machine by shifting the scripts of
patriarchal discourse such that women can speak on their own terms.
This practice can be seen in action through her ‘life stories’, involving
a refusal to engage with a climate of sexism through the deployment
of speech and the creation of a space where marginalized women can
speak outside of oppressive discourse. Thus, alternative voice is a
promising method of feminist resistance, allowing women to shift
oppressive scripts of discourse that discourage women from speaking
to a context where they can speak on their own terms.
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Making and Unmaking it
Stereotype: A Critical Appraisal on
New Women Voices in Indian
English Poetry

Dr. K V Raghupathi
Assistant Professor in English, Central University of Tamil Nadu

Hundred and fifty years ago, writing in English by Indians,
and poetry in English in particular was a strange phenomenon,
unacceptable, incredible and questionable. After Independence such
unfounded sceptical attitude has been back grounded in the backdrop
of numerous writers emerging on the scene, and it no longer holds
any credence. More than two hundred poets since the appearance of
the first anthology, A Bengal Book of English Verse in 1918, edited by
TOD. Dunn have drawn the full attention of the literary world as well
as the academic world, not to speak of another equal number of poets
who have either drifted into oblivion or remained unacknowledged.
Rather, an exhilarating aspect of it is that this community is ever
increasing. Decade after decade new voices, some of them include
the best minds produced by this country are gaining recognition and
fame. In addition a number of poetry websites are publishing poetry
written by Indian poets. This indeed is a good augury.

This large chunk of writing produced by Indians invariably
representing the national consciousness has evaded a systematic
classification. Rather, the literary historians have often evaded the
responsibility of periodizing Indian poetry in English since that would
constitute my talk for this plenary session. What I wish to say is that
we don’t have a clear progression nor clearly definable movements in
Indian poetry in English, as we have an identification of movements
in our vernacular languages. The obvious reason for this lacuna is
that English is not our vernacular language, but a legacy of colonialism.
In Indian literature in English in general, and Indian poetry in English
in particular we have neither clearly demarcated phases nor have our
academicians ever bothered about such classification nor have we
ever arrived at a consensus as to how to characterize them.

Nevertheless, since my focus is on Indian women poets writing
in English, I would like to go with Makarand Paranjape’s periodization
“which uses a combination of prevailing political and poetic ideologies
to make the various phases of Indian Poetry in English” (Paranjepe,
8) and apply the same to my study of women poets in Indian English
Poetry. I call the first phase “Colonialism”, extending from 1825 to
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1900, the second phase, “Nationalism”, from 1900 to 1947 or 1950
and the third phase “Modernism” from 1950 to 1980. The fourth phase
in which we are, what one might tentatively call “Post-Modernism”.
This classification suits me well, nevertheless a word of caution that
this classification is not final but approximate and provisional, a desire
of convenience rather than water-tight compartments.

The first two phases, “Colonialism” (1825-1900) and
“Nationalism” (1900-1950) have not produced major women voices in
terms of number, except Toru and Aru sisters representing the former
and Sarojini Devi the latter. This is not to say that there were no
women voices. In between two anthologies, namely, A Bengal Book of
English Verse, edited by TOD. Dunn and Gevendoline Goodwin’s The
Anthology of Modern Indian Poetry in 1927, Margaret Macnicol edited
and published Poems by Indian Women in 1923. Several women poets
included in this anthology and subsequent anthologies before
Independence had either one publication to their credit or occasionally
written poems or lost in oblivion due to lack of patronage. Hence,
these two phases could not be much of our concern.

Neither would it drive me to focus my attention on the third
phase, “Modernism”, between 1950 and 1980, though this phase has
produced five significant women voices, Kamala Das, MamtaKalia,
Eunice de Souza, Silgardo and Gowri Deshpande, whose poetry I rate
as of high quality for the simple reason, a lot of academic criticism
has been produced on them. They are much explored poets.
Nevertheless I would say that the real potential voice in woman had
begun in this phase drawing the serious attention of male critics who
had until then viewed poetry writing as an exclusive domain of male
poets. In other words I would say these five women poets have
deconstructed the myth of “male-centric” poetry. Among these Kamala
Das was so domineering that her poetic stature had significantly
dwarfed not only her contemporary women poets but also poets of
another generation. This was rather a significant development, a mind
gobbling phenomenon. What has forced the “male world” lend its ear
to women’s voice was the frankness with which the women poets of
this phase had expressed their inner affected mind. MamataKalia,
Kamala Das and Gowri Deshpande have one quality in common; that
is they have expressed themselves very freely, frankly and directly
with swift moving, ironic and spiky wit tone. Obviously their poetry
has acquired the “confessional tone”. With this characteristic feature,
women poetry in English in India has taken a new direction, a new
shape a new movement and a new light, though their poetry has not
gone “much further than that” as Peeradina notes (Peeradina, 84)
being confessional.

Consider the following lines of MamtaKalia which speak of her
subjective eccentricities:

Love made a housewife out of me
I came with a degree in textile designing
I skill in debates, dramatics and games
You don’t realize
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You don’t sympathize
(Poems-78, 20)

But nothing ever happened to me
except two children
and two miscarriages…
(Tribute to Papa and Other Poems, “Sheer Good Luck” 11)
I feel all disjointed inside,
But the moment I hear your footsteps
I put all of me together
And give you my best smile

(Tribute to Papa and Other Poems, 30)

I can’t bear to read Robert Frost
why should he talk of apple picking
when most of us can’t afford to eat one?
I haven’t even seen an apple for many months….
whatever we save we keep for beer
and contraceptives

( TTPOP, “Against Robert Frost”, 2)

She depicts, through her poetry, a sensitive and intellectual
woman’s predicament in relation to her parents, family, domestic and
professional life and the large outer social life. She also articulates
the psychic frustrations and compulsions of love and marriage. Reshmi
Bajaj says, “Her poems deal with frustrations of a woman’s life in and
outside the house, boredom of married life and chaos of values in
society “(Bajaj, 19). Bruce King observes: The present contemporary
manner appears to have been initiated by MamtaKalia which explored
the themes, attitudes, voices and registers of speech which have been
taken further by de Souza and Silgardo” (King, 155). This element of
originality and freshness is true to Kamala Das’ writing as well which
is characterised by power and utter frankness. She writes about her
love, or rather, the failure of love or the absence of love, her frustration
in human relations and sexual gratification.

You called me wife,
I was taught to break saccharine into your tea and
To offer at the right movement the vitamins. Cowering
Beneath your monstrous ego I ate the magic loaf and
Became a dwarf

(“The Old Play house”)

Sometimes, she sounds theatrical and self-indulgent.

When I die
Do not throw the meat and bones away
But pile them up
And
Let them tell
By their smell
What life was worth
On the earth
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What love was worth
In the end

(“A Request”)

Gowri Deshpande too, often writes about love and relationships
in her three books, Between Births (1968), Poem on a Lost Love (1970)
and Beyond Slaughter Home (1972). She writes in an uninhibited way
like Kamala, but Eunice de Souza has observed that there is in her
poetry “ a great deal about blood and sweat and clenched teeth, and
about ‘lashing’ and ‘throbbing’, the final effect for the reader is not
one of intensity but embarrassment” (Ramamurti,192). This she
conveys in a certain kind of feminine feeling:

Sometimes you want to talk
About love and despair
And the ungratefulness of children.
A man is no use whatever then.

(“The Female of the Species”)
These women poets of the third phase have inaugurated the

“confessional” in poetry, invigorated with “newness” as contrast to
romantic spirit that characterised the first two phases. Bruce King
has rightly remarked that “the directness of expression and natural,
idiomatic colloquial vigour is more often found in the verse of Das,
Kalia, de Souza and Silgardo than in the male Indian English Poets”
(King, 161). Women poets of the “Post-Modernism” (after 1980) owe a
lot to these poets, especially Kamala Das who mapped out the terrain
for post-colonial women in social and linguistic terms.

Let me examine the last phase in which we are now placed,
which is of course my concern and focus. I call this phase as “Post-
Modernism” not strictly in philosophical and literary sense. But,
certainly, the qualities of Post Modernism are visible in their poetry.
Post Modernism is a recent phenomenon, it breaks all the rules and
seeks alternative principles of compulsion, conforming to their content
of existentialist thought. It seeks to capture human condition in its
most concentrated form and tends to empty a form which can fully
assimilate human existence, which is capable of accommodating the
meaninglessness, purposelessness and absurdity of human existence.
In doing so, it tries to employ various devices such as contradiction,
permutation, discontinuity, randomness, excess, short circuit, etc.
which manifest chaotic condition of the world in equally chaotic
technique forms.

The poetry written by women of this phase has close
resemblances to the characteristic qualities of “Post Modernism”. It
ranges from personal emotions to complex linguistic experiments,
dry intellectual tone and pungent satire. It has a new note and new
urgency of utterance. It has deconstructed and reconstructed all myths
of patriarchal society. In style too the women poets are erratic, chaotic,
eccentric, and disjointed to suit their appropriate broken feelings and
emotions, though there has been no change in theme. The predicament
of a single woman, her relationship with male partner and society
and her frustration and despair in the male dominated society continue
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to dominate and haunt many women poets. Let me examine a few
poets of this phase

Tara Patel shows in her debut collection Single Woman (1991)
that in the harsh reality of the world, the quest for companionship
without strings is difficult one. Her voice is a voice of protest against
women exploitation, drawing a distinct line of demarcation between
the women of the past and the present. “I cannot live like you, mother/
maintain the status quo… I dare say your discovery of sex/was not
wonderful… Love is an illusion/I’ve lived/with for so long, mother/
although you never inspired it” (Patel, 23).

MenkaShivdasani, a founder member of ‘Poetry Circle’ in
Mumbai which began in 1986, author of two books, Niravana At Ten
Rupees (1990) and Stet (2001), says that she writes poems because of
her inward inescapable compulsion, and she is least worried about
the reaction of the audience. Bruce King describes her first book as
“one of the best first books of poetry to appear during the 1990s”
(King, 313). She seeks space for women in the male patriarchal society,
and her intense longing for freedom is one of the major themes of her
poetry. In “The Atheist’s Confession” she shows the evolution as to
how she became disillusioned with every image that she herself up or
rather was forced upon her family, tradition and society just because
an event hadn’t turned in her favour. In despair she searches for true
God, not in stone made image, or wooden image. “I am looking for a
god/ Not the stone kind”, she says “wooden ones caught fire/and
paper ones/too easily” (“Are You There,” 17). Everything proved too
much for her. Only in her twenty two she confesses “I no longer
worship/myself, or him” (“The Atheist’s Confession”, 2). She herself
was not sure of ‘faith’ at that age, yet she utters stoically, “I look at
the sculptures/in the puja room/and wonder: are the Gods faintly/
beginning to smile again?” (The Atheist’s Confession, 2). Freedom is
her subject and she writes in the “Schoolgirl No More”: “I learnt the
mechanics/of bird flying in Biology/but did not possess the wings”
(“Schoolgirl No More”, 9). Menka has anticipated several new
characteristic features in writing poetry by dealing with socially
disagreeable aspects of contemporary life.

LaksmiKannan deals with divergent themes, mostly related to
woman. In her first and second collections Impression (1974) and The
Glow and the Grey (1976) she deals with a woman’s search for true
identity, nature’s place in human life, and the ambivalence of one’s
cultural inheritance. She doesn’t want “to share dismembered parts.”
Her perspective encompasses the need for wholeness (integrity) best
orchestrated in the poem “Fruits”, “Fruits I like, either/whole, or none
at all” (Kannan, 9). In “Ganapathi”, she aims at “integrating/the subtle
and the coarse/the fine and the rough” (Kannan, 9). It is in her second
collection The Glow and the Grey she reveals her feminist leanings by
clinically examining the distorted images of women in Indian society.
Her poem “An Embarrassment” is sordidly wretched, capturing the
woman’s plight. She says, “An hour of crying in pain/was more
comfortable/than the remembered sensuality/ of his mother’s breast”
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(Kannan, 25). The Exiled Gods (1985), her third collection of 38 poems,
is more pronounced in her feminist tendencies. Her vociferous voice
against injustice, ill treatment, humiliation, subordination and
subjugation of woman is clearly seen in several poems included in
this volume. In the Poem, “She” the woman is presented as longing
desperately for her freedom; and in that she identifies with the eagle
in vain:

She looked at the eagle
soaring above in circles
shrill notes tearing through the cool blue.
She cried silently with the kite
as it glanced down, eyes
frankly red and angry (16-7)

Her finest collection is Unquiet Waters published by
SahityaAdademi with an introduction by K.N.Daruwalla, in which she
used water as a metaphor that holds out the hope of reunion as the
rivers merge in the sea and lose their identity, in the Absolute. Kannan
tries to liberate the individual woman from her universal condition,
and her first person narration lends an intimacy, intensity, anger
and frustration to the whole exercise. C.T.Indira writes of her poetry
as marked with “feminist leanings which clinically examine the
distorted images of Indian women in Indian society” (Indira, 753).

ArundhatiSubramaniam (1967 -), another distinguished woman
poet of this phase deals with the anxieties of life as experienced by
the working women in their daily life in mega cities like Mumbai in
her two collections, On Cleaning (2001) and Where I live (2005). She
effectively portrays the mental agony

In the women’s compartment
of a Bombay local
we seek
no personal epiphanies
Like metal licked by relentless acetylene
we are welded –
dreams, disasters
germs, destinies
flesh and organza,
odours and ovaries
A thousand limbed
Million-tongued, multi spoused
Kali on wheels

(On Cleaning Book shelves, “5.46,Andheri local”)

Though the employment has empowered woman, Arundhati
believes it only has aggravated her plight. The weariness that she
faces in her job and at home at physical and mental levels is
unbearable. Even at times she has to postpone her love with her
husband.

When I descend
I could choose
to diced carrots
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or a lover
I postpone the latter (“5.46. Andheri Local”)

The problems of anguish of body as it struggles to fulfil its own
needs and on the other to tries to transcend the lust also constitutes
as one of her themes. The wild passions keep emerging as even time
they are controlled. Arundhati captures this in a beautiful way in her
two poems, “Demand” and “Home”:

reminding you
that this
this uncensored wilderness
of greed
is simply
or not so/ simply
body (“Demand”)

“Home” presents her struggle to control the sensual pleasure.
She employs the image of home to refer to her body

At home that I can wear lightly
where the rooms aren’t clogged
with yesterday’s conversations
where the self doesn’t bloat
to fill in the crevices. (“Home”)

K.Srilata, Chennai-based poet, fiction writer and translator and
one of the younger emerging voices in Indian Poetry in English, has
to her credit two collections, Seablue Child (2000) and Arriving Shortly
(2011) and addressed various themes like childhood, motherhood and
womanhood in general. Subjugation of the female in girl children of
twelve years and the loss of freedom in “Growing up” is a matter of
deep concern for the poet.

The child woman runs home to learn the wisdom
Of not playing
Of wearing dark cloured clothes (on some days)
Of being ‘watchful’ always
Even when you are only twelve

(Arriving Shortly, “Growing up”, 43)

As contrast to this loss of freedom viewed in girlhood,
MenkaShivdasani writes in a much despicable tone: “I learnt the
mechanics/of bird-flying in Biology/but did not possess the wings”
(“School girl No More”, 9). The absolute is unrealizable. She realizes
“everything was relative/including my hatred of Einstein/and myself”
(“Schoolgirl No More”, 9).

Then comes the critical phase in the life of a girl, the marriage.
Sri Lata captures the cruel fate that befalls her as seen in “The House”

She comes from a rich home
but married the wrong man
a dried up stick who cannot understand
the poem lingering on her face

Like ArundhatiSubramaniam, Sri Lata depicts the difficulties
faced by a working woman whose sacrifice is demanding. When her
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work in the house is not recognized, then perhaps the act of writing
itself becomes antidote to the poet.

At home
the children cling to my skirts
and the cooking is never done.
Home is
having to do the Friday puja
my husband asking for too much
and me carefully bursting the lumps in the baby’s food
before which of course he is wet again

(Seablue Child,” Uma”, 66)

On the contrary, for Ezeikel, “Home is where we have to earn
our grace” (Parthasarathy, 30). By ‘home’ he could also have meant
his city, Bombay, where life has to be lived with all its kindred clamour.
She finds hard to clinch time from her many roles to be a poet.

The baby has been asleep
There last three minutes
Uncertain time
For the poem to write itself in

( Seablue Child, “And Suddenly”, 68)

Her sense of awareness of the essential sensibility has been
succinctly captured in her poem “Kamalamma” that fetched her
GowriMajumdar Poetry Prize in 2001. It presents the sense of anguish
that woman particularly undergoes in various phases of her life. The
protagonist Kamalamma bears eight children with her husband’s
“muscular powers”, works as a cook in the union office sticking postage
stamps and posting a thousand letters a day. Ten years later when
the union is wound up what is left is the drumstick tree “proving
useful in a corner of the garden” (Seablue Child, 37). But life goes on
for Kamalamma. Though Sri Lata portrays different phases of woman’s
life which gains universality, her chief concern is freedom and a quest
for creative sustainability.

Anita Nair is yet another most promising poet of this phase.
Her voice seethes and crackles at many issues that confront women
in the society. Malabar Mind (2002), a unique collection, set in Kerala,
captures a colourful life canvas of the urban pastoral, personal and
social. She writes the real and corporeal, landscapes and mindscapes
with a rare fluid ease. Nair depicts the inner longing and dilemma of
the women. She advocates the people to look upon a woman not as a
mere commodity but as a real human being. In “Why Women Dream”
she says, “no one hears” (17) the voice of a woman and she “suffers in
silence” (18). Her beloved partner has pricked pins/on” her “ballooning
hopes “(42-3). The longing of a woman for freedom is conveyed as her

Wish to live in poppy fields
lie in a red field of sleep
love all the strays
and cliff hangers
breath in beauty
and senses that bloom (52-3)
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Life is not happy and sincerity of the partners is questionable.
She likes to live like the “squirrels that scamper up trees live as they
should” (67-8). Nair is candid in portraying the longing of any ordinary
woman’s yearning for love. In “Free Fall” she pictures the emptiness
in the life and the narrator searching for a love and the lover in her
life. She earnestly desires “to be loved/touched, stroked, and desired/
I am a woman who lives to fulfil/her nerve end longings” (1-4). She
poignantly points out the “Faceless Feet” that “roams restlessly above
and below” (10) her embryo home. Yet there are exceptions to this
obsessive narration with woman self. Poems like “Malabar Mind”,
“Twenty Fellow” depict the mundane realities of her own land. The
scene of “The cows stand still/hoof deep in browsing grass/Feel the
sun brand their backs” (8-10) evoke tender feelings. She describes
the mountains which are “blue ridged against the blue sky” (18). The
poems show greater understanding and compassion of the poet. She
is with Maya Angelou when she speaks of her rights. In “Grass Lands”
she ironically speaks in favour of the cow. She rakes through the
everyday, seizing an unusual movement and then turns them into
metaphors that cast a glow, suffusing ordinary things with
extraordinary dimensions capturing the strength and resilience of
life.

Let me take one more recent voice that is Rita NathKesari who
lives in Pondicherry. Unlike many women poets she unravels many
facets of life such as the impact of globalization, upward mobility, a
constant denigration of traditional values, the trauma of failure, the
tyranny of media and the myth of equality. She is not self-assertive
and self-denigrating, but touches upon varied aspects of life. She
voices, reflects, protests, delineates and deals with all aspects of the
world around her. In “Black Granite” she captures the colour
consciousness through a narrative device. As each coloured granite
is chosen for the portico, the Gods, the kitchen the poet is ironically
seized with “A slab of unclaimed black granite/standing in solitary
pride” (“Anguish and After”, 9). A dark and skinny girl is put to torture
by her mother and sons because of her complexion and obstinate
behaviour (“A Dark and Skinny Girl,” 25-8). “A Cruel Beloved” reveals
the strained relationships: “your shadow receded a while ago but/
your perfume clings to me so tight” (21). “Draupadi and I” is a poem
about the impact of globalization. It deals with a successful
professional who confronts a myth of purchasing power of his credit
card. When his confidence crumbles, the only option is “escape from
myself” (46). In crumbling confidence he speaks, “I pace inside my
globalized cabin/while Draupadi turns me into a myth” (46). A few
poems in her maiden collection deal with her deep sensitivity to the
beauty of nature. The beauty of creativity is succinctly captured in
children who “beckoned/ by walls, create their master pieces/ with
mummy’s lipstick, papa’s shoe polish” (17). “When seized by a frenzy”
the poet says with conviction and force, “nobody is safe; /neither
Michelangelo, nor the brats/nor locked up lunatics/nor lachrymose
lovers” (18).

Anna Sujatha Mathai in Attic of Night (1991) writes of the trauma
of separation and the travels of a separated woman. Poetry for her
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seems to be an act of transcendence of agony, in the name of survival.
The image of woman she projects is strong and determined, and she
argues for a sense of community, justice and companionship. In her
fifth collection, Mother’s Veena and Other Poems Anna is consistent
in ascending to heights. She is at her best when she eschews
adornment, as in the simply beautiful poem “Salt”: “My son has not
learnt/flattery./I asked him if he loved me/ he said No but your/
hands are warm/That was better than Cordelia’s answer” (Anna, 20).
The significant aspect of her poetry is her proclivity for simplicity
both in form and structure. She writes in one of her poems, “Poetry”:
“There is no poetry/which cannot include/a family of three/existing
on the earnings/of a ten year old boy” (Anna, 68)

Among other recent voices, poets such as Prabha Mehta,
PurabiPatnaik, VijayaGoel, Mani Rao, AnuradhaNalapet, Venu Arora,
Kamal Gurtaji Singh, Renu Singh, ChandiniKapur, Rita Melhotra,
Monica Chaudury, JyotirmayeeMohapatra, MadhaviLata Agarwal,
ShilpaViswanath, Jelena Narayanan, and Sunanda Mukherjee seem
to be outspoken, open and honest. These poets, too, like their
predecessors, have dealt with betrayal and infidelity in marital life
and denial of freedom. Their poetry depicts their fight against
discrimination and stigma, hypocrisy, oral duplicity, and false ethical
and cultural values and questions others’ stereotypes and prejudices.
They have challenged the community’s norms and attitudes about
sex and sexpression. In addition, they are highly intuitive,
interpretative and evaluative of the contemporary social, political and
economic realities. On the other, poets like Indra Devi Dhanarajgir,
Ira De, LeelaDhanraj, Gauri Pant, LalithaVenkeswari, Shree Devo
Singh, Lila Ray, Mary Ann Das Gupta, Bhanumati Srinivasan, and
Malathi Rao fail to achieve recognition because of certain inherent
limitations.

Let me examine some of their poems. Tejinder Kaur in her
collection Reflections (2001) and Images (2002) presents a matured
and confident voice with serious thoughts and reflections rooted in
self-experience, observation, understanding and idealism.
SunandaMukherjeee reflects her personal disappointment and
disillusion with love, marriage and life. Indrayanee Mukherjee strikes
a different note in her maiden collection Images that watch the Eye
(2004). Another poet who strikes feminine presence is TelenaNaryanan
(Chennai). Her collection The Gold Comb and Other Poems (2003) is
intensely personal and lyrical. ShilpaViswanath’s debut collection
Pause (2001) evinces her keen interest in social issues. Mani Rao, the
author of eight collections, presents her quirky view and a bizarre
concept or an unusual juxtaposition of ideas. According to Allan Sealey
she writes with wit and knife and punch and paper scissors and cuts
and pastes, leaves gaping holes. Mamang Dai, a distinct voice from
Assam, writes her poetry with a careful choice of her words and word
combinations. Kavita Jindal living in UK writes in a voice that rings
true; she often writes about the struggle between the individual and
society, the cry for freedom, and the burden of a role one has to play.
SmitaRajan living in Delhi writes about technology and computers in
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surreal manner. Monika Varma, “a nature poet” in her all seven
volumes confirms her all-pervading sympathy for the objects, scenes
and activities of nature. The metaphysical approach to life is conveyed
by defining her faith in the joy of life through the medium of ‘gold’
when she bursts out ecstatically:

O give me gold:
The gold of sunlight.
The gold of pollen-drenched flowers,
The gold encrusted by a thousand gems
That glitters a crown

(‘Gold’ Green Leaves and Gold, P.34)

These poets have effectively responded to chaos and
degeneration in all walks of life, lopsided values, hypocrisy, inner
tension, isolation, socio-economic hardship, feeling of void and /or
sense of lack of meaning and purpose in life today. In carrying forms
and rhythm, most women poets introspect and self-question sharing
their mind and memory, which is qualitatively superior to most male
poets writing in English today. They tend to introvert and explore
themselves with awareness of women’s degradation, exploitation,
subordination and/or brutality and injustice to them simply for being
women. They seek freedom from the straggling confinement of the
male structured society and use poetry to experience peace of mind:
“My conceptions are dulled/And my spirit struggles to escape/The
caged bird in me” says ShwetasreeMajumder (“Confinement”). They
exude faith in themselves vis-à-vis their identity, sex relationship and
concern for women’s dignity. They sound more honest, more sincere,
“freer, wider, larger/and infinitely lonelier” to quote from
ShwetasreeMajumder’s poem “Epilogue”. They use powerful, striking
imagery drawn from the surreal world with a strong sense of appeal.
Their diction is decisive and incisive, and flows uninhibitedly like
water in a stream.

Nevertheless their poetry is not free from certain limitations.
One serious charge levelled against their poetry is that it is highly
“self-centred”, “self-expressive” and “self-inflicting”. There is
abundance of confession in their poetry, an accomplished self-
revelatory design. Their thematic interests are narrow, too subjective
and too sentimental. Though they moved from “colonial nationalistic
themes” and from “general ethical statements to writing about personal
experience” (King, 147), they are not worried about various social
problems that confront human society. They occasionally wrote
impressive descriptive and narrative poetry. It seems there is no issue
which is dearer to Indian women poets than their own agonizing
predicament. Right from Toru Dutt, these poets have been anxious
about women and their fate. On this ground, their poetry cannot be
dismissed as trivial, unaccounting and irresponsible. Neither can it
be stopped. Perhaps we may see more such poetry flowing from their
hands with redoubled vigour, vengeance and vehemence. After all
poetry is “subjective” to put it straight and cryptically; and one must
speak and write one’s own experiences unashamedly. There is neither
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legal issue nor moral issue involved in it. Nothing is at stake for being
confessional. At least their inner affected world is made open, and for
this being excessively confessional Indian women’s poetry need not
be penalized.
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Negotiating the Binaries:  A Critical
Analysis of Imtiaz Dharker’s Poetry
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“Freedom is something inside you. Being able to stand outside
a culture is freedom. I love being an outsider. I’d say ‘alienation’,
being an outsider is a positive. Being an outsider is my country. I
value that”(De Souza, 114). These are the thoughts of a contemporary
woman writer, who does not wish to be type casted or bounded in a
particular image- Imtiaz Dharker.The literature of twenty first century
reflects that women of post-modern era attain freedom not only by
educating and working; they now believe to transcend and dilute the
boundaries of the culture-specific roles assigned to them. Jasbir Jain
mentions that “The woman-writer in her pursuit of freedom has first
to learn to undo the knowledge, the received ideas and beliefs, and
being afresh with her being at the centre”(Jain, 56). Contemporary
Women Writers, undoubtedly, have started to consider themselves at
the centre and let their thoughts, agendas, propagate in multiple
directions. Along with the strong feminist agenda, women writers are
taking up various realms of life which needs consideration, attention
and renegotiation. In doing so, women writers have learnt to fight
with the poison of dichotomies and essentialization. Imtiaz Dharker
is also one such contemporary women poets. Her poetry is strong,
blunt and candid; and she intensely interrogates the power structure
of society. Her approach is of a rebellious woman standing against
the unjust paradigms of society, which otherize woman and represent
them as weaker sex. She exhibits female concerns in an impactful
manner. Readings of her works have categorized her as typical feminist
poet, but she has add-ons to that framework which I wish to explore
in this paper. The most appealing part of her poetry is the use of
binaries to destroy the binaries itself.First, she stands with binary
oppositions one by one, then rejects them and loves to remain
anonymous and decontextualized. She does not want to be categorized,
neither in terms of gender, caste or class nor in frames of nationality,
religion or culture. Her poems exemplify that categorization of humans
and essentializing the traits and norms according to the category is
the most harmful act against human beings. Such essentialization
obliterates the freedom and leads to lack of trust and hence draws
boundaries between the people. Whether it is between man-woman,
white-black or between Muslim-non-Muslim; these categorizations
and their narrow definitions have destroyed the humanity.
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As a contemporary women poet, the gruesome environment,
fearful children, subjugated women, terrorism – all appeal and in fact
disturb her. Her poetry comes as a response to all such concerns.

Through this paper the attempt is to study Dharker’s work as
a negotiation with binaries. Dharker intelligently in her verses
interrogates the defined norms and principles associated with
particular gender, race, class, culture and religion. Through her poems
she puts forth the intricacies of binding human freedom with such
forces. Her first collection ‘Purdah and other poems’ comprise poetry
which represents strong voice of the suppressed woman. Her first
two poems Purdah I and Purdah II showcase how the custom of
‘Purdah System’ demolishes the freedom of woman. Such customs
(here Purdah system) both literally and metaphorically otherizes
woman. Not just in form of clothing meant to hide the body; but also
as a veil from knowledge, interaction and growth. In the poem ‘Purdah
I’, Dharker mentions that this Purdah System is so engrossed in the
society that it has been internalized by women. It is considered as a
tool for safety, something which protects women from immoral beings;
“Purdah is a kind of safety./ The body finds a place to hide” (4-5).
Further she says that this Purdah is nothing more than a coffin, in
which a dead body is kept. This system is so suffocating and negative
that it turns a woman into a mere dead body. She is not supposed to
express her choice, her likings-disliking, in fact she is forced to move
so inward that no light of knowledge could reach her:

We sit still, letting our cloth grow
a little closer to our skin.
A light filters inward
through our bodies’ walls.
Voices speak inside us,
echoing in the spaces we have just left.

(Purdah and other poems, 19-24)

And this whole process of suppression compels a woman to
otherize herself from everything, in fact from her own self - “Wherever
she goes, she is always/ inching past herself”(27-28). Her sense of
loss is unexplainable; her firmness of being an individual shatters
completely. This sense of shame, fear and discomfort pushes woman
into darkness. In this poem, Dharker has used the binary forms to
express the trauma of Purdah system. The usage of words/expressions
like- ‘dead men in’, ‘light filters inward’, ‘voices speak inside us’, ‘she
stands outside herself’, ‘inching past herself’, and ‘doors keep opening
inward’ give poem a strong dimension and hence leave a greater impact
on readers. Repetitive use of the word-”inward”, reiterates that the
psychological trauma which women face due to such restrictions is
intolerable. At the end of the poem, reducing the length of the lines,
and expressions like “inward and again/ inward” depicts as if
something is crushing into a smaller piece, squeezing inside and hence
communicates the feeling of suffocation, pain and fear.
SanjuktaDasgupta refers to Dharker’s use of referents as a source of
demythification: “By juxtaposing the referents in an ironic combination
of ‘purdah’, ‘safety’, ‘hide’, ‘coffins’ and ‘dead men’, Dharker privileges
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her agenda of demythification and demystification of women in
Purdah” (Dasgupta,85). Purdah system and restrictions bring such
feelings to woman of being in darkness and being lonely. Purdah is
not a tool of safety; rather it is a means to subjugate half of the
humanity. Jasbir Jain also comments on this Purdah system:

This practice of Purdah in many Asian countries is not merely
a form of dress or custom, but it is indicative of a whole
social system. Purdah reinforces the idea of female
subjugation inbuilt in patriarchal societies; it also defines
family and political structures and constitutes the basis of
gender ideology.(Jain, 243)

Dharker and many other writers have taken strong stance
against such systems. Through poetry, though creating awareness,
spreading social message and showing defiance is not an easy task,
but Dharker do it conveniently and effectively. Prof R.K. Bhushan
mentions in his article on web about Dharker’s artistry in Purdah
poems:

Imtiaz Dharker, with her social and cultural growth and lived
experiences spanning three countries- Pakistan, England and
India- has shown her subtle artistry in exposing the
PurdahSystem in her title poems, poems related to it, in all
complexes of theme and style. The symbolism inherent in
purdah, also finds its subtlety and simplicity in alien cultural
setting.

Her next title poem ‘Purdah-II’, comments on the subjugation
of women through the backdrop of religion. According to the poet the
religion and all the customs associated with it are used by the powerful
people(mostly men) to categorize ‘woman’ in a defined role and if
woman steps out of it she is ostracized by the society and by family
members too. This she exemplifies by the characters of Saleema and
Naseem in the poem. Dharker through this poem, questions the
significance of a religion that instead of giving freedom bounds a
person. The name of God/Allah should bring peace and not fear:

But woman. Woman,
you have learnt
that when God comes
you hide your head. (Purdah and other poems, 86-89)

All such customs are made to give certain people upper hand
in society and religion. The story of Saleema in the poem actually
reflects the tale of most of the women. Few lines sum up the plight
associated with a woman’s whole life:

Bought and sold, and worse,
grown old. She married back home,
as good girls do,
in a flurry of red, the cousin-
hers or mine, I cannot know-
had annual babies, then rebelled at last.

(Purdah and other poems, 115-120)
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This ‘good girl syndrome’- where a girl is expected to marry
according to her parents’ wish, then lead her life according to
herhusband’s wish; and ultimately serve as a nurturer and care-taker
suffocates a girl’s life. The one who breaks the shackles and don’t
stick to this good girl syndrome is discarded by family like Naseem.
She is counted amongst the dead members of the family. For a woman
life does not bring comfort so easily; even if a girl chooses her life-
partner on her own then also she can’t expect her life to be perfect.
Since power structure prevails in love-marriages as well. There also a
woman has to be a woman (defined by man). Dharker mentions that
‘freedom’ just rattles in woman’s life; she cannot feel it, achieve it:

In or out of Purdah. Tied or bound.
Shaking your box to hear
how freedom rattles . . .

(Purdah and other poems, 150-152).

In this poem as well, Dharker shows how defined binaries of
society are pulling people apart. Male and female being two opposites
are imposed with assigned roles which are poles apart. At one end no
freedom, no individuality, no rights, no free space; on the other end
freedom for himself, rights to decide for others as well, individual
priority and space to live freely. Such dichotomies which are not
natural in fact they are imposed by patriarchal society, are not
acceptable and hence need to be interrogated and changed. In
Dharker’s work it comes out like a naked truth. It is accepted by
readers that her work is about transcending the boundaries:

The distinction between the victimizer and protector blurs.
The breakdown of these categories is openingof a search for
new possibilities- the little chink from where the expanse of
‘beyond’ will open up. (Chaturvedi, 258)

Occasional rhyming and the use of strong and binary opposite
words, showcases how these binaries are created and that they need
to be examined. ‘Sold and bought’, ‘Bought and sold’, ‘Break cover’,
‘In or out of purdah’, ‘Tied or bound’ – are few expressions which
reflects Dharker’s communicative strategy. She employs oxymoron,
binaries simultaneously negotiating with each other to convey her
message. Surya NathPandey in his article ‘A Room of One’s Own’
writes about Dharker’s poetry,

Imtiaz Dharker’s forte is rebellion. Be religion, personal life
or social customs, she registers her protest and disapproval
in an emotionally emphatic way. Her poems speak for
themselves in that she communicates her ideas through
telling images and symbols steeped in literal as well as
metaphorical connotations. (Nath, 201)

Undoubtedly, Dharker emphatically communicates the ideas
which are hard to swallow as such. And it becomes even more difficult
if someone hails from quite a stringent background. In her interview
with Eunice De Souza, she mentions about her upbringing:
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We had freedom in terms of the education we wanted, but
less social freedom . . . In Pakistan, I was always someone’s
sister or someone’s daughter asking permission to do things.
It’s terrible to be dependent for approval on a male member
of the family. I don’t know how to justify anything I do. (De
Souza, 111-113)

Such tightly bound environment is reflected through
confessional tone in her poetry, although her poems usually talk about
women in general rather than about Muslim women only. “Yes, the
poems are about being woman, and not just a Muslim woman. I don’t
see myself as a spokesperson for the community. I feel women generally
are too accepting of the guilt they always feel.” mentions Dharker in
her interview with De Souza. She firmly represents womanand the
suppressed class’ voices without being manipulative or diplomatic.
She might keep her life-experiences in the background, but what
comes out in the poetry is something which appeals to all those who
have been made to feel as an outsider, outcast or other – whether on
the basis of gender, class, caste or race. Her poem ‘Pariah’ brings out
such connotations only. The literal meaning of the word pariah is an
outcast; or a demographic group, species or community that is
generally despised. The poem imparts the emotions of a person who
is seen as an outsider in a particular community or country. Here,
she refers to the condition of people from East/Oriental countries in
West. ‘Racism’ is the issue which she addresses in this poem. The
opening paragraph of the poem makes it clear how the Asians are
looked upon in West. The poet says she feel uncomfortable because
she is perceived as ‘the other’; someone who does not belong to their
race. Her way of dressing, speaking, her every action receives a look
equivalent to a whiplash. She is seen as a member of colonized group
who has dared to enter their (western) arena:

My shoulders hunch against the cold,
and even more, against their eyes.
It’s not that they despise me,
rather what they see
is inconvenient: I make
an untidy shape
on their street, a scribble leaked
out of a colonial notebook,
somehow indiscreet.

(Purdah and other poems, 1-9)
People of oriental countries are always expected to be

submissive, passive and fearful; they are not supposed to be outgoing,
extrovert. Their life style and language is not considered up to the
mark, the line of the poem: “I make an untidy shape on their street,”
expresses that the poet is not treated as an equivalent being. Both
the weather and the attitude she finds is cold. Once again, Dharker
questions the binaries prevalent in human lives; she asks in the poem
how come they decide about ‘sin’, ‘judgement’ and ‘righteousness’.
How is it that they become the standard, the judge, and the power
and treat the other person as inferior? Who gives them right to decide
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the boundaries for others? – “Their looks are whiplashes./Perhaps I
have transgressed./But what do they know of sin and judgement,
and/true righteousness”(20-24).

In this cold place, only relief is the God/Allah. It is her body,
her God, her prayers which give her peace, but following her religion
and its customs also receive a cold feedback in a foreign land.

Dharker wishes to draw the attention of the readers towards
the bifurcation of human lives, the dichotomies which have been
created to suppress the human-beings. Divisions of East-West, White-
Black, Christian-Non-Christian, Orient-Occident; have marred the
humanity. The essentialization of defined characteristics of a particular
division does not let an individual grow and live freely. In fact such
demarcations breed hatred among societies. Dharker’s another poem
‘White Carnation’ is a beautiful poem depicting the stressful
relationship between two people of different races. Poem does not
carry any rebellious expressions, it just expresses through sweet-n-
sour exchange of glances to communicate the hidden reality of ‘racism’.
The free verse poem is written in two parts- Voice I and Voice II. Voice
I is that of the poet and Voice II is of a small black girl.

In first part of the poem the poet says that it does not matter to
her that she was ‘black’. For her she is just like any other child; but
that girl’s eyes were carrying an uneasiness which bothers the poet.
She finds that little girl shy and quiet, trying to maintain the distance
from all those who are not of her colour. She might have gone through
the cold attitude of the people towards her therefore now she
categorizes all of them as similar (especially the people who are not
black). Dharker says that her eyes seem to accuse her of behaviour
which she has not shown to her:

She was shy, most of them are.
Quiet little thing, didn’t want to talk.
The huge eyes they all have,
accusing you of things
you know you haven’t done.

(Purdah and other Poems, 6-10)
The poet does not believe in racism but that is not good enough

to convince that little girl. Dharker understands that many people
must have shown signs of discrimination to that girl or her family.
Therefore, just to make the relations a bit better she gives a flower to
that girl:

I called
her back, and gave her a carnation
to make up for all the things
I know I hadn’t done.

(Purdah and other Poems, 21-24)
The next part of the poem, the Voice II of the girl tells that

when she returns to her family, her family seems to be concerned.
Her mother is anxious about her carrying a flower and coming late.
Her brother sarcastically comments that she might have found a
boyfriend who is white:
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My mother said where
did you get that flower you’re late.
Got herself a boyfriend, white, my brother said.

(Purdah and other Poems, 31-33)

But the girl in her heart was happy to receive warmth and love
from the other side. She happily accepts the carnation and pin it up
in her hair: “Later at the mirror/ I pinned her carnation in my hair,/
where it hung, fragrant and crumpled as  her skin”(34-36). In the
poem, both the voices (of the poet and of the girl) indicate that people
love to live together without any discrimination. It is the differences
created by the racial norms which pull people apart rather them
bringing together. Dharker adroitly presents an intense issue in a
subtle manner. Her art of dealing with binaries has come out
magnificently in her works. She is one of the strongest women poets,
who have given new attributes to Indian poetic style. Poet Jerry Pinto
mentions about Dharker in his article ‘Imtiaz Unbound’- “Imtiaz
Dharker does not write difficult poetry. She is a difficult poet because
she subverts what you think poetry should be.” Her poetic credo
includes the use of strong imagery, metaphysical conceits, paradoxes
and binaries – a poetic style which makes her distinctive from other
poets.

Dharker’s verses demonstrate that she stretches the binary
forms to come together and get diluted, so that a neutral zone could
be created. She represents this idea in many of her poems.Her poem
entitled ‘Battle-Line’ is a kind of creation which does not overtly states
to unite India and Pakistan, but connotes through the metaphor of
lovers that these two countries should look for trouble-free zone.
Rather than creating check-points, drawing boundaries these
countries should focus on their unconscious zones where they are
just like lovers.

The pain of partition between the two countries is represented
through the imagery of barbed wires penetrating the territory of body.
The paradox of ‘distrustful lovers’ for the two nations reveals that it is
the lost trust which is pulling these nations apart.

These two countries lie
hunched against each other
distrustful lovers
who have fought bitterly
and turned their backs;
but in sleep, drifted slowly
in, moulding themselves
around the cracks
to fit together,
whole again; at peace.

(Purdah and other Poems, 22-31)

The cracks here refer to the situations where they come together
(in sports, art, literature); it is this space which Dharker wants these
countries to reach. The lack of communication leads to lack of trust
and India-Pakistan relations have suffered because of gap in
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communication. These ‘gaps’ have been termed as ‘checkpoint’ in the
poem:

Checkpoint:
The place in the throat
where words are halted,
not allowed to pass,
where questions form
and are not asked.

(Purdah and other poems, 35-40)

AkshayaKumar writes about the poem and Dharker’s stand
point on the relations of India and Pakistan:

This is a womanly reaction that clamours for the meeting of
the lovers as against the rhetoric of partition. The stakes of
the poet in the troubled zone of India-Pakistan relations are
very high. In their unconscious, both India and Pakistan are
one, and it is this unconscious that the poet seeks to
invoke.(Kumar, 345)

Dharker is conscious towards political issues as far as the feuds
between the nations are concerned. But her poetry is not a plain
commentary on relation of India and Pakistan; rather they
metaphorically invoke a situation where these countries are at peace.
Her poems like ‘No-man’s land’, ‘Borderlines’, impart the message of
terror free living.

The changing scenario demands the binaries to be diluted and
contemporary writers contribute valuably in that. In the discussions
of post-modernism and post-feminism, the view-point of rejecting the
binaries has finally made a mark. In an article on Post-Feminist
Configurations, one of the writer mentions about women’s role in
rising above the dichotomies and in believing oneself:

What the nearly two-centuries long gestation and a century-
long struggle period has taught them is to believe in
themselves as potently powerful agencies of change, a change
that they have now come to understand cannot and will not
be brought about either by overt revolt or by inert self-
effacing/sacrificing martyrdom but only by being recognized
as autonomous beings in their own right. . . . The need in
this post-feminist era is not to acquire a patina and gloss
over the wounds but to lay bare the afflictions and keep them
green yet not let them petrify and putrify. (Bhargava, 223-
224)

It is Dharker’s speciality that she does not accept the defined
notions as it is, she intelligently interrogates them and puts forth
them in front of readers in a manner that they are compelled to rethink
about the accepted opinions. All those accepted beliefs, norms,
practices, discourses which lead to subjugation in society; are taken
seriously and treated intellectually by Dharker. The politics behind
‘power and freedom’ are unravelled in her verses. Blurring the
divisions, crossing the boundaries, unveiling the masks/purdah- are
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discourses of Dharker’s poetic works. Her poetic style marks her as
an intense poet. Expressing through words and drawings, negotiating
with binaries, rejoicing the candidness – Imtiaz Dharker is a proficient
and strong poet. She has ushered a new way for upcoming generations
of poets.
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Poetic Credo of Rukmini Bhaya
Nair: A Desire for New Poetics

Bhawna Vij Arora
Full-time Research Scholar, GGSIP University, New Delhi

What’s a poem?

A poem is a beast, a furred, tawny creature in a cage of words. It is a
wild mess of scribbles and lines and harsh talon scratches on paper. (The
Return of Ariel, Mad Girl’s love Song, 3)

The primary impetus for this paper occurred as an accidental
literary encounter, when I was loosely inspecting one of the treatises
by the contemporary American poet, Anne Finch, in her The Body of
Poetry: Essays on Women, Form and the Poetic Self, wherein she argues
about the lack of the tradition of ‘poetic theory’ for American Women’s
poetry, as the contemporary women poets could hardly boast of an
adequate literary-cum-poetic genealogy. In the1980s, against the
hegemonic agency of male critical theories of probing and acceptance,
one of the pre-eminent Anglo-American literary theorists, Elaine
Showalter, coined the term gynocritic as a mode of feminist criticism
in which she asserts a need “to construct a female framework for the
analysis of women literature [and poetry], to develop new models based
on the study of female experience rather to adapt male models and
theories” (131). That this tradition of “feminist poetics” can further be
constructed by rummaging through their (women) “poems and novels
and plays, in essays and pamphlets and letters and diaries, and even
in records of conversation”, says Lawrence Lipking (63). “In other
words, it is to be found in the cultural and social expressions of women
speaking about their experience and practice, in a woman-grounded
epistemology” (Ibid). This angelic silence upon the formal poetic
theories is also unequivocally sensed in the poetic spirits of Indian
English women poets as well, for the lack of a theoretical schema “of
one’s own” renders Indian English women’s poetry as variegated/
separated/ scattered and heterogeneous or even examined as having
archetypal feminist lamentations of the Third World. Despite being
crucial stimulants to map and fecundify the poetic landscape of
Contemporary Indian English Poetry, these women poets struggle to
carve a niche for themselves, in the mainstream poetic discourse but
are relegated to the margins. This homogenization to the parental/
patriarchal classification Indian English Poetry leaves them with
reductionist constructions/spaces, a project utterly prevalent
nowadays in political, scientific, pedagogical and educational spheres.
In fact, the nomenclature, Indian Women’s Poetry has not even found
its share of discernability onto the popular search engines Google
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and Wikipedia yet except for being anthologized and examined in
Purdah— An Anthology, by Eunice De Souza; Nine Indian Women Poets:
An Anthology, by Eunice De Souza; Poems at the Edge of Differences:
Mothering in New English Poetry by Women, by Renate Papke, or The
Oxford Anthology of Modern Indian Poetry by Vinay Dharvedkar and
A.K. Ramanujan to acknowledge a few. Dr. K. V. Raghupati, who in a
recent National Seminar on Women poets Indian English Poetry stated,
“Poetry by women in post-colonial times, has organically responded
to the Indian situation by raising questions related to self, identity,
patriarchy, political and social consciousness. But visibility
nonetheless remains a cause of concern, not only for the regional
women poets but also for their Indian English counterparts”
(Shivdasani). Even, the andocentric coterie of Indian critics, in their
finicky compilation of anthologies often indulge into the politics of
exclusion, bracketing only a handful of women poets, to be ‘worthy’
of the standards of the male-centric poetship/ publications (Mehta).

 It is at such a juncture, when Indian women’s poetry is either
limited to anthologies, public/private poetry sessions, Mushairas and
other niche lettered circles that Rukmini Bhaya Nair emerges as a
lyrical maverick of post-modern poetry, raising above the platitudinous
sentimentalism, periodically associated with feminism and women’s
poetry; beckoning a new paradigmatic shift of form, by exploring
unusual techniques, tongue-in-cheek expressions, complex
playfulness with western poetic theories scaffold-ed on serious and
contemporaneous themes. If Rushdie’s Midnight’s Children pitchforks
Indian English fiction into the global movement of Postmodernism, it
wouldn’t be an overstatement to view Bhaya Nair’s oeuvre a work
commemorating Post-modern poetry (also asserted famously, by poet
and critic Keki N Daruwalla) , which needs a serious consideration
and engagement in the Indian academic circles. This paper would
examine the two cardinal/critical pointers/persuasions suggested
through Nair’s poetry: a) The poetic credo defined and conceptualized
by the poet, its pertinence, applicability and objectives, analyzed in
the light of the poetic excerpts, a hint to intervene and occupy the
mainstream poetic spaces and the consequential critical discourses.
b.) Based on her poetic axioms and surmises the need for signification
i.e. a signal to call for a women’s poetic theory tradition that can
insert the poets of the past, both pre/ post independence, and
contemporary within the groundwork/body of poetic theories and not
as random rhapsodic excursions but as perpetually engaged lyrical
wizards.

Anne Finch, in “Female Tradition as Feminist Innovation” (2005)
says:

The historical problem is that contemporary women poets
do not have a long powerful female tradition to rebel against.
The only women’s poetic tradition that has been influential
during our century is the free-verse tradition that followed
on Modernism. . . Women poets who are drawn to palpable
structures and who identify with female traditions must look
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away the search for our foremothers. Writing in form is for
us not a matter of going back to the past, re-asserting an
archaic power, meekly treading on territory already claimed
by Chaucer, Shakespeare, Milton and Wordsworth.”

Corresponding to what Finch elaborates on, Indian women’s
poetic scenario faces a similar predicament. But being a non-
conformist; a denouncer of conventional substances and themes of
mushy sentiments, motherhood vulnerabilities, domesticities and
chores of wives etc., it is Nair’s attempt to raise  above and to fill in
the fissures of poetics, “a convincing body of  theory for contemporary
women’s writing in form, or for the contemporary readers to re-evaluate
some of the demonized aspects of the largely female poetic
tradition”,(Finch) that Finch calls the “sentimental” tradition, the
concerns which Nair also addresses through her poetry.

 Indian women poets emerge and stand at the tripod of primarily
three contentions, first, writing in English (a borrowed language); by
an elite (a woman who ponders in such a parlance is apparently a
consumer of higher English education, is above the exigencies of
supporting a family entirely), having drawn on a long history of
personal subjugation (under the head honcho of patriarchy). Thus,
for the “literary critic in India, the dilemma is thus political: how to
historically evaluate these hybrid productions? Should the critic
ridicule, praise or simply dismiss the lot? For the English language
women writer [more with a poet], the difficulty is more existential:
how to escape the linguistic trap, the gilded cage, of her historical
situatedness? How not to be cast as that evil rani of the folktale, elite
but alien? The only way out seems to be either to maintain a hut
silence, or to create what philosophers call ‘a counterfactual world’
through her poetry— a world in which she denies the unnaturalness
of her body and the irrelevance of her speech.” . . . “Both routes are
unsatisfactory . . .” (Nair, 36-37). It becomes urgency in this regard,
to derive such a feminist epistemology of theoretical premises, tools
and methodologies, which can deconstruct the “intellectual, emotional
and linguistic contortions” (37) of not just women poets of English
rather of post-colonial regional/ subaltern poets as well, through a
compendium of their written pieces, quirky scribblings, or even te^te-
a`-te^te conversations.

 Nair pushes and extends the boundaries of the present feminist
idiom by bringing an experimental edge of “restlessness, evasiveness,
excessive metaphoricity, and irony”, which represents “a body in pain,
or language turned inside-out, convulsed in unnatural labour.”(37)
Asked about a poet’s errand, she says,

I see the poet’s role, whether man or woman, as being one in
which s/he routinely engages in acts of disruption. (“Language
Without a Safety Net: The Enigma and Excitement of Poetry
A conversation with Rukmini Bhaya Nair, 343)

The poetic form, avant-garde in nature appears equally
rebellious, consider, for example the experimental mode of form, be it
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the epigraph of The Yellow Hibiscus, the fusion of linguistic and poetic
in the “Language Lessons.”

For

The Poets

Who know that if

All the poems in the world

Were loaded onto the backs of trucks

And incinerated, no one might have even notice for days

The death of poetry would cause for less consternation

That in the electricity or water taps were turned off all over

Even for few hours, and yet the poets continue to write

Because they know perfectly well that trucks, taps

And all those other magical gadgets would

Have about as much chance of existing

As babies without parents, if poets

Had not first invented

Poetry

*Language Lessons I *Related Reading
Syntax is brittle Chomksy (1965,
Made of Frangible Bone 1972, 1984, 1991, etc.)
Articulated like a dinosaur Wittegenstein (1953, 1974)
Earth moves Carnap, Russell (1959)
When sentence flicks its tail Panini (c.5th century) . . .

 Or the run-on enjambed words as a device in “Genderrole”:

Considerthefemalebodyyourmost
Basictextanddontforgetitsslokas1
Whatpalmleafmscandoforusitdoes
Therealgapsremainforwomentoclose1

The “Language Lessons”, examines the poet’s engagement with
the rigidness of form and “un”-following of linguistic conventions
through the play of syntax, semantics with zesty and sassy metaphors.
The “Genderrole”, when read with pause and untangling of syntax,
visually refers to the liberation of not only the hegemonic, patriarchal
expectations from the gender and female bodies but also the
conventional, rigid rules of grammar and syntax, both at the hands
of men. As stated in a different context, something which “breaks the
laws of a language censored by grammar and semantics”, is “at the
same time, a social and political protest”, by French linguist Julia
Kristeva in Revolution in Poetic Language (1974).

The rebel in the poetic form, analogous to the ancient practice
of writing on palm leafs in Sanskrit, with the subtle juxtaposition of
Sanskrit and female (the language with its shlokas and the female
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body according to prescribed behavior), not only questions/ rummages
through the phallocentric supremacy of men over female bodies/
scriptures/ epistemology but equally invokes Derrida’s idea that
“words only have meanings by virtue of their differences from other
words, and that this differentiation takes places in the gaps or spaces
between them” (Shankar). It is the choice of her poetic form, contrary
to the established poetic structures, much against the refined, graceful
and complacent, exclusively post-modernist in the Indian context,
which asserts her an ingeniously innovative woman poet.

Nair’s verse collection, apart from the academic prose, The Hyoid
Bone (1992), The Ayodhya Cantos (1999), Yellow Hibiscus (2004),
sequester itself from the mainstream/ customary practices of not
only the male poets but female poets as well. But, it is not to say that
she writes antithetical/ contrastive/ antipodal to the male poets or
her colleagues, rather she niches a differing poetic idiom which is not
hostile, exclusive to the traditional past and not separated, sharpened
articulation of dissent and not snobbish, stylistically experimental
and not pretentious. The rich tapestry of her poems travels cross-
continents: from Red-fort to U.S, Partition to 9/11; across sublime to
popular culture: from computers to cockroaches, Cambridge to cows,
from Lord Shiva to Stephen Hawkings, Sumo Wrestlers to national
allegory of “Ayodhya Cantos”, Sanskrit shlokas to Haiku history, from
serious sloganeering to Bollywood glitterati etc. Thus, the iconoclasm
of her poetic realm is independent of the already sanctioned,
conventional or even ‘masculanized’ stock of metaphors, images and
allegories. In the matters of form and content, she retains the
timelessness of the tradition and temporal-ness of the contemporary,
the best instance, perhaps being of the “Cantos” written in the
aftermath of Babri Masjid demolition in The Ayodhya Cantos and
captions it into the period designation of post-modern poetics. In this
sense, she apparently inclines more towards Eliot’s pronouncement,
“. . . the historical sense involves a perception, not only of the pastness
of the past, but of its presence; the historical sense compels a man to
write not merely with his own generation in his bones, but with a
feeling that the whole of a literature of Europe from Homer and within
the whole of the literature of his own country has a simultaneous
existence and composes a simultaneous order”(Tradition and Individual
Talent). In the “Cantos”, for the structural schema and segmentation
she relies heavily upon the mythological characters and figments of
Ramayana, Dante’s Divine Comedy and Spenser’s Faire Queen (The
Ayodhya Cantos, Author’s Note, 3) and yokes it with the Babri Masjid
destruction episode. Nair defines her poetic credo and the function of
the poem as:

I think ideally a poem should offer three things. First, a poem
should always contain an enigma or puzzle, some
ambivalence, something that is unresolved either in content,
meaning or in rhythm . . . The second element is, since a
poem deals with language, it should show language turning
back upon itself, a recursive movement of language. A poem
uses language to create its own enigmas as it deal with the
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materiality of the language, and language becomes the
medium to question language . . . Finally, the third element
that poetry must have is to be ‘high’ on what I call a
‘quotability index’ (“Language Without a Safety Net: The
Enigma and Excitement of Poetry A conversation with
Rukmini Bhaya Nair, 323-324)

The paper becomes all the more critical particularly because
there rides a high misconstrued verdict of about Nair’s poetry of being
‘incomprehensible’, though ‘intellectually rigorous’ (Vij,84) and
‘cerebral’ popularly proclaimed in academic corridors across the sub-
continent. At this, Nair raises a serious yet pivotal question and says:

. . . I think cerebral here is meant as a criticism. It does not
mean ‘you have been thinking about these things deeply’
but rather that the emotional content is not coming through.
I think this criticism is not often made of men! You will not
find male writing being described as cerebral. Now why is
this the case? I think this is because there already a pre-
conception about what is expected of a woman. You are
expected to present your feelings upfront. For me, writing
does come from heart; it is not just an intellectual exercise,
yet it is perceived as so” (“Language Without a Safety Net:
The Enigma and Excitement of Poetry A conversation with
Rukmini Bhaya Nair 337).

While the Indian male poets hardly address and engross in
verse as fathers/ husbands/ brothers/ employees and eschewing the
female ‘bastions ‘completely, the confessional and personal disclosure
is expected of as well as dominates the poetic ventures of women
poets, (V.S.Naipul’s famous banter, “I read a piece of writing and
within a paragraph or two I know whether it is by a woman or not, . .
. lo and behold, it was all feminine tosh”, though dismissed by
feminists). As Atwood says in “Paradoxes and Dilemmas: The Woman
as Writer”, “when a man writes about things like doing the dishes it is
realism, when a woman does, it is an unfortunate feminine genetic
limitation” (104). For Nair, as an image-breaker, the particular
concerns of motherhood, wives, sisters/caretakers etc. pigeonholed
as ‘feminist’ issues intrinsically fill the poetic canvas also, but in the
most perspicacious and eccentric form and not in the archetypical
feminist, classical idiom. Her desire for creating a formal poetics of
women’s poetic tradition; which would include a diversity of woman’s
expression including the triply-marginalized subaltern poets; as well
as entering into the tough and cerebral zones of complex strands of
mythologies, politics, linguistics, cognitive psychology and literary
theories etc., is palpable when she says, “In future I would like women
to have access not only to the ‘interruptive spaces’ of poetry, but
also to the ‘epic spaces’ of narrative in which they can exhibit their
‘dance of seven veils” (339). In order to construct this tradition it is
necessitous for women poets across different borders, “to begin to
speak, to create art,” and “be in communication with others of her
group in order that ‘a collective social construction of reality’ be
articulated” (Donovan, 102)
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Fraction of a Man: Reading Indra
Sinha’s Animalís People
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“I used to be human once. So I’m told. I don’t remember it
myself, but people who knew me when I was small say I walked on
two feet, just like a human being.” (Sinha 1)

Indra Sinha begins his novel with this blatant statement issued
by his main character, Animal, and immediately engages his readers
with fierce emotions of victimhood, terror and pity. The poor, crippled
narrator of Indra Sinha’s Booker short listed novel Animal’s People
has crawled on all fours all his life for the past seventeen years, ever
since the catastrophic events of ‘that night’ saw a burning fog of poison
rise from the ‘Kampani’ and envelop the sleepy town of ‘Khaufpur’,
the city of terror. His spine is twisted like a hairpin, ruining his back
beyond repair, compelling him to crawl like an insect and wriggle like
a worm. Embracing the cruel nickname ‘Animal’ accorded to him by
the humans; he spends his days living on the edge, not acceptable in
their society.

Understandably, Khaufpur is modeled on Bhopal and the
company is of course, Union Carbide that leaked toxins that fateful
night of December 3, 1984 that killed thousands of slum dwellers
residing near the factory, besides subjecting lakhs of others, including
the unborn to a crippling life with rotten lungs and ruined kidneys.

In the opening pages of Indra Sinha’s Animal’s People, the four-
footed and schizophrenic narrator, Animal, foregrounds the potential
for exotist exploitation when an Australian journalist asks him to
record his oral story on cassette tapes: “Somewhere when a bad thing
happens, tears like rain in the wind, and look, here you come, drawn
by the smell of blood. You have turned us Khaufpuris into storytellers,
but always of the same story. Ous raat, cette nuit, that night, always
that fucking night” (Sinha 5). Bawdy, irreverent and scrabrously funny,
the novel draws attention precisely to the uneven relations of power
that persist between postcolonial texts and their readers at a time
when culturally-diverse commodities circulate widely in global
markets. By constructing the journalist he encounters, and by
extension, his implied readers as vultures out to salvage the pitiable
remains of the disaster, Animal points how the world of humans comes
to prey on those who are on the periphery- those who are merely
fractions of a human! On a larger scale, he seems to suggest how
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nations on the periphery are capitalized by the dominant ones and
how economies of reading and interpretation might translate them
into an exotic object to be consumed.

Khaufpur is far from a paradise; it is a blighted city, where
journalists, reporters, writers et al. flock to glean out a story. Animal
sneers at a journalist who has come to “suck our stories from us, so
strangers in far off countries can marvel there’s so much pain in the
world” (Sinha 5). The novel focuses on Animal’s life almost two decades
after the Khaufpur Disaster, in and around the year 2001. As with
Bhopal, it is the gross negligence of an American company referred to
as ‘Kampani’ that sparks the disaster. The implication is that Khaufpur
could be almost anywhere, like thousands of cities throughout the
world. Like his real life counterpart, Sunil, to whom the book is
dedicated, Animal loses his family in the disaster and because of the
deadly gas he inhales on that night “no one wants to remember, but
nobody can forget”; he develops scoliosis (Sinha 1).

The novel, as its title suggests, narrates his engagement with
the people of Khaufpur, who have also been adversely affected by the
disaster. From crotch level, Animal turns his abject eye on
contemporary Khaufpur, conveying to his readers the heroic efforts
of fellow survivors to make something out of their lives, despite the
continued poisoning of their water supply, the result of the American
company’s failure to clean up the mess. At the centre of Animal’s first
person narrative are the heroic efforts of Zafar and other activists to
bring the American company to court, Ma Franci’s missionary services
to the affected, Ellie’s goodwill gesture to set up a free health clinic
for the survivors, and Animal’s own efforts to fend for himself as well
as aid the struggle against the Kampani, and finally the efforts of the
‘journalis from Ostrali’ to extract a good story from one of the disaster’s
worst victims- “the really savage things, the worst cases. People like
me” (Sinha 4).

The novel is told through Animal’s tape recordings for a paltry
sum of fifty rupees. The local man, Chunaram, smells a pot of gold in
his story and entices Animal to be a part of this ‘big business’. Animal
is sick of scores of journalists who came and went looking for spicy
stories; and men like Chunaram making deals on behalf of Animal, a
fraction of a man. “Money changes hands, notes are counted, folded
and put away” (Sinha 10).

Responding to the journalist’s gaze, Animal dubs his imagined
readers “Eyes”, presuming that they are westerners and their place of
location is America. His knowledge of America is obtained through
movies and about 9/11 from media coverage, which is akin to the
movies he has seen. Hence, any similarity between his readers and
him is neutralized as he considers it an impossibility. Eyes cannot
empathise with him. His tone is almost accusatory when he remarks,
“Stuff like that doesn’t happen in real life. Not in Amrika anyway”
(Sinha 61). Though his assumptions are grounded in ignorance, he
does raise some big questions. American survivors of 9/11 are not,
after all, symbolically mangled on an everyday basis through the
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voyeuristic gaze of the virtual tourist! They constitute ‘power’, while
the Khaufpuris are ‘the other’, the subhumans, the lesser humans.

When the ‘Jarnalis’ arrives in Khaufpur with the intention of
obtaining a disaster memoir for which he has already negotiated a
book contract, Animal initially refuses to narrarte his story. Sick of
mercilessly probing eyes that are out to make big business from his
pain, who seek to romanticize his tragedy, Animal blurts out, “Their
curiosity feels like acid on my skin” (Sinha 7). He rightly recognizes
that his words, their character decided in advance, will merely be co-
opted in the name of rights, law and justice. In an inner monologue
directed to the journalist, he explains, “Those words sound the same
in my mouth as in yours, but they don’t mean the same … On that
night it was poison, now it’s words that are choking us” (Sinha 3).
Animal is aware of the political inefficacy of books written about
Khaufpur, most of which merely bleat the usual clichés. Such clichés,
he insists, do more harm than good to the Khaufpuris. He remarks,
“With what greed you looked about this place. I could feel your hunger.
You’d devour everything. I watched you taking it in, the floor of earth,
rough stone walls, dry dung cakes stacked near the hearth, smoke
coiling in the air…” (Sinha 4). Such ‘lit up’ eyes with naked greed
dancing shamelessly in them bring out the filthiest expletives from
Animal’s mouth, who decides not to satiate their greed with his raw
story.

His later decision to record his story after all, is motivated by
his desire to counter the exoticist maneuvers. If Animal didn’t tell his
story, the journalist would write a story anyway, and it would be one
that he interpreted according to the contexts of understanding he
has built in his mind. Chances were that either the story would be
romanticized, or it would be a repugnant record of the victims who
are unable to speak for themselves. He therefore decides to
accommodate his readers, but not without letting them know of his
being aware of how words can be misinterpreted. He asserts his
difference from them and makes sure that if he has to tell his story,
he will do it his way. He warns his readers, “I’m not clever like you. I
can’t make fancy rissoles of each word. Blue kingfishers won’t suddenly
fly from my mouth. If you want my story, you will have to put up with
how I tell it” (Sinha 2). He is aware that he is separated from the
others, the humans; and he constantly makes conscious efforts to
maintain his separate identity from the world of humans and especially
the enlightened imagined readers of his story, who have not an iota of
knowledge how twisted and pathetic an existence he leads.

 His subsequent transcriptions demonstrate his unwillingness
to offer juicy, exotic tidbits because he is also sure that “Eyes”
won’t understand his pathos. What is a story to the readers, is his
whole life. “What can I say that they will understand? Have these
thousands of eyes slept even one night in a place like this? Do these
eyes shit on railway tracks? When was the last time these eyes had
nothing to eat? These cuntish eyes, what do they know of our lives?”
(Sinha 7-8).
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Animal knows fully well that regardless of what he says, readers
originating from worlds and cultures radically different from him will
co-opt his words and interpret them in a different context. Since he
cannot address his implied readers directly, he would have to take
the recourse through the journalist’s proposed book. Such a thought
only reinforces Gayatri Chkravorty Spivak’s thesis that the subaltern’s
speech tends to be mediated by the elite others. He is aware that the
privileged eyes would read an exotic and meaty tale from out of his
grotesque life happenings. As such, he decides to relate his story in
the most bawdy, vulgar and undesirable language. Part of his strategy
also is to project a worse image of his person than his readers could
possibly imagine. Having already on the first tape abjected his self,
Animal practically guarantees that his readers would neither pity nor
exotify him. Adopting a reactive stance, Animal ensures that his
readers are sufficiently distanced from himself. He clearly marks the
psychic territory in which they are to remain.

At the same time, communal shifts between his desire to resist
implied readers and his desire to accommodate them contribute to
the development of a dialogue that is deliberately at cross purposes.
He insists on not being considered a ‘familiar being’, but being
recognized as ‘the other’. He does not wish to be mistaken as one of
them; on the contrary, he presses his need to be recognized and
accepted as being radically different. His reclamation of the derogatory
label ‘Animal’ is another part of this strategy. As he points out, “Zafar
and Farouq have this in common, I should cease thinking of myself
as an animal and become human again. Well, maybe if I’m cured,
otherwise I’ll never do it and here’s why, if I agree to be a human
being, I’ll also have to agree that I’m wrong shaped and abnormal.
But let me be a quatre pattes animal, four-footed and free, then I am
whole, my own proper shape…” (Sinha 207-08). As long as he identifies
as human, Animal is subject to the norms against which humans
measure other humans. To identify as an animal is to be free of the
narrow ontological views that frame the human perception.

Animal goes on to relate his story to ‘Eyes’ with panache- right
from that night when disaster wrecked devastation and havoc, the
time when he was christened ‘Animal’, “janvar, jungli janvar” (Sinha
15) by the orphanage kids, his jealousy towards Zafar, his longing for
Zafar’s girlfriend Nisha, his secret dreams and hopes that remained
unfulfilled, and moves to the point when the Kampani seems sure to
win the case, the hunger strike of the protestors as it fizzles out with
the supposed death of the activist Zafar and Khaufpuris once again
resigning themselves to their fate, left to deal with their terrible
diseases without any hope of getting better.

Animal, who initially loathed his inability to walk on two feet,
in the end realizes that being four-footed is better off for him as it
avoids him to be one of the millions of an upright human and instead
become the one and only animal. He undergoes a change of heart
through the narration of his story and his uncouth and uncivilized
vocabulary gets rid of the sting it usually carried all these years. The
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death of his foster mother Ma Franci and also of several survivors
one by one in quick succession dim his hopes of any justice or
redemption. He had painstakingly saved money for his operation which
would make him human- two-footed, normal, upright; yet towards
the end of the novel, we hear him jingle: “I am Animal, fierce and
free/ in all the world is none like me” (Sinha 366). And though we
discern the glimpses of the human in him, he vehemently opposes
the idea to be categorized in this category. He is content to stand
separately, distinct in his own uniqueness.

In the final run, Animal is a person whose identity doesn’t come
from the events of the Kampani disaster, but a person whose identity
comes from personal experiences and the people, his people who
surround him in his life. We know Animal has truly come to accept
his new identity when he decisively says, “Stay four-foot, I’m the one
and only Animal” (Sinha 366). Towards the conclusion, it is apparent
that there is nothing like a panacea. Life goes on in the book as in
reality. Animal signs off his transcription with the words, “Eyes, I’m
done. Khuda Hafez. Go well. Remember me. All thing pass, but the
poor remain. We are the people of the apokalis. Tomorrow there will
be more of us” (Sinha 366).

Indra Sinha’s unforgettable protagonist plucks at the heart
strings of many a reader who find him to be humane and
compassionate in spite of being constantly reminded of the ‘otherness’
of Animal. The fraction of a man, Animal is more human than several
humans; and the novel, for all its pain, is a work of profound humanity.
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The conception of India as a secular, democratic and socialist
nation-state, with its distinct Indian idiosyncrasies and peculiarities,
evolved in an encounter between an ancient civilization based on
moral codes and the imperatives of modernity. Sunil Khilani in his
The Idea of India analyses the former as “…a civilization intricately
designed with the specific purpose of perpetuating itself as a society,
a community with a shared moral order…” and the latter as “… a
seductively wrapped and internally inconsistent mixture of
instrumental rationality, utilitarianism, and respect for individual
autonomy and choice” (Khilani 5).

The possibility of uniting this vast and varied country into one
political unit was conceived by its modern, urban, educated elite,
whose intellectual horizons had been shaped and expanded by their
interaction with the agents of modernity like state, nationalism,
democracy and economic development through their western
exposure. The most intriguing thing was that these elites had no
consensus or mutually agreed upon notions about their ideas of India,
however, the narrative of India as one political entity exhibited a rare
capacity to entertain diverse, often contending visions. Right from
the late 1920s, the potential socio-economic policies of ‘Independent
India’ began to be debated in concrete terms within the Congress.
There was a Gandhian narrative of India believing in non-violent
revolution, sanctioning autonomy to the village, having a moral view
of life and doing away with the modern state. There was also a vision
of India propounded by the radical elements based on redistribution
of wealth and major structural changes in the order and hierarchies
prevailing in the society. In the 1930s, there also grew a very propelling
voice of Nehru conceiving of India as an industrial, democratic and
socialist nation, where the state would reconstitute society to bring it
in line with the universal movement of history. Apart from these
diverse visions of India, there were conservative elements consisting
of landlords from the countryside who were opposed to any radical
redistribution of wealth or alteration in prevailing social structure.

At the arrival of the appointed hour of independence on the
15th of August, two of the very important state apparatuses of the
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‘Raj’, the ‘bureaucracy’ and the ‘army’, were retained to administrate
the repercussions of the historic division of India that created more
problems than it could resolve. The post-partition issues of division
and violence, alone with the diversity of the country, made it impossible
to think of any other alternative administrative arrangements. This
retention, however, created a scope for proximity between the ‘Raj’
and the new-born nation, thus questioning the legitimacy of its
independence.

The second sphere that was central in deciding the outcome of
the nature of Indian nation- state was concerning the economic policies
to be followed in the new republic. The complex nature of the world
economy made any diversion to Gandhian model impossible. Moreover,
Nehru’s zeal to attain a respectful status for India in the community
of nations through rapid industrialization had a significant imprint
in the area. In fact, the only debatable point was ‘how to industrialize’.
The colonization of India by a company called East India Company
had created a paranoia among Indians against any private enterprise.
Moreover, the economic depression of the 1930s in the capitalistic
America and western European countries strengthened the skepticism
about private control of the economy. The rapid rise in the wealth of
the state and tremendous increase in the standard of living of the
people caused by state led industrialization in the erstwhile U.S.S.R.
served as a role model. The popularity of Keynesian economics
emphasizing the central role of the state led intervention in the
economy to prove as a catalyst in the resulting rapid growth also
tilted the scale in favour of a mixed economy, where state would handle
the key industries by investing in them through foreign aid and giving
them protection against any international competition.

There was also a compelling debate circling around
‘redistribution’ and ‘equity’. The radicals stressed that these two
principles were as important as growth. But the conservatives
representing the landlords, who had a strong presence within the
Congress, saw redistribution of land as the violation of the
fundamental rights. ‘The Constitution of India’, especially ‘The
Directive Principles of Policy’, according to Paul R. Brass reflect the
dichotomy that tried to accommodate these two opposing poles as
Brass has said:

… the Constitution of India recognized the right to hold
property as a fundamental right, but also included directive
principles of policy which stated that the material resources
of the country must be distributed and operated in such a
way as to promote the common good and avoid the excessive
concentration of wealth (4).

 The redistribution of wealth was left to provincial legislation,
where the conservatives enjoyed a lot of strength and could easily
control the outcome of elections. This dichotomy has shaped the
politics of modern India in more than one ways. The absence of any
significant land reforms forced the policy makers to insist on ambitious
growth rates that would create “tickle down effect” to take the growth
down the pyramid and provide enough to the marginalized to sustain.
These high rates of growth promised were never realized. However,
the rhetoric of high growth was never abandoned as it was
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indispensable in keeping away from initiating any substantial steps
of ‘redistribution’ and ‘equity’.

Given the complex nature of Indian society, the legal framework
had to cater to some other dichotomies that put a check on the radical
zeal. The contradiction between private property and promotion of
common good, allocation of power between the centre and the states
as well as between the legislatures, the executive, and the judiciary,
add up to an elaborate system of checks and balances intended to
safeguard citizens against arbitrary exercise of state power and give
ample opportunity for diverse linguistic and cultural groups to flourish.
But the same were also open to manipulation to make fundamental
socio-economic changes very difficult. Thus, a gap was created between
the political rhetoric and the socio-economic reality put forward by
B.R. Ambedkar in the best possible words:

In politics we will have equality and in the social and economic
life we will have inequality. In politics we will be recognizing
the principle of one man one vote and one vote one value. In
our social and economic life, we shall, by reason of our social
and economic structure, continue to deny the principle of
one man one value. How long should we continue to live this
life of contradiction…If we continue to deny it for long, we
will do so only by putting our political democracy in peril
(qtd. in Guha 122).

 It can therefore be inferred that the conception and execution
of the ‘ideas of India’ has always carried an ambivalence and tension.
This ambivalence and tension has scripted the history of the nation
since independence. It was in the 1950s that these ideas were put
into practice amidst a lot of euphoria created by newly won freedom,
the tall claims made by the leaders, and fresh memory of idealism
exhibited during the struggle for independence. When above ideas
encountered the socio-economic reality, the result was a multiple
displacement. The first and the foremost displacement, which was a
kind of continuation of the policies of the Raj, was caused by an
encounter between a society based on moral and religious codes and
the discourse of modernity based on rationality, individuality and
material welfare creating a sense of alienation and ever increasing
fragmentation in the society as a whole. Second and more specific
displacement was caused by religious pursuit of industrialization,
which Nehru addressed as “the temples of future”. Setting up of big
industrial unit was the order of the day. In fact, the second five year
plan, the blue print of Nehru’s idea of India, allocated 24 per cent of
the total expenditure to industries and mineral sector. However, this
hurry to achieve in years what other countries had done in decades
created havoc. The worst hit was the sector of agriculture in general
and small farmers in particular. First of all, in the second five year
plan only 11 per cent of the total expenditure was spared for agriculture
that sustained a large quantum of the population. The lack of
investment by the state, and a lurking fear of the abolition of zamidari
system tempted the landed class to transfer the capital to the industrial
sector, thus, endangering the small farmers that always depended on
the mercy of gods and these zamidars.
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Film as a part of cultural production, asserting a significant
impact on the popular consciousness and being a partner in narratives
constituting reality, is a route from the cultural to the political. The
form and content of film, though focusing on entertainment, is not
devoid of the socio-economic-political reality of its time. In the views
of Walter Benjamin, the moving pictures of films complemented by
sound are placed at the centre of human perception under the aegis
of the cultural logic of modernity. Moreover, the production and
consumption of films do not lie outside history, culture and politics.
In fact, films reflect, constitute and interrogate socio-economic and
political realities. Reflecting on the political situatedness of the raw
material of even a commercial art form like film, Fredric Jamesom
has asserted that it is a fallacy to consider film as devoid of the political
as he says:

But it is to fail to reckon with the political content of daily
life, with the political logic which is already inherent in the
raw material with which the filmmaker must work: such
political logic will then not manifest itself as an overt political
message, nor will it transform the film into an unambiguous
political statement. But it will certainly make for the
emergence of profound formal contradictions (Jameson 38).

It therefore can be inferred that films with the involvement of
huge capital and the essential function of ‘showing’ cannot be overtly
political. But at the same time, films can’t help carrying cracks in
their symbolic order exposing the political unconscious of the time.

In India in particular, with their mass appeal and pedagogic
ability, films are a site where the politics of major constitutive
categories of India’s social and historical context is played out. In the
words of Jyotika Virdi, films are:

…sites which intersect political life and spill into its social
text. They address issues that trouble the nation. The
interplay between the texts and their social context entails
contests among different lobbies affecting contemporary
culture. Popular commercial films deal with the same political
and cultural issues using a constellation of myths, utopias,
wishes, escapism and fantasies (23).

Do Bigha Zamin (1953) by Bimal Roy is a specimen of such
entangled position of films as the movie offers a battlefield for the
struggle of socio-economic forces of its time reflecting, interrogating
and constituting the confrontations of the ‘ideas of India’ imposed by
the intellectual elites over the people who represented its
epistemological other. The focus of the analysis of the film will be on
deciphering the narrative, visuals and other cinematic elements to
situate it in a complex network of the prevailing historical conditions
and how the film reacts to the same.

The film starts in a small village in West Bengal, where
Shambhu( Balraj Sahni) a small farmer, owns two acres of land.
However, the landlord in the village plans to set up a mill with the
help of some brokers and investors from the city. Shambhu’s land is
right at heart of the proposed site. When Shambhu refuses to sell his
land, the landlord threatens to forcibly occupy the land if Shambhu
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fails to pay up an old loan. Shambhu manages to get a stay order for
three months and migrates to city where he takes to pulling a rickshaw
and his son Kanhaiya becomes a shoeshine boy. They face many
hardships and in desperation, the boy takes to stealing and is
disowned by his father. Shambhu’s wife ( Nirupa Roy) decides to go to
the city in search of her husband and son, where she is hit by a car
and badly injured. Shambhu finds her accidently and takes her to a
hospital. Kannhaiya, believing it all to be his fault, tears up the stolen
money and is reconciled to his mother and father. The family members
return to the village only to find an ugly factory rearing its head on
Shambhu’s land.

The film begins with the visuals of a barren land and haunting
background music. Narrator’s opening words, Lagatar do barso se
barkha nahi hui. Khet sukh gae. Paido se patte tak murjha ke jhad gae.
Aakash mein baadlo ka naam nahi tha (It did not rain for two years.
The fields had dried up. The leaves shriveled and fell. There was not
a trace of clouds), set the tone for what is to follow. The first few
minutes of the movie portray a community revolving around
agriculture heavily dependent on the mercy of natural forces, therefore,
open to uncertainties causing the dependence of the farmers on
money-lenders and zamidars. But very soon it rains, fostering a new
hope among the farmers. The community celebrations over the
occasion of rain, the intimate interaction shared by the farmers while
working in the fields are symptomatic of a close social bond shared
by the members of the village. In fact, the first few scenes of the
movie put forward an established way of life marked by a sense of
close kinship among members, a fatalist approach towards life
centering around gods and goddesses and offerings of blood, tears
and sweets to the supernatural forces.

This established but vulnerable way of life very soon encounters
the mighty and ruthless  emerging order based on industrialization
when a car carrying the local zamidar and some brokers from the
city, the so called agents of modernity, visit the farms to inspect the
potential site for their proposed mill. The brokers with their guile and
verbal lures somehow convince the zamidar that in a scenario where
zamidari will soon be abolished transferring the capital to industry is
the only viable alternative. Moreover, the allied benefits that setting
of the industrial unit will bring are also harped on with their usual
eloquence by the brokers, Mill lagne se gaon gaon nahi rahenge, shehar
ban jayenge. Har ghar me bijli ke lamp lagenge, pankhe phar phar
karenge (With setting up of a mill, villages will become cities. In each
house there will be electricity and overhead fans).

The tentative zamidar at last gives his consent to be the central
pole of this emerging order, where the transfer of his capital will be a
decisive factor. The only hindrance is a small piece of land owned by
Shambhu Mehto. The zamidar is very confident of clinching the deal
as the farmer is already caught in the web of his debt. However,
Shambhu refuses to hand over his land. The conversation between
Shambhu and the zamidar is very revealing:

Shambhu: Zamin to kisan ki maa hoti hai, hazoor.
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Zamidar: Rehne de, zamin par mill lag jane se maa baap ban
jaigi. Zamin se tuje kya milta hai? Mill me majduri kar ke bhar
pait khayega. Shanti se soyega.

(Shamhu: Land is a farmer’s mother. Should I sell my mother?

Landlord: Leave it, once a mill is set, she will become the
father!...What do you get out of farming? Work in my mill,
you will have plenty to eat. You’ll be able to sleep in peace).

Engendering the land as mother, symptomatic of feudal concept
of lady and land as the ultimate form of property and honor is bad
enough. But engendering the land as father, the earning member
and not as mother, the consuming member unbares the verbal
currency of the capitalist order, where profit, utility and revenues
precede any other human consideration. Moreover, the promise of a
better life ushered in by the mill is also a part of the rhetoric
surrounding industrialization highlighting factors like better utility,
higher efficiency, greater revenues hiding in the ideological garb the
sheer dehumanizing effect this might lead to.

The matter is finally taken to the court. The court refuses to
accept Shambhu’s version of the debt as amounting to Rs. 65 as he
fails to show any document or witness. Zamidar’s version of the debt
amounting to Rs. 265 is accepted as final as it is backed up by
documented proof. However, the court gives three months time to
Shambhu failing which would lead to auctioning of his land.
Intriguingly, the scene at the court begins with the sound and visuals
of laughter as the naïve and simplistic arguments of Shambhu fail to
make any sense in the world of sophisticated laws and regulation.
The scene ends with Shambhu crying and the judge sealing off his
fate thus making the court room as a venue for the theatre of absurd.

Mahatma Gandhi, with his uncanny knack, was able to foresee
this dehumanizing and devastating effect of the process of modern
litigation for the farmers in particular and for the illiterate and poor
in general as he saw courts delivering justice through abstract notions
totally alien to the subjects as he has propounded in Hind Swaraj:

It is wrong to consider that courts are established for the benefit
of the people. Those who want to perpetuate their rule do so through
the courts. If people were to settle their own quarrels, a third party
would not be able exercise any authority over them…We, in our
simplicity and ignorance, imagine that a stranger, by taking our money,
gives us justice (43).

At this crucial juncture, Shambhu is advised by an elderly
member to go to city to try his luck. The city of Calcutta is described
as the modern other of the Indian villages that are static, stagnant
and quite immune to change. The economic dynamism of the city
becomes the strong object of desire for Shambhu. He alone with his
son leaves for the land of promises in search of greener postures. On
their way to Calcutta in the train, a tremendous contrast is built,
when the camera is focused on conversation on two city lads dwelling
on transforming the villages thus minimizing the gap between cities
and villages. However, the dialogue also reflects the ambivalent attitude
of the intellectual elite for the deprived, for whom they profess to
speak as the first one says, “Go back to villages.” Desh ke gaon ko
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adarsh gaon me badalna hamara farz hai (It is our duty to convert our
villages into ideal villages). The other one answers, Lekin gao ko
sudharne se pehle hamain insano ko sudharna hoga (But before
improving villages, we need to improve people).

The first scene of the city of Calcutta is marked by movement,
chaos, confusion and cacophony easily contrasted with monotony,
serenity and calmness prevailing in the village. The first thing that
catches the fancy of the father-son duo is the massive, giant like
structure of Hawrah Bridge(Fig. 1.1), a modern engineering wonder,
a technological sublime, too huge and complicated to make sense to
their cognitive faculties. The focus of the camera putting the bridge
in the foreground and almost concealing Shambhu and his son is
functional. In fact, the visual of father-son duo lost in the crowd
walking under the massive structure can be read as symptomatic of
alienation of humans from their surroundings under capitalist
modernity. The structure seems to be cut off from the surroundings
asserting its massiveness, turning the humans into mere toys.
Therefore, the film through its visuals exposes the penetration of the
politics into existential space through the technological intervention.

Fig. 1.1 The Technological Sublime
After this, the locale shifts to a posh area with wide roads, big

cars, green lawns and statues of national heroes. Shambhu and his
son in their ignorance ask for work and are rebuked by the people
there immediately filling them with a sense of alienation. The glitter
of the day of city life is followed by dreariness of the night when the
money and luggage they are carrying is stolen and they are sheltered
at a footpath beside a five-star hotel accommodating human beings,
dogs, cows and buffalos together.

Next morning they shift to a slum, the legitimate partner of
every metropolis in India. The first scene of the slum rolls in the
camera on women exchanging sharp words and blows around a
municipality tap over the all-important question: ‘who will fetch the
water first’? The dearth, squalor, the lurking world of crime prevailing
in the slums pitted against the glamour and brilliance of the other
parts of the city, completes the picture of Indian cities-space where
the idea of India is being disputed and defined anew. As Khilani puts
his notion of Indian cities as agents of Indian modernity very
succinctly:

The modernity created here exemplified fully the life of
contradictions that India embraced the day it became a democratic
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republic. India’s cities house the entire historical compass of human
labour, from the crudest stone-breaking to the most sophisticated
financial transaction …Their modernity is not of a pure and happy
kind, but a split and discontented one, full of darker, mixed potential.
They have become spawning grounds for contrary conceptions of what
India is (109-110).

Bimal Roy has added one more dimensions to the slums as it
is here that Mehto and his son encounter people who help them start
anew in life. The portrayal of the slum, with all its complexity and
variety in the film, is far more complex and realistic compared to that
of the village. In the village, there seems to be no struggle or strife
within the community of the farmers. It seems that there are two
clearly well drawn poles in the village: one belonging to the farmers
and other one to the landlord and everything else revolves around
these poles.

One scene in the movie marks a zenith of dehumanizing effect
of exploitation of human beings and animals pitted against each other
by other more privileged human beings. Two lovers in the act of
courtship chase each other on rickshaws offering a handsome amount
of money to the tattered rickshaw pullers exhorting with every increase
in the speed. The frame (Fig. 1.2) captures Shambhu and a horse
pulling a cab in competition with each other to outspeed the other
finally leading to the wheels coming off and Shambhu getting injured.

Fig. 1.2 The Ultimate De-humanization

The saga of suffering does not end here as Shambhu’s wife
who comes to the city is abducted by a hooligan and is overrun by a
car in an attempt to save her honour. As good luck would have it,
Shambhu finds her and takes her to a hospital spending all his hard
earned money forcing him to proclaim, …khoon baha kar yeh paise
jamah kiye. Ab unse khoon kharidun ga (…shedding blood, we saved
this money. Now we will spend this money and buy the blood). So,
the city takes back what it gave Shambhu in terms of money, his
blood being the interest for its benevolence.

Disillusioned and dejected, the family returns home only to
find that Shambhu’s father has gone mad, their land has been
auctioned and a factory has already been built on their land. Thus,
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“the temples of the future”, as Nehru so lovingly called them, erase
the marks of the past and displace the present leaving the bearers
displaced. The last scene (Fig. 1.3) shows Shambhu, his wife and
Kanhaiya, with no traces of Shambhu’s father, looking back at the
massive and ugly structure of the factory with an open sky covered
by clouds, some shrubs and a few branches.

The three figures look more like apparitions. The camera is not
exclusively focused on them and it seems that they can merely look
back at what has totally annihilated and replaced their agrarian past
without leaving any viable option for them to go. The scene, a good
specimen of the directorial intervention through the instrument of
camera, exposes the darkness under the tall claims of modernizing
drive underlying the Nehruvian India, where the masses are pushed
into the background looking astonishingly at a new emerging order
that has made them as insubstantial as shadow. Thus, the film helps
us surfacing the underlying political content exposing the political
unconscious inhabited in its textual space.

Fig 1.3 Things Fall Apart

 So the film is a compelling critique of the forces that shaped
the socio-economic realities of the period leading to displacement and
up-rootedness of the individuals, society and the experience that
constitutes human experience.
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Spatial voices are set of social relations dispersed throughout
the society. The paper aims to read these set of relations that challenge
and rupture the myths and ideas operating within social spaces of
the Indian nation-state. The purpose is to become aware of the
dominant ideological tendencies that are at work in the social spaces
and the way these tendencies are rationalized, practiced, contested
and inverted.

The common way of viewing a nation is that it is a community
of people, whose members are bound together by a sense of solidarity,
a common culture, a national consciousness (“nation”). The state (or
nation-state) is a political and legal organization with the power to
require obedience and loyalty from its citizens (“state”). Benedict
Anderson in his book Imagined Communities, gave definition of the
nation-state as an “imagined community.” He states that “the members
of even the smallest nation will never know most of their fellow-
members, meet them, or even hear of them, yet in the minds of each,
lives the image of their communion” (6). This provides a context for
Shyam Benegal’s rural trilogy Ankur, Nishant and Manthan, wherin,
the new nation is an ‘allegory of transition’ that presumes to govern
all inhabitants as if they were a single nation, in practice the nation’s
regional extremities are undermined. Thus, the selected films contest
or disturb given ideas of ‘nationhood’ and address the dissonance
between nation and the state.

The films under study epitomize Indian parallel cinemai that
emerged in the late 1960s. It is a distinct type of new cinema that
draws on the  praxis  of  both commercial and the new wave cinema.
The selected films are set within the realist aestheticsii i.e. on location
shooting, natural lighting, sync sound, natural look of actors, the
use of regional dialect etc. The three films comprise a trilogy in the
sense that they deal with the changes that are taking place very slowly
as India moves from the feudal systems that prevailed and continue
to prevail after independence. Ankur deals with the gradual
transformation of the feudal system in India. Nishant shows altercation
between feudal value systems and a new emerging rural society in
India. In Manthan, social changes actually take place in rural spaces.
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In order to reclaim myths and ideas of the Indian nation-state
as a homogenized community, it is pertinent to understand the term
‘ideology’ in terms of power relations. Power is a set of relations
dispersed throughout society rather than being located within
particular institutions, such as the state or the government. Further,
individuals should not be seen simply as the recipients of power, but
also as the ‘place’ where power is enacted and the place where it is
resisted (Foucault 793).

The conceptual framework of the paper stresses three aspects
of ideology operating in social spaces. The first is the ‘representations’
through ‘ideological positions’ (state policies, strategies or social codes
of conduct) in which ideology rationalizes beliefs, thoughts and actions
of social order. The second is the ‘practices’ that manipulate and
control individuals as subjects, who in turn reproduce spaces through
their subject positions and provide order to society. Counter to
‘representations’ and ‘practices’, the third is the underlying complex
and often contradictory lived experience that reveals alternatives where
resistance to oppression might emerge, that can inevitably fashion
other discourses. The alternatives are the elusive spaces-desires,
simmering discontent and angst-that may contest the rationalized
order, may include and overcome the dominant orders.  They can
also provoke a re-thinking about new configurations of myths and
ideas in new social spaces.

Henri Lefebvre claims social space is a key in the manifestation
and perpetuation of myths. Lefebvre opines that social space is a
social product (26). Firstly, by introducing the term social, it becomes
clear that space cannot be treated as an abstract entity. It is neither
‘empty’ nor a passive receptacle.  Second, space is not produced by
one person. He argues that space is an intricate web of social relations
that are produced and reproduced into new social spaces (qtd in
Schmid 41). He further claims that space has always been political
and strategic (Lefebvre 60). As he aphorizes, ‘there is a politics of
space because space is political’(qtd. in Elden 107). The politics of
space generates a power over people and maintains oppression in a
society. Counter to it, the existing hegemonic social order is contested
and resisted, making space political.

Henri Lefebvre’s conceptual triadii of conceived, perceived and
lived spaces, blurs into each other producing and reproducing new
sets of configurations of social spaces (Lefebvre 46). They are also
defined as “representations of space”, “spatial practice”,
and “representational spaces” respectively (33), as illustrated in the
following Table.1.

Spatial Practices Perceived Physical Materialism

Representation of space Conceived Mental Idealism

Spaces of Representation Lived Social Materialism
and Idealism

Table.1 Henri Lefebvre’s framework of space

Source:Stuart Elden (London: Continuum. 2004)
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The conceived space refers to “representations of space.”
Representation is a process through which meanings are produced
and exchanged between members of a culture. The perceived space is
the space of daily practices, routines, locations, infrastructure, and
relationships. It is a space where everyday things and practices are
‘perceived’ as normal and governs the ways ordinary people may act
and live out their lives in a given society. The lived space refers to
“spaces of representation”. They  may equally be linked to underground
and clandestine sides of life and don’t  obey  rules  of  consistency  or
cohesiveness,  and  they  don’t involve  too  much  head: they’re  felt
more  than  thought (Lefebvre 40-42).

As the dominant political power, the state institutionalizes myth
of nation-state as a homogeneous entity through what Lefebvre calls
‘conceived spaces’. The conceived space is the conceptualized space of
planners, urbanists, social engineers etc (Lefebvre 38). It implies the
world of abstraction, what’s in the  head  rather  than  in  the  body
(Merrifield 109). The conceived space usually lurks with  ideology,
power and  knowledge within  its  representation (50). In the selected
films, it is observed that the agrarian policies and strategies are
conceptualized and institutionalized through political and cultural
elites. As Sudipta Kaviraj puts in, the nation in transition is
institutionalized through a “coalitional strategy” of rule. Three different
Indian classes belonged to this ruling coalition: the bourgeoisie, the
rural landed elites and the bureaucratic management elite (qtd in
Prasad 7).

In Ankur, the land reforms strengthened the hold of a landlord
class, who combined his power of land ownership with caste
dominance. The representations of the agrarian reforms were to fight
against and abolish the feudal class in the rural areas and democratize
the social relations therein. But the capitalistic mode of production
reduced land to a profit generating commodity that adversely affected
the rural social life. It broke down the traditional interdependent
relationship between peasants and landlords. It further led to
degradation of the marginalized classes such as the rural woman,
landless labourers etc.

  In the film, it is analysed that the economic changes with the
agrarian reforms also destroyed the traditional livelihoods in the
village. As Lakshimi states that the potters in the village lost their
trade. Kishtayya, her husband, was a good potter. The demand for
his clay pots decreased with the increasingly popularity of aluminium
vessels. The deprivation and hunger of the peasant woman captured
in the following sequence of shots, subverts the conceived space of
the agrarian reforms. One of the long shots, at 59 min of the film,
captures the peasant labour and crop framed together as
interconnected. But between the 1 hr 40 min  to  1hr 41min , the
lush green paddy fields provide a visual contrast to the inside view of
the low caste peasant woman’s hut across the fields.

Surya is an agent of modernity. Surya emerges the bearer of
the kind of knowledge which the state produces. His college studies

70 Spatial Voices in the Ideological Contested Territories: ...



align him with rational and  secularized  ideology with  respect to
class, caste and gender. During  the  conversation  with  his  mother,
early  in  the film,  he  expresses sentiments  against  the oppression
of  women. Surya’s seemingly progressive ideas on the caste system
and moral integrity are inverted when he arrives reluctantly to the
village. His arrogance and terrible treatment towards the  low-caste
and  untouchable  villagers can be seen in  his  sexual  exploitation
of Lakshmi,  his  brutal  beating  of  Kishtaya and  his  refusal  of
access  to irrigation  water  to  Kaulshaya. This  shows  how  easily
this  educated  young modernist slips into lording it over his so-
called caste inferiors. As Sangeeta Dutta puts in, Surya’s educated
liberalism disintegrates in the face of old feudal pressures and attitude
of possessions. Even, Surya’s claims on Lakshmi is a replay of his
father’s ownership of the village woman Kaushalya (69). Thus, Surya
produces repressive spaces from his subject position.

In Nishant, the dominant feudal power controls the lives of all
the peasants who suffer silently. The peasant women are treated like
the property of the feudal lords. The women’s silent submission speaks
volumes of the sexual exploitation which is part of their lived reality.
The film also represents the collusion of the priviledged classes with
the state.  In other words, the deeply ingrained repressive traditions
continue to pervade daily life through the class nexus between the
state and bourgeoisie. This can be explained in context to certain
observations in the film. The bureaucrat is unable to deal with the
situation when the school master’s wife is abducted, as he is busy
with larger issues of the region. The editor of the local newspaper is
not willing to take risk in exposing the zamindar. The villagers are too
frightened to give their witness against the zamindar. The local police
deliberately turns a blind eye towards the zamindar’s corrupt and
debauch brothers. The priest who represents individual authority
meekly submits to the hierarchy of the landlord.  Thus, signifies that
the representations of the nation-state as an egalitarian and secular
community are loaded with hierarchy and power structures of elites.

Like Surya in Ankur, the schoolmaster is a part of an ordered
world. He is a man of modern consciousness, who initially seeks help
from the modern institutions like the court, the press, the police
station etc. Both the priest and schoolmaster seem to operate from
the bourgeois position. They engage with the underprivileged class
into taking action against the source of their oppression. Jyoti Virdi
observes that the insurrection becomes a suspect for being sparked
by an outsider and for being rooted in middle class sexual economy
rather than in Dalit class oppression (qtd in Kurian 17). The
schoolmaster is motivated by his own need of revenge to mobilize the
villagers. This shows the peasants mobilization against the oppressor
is a politicized one.

While Ankur and Nishant is structured around the insidious
power of feudalism, Manthan represents the developmental changes
brought about by the intervention of state in the lives of poor peasants.
In this film, the state produced a developmental model i.e. cooperative.
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Sangeeta Dutta puts in, cooperative is a metaphor for a new structure
which challenges existing hierarchies and power equations (91). The
ideology of the state by establishing such mobilized state apparatus
is to reform within the existing state structure (i.e state is committed
to passive revolution) and not a radical challenge to the state/ system
itself (violence and anarchy as displayed at the end of Nishant). This
signifies that the modern state that emerges as a reaction to colonial
values, engages in the same values in new forms through new spaces
of bureaucracy, rural feudal lords and bourgeois.

The ideological positioning of state is established through
organic leadership of bureaucracy. The radio announcements, posters
and slogans painted on lorries and buses, the punctual operation of
the railways (in the opening shot, as the locals arrive to receive the
doctor who has already got down from the train, the first sentence we
hear is, “Maaf kijiye, gaadi time par aa gayi”) legitimize the state’s
rhetoric of efficiency.  The fracture can be seen in the new nation in
which bureaucracy only conceptualizes their strategies to efficiently
attain the set goals of the state. This can be explained in context to
Dr Rao’s efforts to educate the Dalits for contesting the election. The
fact is, democracy in India depends on the electoral support of the
poor and deprived castes. Dr Rao, the statist agent, who belongs to
the elite section of the middle class, takes upon himself the mantle of
spreading, supporting and thereby legitimizing a particular image of
a changing, modernizing India. In yet another sequence of shots, the
conservative approach to the reformist work of bureaucracy can be
seen. The village is without a primary health-care center. In one of
the sequence of shots, Deshmukh objects to Dr Manohar Rao, a
vetinary, treating a human patient in a medical emergency. He keeps
on reminding Rao that they must try to accomplish their task without
upsetting the existing order. The conservative approach of bureaucracy
emphasizes that the bureaucrat must put aside all emotional
attachments in order to function effectively. Deshmukh represents a
conservative approach to the reformist work of bureaucracy. Such
approach reduces the bureaucrats to the mechanized existence; they
lose personal touch and become incapable of dealing with individual
particularities. It is also observed in the film that the bureaucrats are
dependent on the state for their identity and survival which keep
them subservient. The unceremonious removal of the bureaucrats
from the village (when a rural belle implicates Dr Manohar Rao in a
falsified rape testimony) might suggest that the revolutionary ideals
of social transformation is fraught with hierarchy and controlled  by
state power.

It is also observed in the selected films that the competing
ideologies to the dominant regime emerge clearly in the rural
landscape. The villagers begin to protest the village social hierarchy.
This revelation of spatial production and everyday life serves as the
locus for a powerful means of resistance and confrontation. In Ankur,
the low caste peasant women Lakshmi yields to Surya out of economic
necessity. When Laxshmi discovers she is pregnant, Surya forces  her
to  have  an  abortion  and threatens  to  use  his  high-caste  status
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to  throw out  her  from  the  village. She refuses him, thereby inverting
the oppressor/oppressed balance. She is brave enough to question
Surya’s stance and to be a single mother. Lakshmi challenged and
exposed the culturally tolerated hypocrisy of the society. This has led
to the germination of the proverbial catalytic seedling of social
revolution. The potent moment of revolt is towards the end of the
film, when Laxshmi asserts the demand for justice and the refusal to
be further exploited which her mute husband or other villagers cannot
make. Lakshmi  not  only  speaks  up  for  herself  but  also rescues
her  literally  mute  husband from Surya’s beating. Her single hysterical
voice shatters the quiet afternoon and shakes the old power balances.
The reality of caste and gender oppression rings through the climactic
moment. This can be read as a powerful statement of the awakened
consciousness of the oppressed peasants. It is to be taken into account
that Laxshmi  may  have started out as victims at the hands of Surya,
but she takes power back by finding her voice. She is far from being
passive victim, does exhibit capacity to resist.

In Nishant, the peasants suffer silently until they are awakened
by two leaders. In the film it is seen that feudalism and orthodox
beliefs can be contested through collective revolution. In  a bid to
challenge the zamindars, the school master and the priest campaign
among the villagers against the oppressors. They talk to small
gatherings - the peasants are asked to fight for their rights, for the
sake of their children. The style of the film also changes giving a
documentary feel to the sequence of shots captured with the use of
handheld camera. Loud music drowns out most of the conversation,
except key phrases relevant to the contemporary context of change.
This indicates that things are changing gradually. The change is further
seen when the villagers hold a buffalo fight without inviting the
zamindar. Earlier, his sanction was required for every ceremony and
ritual in the village. It is significant to bear in mind that the popular
militant revolt is an extreme expression of dissent which wouldn’t be
possible without the long standing restlessness and angst boiling
inside the underprivileged class. The simmering discontent eventually
led the villagers to unleash a bloody and anarchist war on the feudal
family resulting in death and destruction. The long shot, towards the
last 15 min of the film, captures the peasants beating the man on the
ground. The quick cuts show the armed peasants rapidly moving and
rebellion on a mass scale. The ‘contesting’ and ‘inverted’ spaces prepare
for political change.  The agents, teacher and priest, are unable to
control- indeed, they are overtaken by the violence that they started.
Their personal agenda is lost in the larger class war that is waged.

In Manthan, the milk producers reveal their instinct of ‘class
warfare’ by preventing the Sarpanch from becoming the head of the
newly-formed milk cooperatives in the village, through unfair means.
The Dalits field their own candidate is a clear indication of threat to
the power structure of the village. Bhola and Bindu, who belong to
same tribal community, are one of the few among their peers to have
real insight into the basis of their troubles and are forthright in
powerfully articulating an acute consciousness of marginality.
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The seedling of change also sprouts in the form of young boys
in the films. The peasant rebellion is represented symbolically in the
form of a child’s act of protest (Prasad 203). In Ankur, the young boy
from the village picks up a stone and hurls it at the window of  the
zamidar’s house. As the glass of the window broke down, the birds
cry out from the trees. The boy runs off on the village path. The screen
turns red. This act of  defiance  together  with  the  blood-red screen
that ends the film, suggests the anger and frustration felt by the
restive peasants towards the feudal masters who have long exploited
and oppressed them. The absence of closure and the act of defiance
points to future developments and subversions of the power equations.
In Nishant, a full scale peasant rebellion, a sight of violence, explodes
on the screen. The narrative ends with focusing on the children hurdled
in the temple. This seems to be the only safe place. The night ends
with the collapse of the age old structures, paving its way to the
beginning of a new age.  In Manthan, we see a young boy moving away
from the line of milk producers outside Mishra’s dairy, symbolically
breaking the chain of Dalit oppression. These subversive moments
and revolutionary events liberate fragments of rural life from the
conûnes of abstract space and debunk the notion of rural life as
simple, natural, and unadulterated.

To conclude, through the mise en scene and understated
narrative of the films, the rural India emerges as a socially complex
space rather than an idealized site. The voices from margins elusively
counter the representations and practices in the microcosmic rural
world. The representational spaces in the films, are manifested
through, the signs of simmering fire and about cleft tongues that
want to rise in unison, the power of collective might. The narratives
make visible the gap between the language of the state and the realities
of everyday life. It is pertinent to bridge the existing gap between the
state and the nation. It can be done so if the structural processes of
change also include the participation of the ordinary people.

Notes
i Indian New Wave Cinema  goes under various names, principally ‘new  wave  cinema’,
‘new  cinema’,  ‘alternative cinema’, and ‘parallel cinema’.  The first three terms are
used interchangeably to  refer  to  filmmaking  that  reject  the  values  and  practices
of  the mainstream commercial cinema of Bombay  industry.  Parallel cinema is
characterized by  its  serious  content  and  naturalism  as  well  as  by  its  use  of
certain ‘audience-pleasing’  conventions  from  mainstream cinema. But this audience-
pleasing conventions in parallel cinema is not reduced to falsification of what is true.
ii André Bazin, a French film critic and film theorist, offers a vital points of realist
medium in cinema. In his book ‘What Is Cinema?,  he advocates the use of deep
focus , wide shots, the “shot-in-depth”and preferred “true continuity” through mise-
en-scène over experiments in editing and visual effects. The purpose is to reproduce
the surface of realty with a minimum distortion.
iii The “ conceptual triad”  is a trilectic of spatiality, wherein, the three moments of
social spaces- lived space, conceived space, and perceived space- crossmap, overlap
and contest each other. The selected films are analyzed by using Henri Lefebvre’s
three spatial registers, as explained in the paper, demystifying, deconstructing and
reconfiguring new forms of meanings.
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Theorizing Transgression in the
Context of U. R. Anantha Murthy’s
Samskara
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The term ‘transgression’ signifies an action beyond the limit of
what is morally and juridically acceptable. It is an act of crossing
limits, breaking code of moral discipline which is so as per our socio-
cultural considerations, prescriptions as well as conditioning. The
reigning in of human behavior, at times, is given to be construed as
moral imperative stemming from societal conscience. Nevertheless,
any limit on human conduct posits an intrinsic urge to cross/
transgress it as Georges Bataille observes in his book Eroticism: Death
and Sensuality (1986): “The transgression does not deny the taboo,
but transcends and completes it”.  He also observes that transgression,
in fact, “confirms” as well as “regulates” the “forbidden”. According to
Bataille, every prohibition can be transgressed and at times, it is not
only permitted but even “prescribed”.  Likewise, Julian Wolfreys too
in his book Transgression: Identity, Space, Time (2008), points toward
the limitless capacity of the subject to break her/his own limits and
still remain herself/ himself. This paper theorizes the notion of
transgression (á la Battaile, Wolfreys, Chris Jenks and Foucault) and
then briefly problematizes it in the context of U. R. Anantha Murthi’s
novel, Samskara.

Any limit/boundary erected by society has been perceived as
restriction/ impediment in one’s individual growth. As such, one
perennially seeks freedom from constraints by way of transgressing.
Let us not assume that transgressive behavior simply spurns limits;
it rather lends it a sense of completion via crossing them a la Bataille
who underscores the fact that every boundary/ rule has an inherent
possibility as well as necessity of its own fracture. This possibility/
necessity may be equated with an impulse to disobey, question, and
challenge prevalent in us all. Viewed thus, transgression constitutes
an intrinsic component of the rule/ limit/ boundary. Chris Jenks
equates transgression with a “dynamic force” that “prevents stagnation
by breaking the rule and also ensures stability by re-affirming it”
(Jenks 7). As such, transgression enlivens the interstitial space
between civilizational constraints/ socio-culturally prescriptive code
and our instinctual demands. Likewise, Bataille observes one has
strong urge to challenge anxiety and boredom of existence which
may result in chaos as the danger is that human attempt to assert
her/ his actual, instinctual self may destroy life itself.
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Julian Wolfreys has defined  transgression as “the act of
breaking a law, committing a crime or sin, doing something illegal, or
otherwise acting in some manner proscribed by the various forms or
institutions of law in societies, whether secular or religious, all of
which have histories and which themselves are mutable” (3). He further
observes that we understand the term ‘transgression’ as indicative of
breaking a law, doing something illicit and disrupting order and
rebelling against societal norms. Nevertheless, if/ when we think we
transgress; we do nothing except conforming to expectations of
“acceptable deviance,” according to Wolfreys. We just act in a manner
already in some socio-historical sense prescribed and conform to the
way that is more or less tolerated, even when denounced. Wolfreys
views transgression as stepping over/ beyond a limit or boundary “to
cross a threshold, to move beyond the commonly determined bounds
of law, decency, or whatever (3).

Freud addresses the notion of transgression in Totem and Taboo
as he observes that “Taboos are mainly expressed in prohibitions and
restrictions. Our combination of holy dread would often express the
meaning of taboo” (Freud 41). More authoritative a society, the more
is the force of organized repression to impel man to interiorize
transgressive yearnings.  Foucault observes that that “transgression
has its entire space in the line it crosses:”

The play of limits and transgression seems to be regulated
by a simple obstinacy: transgression incessantly crosses and
recrosses a line which closes up behind it in a wave of
extremely short duration, and thus it is made to return once
more right to the horizon of the uncrossable. But this
relationship is considerably more complex: these elements
are situated in an uncertain context, in certainties which are
immediately upset so that thought is ineffectual as soon as
it attempts to seize them. (Foucault: ‘Preface to Transgression’)

The “crossing” of the line and its immediate closing up and
returning to the horizon of the “uncrossable” spells out the possibility
of transgression as its context remains “uncertain”, but so is the
certainty of limit. Foucault further observes that “The limit and
transgression depend on each other for whatever density of being
they possess: a limit could not exist if it were absolutely uncrossable
and, reciprocally, transgression would be pointless if it merely crossed
a limit composed of illusions and shadows. But can the limit have a
life of its own outside of the act that gloriously passes through it and
negates it?” (“Preface to Transgression”)

As such, whatever form it may take, transgression challenges
reinforcement of rules thereby eventually breaking them. The
relationship between rule and transgression may seem arbitrary,
whimsical, individualistic, accidental or silly; it signifies the very
purpose of being. Transgression ever remains fluid/ unstable which
in no way makes it ‘good’ or ‘bad’. For Bataille the assertion of life
force leads to transgressive acts as he observes: “The limits are
abstract, socially and historically constructed and subject to both
trial and resistance.  The urge to drive through the limits derives
from the life force or, to put it another away, the desire to ‘complete
life’. The constant inability to ‘complete life,’ however, and the
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recognition of that inability generates a perpetual state of urgency
and anxiety, which is part of human condition” (Bataille 89).

Literature has been the site of contestation of the notion of
transgression as the latter seeks to challenge the ethical edifice of the
socio-cultural as well as inter-personal behavioural norms.  Samskara
by U. R. Anantha Murthy unfolds in a brahmanical context portraying
Brahmins from Durvasapura who have absolute faith in the authority
of God and infallibility of the Vedas and other scriptures. They are
supposed to be well-versed in the scriptures and expected to uphold
the highest principles of morally upright conduct alongside of course
possessing the qualities of control of mind and senses, austerity,
forbearance and the knowledge of the scriptures that enable them
to eventually become one with God. The protagonist of Samskara,
Praneshachrya is a profound scholar from Kashi and is well-versed
in the Vadas and the Puranas. He is the “crest jewel of Vedic learning”
and occupies the topmost position among the Brahmins of
Durvasapura. He gains deep knowledge of scriptures through his
meticulous study at Varanasi and commands great mastery over them.
The people of Durvasapura are very religious and ardent followers of
their social norms and traditions.

Naranappa, the adversary of Praneshacharya represents
hedonistic ways of life. The novel describes the conflict between ascetic
ways of life, represented by Praneshacharya and hedonistic way of
life, represented by Naranappa. Religion and morality are the most
powerful forces of social control. The Hindu caste system is looked
upon as divine institution. People who violate it are looked upon as
sinners and it is believed that God will punish them. Due to this
internal fear, people do not have the courage to violate the laws of the
caste system. Naranappa, being a rebel, does everything which is
against society, humanity and most importantly against religion.
Naranappa flouted every social norm/ taboo. He eats the sacred fish
from the pond near Ganpati temple, abandoned his lawfully wedded
wife for the sake of Chandri, a low caste prostitute. He freely lived
with Chandri and ate food prepared by her. Naranappa not only
deserted his lawfully wedded wife but did not even come to attend her
funeral rites. His offence of non-observance of the death anniversaries
of his parents is absolutely unpardonable.

Praneshacharya also transgresses societal norms. Though
married, he has sexual encounter with Chandri, which is a
transgressive act. Since his transgression does not come to the fore,
society remains unaware of his sexual act with the outcaste woman.
His disgust for himself can be viewed in terms of his disgust for the
society at large as he represents it. The introspection of his own inner
nature through his monologues and his self-inquiry symbolizes the
quest for liberation of the tradition-bound Brahmin society. The
Brahmin community of the agrahara remains in bondage to the
unexamined traditions and the prescriptive force of its practices and
values as interpreted by its religious leader. Steeped in the orthodoxies
of his creed, Praneshacharya accepts the conventional judgment that
through his act he has lost his virtue: “I’ve lost it; if I don’t have the
courage to speak tomorrow” (Samskara 68).

Praneshacharya has profound sense of compunction in his
heart. He is not in a position to face the Brahmins of agrahara: “I
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never experienced such dread before. A fear of being discovered, of
being caught ... I lost my original fearlessness. How, why? I could not
return to the agrahara because of fear, the fear of not being able to
live in full view, in front of those Brahmins” (Samskara 96). At the
same time, however, he has an irresistible sense of having attained
through his experience not only physical and emotional fulfillment,
but also an increased moral awareness as well as broadening and
refining of his human perceptions. There is a great transformation in
Praneshacharya from perfect and static innocence to full and dynamic
knowledge through initiation into experience.

The transgressive behavior of Naranappa causes hindrance in
the performance of his last rites. Nobody wants to perform the last
rites of Naranappa because he had been involved in anti-brahminic
activities, besides keeping a low caste woman in his house.
Praneshacharya is also helpless and unable to find any solution to
the problem. Despite offering of gold ornaments by Chandri as expense
for the cremation of Naranappa, there is nobody who could come
forward to cremate his dead body. Eventually it is Chandri who
cremates Naranappa’s dead body with the help of his Muslim friends,
as the Brahmins could not find any solution to the problem in their
religious scriptures/texts or anywhere else—a scathing comment on
the decadent brahmin orthodox mindset utterly bereft of humaneness.
In other words, it may also be viewed as repercussion of transgression
which is intrinsically subversive.

On the other hand, Praneshacharya’s encounter with Chandri
in the forest opens a new world of naturalness and wholeness to
Acharya. His vision suddenly becomes clear, as if a veil which has for
all these years separated him from the throbbing, pulsating world,
has dropped. The symbolic intent of the forest scene is that man-
woman may find fulfillment in their relationship outside the socio-
cultural set-up; however, it has its repercussions. Praneshacharya’s
conscience tells him that he has lost authority over other Brahmins.
He begins to search for some way out of his agonizing situation as he
feels deep mental and spiritual anguish. The narrative now gets
enacted in the inner psyche of the Acharya. His self-introspection is
symptomatic of his movement on the path of spiritual evolution.
Turning inwards, he explores the inner recesses of the mind and
faces excruciating dilemma culminating in his surrendering everything
to God (Samskara 132).

The novel ends inconclusively with Praneshacharya waiting
“anxious, expectant.” Indubitably, his transition, consequent upon
transgressive sexual act may seem unfortunate from an orthodox
standpoint; it has nevertheless been fortunate from a humane
perspective. Praneshacharya’s anxiety and expectation has a
Foucauldian ring as we have in him a baffled scholar for whom life
has hitherto been more or less procrustean with pre-determined curves
and curvatures and well-defined frame. By breaking the frame, both
Praneshacharya and Naranappa,  in their distinctively unique ways,
stretch the limit of their respective choices to the edge thereby making
it disappear rather transiently to make it see what it lacks and then
returning into the socio-cultural behavioural domain simply because
that is the arena where repercussions become known—they may be
bad/good, negative/positive, etc., however, literary interpretation can
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never fall into the vicious loop of binarism as the notion of
transgression (as discussed above) destabilizes it to the extent that
one is impelled to see the third, fourth, fifth (ad infinitum) possibility
of interpretations. As Foulcault observes:

Transgression . . . is not related to the limit as black to white,
the prohibited to the lawful, the outside to the inside, or as
the open area of a building to its enclosed spaces. Rather,
their relationship takes the form of a spiral which no simple
infraction can exhaust. Perhaps it is like a flash of lightning
in the night which, from the beginning of time, gives a dense
and black intensity to the night it denies, which lights up
the night from the inside, from top to bottom, and yet owes
to the dark the stark clarity of its manifestation, its harrowing
and poised singularity; the flash loses itself in this space it
marks with its sovereignty and becomes silent now that it
has given a name to obscurity. Since this existence is both
so pure and so complicated, it must be detached from its
questionable association to ethics if we want to understand
it and to begin thinking from it and in the space it denotes; it
must be liberated from the scandalous or subversive, that
is, from anything aroused by negative associations. (“Preface
to transgression”)

Viewed in the above light,  Praneshachrya’s act may seem to be
overtly/ explicitly  “scandalous”, unlike  Naranappa’s  which is
“subversive,” the ethics of literary interpretation shall have to steer
clear of prescriptive norms as there lies a greater danger as the entire
field of discourse, Derridean “freeplay” may get choked. In the like
fashion, if one were to funnel one’s vision across the prevalent
pedagogical practices of literary studies across India, we need to
envision the ethics of the praxis of literary studies afresh to ensure
that authoritative/ prescriptive syndrome (which seems to be the
hallmark even today) is completely done away with and newer ways
of interpreting literature are devised remaining aware of our
immediate/ contingent reality alongside current global practices.
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“Home” as a Projection of
Diasporic Consciousness in
Rohinton Mistry’s Such a Long
Journey and Family Matters
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Rohinton Mistry, a doubly displaced Parsi-Indian diasporic
writer, currently set in Canada, dares to challenge the essentialist
constructions of categories such as home, homeland, community,
and boundaries, and tends to emphasize the inherent slippage of
meanings contained within these terms. Mistry’s fiction
demythologizes accounts of stable and unified identity – be it of an
individual or of a community. His fiction is primarily an ethno-centric
statement on the spatial and temporal journey of the Parsi community.
Like every other entity contextualized in history, neither can the Parsi
community be grasped in some kind of an “essentialised past,” nor
can the Parsi consciousness or Parsipanu be crystallized in its
authentic and primordial purity (Hall 112). Parsi community has
traversed in distance and time, and has been subjected to historical
forces whereby it has negotiated “the formative myths of their culture
and the requirements of an on-going history” (Morey 17). As a matter
of fact, in Mistry’s oeuvre as a whole, often the locus is on the members
of the Parsi community, and on their incessant acts; of cultural
translations that ensure their survival, of letting go the archaic and
ushering in the emergent, and sometimes of ghettoizing themselves
in their self-imposed claustrophobic homes. Parsi community’s
characteristic ambivalence results from its strategic position in the
multicultural and heterogeneous India – otherwise garbed as one-
nation–one-identity, which compels it to negotiate through the vectors
of similarity and difference.  However, the need of engaging difference
instead of suppressing it usually leads to two potential possibilities –
accepting the mutability of the boundaries, thus, promoting tolerance
of the Other while keeping one’s ethnic identity-markers intact, just
as Gustad Noble does in Such a Long Journey; second,  constricting
oneself by retreating into a cocooned existence in the name of purity
while eyeing the one lying across the assumed impermeable boundary
as the demonic Other, just as Yezad Chenoy does in Family Matters.
Hence, it becomes important to explore the multiple subject
positionings of the diasporic subjects and the allied complexities,
and the intricacies of the diasporic consciousness depicted through
the use of diasporic tropes of home and boundaries. To bring home
this point, this paper will restrict the analysis to two protagonists –
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Gustad Noble in Such a Long Journey and Yezad Chenoy in Family
Matters – who can be seen as Mistry’s master tools through which he
lays bare the above mentioned aspects of diasporic consciousness.

The question of home lies at the core of diasporic consciousness.
As a matter of fact, home for the diasporic Parsi community implies
“an absence, an exilic state of disengaged distance that is at once
missed as well as mythologised” (Wood 60). Home for diasporic
identities then is directly linked to their question of being. Threatened
by terrifying discontinuity and a devastating absence, both
characteristic of the diasporic experience, diasporic identities seek to
reconstruct the ancestral world left behind. They constantly strive to
erect boundaries – conceptual, cultural, psychic, and even territorial
– that safeguard them against anything that is alien, strange, and
mischievously evil. Home then becomes a place that “guard[s] us
against the rapid changes that one cannot control” (Sarup 2). It
assumes the status of a polemical site where the other referents of
identity, such as community, religion, and ethnicity, negotiate to bring
order to the otherwise fragmented selves.

However, a group of diasporic writers including Rohinton Mistry
present yet another perspective about the notion of home. The efforts
of the diasporic communities to recapitulate the pristine origins
without acknowledging the fluidity of culture usually tend to create
constrictive homes – homes with “inescapable tyranny of limits, of
borders” (Ashcroft 45).  For James Meffan, such “conservative
psychological movements” seek primordial essentialism as their goal
– the failure of which may “set the self at perpetual enmity with those
who do not fit this inflexible model of selfhood” (398). Yezad Chenoy
in Family Matters shows allegiance to such a restrictive conception of
home. His understanding is in contrast to that of Gustad Noble in
Such a Long Journey, who eventually understands the impermanence
of the black wall sheltering Parsi community from the “non-Parsi eyes”
and, thereby, accepts the transience of everything including human
life (Such a Long Journey 82). While all other characters including
Yezad retreat into constricting and suffocating homes by the end of
the narratives, it is only Gustad Noble who journeys out beyond his
home to accept the world with all its faults, differences, and
arbitrariness. However, in the initial pages of the novel, one senses
his isolation and alienation from the outer world and finds him
confining himself within the walls of his dark house.

This sense of isolation and presumed difference from the Other
becomes evident when one peeps across the black stone wall guarding
the Parsi Khodadad building in Such a Long Journey, where one finds
Gustad Noble, the protagonist of the novel tying kusti and offering
“his orisons to Ahura Mazda” (1). As readers, we are taken into the
Parsi building and introduced to the cultural and ethnic affinities of
the Parsi community whereby we become conscious of the serenity of
kusti prayer, of the fragrance of dhansak, of the tranquility of the
words spoken by dustoorji, of the contentment of having been blessed
by Dada Ormuzd, and of the somberness associated with the Towers
of Silence. Contextualised against the volatile political upheavals
afflicting the nation, Gustad Noble is captured grappling with personal
predicaments ranging from his permanent leg injury to Sohrab’s
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refusal to join IIT, and Roshan’s illness to Jimmy Billimoria’s betrayal.
He seeks escape in the primordial memories of childhood when the
Parsi community enjoyed elite status whereby he relives the moments
spent at the childhood home – the home that promised happiness
and contentment, and that ensured well-being. Therefore, the home
triggered in the memories is the lost home of the past, in the lost
times, and the home that stands antithetical to the cramped space of
the present home.

Another saving grace is the black wall engirdling the Parsi
Khodadad Building which seems to assert and ensure some kind of
continuity between the past and the present. The wall, then, becomes
the primary metaphor that can be associated with his character. The
black stone wall engirdling the Khodadad building is a “sole provider
of privacy” (Such a Long Journey 82). The ever-present black stone
wall, standing in guard of the Parsi community in a tangible sense,
then becomes the most potent articulator of their alienation and
segregation from the outside world. Thus, the black wall is an outward
manifestation of the ethnic and the conceptual boundaries constructed
and maintained by the Parsi community since centuries. The territorial
boundary of the black stone wall, thence, becomes an “important
point of reference” for the Parsis contextualized in the Indian context
(Sarup 11).

Not surprisingly, within the Khodadad building, protected by
this segregating black wall, is the home inhabited by Gustad and his
family – the home that is “dark and depressing” (Such a Long Journey
11). The blackout paper, pasted by Gustad during the Indo-Sino war
of 1962, is another metaphor suggesting the Parsi sense of withdrawal.
It is suggestive of the fact that Gustad keeps a constant check on the
potential boundaries of his home and snaps off every possible
connection with the outer world. Gustad restrains everybody from
removing the blackout paper because it maintains a “well-ordered
darkness” which he always desires for (Such a Long Journey 6). The
paper seems to control Gustad’s mind when it restricts “the ingress
of all forms of light, earthly and celestial” (Such a Long Journey 11).
Thus, his home becomes the arena where the dark forces of evil
Ahriman prevail and win over the good forces of Ahura Mazda. Peter
Morey sees a direct correlation of the blackout paper with the “theme
of activity versus withdrawal, again traceable to the Zoroastrian
demand that the true devotee be actively engaged in the fight against
evil” (Morey 71). However, Gustad’s desire to keep his home immune
from the evil forces outside, in a way, becomes ironical, as the forces
he tries to control have already taken control of his home. The dark
evil forces, in the form of Major Jimmy Bilimoria’s letter, penetrate
the boundaries of his home and envelope his life in shadiness and
darkness. His life is mysteriously enshrouded in black. He feels
entrapped by his one-time best friend Major Jimmy Bilimoria, the
fictional counterpart of Parsi banker Sohrab Nagarwala. Linked to
this controversy is the dubious black parcel of money lying “upon his
black desk,” and the frantic cawing of the black crows over the
mutilated carcasses that threaten to disrupt peace of his mind (Such
a Long Journey 118).
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Throughout the narrative, the black stone wall continues to
lend meaning to the Parsi community thriving within its bounds. Its
demolition towards the end of the novel is both reflective of the
arbitrariness of meanings and is accompanied by a change in Gustad’s
perception about his identity and his home. Mistry’s anonymous
pavement artist here takes the centre stage, and, in a sage-like rhetoric,
highlights the fluidity of the human world. In addition, Mistry’s open-
ended narrative of the novel may also be counted as a self-reflexive
act that places meaning under erasure. Thus, the act of the demolition
of the wall by the municipal corporation becomes a halt in the
narrative, imparting the most important lesson of no fixed meanings
and of no fixed homes – the lesson that Mistry is highly aware of.
Therefore, the positioning of the finely erected wall in the beginning
of the novel is as significant as the positioning of the crumbled wall
in the end of the novel – where the former indicates stasis, finality,
continuity, and perpetuity, there the latter deconstructs the tropes of
fixedness, thereby initiating a new meaning.

Thus, Gustad’s perspective towards life, human dreams, and
human relationships changes when he experiences a deep sense of
loss on the dismantling of the wall and on Tehmul’s death. Having
experienced the epiphanic moment, he comes to terms with the
ultimate reality of human existence, and sweeping aside all the regrets,
anger and frustration, he hugs his child, Sohrab. The dismantled
wall-turned-shrine triggers Gustad’s mind to understand the
complexities of life. He understands that human relationships are
more important than everything else in this world. Like the wall,
everything is in a state of flux, and there is nothing certain in this
world. The death, which Gustad experiences, dissolves all the limits
that he had unconsciously or consciously set for himself. The IIT
dream is pushed back into insignificance to acknowledge the
meaningfulness of human relationships. Above all, the limiting black
stone wall is crumbled to pieces, initiating an expansion of his
horizons. The expansion becomes evident when Gustad finally removes
the blackout paper from the windows of his house – ushering in the
rays of light. Thus, Gustad emerges as an enlightened man towards
the end of the novel.

Against the ideal character of Gustad Noble, Mistry draws the
character of Yezad Chenoy in Family Matters. Where Gustad eventually
journeys out to lend a positive meaning to his psyche and to his
home, there Yezad retreats into a self-imposed suffocating world of
redundant traditions. Yezad is one who gives up in the face of worldly
matters. Mistry, once again, places the Parsi community in the public
sphere of the multicultural Bombay whereby the members of the
community engage themselves in devising strategies of selfhood.
However, these strategies may at times be confining, limiting, and
constricting in nature. In Family Matters, Mistry posits a challenge to
the dangerous purist assumptions of his characters who wish to
excavate, imbibe, and articulate the authentic and essential Parsipanu.
All such characters delve deep into the histories to excavate the lost
pristine selves, only to be caught in the web of essentialism that they
despise initially.
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An agnostic in the initial few pages of Family Matters, Yezad
subsequently develops into a fanatic due to his personal failings. He
is portrayed as suffering from continuous intense feelings of self-
reproach for having played a pivotal though an unintentional role in
the events that led to the murder of his boss Mr. Kapur. Having sensed
that events take apocalyptic dimensions, Yezad seeks anchorage in
religion that holds the promise of relieving him from his guilt-laden
past and of rectifying the horrifying wrongs done by him. Yezad, in a
way, experiences trauma and fear at the upsurge of such violent and
mischievously evil designs, which his mind is capable to contrive.
Thus, the revelation of the uncanny – the dangerous, destructive and
violent impulses, the loss of job, the death of the employer, and the
sight of sick father-in-law on death bed compel Yezad to enter the
“fire-temple – his sanctuary, in the meaningless world” to find home
in religion (Family Matters 359).

No doubt, such religious places and communities are “important
repositories of symbols,” which heighten community-consciousness,
tie every member in a special bond of oneness, and promise deliverance
from all the mundane problems, yet Mistry proposes no actual spiritual
rejuvenation for Yezad and makes him turn into a bigot as the novel
draws to a close (Cohen 19). The portrayal of the fanatic Yezad in the
Epilogue suffixed to the novel shows Mistry’s aversion to all those
individuals who wish to “experience the cosmos in illo tempore, at the
beginning of time” (Vasquez 128). No doubt, this inherent capacity of
religion to trigger the “quest to return to the pristine origins” helps a
diasporic subject achieve stability, though a momentary one, since
too much preoccupation with the retrieval of all that is lost in its pure
form is detrimental to the diasporic communities (Vasquez 128). Yezad
fails to realize that identity, whether individual or communal, is always
in the making and is always on the move. Unlike Gustad, who faces
the world outside, Yezad constricts himself both physically and
mentally within the four walls of his house and keeps a safe distance
from the world marked with unavoidable hybridity.

Yezad demarks a boundary line, both literal and metaphoric,
between the religious categories. One area of the house is occupied
by him to carry out his daily recitals and prayers. Nobody is allowed
to venture out to this arena as he fears the defilement of his praying
chamber and consequently of the intimate religious sphere. He seeks
to re-create the sacred and the pure world of the fire-temple in his
house, which is nothing but an ironical, retrograde and degenerative
version of the actual Fire-Temple. Yezad seizes the “glass-fronted
cabinet” and replaces the “toys and knick-knacks,” remnants of Jal’s
and Coomy’s childhood, with “holy items,” that eventually turn their
home into a museum, containing the relics of all that is lost (Family
Matters 462). Jehangir, younger son of Yezad and Roxana, and narrator
of the epilogue laments the loss of his loving father for whom family
does not matter at all. For him, the issues of purity, essential
Parsipanu, monolithic identity, and communal integrity take
precedence over family matters of love, respect, trust, happiness, and
togetherness. The title of Mistry’s third novel, Family Matters, then
becomes a condensed metaphor that encapsulates the negative
connotation of home that restricts, constricts, limits, and suffocates.
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However, the condemnation of such a fortress erected by Yezad is, in
a way, reminder to embrace the positive connotation of home that
promises transcendence of boundaries, if any. Thus, in Family Matters,
home is claustrophobic, and the “tyranny of limits lies heavier upon
home than upon any other place” (Ashcroft 50).

Thus, Yezad’s obsession with the undefiled purity of his
community leads to conflicts at his home. The doting and loving Yezad
turns into a “non-stop-praying stranger” (Family Matters 500). His
fanaticism makes the world extremely confusing for his children,
especially for his younger one Jehangir. For him, the world becomes
too confusing because of the stranger that his father has become,
and this becomes the “only one puzzle worth struggling with now”
(Family Matters 491). Mistry portrays the character of Yezad with a
gentle stroke of irony for he strongly despises the strangeness of the
Other but remains oblivious of his own strangeness in his home. He
fails to realize the inherent foreignness within him, of his mind being
controlled by the discourses of religious essentialism and by the narrow
connotations of ethnicity. Julia Kristeva in her seminal text, Strangers
to Ourselves, tries to decode the dilemma of “mankind whose solidarity
is founded on the consciousness of its unconscious – desiring,
destructive, fearful, empty, impossible” (192). Her insightful
declaration of “The foreigner is within me, hence we all are foreigners”
is, in a way, a guideline to the postmodern subjects to come to terms
with the inherent foreignness that we are born with (Kristeva 192).
No doubt, Yezad comes to realize the aggressive and dangerous
impulses within him, yet he suppresses this threatening strangeness
he encounters. His failure to acknowledge the strangeness lurking
beneath his conscious self, pre-ordains his failure to accept the Other
with its strangeness. Thus, Yezad becomes dogmatically critical of
other religions whereby ironically he retrogrades into an ignorant
stranger – a stranger to himself, stranger to the world outside, stranger
within his home, stranger to his own children, and stranger to his
earlier self.

By the end of the novel, Yezad becomes what he hated in the
beginning. Peter Morey, while comparing Gustad Noble in Such a Long
Journey to Yezad Chenoy in Family Matters claims, “Yezad ends the
novel in a similar position to that held by Gustad Noble at the beginning
of Mistry’s first novel, Such a Long Journey” (Morey 150). Thus, Mistry
seems to take a metaphoric backward leap to delineate the problems
one faces while articulating the image of a world, if not of dreams, but
of a world where the necessary degree of humanity thrives. Thus,
there is a movement from the ideal or too human a world to the world
where characters such as Yezad do not allow the expansion of horizons
of one’s self as he retreats into the confining chamber of his home
adorned with religious books and images, which is nothing but a
ghetto, a museum containing the relics of all that is lost, while Gustad,
by the end of the narrative, eventually rises above the earthly,
understands the mutability of boundaries governing one’s definitions
of self and the transience of human life. Significantly, Gustad displays
an acceptance of impermanence of everything, embraces all that is
failingly human, and upholds the ethereality of human relationships.
Where Gustad is able to gauge the inherent suspension of meanings
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contained in any entity, there Yezad in his dire search for pure origins
and essential Parsiness, negates Indianness lurking within him – doing
which he simply suspends the Parsi community in time, out of history.
Mistry condemns this ahistorical approach towards religion for he is
aware of the placing of the Parsi community along the spatial-temporal
axes, and in this lies the beauty of his works. Thus, Mistry, blessed
with an unusual yet all-seeing “stereoscopic vision,” accepts the
fuzziness of the boundaries – spatial, communal, religious, and
conceptual, and exhorts that no diasporic consciousness including
Parsipanu and the diasporic Parsi community can be comprehended
in any kind of essentialised form “since history has intervened” –
hence the endless suspension of meanings contained within terms
such as community, homeland, and home (Rushdie 19; Hall 112).
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Let me begin the discussion with the mention of the genesis of
this paper. Once while reading Freire’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed,
Postman and Weingartner’s Teaching as a Subversive Activity and
Krishnamurti’s Letters to the Schools I thought of how teachers teach
what they teach and quickly thought of a set of words that capture
the pathetic plight education has been caught in for decades. A
significant feature of this set is that they all begin with the same
letter of the English alphabet: teacher, taught, tormentor, tortured,
trivialization, tools, torture, texts and tests. The teacher is a tormentor
and the taught are the tormented; the tormentor has two tools of
torture in their hands and these tolls are the textbook and the testing
system. They teach grammar and vocabulary in a monotonous
manner. They treat words as dead blocks having no life. Therefore, I
would like to begin this paper with the assumption that words have
histories, biographies and personalities. An etymological dictionary
deals with the history, the origin and transformations of words. A
learner’s dictionary deals with the orthographic (spelling), phonological
(pronunciation), semantic (meaning) and pragmatic (message) and
syntactic (grammar) aspects of words. In this paper we will discuss
and illustrate all these aspects of words’ personalities.

First, words have phonological or phonic personalities. Since
human languages exist primarily in their spoken form, we assume
that words are permissible sequences of sounds. Thus the word ‘top’
is a sequence of three written symbols or letters (t+o+p) and the word
‘pot’ is also a sequence of the same written symbols combined in a
reverse order (p+o+t). These three written symbols represent two
consonantal sounds and one vowel sound. Words are pronounced in
particular ways. The alphabet of the English language consists of 26
letters, which we use to represent 44 sounds (24 consonants, 12
pure vowels, and 8 glides). Or shall we say that the forty four sounds
of English are represented by twenty six letters of the English
alphabet? In this connection we need to note that the correspondence
between the letters of the English alphabet and the sounds of the English
language is not one-to-one. This is evident in the disparity between
the number of letters and of sounds. Let us illustrate this. Let us
look at the sentence “The fat father told the slim woman the story of
the fallen angel”. The words ‘fat’, ‘father’, ‘woman’, ‘fallen’ and ‘angel’
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contain the first letter of the English alphabet; but this letter is
pronounced differently in all these five words. Thus one single letter
represents five different sounds of the English language. The following
funny rhyme quoted by Krishnaswamy (2013b) illustrates the
seemingly chaotic and confusing nature of this relationship between
spelling and pronunciation using words such as fright-write; lives-
lives; tears-tears; beard/heard; head/bead; think-thought/ blink-
blought; spoke-speak/ smoke-smeak; foot-feet/ book-beek. As the above
examples illustrate, there is no one-to-one relationship between letters
on the one hand and sounds on the other. In other words the spelling
of a word is not a reliable guide to its pronunciation.

Now let us go back to the five words we were writing about. We
noted the varying articulation of ‘a’ occurring in these words as a
significant feature. Another feature of the spoken personality of these
five words, like most English words, is stress. We can break four of
these words into two parts; we call these parts syllables. Thus the
words ‘father’, ‘woman’, ‘fallen’ and ‘angel’ consist of two syllables
each and in all these words the first syllable is stronger than the
second one. In other words, the first syllable is accented or stressed.
Single syllable words may be stressed (e. g. ‘fat’) or unstressed (e. g.
‘the’). For example, most structure words or grammatical words
(prepositions, articles, helping verbs, modals, etc.) usually remain
unstressed. On the other hand, almost all content words usually carry
the primary or main stress on one of the parts or syllables. A dictionary
indicates the main stress with the help of a vertical bar in front of
and above the accented syllable and secondary stress by means of a
vertical bar in front of and below the syllable carrying such stress.
However, a dictionary does not usually indicate the main stress in
one syllable content words such as ‘chair’, ‘keys’, etc.

However, a good dictionary indicates division of words into
syllables with the help of a dot(s) inside such words. For example, let
us look at the word ‘evolution’. Summers and others (2005) in Longman
Dictionary of Contemporary English divide this word as ‘ev.o.lu.tion’.
At this point we would like to make an interesting observation. The
written form of this word and its spoken form match perfectly well.
This may not happen in the case of every word. For instance, let us
see how the word ‘examination’ is divided. The same dictionary breaks
down the written form as ‘ex.am.i.na.tion’. Now how do we divide this
word in its spoken form? Do we break it as ‘ig.za.mi.na.tion’ or do we
break it as ‘igz.am.i.na.tion’? If we follow the written division of the
word, we need to follow the latter spoken division, which would sound
rather awkward.

When we teach vocabulary, we need to keep in mind the
pronunciation variants of words such as ‘dimension’, ‘direction’. These
variations occur within the same variety of English, that is to say,
British English. In addition, there could be inter-variety pronunciation
variants. For example, British and American speakers pronounce
‘diary’ and ‘schedule’, to cite just two words, differently.

Additionally, we need to draw our learners’ attention to how
the pronunciation of several words changes when they occur in
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connected speech. This pronunciation varies from their pronunciation
when they occur in isolation. One of the most obvious cases is the
articulation of the /t/ sound in the words ‘first’, ‘last’ and ‘next’.
When these words occur in isolation, the /t/ sound is articulated
quite distinctly; but when these words occur before words such as
‘time’, ’text’, ’tone’, etc., there is a merger of the /t/ sound in the
words ‘first’,  ‘last’ and ‘next’ with the /t/ sound in ‘time’, ‘text’ and
‘tone’. Similarly, when ‘last’ and ‘next’ occur in front of ‘step’ and
‘stay’, the /st/ sounds in ‘first’, ‘last’ and ‘next’ merge with /st/ sounds
in ‘step’ and ‘stay’. To cite another similar example, we do not articulate
/g/ sound twice in the phrase ‘big girl’; instead, we say the phrase as
‘bigirl’. However, this is just one type of change. There are other types
of changes that take place in connected speech. Assimilation is another
change that happens in continuous speech. For example, in Received
Pronunciation, the so-called standard version of British English, and
in similar accents, assimilation causes a phrase such as ‘good girl’ to
be optionally pronounced as /gugirl/.

Furthermore, we need to keep in mind that in connected speech
we weaken many words, mostly structure words. We call them weak
forms. Thus articles (a, an, the), past and present tense forms of ‘be’,
‘do’ and ‘have’ (am, is/are, was/were, do, does, did, have, has, had),
modals (can/could, may/might, shall/should, will/would, must, ought
to, need), prepositions (to, from, etc.) weaken in connected speech.
When we teach such words, we teach our learners not only the spelling
and grammar of these words, but their pronunciation variants as
well.

Therefore, it is not enough for teachers of the English language
to know the spelling of words and the rules of grammar that govern
the usage of these words; they need to know the phonological
behaviour of words as well.  Words exist primarily in their spoken
forms and only secondarily in their written forms.

This draws our attention to redundant letters of the alphabet in
the spellings of several words. These letters are redundant in the
sense that they are written while spelling the words, but they are not
articulated while uttering them. We call such redundant letters silent
letters. Let us note a few examples here.  Such examples abound in
English: avalanche, receive, receipt, colonel, lieutenant, psychology,
pneumonia, poignant, honest, corps, indict, inveigh, interesting, latter,
latch, quote, rendezvous, viscount, etc. We cannot use English
vocabulary with facility if we do not know how to pronounce and spell
words properly.

Secondly, words have orthographic or graphic personalities. It is
the spelling of a word that lends it its graphic appearance. There is a
class of words that consists of words that are frequently confused
with each other. There are several such words in English. One very
glaring example is the pair ‘principle/principal’. These words are
homophones and so the phonological sameness does not act as a
stumbling block. A speaker can say, for example, “These principals
are men of principles.” Or s/he can say, “These principles are men of
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principals.” Since the pronunciation of the two words is identical,
there is no confusion in the mind of the hearer. The listener has no
access to the speaker’s mental spellings or misspellings of the two
words. It is only the speaker who erroneously thinks that the word
‘principal’ is spelt as ‘principle’ and vice versa. However, this confusion
becomes accessible only when someone says in writing, “I met the
principle of the college yesterday” or “The man has no moral
principals.” ‘Diary’ and ‘dairy’ are not the same things (e.g., “I am
making a list of dairy products in my diary”). ‘Quite’ is not the same
thing as ‘quiet’. Baring (1992: 514-15) in Letter from Goneril, Daughter
of King Lear, to her Sister Regan uses these two little words very
beautifully in the letter that Goneril, King Lear’s eldest daughter writes
to her younger sister about their father’s and his knights’ behaviour.
She says, “I went to Papa and talked about it quite quietly”. She adds,
“I did everything I could to soothe him and quiet him”. She further
says, “Sometimes when he wishes to say some quite simple thing he
uses bad language quite unconsciously.” She continues, “For instance,
the other day before quite a lot of people, quite unconsciously, he
called me a dreadful name”.

As Krishnaswamy (2013a: 16) has shown it with the help of
the rhyme he has quoted from an anonymous source, it is difficult to
fit words into patterns of spelling. Here is a funny rhyme that illustrates
how difficult it is to fit words into spelling and pronunciation patterns
of plural forms:

We’ll begin with a box, and the plural is boxes,
But the plural of ox is oxen, not oxes.
One fowl is goose, but two are called geese,
Yet the plural of moose should never be meese!
You may find a lone mouse or a whole lot of mice,
But the plural of spouse is never spice!
The plural of man is always men,
Why shouldn’t the plural of pan be called pen?
And I speak of a foot, you show me your feet,
But if I give you a boot, would a pair be called beet?
If one is a tooth and a whole set are teeth,
Why shouldn’t the plural of booth be beeth?
If the singular is this and the plural these,
Should the plural of kiss be named kese?
The masculine pronouns are he, his and him,
But imagine the feminine she, shis and shim!
So our English, I think you all agree, is
The trickiest language you ever did see!

Thirdly, words have a grammatical personality. Certain words
have fixed grammatical classes; their grammar does not usually
change. However, there are a large number of words who are
chameleons. They change their grammatical colours. Of course their
grammar depends on the context into which they are embedded. Thus
‘fast’ is an adjective in “He’s a fast speaker”, but an adverb in “He
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drives very fast”. The form of the word gives us no clue as to whether
it is used as an adjective or as an adverb. Similarly, though most
words ending in ‘-ly’ are adverbs, there are some ‘-ly’ words that are
not adverbs; for example, “He is a cowardly person”, “She is a manly
woman”, “It was an untimely arrival”. The form of ‘cowardly’, ‘manly’
and ‘untimely’ does not enable us to fit them into the category of
words such as ‘suddenly’, recklessly’ and so on. Appearances can be
deceptive. These deceptive appearances trap learners who
consequently end up producing erroneous sentences such as “She
walks manly”, “He behaved cowardly’, “He died untimely” and “He
drives very fastly”. The difference between the first three examples
and the last one is that in the former set correct forms (‘manly’,
‘cowardly’ and ‘untimely’) are used incorrectly and in the last instance
an incorrect form is used incorrectly. Here is an example from Parker’s
(1992) Arrangement in Black and White in which a lady uses ‘finely’
not as an adverb, but as an adjective. ‘A rich New York society lady
attends a reception especially to meet the guest of honour, a
distinguished black singer. The host greets the lady with ‘Well, How
are you?” The lady replies, “Oh, I’m finely…Just simply finely”.’ As we
know, “fastly” is not the adverb form of “fast”, “fast” is an adjective in
the sentence “He is a fast runner.” whereas it is an adverb in the
sentence “He runs very fast”. So “fastly” is not an English word. On
the other hand, “finely” is an English word, but it is usually used as
an adverb as in the sentence “The line of demarcation has been finely
drawn”. The lady in the above example uses it as an adjective, which
is very uncommon.

Another deceptive class consists of words such as ‘decide’,
‘divide’, develop, envelop, envelope, etc. As we know, ‘decide’ and
‘divide’ are verbs, but despite its ‘e’-ending, ‘envelope’ is a noun; despite
being without ‘e’- ending ‘develop’ and ‘envelop’ are verbs.

Let us cite some examples of the grammatical personality of
words from phonology. Many students and even teachers do not know
that there are a few words, which have a dual grammatical character.
For example, the speaker of the utterance “The present vice chancellor
of EFL University will present a handsome present to the authors of
this article” uses the word ‘present’ three times and each time its
grammar is different. Its first occurrence is an adjective (present, not
past or former, Vice Chancellor), its second appearance is a verb (give,
offer) and its third use is as a noun (gift). Incidentally, the
pronunciation of the word also undergoes a change. The word consists
of two syllables. As a verb it is pronounced with an /i/ sound in the
first syllable and an /e/ sound in the second syllable; as an adjective
and a noun it is pronounced with an /e/ sound in the first syllable
and with a shwa sound in the second syllable. There is another
phonological change that happens here. When ‘present’ is used as a
verb, it is accented on the second syllable; when it is used as an
adjective or a noun, it is accented on the first syllable. There are
about fifty to sixty words of this kind: increase, produce, convict,
record, decrease, object, subject, etc.
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Fourthly, words have semantic personalities. That is to say,
words have not only forms and sounds, but meanings as well. We
need to choose proper words to express what exactly we mean. If we
are careless in word choices, the result will be either embarrassment
or humour or misunderstanding. Time and again we meet people who
misuse words. For example, they talk of ‘removing’, not ‘eradicating’
a disease. They ‘prepare’, not ‘cook’ a delicacy. There are several such
words that are misused. These need to be dealt with whenever an
opportunity lends itself. Every now and then students are heard
saying, for instance, “We are seeing /looking TV.” One reason for this
misuse could be the student’s mother tongue, which does not have
an equivalent lexical item. For example, laws are ‘broken’ in English,
but they are contradicted in Arabic. English people ‘brush’ their teeth,
Germans ‘polish’ their teeth, Polish people ‘wash’ their teeth, and
Russians ‘clean’ their teeth. The absence of exact lexical equivalence
in the mother tongue leads to occasional misuse of words.

Let us substantiate our point with more examples from other
varieties of English. One case in point is the uses of the words come
and goin Vietnamese variety of English. In standard variety of English,
the word go means moving to a place away from the place where the
speaker and the listener are, and the word come means moving to a
place that is nearer to the hearer. For example, a student may say to
his teacher: “May I come in, Sir?” and “Sir, may I go home now?” In
the first case, the student is moving nearer to the teacher; in the
second case, the student wants to move away from the teacher. This
is the normal use in English. But, in Vietnamese variety of English,
the use is reversed. The student usually says to the teacher who is in
school with him.” Excuse me, Sir. I cannot go to school tomorrow.
May I come back home now?” (Patil 2002: 14-16). Japanese speakers
of English also tend to use these two verbs with reverse meanings.

Let us look at one more example. Vietnamese students use the
words bring and take, like the words come and go, in a reverse way. In
British English when we bring something, we carry it from another
place to the place where the hearer is. Similarly, when we take
something, we take it from where the hearer and we are to another
place.  But Vietnamese students use the two words in an exactly
opposite way. As a teacher, one of the authors of this article often
heard his students say: “Excuse me, teacher, I don’t have this book
at home. Can I bring (meaning take/borrow)it for a week, please?”
and “I’m sorry, teacher, I forgot to take (meaning bring) the book that
I brought from you last week. I’ll take it tomorrow.” Now, the important
point here is: how do these readers interpret come and go and bring
and take when they encounter them in a reading passage? Do they
interpret them the British way or the Vietnamese way? The experience
of the first author of this paper is that elementary and intermediate
level Vietnamese learners of English interpret these words the
Vietnamese way. They need to be told time and again that the usual
meanings of come and go and bring and take are different.

We would like to draw your attention to another example, which
is a signboard: “Trespassers will be persecuted” Oh, dear! Look at
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this sign-board! What a huge mistake it is! We are sure the writer
meant prosecute, but did not bother to check which word was accurate.
That is why when we are in doubt we need to check our usage. If we
are not certain of the word or the form or pronunciation of the word
we are using, we should look it up in a dictionary. There are many
words that make people unsure and it is very easy to check them.
Our ideas may be quite brilliant, but if they are not expressed clearly
and effectively, there will be miscommunication.

Some people think that grammar is more important than
vocabulary. As Marathe (2013) has clearly illustrated, there is no doubt
that good grammar and usage are important; however, there is no
denying the importance of words either. People lose elections because
they choose wrong words. Wrong words may lead to wars and
destruction of cities. In the world of business, poor word choices can
alienate clients, drive away customers and land you in lawsuits. Words
can be powerful tools of success or dangerous instruments of self-
destruction. We need to use words very carefully not only in diplomacy
and business but also in social life. Words can bind people together;
they can separate them. It is, therefore, very important to use the
right words in the right places. Mark Twain, as cited in Reader’s Digest
Write better, Speak better (1972: 386) very rightly says: “The difference
between the right word and the almost right word is the difference
between lightning and the lightning bug.”

Precise vocabulary is one of the keys to good speaking and
writing. The richer our vocabulary and the greater the precision with
which we are able to use it, the better will be the talk we give or the
letter we write. A larger and richer vocabulary is very important. It
makes our speech and our writing easier and more effective. Every
word has a personality and if we do not respect it, words will take
revenge and if we continue disrespecting them, they will take revenge
with vengeance. A good conversationalist or speaker develops a feeling
for words and selects the right synonym. For example, a price is
sometimes high, sometimes exorbitant and sometimes astronomical.
A salary can be fat, handsome or seductive.

We must enrich our vocabulary. We must have a large
vocabulary. The value of a large vocabulary cannot be overemphasized.
But when we say large vocabulary, we do not mean large words. A
small word has its place and a large word has its place too. Sometimes
a meaning requires a whole phrase or even a sentence to express it.
In such a situation, it is advisable to use a large word. It will make for
brevity and clarity. It is simpler to describe a man as a monogamist
than to have to use a whole sentence. Given a choice between the
following options nine of ten people would choose the second option:

i) He is the type of man who believes in marrying only one wife.

ii) He is a monogamist.

But when we use a large word we should be careful. We should
choose the right word; otherwise we may create an embarrassing
situation like this one: Tuan works as a reporter for a Vietnamese

Words and Aspects of their Personality 95



newspaper. He covers some small towns. Often people give him
information, but do not want their names in the paper because
everyone here knows everyone else. Once, Tuan was working on a
series about fiscal problems of a town. One day a woman rang him
and offered some information. When Tuan asked her what her name
was, she refused to tell him:

“Sorry, I can’t tell you who I am. I want to remain monogamous
(meaning ‘anonymous’).”

When we teach words meaningfully, we skilfully highlight and
draw the learner’s attention to four types of word meanings:
propositional, attitudinal, presupposed and evoked meanings. The
first type of meaning refers to that meaning which can be labelled as
true or false. First, let us cite an example of propositional meaning.
Someone may say that animations such as Shaun the Sheep or novels
such as George Orwell’s Animal Farm carry false propositional
meanings because animals cannot behave and talk like human beings
do. Now we would like to offer an example of attitudinal meaning. A
word may express the attitude of the user. For example, as we have
noted a few sentences ago, there is a difference between a salary that
is ‘fat’, ‘handsome’ and ‘seductive’. Similarly, if we express a negative
opinion of our colleague time and again, our employer may say to us,
“Don’t complain” or “Don’t whinge”. Obviously, the second utterance
expresses more annoyance and irritation. Similarly, the word ‘cruel’
has a stronger sense of disapproval than the word ‘unkind’ has.
Perhaps it was because of this that Geoffrey Chaucer uses the word
“cruellest” in his Prologue to Canterbury Tales to describe April, and
William Shakespeare’s Caesar in Julius Caesar finds the word
“unkindest” inadequate and hence says to Brutus who stabs him,
that it is “the most unkindest cut of all!” Furthermore, words keep
their companies. They have their preferences. They are seen in
company with certain words and not other words. The technical word
for this companionship is ‘collocation’. Presupposed meaning is the
outcome of collocation. For example, teeth are ‘brushed’ not ‘washed’,
and a tooth is ‘extracted’ not ‘dug out’. Finally, words denote some
sort of stratification. They carry a tinge of stratification and evoke
certain associations, for instance, ‘scent’ and ‘perfume’ evoke social
stratification; ‘verily’ and ‘really’ evoke temporal variation within a
language; and ‘lift’ and ‘elevator’ evoke geographical variation within
a language.

Fifthly, words have pragmatic personalities. In other words,
words have denotative as well as connotative power. Here is a folktale
that Patil and Patil (2013: 243-44) have used to illustrate the skill of
listening between and beyond the words. We can use the same tale to
illustrate not only how words can be misunderstood but also the how
their illocutionary force may also be misinterpreted.

Once upon a time there was a young man. Twenty two years
ago, he was born in a poor family and two years ago he got
married to a girl from a poor family. One fine day he decided
to visit his mother-in-law’s place. He said to his mother,
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“Mother, I want to go and see my mother-in-law tomorrow.”
On hearing that, his mother said, “My son, you should go
and meet your mother-in-law. She is alone and I am sure
she feels lonely. Your wife is the only close relative she has.
Do go, my son. But, listen to what I say. When you’re at your
mother-in-law’s house, don’t lower your position, and weigh
your words before you use them.”

The old lady had understood the wisdom contained in the Hindi
saying, “shabda sambhaale boliye, shabda ke haath naa paaw; ek
shabda kare bhalaai, doojaa kare ghaaw!” which means “words do
not have hands and legs and so cannot beat or kick us; however, we
need to use words with great care because a positive, pleasant,
inclusive word can make people happy whereas a negative, unpleasant
and exclusive word can hurt them.” We know that three things cannot
be taken back: time, the arrow in a flight and the spoken word. The
man left with the words of wise advice ringing in his mind. As soon as
he reached his in-law’s place, the mother-in-law received him warmly
and spread a mat on the floor of her ascetic house and asked him to
be comfortable. The man remembered the first part of his mother’s
advice: “Don’t lower your position!” He looked at the mat and said to
himself, “This is a low place. My mother has advised me not to lower
my position. I should not sit on the mat.” He refused to sit on the
mat. Looking outside the house, he saw a haystack and thought,
“That is a high place. If I sit on top of it I’ll not be lowering my position;
I’ll be elevating my position! Let me go and sit there!” Immediately, he
went outside and sat on top of the haystack. He thought he had
elevated his position. The mother-in-law rushed outside the house
and requested him to climb down and be comfortable inside the house.
He refused to oblige and said, “Axe-head!” The mother-in-law got
confused and repeated her appeal. He added, “Hammer!” The mother-
in-law made another attempt to persuade him, but in vain! At last
the man said, “Grinding stone!”

Now you will ask me, what is the relevance of the story for
vocabulary skills? As is evident, the man interpreted his mother’s
words literally. She had asked him not to sit on a low place and lower
his position. Secondly, she had advised him to weigh his words before
he spoke. In other words, she had advised him to use weighty words.
What she had meant was not what he understood. She just wanted
him to mind his behavior and his language. In effect, she had advised
him not to lower his behavior; but he missed the point. Secondly, she
had advised him to weigh or choose his words carefully before he said
anything; but he weighed the words literally. He thought that an ‘axe-
head’ was a weighty object, a ‘hammer’ was weightier, and a ‘grinding
stone’ was the weightiest of the three! So, he ‘weighed’ his words and
used them accordingly! Obviously, he was a poor listener. As we noted
earlier, a good listener has to go beyond the words and understand
the connotations of words. He has to delve deep into the ocean of
language and human experience and search for the pearls of messages.
Just as a good reader reads between and beyond the words and lines,
a good listener listens between and beyond the words and utterances.
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John Keats in his Ode on a Grecian Urn very aptly says: “Heard
melodies are sweet, but those unheard are sweeter.” So the problem
with the young man in the above folk tale was that he did not go
beyond the words, beyond the surface meaning of his mother’s words.

Sixthly, words have an interpersonal aspect to their personality.
In other words, they exhibit formal, phonic and semantic relationship
with other words. Thus we have words having different meanings and
spellings, but similar pronunciation (homophones, e. g. ‘bare’ as an
adjective and ‘bear’ as a verb), words having different pronunciations
and meanings, but similar spellings (homographs, e. g. ‘tear’ as a
verb and ‘tear’ as a noun, ‘record’ as a verb with accent on the second
syllable and ‘record’ as a noun with accent on the first syllable), words
having the same spelling and pronunciation, but different meanings
(homonyms, e. g. ‘leg’ of a table and ‘leg’ of a journey), words having
similar meanings (synonyms, e. g. ‘wake’ and ‘rouse’), words having
opposite meanings (antonyms, e. g. ‘clean’ and ‘dirty’), words having
broad or general meanings (super-ordinates, e. g. ‘vehicle’ as a super-
ordinate of ‘car’, ‘flower’ as a super-ordinate of ‘lotus’), words having
narrow or specific meanings (hyponyms, e. g. ‘man’, ‘woman’, ‘child’,
‘boy’ and ‘girl’ as hyponyms of ‘human’).

Seventhly, words have context-sensitive personalities. Words
have signification in isolation, but they acquire value in contexts.  Let
us read the following paragraph in which the authors of this article
have used the nonsense word zreastra. When we hear this word in
isolation, we do not know what it means, but when it occurs in a
context, we can interpret it almost accurately. We may not understand
it at its first occurrence; however, as we progress in our reading, we
are able to narrow its scope, zoom in and interpret it correctly:

“We see many international travellers buying zreastras from
Duty Free shops inside departure and arrival terminals at airports.
They buy zreastras for themselves or as gifts for their friends and
acquaintances. In the past, zreastras were available in attractive and
luring packets. These days, zreastras are available in packets, which
bear horrifying pictures, because World Health Organization and
governments have made it mandatory for zreastra manufacturers to
have such terrifying pictures on zreastra cartons. Millions of people
across the world are addicted to zreastras though they know zreastra
consumption is injurious to health. However, because zreastra packets
bear a statutory warning that zreastra smoking is injurious to health,
that it causes cancer, especially lung cancer, it is a good sign that the
number of smokers is decreasing.”

It is in this context that I would like to discuss the implications
of the preceding discussion. First, let me say a word about teaching
words in context. Some pages ago I talked about the role of context in
understanding vocabulary. I demonstrated with the help of the
nonsense word zreastra how context can help us to understand
unknown words. What it implies is that it is better to teach words in
contexts, because the meaning a word may connote in a particular
context may be quite different from the meaning it denotes in a
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dictionary. The context determines whether a word is used as a super-
ordinate or as a hyponym. Similarly, it is the context that chooses a
meaning of a word from its possible available alternative meanings.
Let us look at an example from James Thurber’s story Unicorn in the
Garden. It is a story of a couple who is not happy with each other.
The husband waits for an opportunity to get rid of the wife and the
wife looks for an occasion to get away from the clutches of the husband.
When the husband tells the wife about a unicorn he had seen in their
garden, the wife telephones the police and a psychiatrist and asks
them to hurry to her house and bring a straitjacket. When the police
and the psychiatrist arrive and listen to the woman narration about
what her husband had seen, they conclude that it is the wife who is
crazy. Consequently, they put her in a straitjacket. Towards the ending
of the story, the author says that the police and the psychiatrist take
the woman away cursing and screaming and shut her up in an
‘institution’. Now, in isolation the word ‘institution’ has a very general
meaning; however, it acquires a specific meaning/value in the context
of the story. The situational context and the linguistic context help
us to arrive at an appropriate interpretation of the word. The situational
context is clear right from the beginning of the story. The woman
says that the unicorn is a mythical beast. Later, she calls her husband
a booby and says that she’ll have him put in a booby hatch. Moreover,
the linguistic context also lends us a helping hand in guessing or
determining the meaning of the word ‘institution’. Words such as
‘police’, ‘psychiatrist’, ‘straitjacket’, ‘jay bird’, ‘crazy’, ‘booby’ and ‘booby
hatch’ consolidate the linguistic context. The cumulative effect of the
situational context and the linguistic context enables us to interpret
the word ‘institution’ as ‘lunatic asylum’. When we teach vocabulary,
we do not teach words in isolation. Nor do we encourage our learners
to rush to a dictionary every time they come across an unfamiliar or
difficult word. We train them to guess the meanings of such words
with the help of context.

Yet another technique of helping the learner to guess the
meanings of new words is to narrate a story or recite a poem with
proper tone of voice. Let us go back to the unicorn story. When the
teacher reads, or ideally speaking, narrates the story, s/he can make
an intelligent use of his/her voice and body language to gloss words
such as ‘booby’ and ‘booby hatch’, for instance. The teacher has to
empathize with the wife in the story and say her utterance “You are a
booby and I’ll have you put in a booby hatch!” with facial expressions
and gestures and posture and tone of voice that express her
annoyance, irritation and agitation. The teacher has to simulate anger
and mental turbulence. The teacher’s acting is more effective than a
dictionary. A dictionary is lifeless; it cannot be a substitute for a
teacher’s acting acumen.

Moreover, we can present and practise vocabulary through the
use of support or supplementary materials such as songs, newspaper
middles, journalistic cartoons, anecdotes, malapropisms,
spoonerisms, etc. and through vocabulary games. Furthermore,
lessons in a textbook can be tapped to teach vocabulary in an
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innovative way. At the primary school level, we can administer simple
word games such as productive and non-productive spelling reversal
(e. g. ‘tap’=’pat’ and ‘noon’=’noon’), marsupial words (e. g. ‘rotund’
and ‘round’).

Yet another strategy that we can use is discovering similarities
between seemingly dissimilar words. We can encourage our learners
to establish different types of association between and among
apparently unconnected words. We can ask learners to find
connections between the words ‘inspiration’, ‘expiration’, ‘perspiration’
and ‘education’. Similarly, they can find similarities in dissimilar words
such as ‘literature’, ‘water’, ‘mirror’, ‘lamp’ and ‘child’. In the case of
the latter example, learners explain the similarities in the following
manner: literature reflects life; it’s a seismograph of the society that
produces it; water reflects the image of whatever looks into it; a mirror
reflects our own images; a lamp causes reflections in the dark; a
child reflects godliness and that is why they say that child is the
father of the man and that man is an image of god and that god is
mercy, pity, peace and love and man is mercy, pity, peace and love
too.

Such activities will not only enrich their vocabulary but also
help them remember words and enable them to use words creatively.
Such games develop associational fluency in children. Moreover, these
games will lend us opportunities to develop our learners’ expressional
fluency and ideational fluency. In other words, learners will be driven
to think of abundant new ideas. These and similar word games are
expected to lead learners to generate original ideas and talk and write
about those ideas elaborately. Thus intelligently designed and skillfully
administered word games can activate and nurture fluency, flexibility,
originality, and elaboration, which are the basic qualities of creative
thinking. Innovative vocabulary activities will help learners to actualize
their lexical potentialities, to develop their symbolic intelligence
(mastery of the formal properties of words) and semantic intelligence
(mastery of the meaning making process).  This type of activity will be
appropriate at intermediate and advanced levels.

We can encourage learners to play with the language as George
Orwell does in his Nineteen Eighty Four. Just as Orwell creates
“Newspeak” vocabulary such as ‘ungood’ (bad), ‘doubleplus ungood’
(extremely bad), ‘plusgood’ (better), ‘unperson’ (vaporize or kill),
learners can play with the existing words and create new combinations.
We can administer this sort of activity at the intermediate and
advanced levels.

Thus the teaching of vocabulary is a complex phenomenon.
When we teach words, we need to pay attention to the various aspects
of their personality. We need to devise innovative and interesting tasks
to teach such aspects of vocabulary as their spellings, pronunciations,
stress patterns, their collocations, their semantic meanings and
pragmatic connotations. Materials writers and teachers need to teach
words in an integrated manner. When we teach words, though our
primary concern is to teach their meanings, we cannot ignore their
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spellings, pronunciations, the way they control grammar or the way
grammar controls them, their context-specific meanings, and their
connotations.
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Teaching Grammar: To Be Or Not
To Be and How To Be

Dr. Roy Pushpavilasam Veettil
Sohar University, Oman

Grammar teaching has been a topic of debate among teachers
of English for long. There have been questions ranging from the very
need to teach grammar to the methods and methodologies related to
its teaching. Such discussions sprouted from the observation that
those adept at English grammar were or still are not so at using
English. Grammar teaching is of paramount importance in English
as Second Language (ESL) countries and English as Foreign Language
(EFL) countries. This is so because unlike in the first language
countries or the native speaker countries, the learners acquire the
correct use of the target language through the study of grammar and
not through natural exposure to the language. However, as has been
noticed the study of grammar alone doesn’t make the learner good at
using English for communicative purposes. Thus there is a direly felt
need to rethink the objectives and the methodology of teaching
grammar.

Traditional Ways of Teaching Grammar

Traditionally grammar was taught as a subject. The method
employed was that of imparting the rules of grammar to the learners
and then checking their understanding through isolated grammar
questions- most of which were conversion types. The learners were
also expected to remember definitions of certain grammar related
terms. Metalinguistic knowledge was taken as a criterionin assessing
one’s knowledge in grammar. Thus, learners could convert a sentence
in the active voice into passive voice but could not explain a process
using the passive voice. They could, to give another example, convert
conversations from direct speech to indirect speech but failed to
convert a speech they listened to,to the form of a report. They could
give definitions of even complicated grammar terms and concepts
but seldom knew what they were meant for or how to use them
effectively in communication. The situation, though changing at the
moment, need to gather more momentum and should be thoroughly
reflected in actual classrooms. It is indeed an unwelcome thing to
see the grammar note books of even the primary school children
filled with definitions of parts of speech, simple, compound, complex
sentences etc. The use of grammar in real situations should be
considered more important than knowledge of grammar rules and
terms. To put in the words of Scrivener (2005):

Doing tests and exercises may not necessarily be learning
grammar. There is actually no hard evidence that any of these things
lead to people being able to use grammaraccurately and fluently in
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speech. These things are only useful if there is some way that students
can transfer this studied knowledge into a living ability to use the
language. The information is not in itself of much use. In real life,
people rarely come up to you and say “Please tell me about
conditionals” (p. 253).

Grammar, as Thornbury (2005) puts it, is not a noun but a
verb. What matters is not knowing but doing.

The Need to Redefine the Objectives of Teaching Grammar

The present day context of globalization demands the use of
English in an unprecedented way. English is everywhere and it has
grown from EFL to ESL and still further to ELF or English as a Lingua
Franca. That is to say, communication, especially at the international
level, has become almost impossible without English. Thus, it is not
enough that the Indian learners of English still pride in the use of
metalinguistic terms and write volumes on literary periods and Greek
mythology. The real everyday use of the language requires not
memorized definitions and clichés but absolute communicative
competence. And tragically, this aspect of language learning/teaching
is neglected in the Indian classrooms. As Nair(2013) rightly observes)
a teacher of English in India begins her career with a little knowledge
of grammar and ends her career with a slightly increased knowledge
of grammar but no communicative competence. This is so because
she never trained her learners to master communicative skills in the
language and naturally she too missed the same.

Yet another stumbling block before most second language users
including the Indian users of English is that they tend to use high
sounding words and formal expressions in contexts where they are
absolutely unsuitable. Sanyal (2006) calls this ‘the whirligig of
circumlocution’ (p. 14). Thus, what they think to be appropriate
communication evokes laughter and contempt in the listeners from a
varying cultural context. As Sanyal says, Indian users of English tend
to say “Pray repress such instantaneous motions of merriment” (p.14)
where a very simple expression such as “Please stop laughing loudly”
would be more than enough. The main reason for this linguistic malady
is that most second language learners are visual learners (Patil, 2008).
Put the other way, they catch language from the literary works that
they read. Students of literature who read the Elizabethans and the
Victorians are easily affected by the language use and style of the
writers of those days. They fail to understand that such language and
style do not suit the everyday use of the language. On the contrary,
they take it as a proof of their mastery over the language and are
proud of using them. This hallucination pervaded the Indian literature
class rooms for long and was even promoted by the teachers. An
examination of the model essays given to students by most teachers
of English would suffice to prove this.

Thus, if grammatical competence is to lead to communicative
competence grammar has to be taught in meaningful contexts
communicatively.

A Communicative Approach to Teaching Grammar

A communicative approach to teaching invariably involves a
focus on the learner. The learner has to be exposed to a variety of
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language texts either in reading or in listening before she comes to
analyzing the language in it. Then, she has to be made aware of the
use of the particular language item on focus. She has to try using it
and also remember it for further use in future. The question now is
how do we do it?

As mentioned above language learning demands exposure to
the language. Thus, language should be presented first and then
taught later. This is a text based approach where the students
encounter the language first. The advantage of this method is that
there is a meaningful contextwhere the language perfectly fits in. It
gives the learners an idea of situations where such a language item
can be used again.Further, it is easy for the teacher to direct the
learners’ attention to the target language through properly framed
questions.Thus, the learners can easily notice the language item,
analyze it and understand the language rules applied therein. This
can either be a guided discovery or a self-directed discovery by the
learner himself. Text- based or not, language has to be presented in
context. A capable teacher can also create a situation where the target
language item is required. Pictures, classroom situations etc. can be
very well exploited to this end. Students should be brought to a stage
where they need to use the target language item. For example, to
familiarize the students with the modals of deduction a situation
should be created either through pictures or through situations
wherein they can make guesses in a continuum of very close to
certainty to almost animpossibility. The teacher may start by saying
that she had kept a fried fish in the class and that it is missing now.
She may ask who took the fish and encourage the learners to make
guesses. Activities like these activate interest in the learners and also
help make a link to the topic. She may proceed showing the picture of
a fish on a plate and a cat sitting near it. She may then show another
picture with the fish missing from the plate and the bones of the fish
in front of the cat. This should be a right moment to elicit or present
the target language. She can ask the students to guess who ate the
fish and either elicit or present the target language- “The cat must
have eaten the fish”. This is a very effective way as language is
presented when the learners really need it to express an idea- the
idea of close to certainty, in this case. Also, this is more mnemonic as
there is a context and a real need.

This should be followed by the clarification stage. Once the
target language is presented, its form, meaning and function (FMF)
should be made clear to the learners. They should clearly understand
the actual use of the language item. Timelines, diagrams, substitution
tables etc. help make the meaning clear. To ensure that the learners
have really understood the meaning of a particular language item a
variety of concept check questions (CCQs) should be asked. The
following CCQs can be asked to check the meaning of a sentence like
“The cat must have eaten the fish”. A) Did you see the cat eating the
fish? B) Do you think the cat ate it? C) How sure are you? etc. The
answers of the students will help the teacher realize if her students
have understood the meaning of the target language. Questions such
as “Did you all understand?” or “Do you have anything to ask?” are to
be avoided as all the students may not dare to reveal themselves in
front of the class.
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The next is the practice stage. As Scrivener(2005) rightly
observes,” the real learning experience is when the learners try to use
the language themselves” (p.255). All the time and energy spent in
the input session should reflect in the output session. That is, students
should manifest through real practice their mastery over the grammar
item discussed in the class. They should be able to use it in the
productive skills of speaking and writing. Practice should move from
restricted practice or controlled practice to free practice. In restricted
output activities the learners play with the language in a safe way as
the options for language use are limited. There are less chances of
erring and there is a greater focus on accuracy. This, in turn, aids in
building up confidence in the learners in the use of the language. As
language is basically mastered through practice, the learners should
be given ample opportunities to practice both in speaking and writing.
Practice should further move on to free output activities where the
learners use the language in a variety of contexts. Such practices
should allow them to use all the language they know.

Practice should be followed by feedback. Though a grammar
lesson focuses on accuracy, it is not advisable to give on the spot
correction while the learners are speaking. This would hinder the
flow of their speech and might make them diffident as well. Instead,
the teacher can make note of the most common errors of the students
and can give a whole-class feedback where the students correct their
own mistakes as a group. On the spot correction is more effective
when the learners do the practice activities individually in writing.
Feedback, as Scrivener (2005) suggests, should be precise and honest.
Gushing praise and easily achievable tasks will only take away the
sense of achievement from the learners. The tasks should also be
challenging enough if they are to be worth doing.

Conclusion

To conclude, grammar teaching should not be reduced to rote
learning of grammar rules or the definitions of metalinguistic terms.
The focus should be on real use of the language. Thus, teachers of
grammar should adopt a communicative approach to teaching
grammar wherein grammar is taught in meaningful contexts for use
in further meaningful contexts.
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In the contemporary times, competence in using English
language has become the fundamental requirement for creating
opportunities of decent earning and unimaginable success in one’s
career. David Crystal in his book English as a Global Language reveals
that there has never been a language so widely spread, used or spoken
by so many people as English. He talks about its richness and
resourcefulness threadbare and presents a lively and factual account
of the rise of English as global language and explicates the current
status and future potential of English as an international language of
communication. Now none can deny the fact that it is computer
language as well for modern age is an IT age which has revolutionized
everything including English Language through which one can now
have unlimited access to information on any subject. According to
Molly:

English still remains the connecting web of scholars and
students. By some estimates, there are more speakers of
English in India than in Britain, its first home.
(Molly 2002:2)

Currently, more than eighty percent websites use English.  In
fact, Americans comparatively are more dependent on both computer
technology and English language in all spheres of life. Most of the
softwares are now available in English only. Hence, English language
and computers constitute the basis of the contemporary digital world
and are now inseparable, interdependent and integral to each other.
Advanced technological world and resourcefulness of English language
even compelled countries like Japan and China to initiate usage of
English. In this regard, The English Language in the Digital Age
discusses the potential of English Language in the current digital
age. It looks at the impact of English language on the contemporary
European information society and the scope of this language. As more
and more people are taking English as their L2, its sway on internet
and blogging is becoming more phenomenal and conspicuous. This
implies clearly that in modern era, effective learning of English
Language opens countless vistas for one’s future growth and
excellence. At present, all want to earn a strong command over this
language for winning or reaching their cherished goals. It is now a
compulsory subject particularly across Asia both in schools and
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colleges for aspirants belonging to varied academic programmes. This
indispensible nature of the language has compelled tutors to adopt
modern digital pedagogic approaches for inculcating better language
skills even among learners especially writing skills for conventional
way of teaching English was found by them quite uninteresting for it
would restrict learners to classroom learning only. As such, the birth
of blogs and their usage especially in English pedagogy has provided
students with newer opportunities to get exposed to an on-line space.
A blog is actually a form of internet publishing and has now emerged
as an established communication tool and is used by millions of users
with innumerable objectives and aims. In fact, it has drastically
changed pedagogic methods for blogs have proved the greatest sources
for strengthening one’s academic pursuits by sharing knowledge with
others. This technology promises everything including learning &
strengthening of writing skills.

Marlis Hellinger and Paules in their work Handbook of Language
and Communication: Diversity and Change discuss developments,
changes and challenges of the internet in the 21st century. It throws
light on how during a very short lifespan, the computer technologies
including blogging have changed human lives and how humans are
now reacting towards each other through social networking. These
have drastically even changed the knowledge concept in the
contemporary society by making it very easy, accessible and more
goal-oriented. In fact, blog technology has now emerged as the latest
innovation and a very useful tool in teaching and learning all over the
world. It has changed the traditional approach of modern man towards
his work, research, pedagogy and studies. It has done wonders by
enabling the academicians, learners, researchers, scholars to share
their views on-line and review the writings of great innovators of
knowledge industry. Today scholars while sitting at home can get
their research findings critically evaluated or appreciated and thus
can improve them by going through their posts or responses which is
unlike the traditional approach of reviewing. What earlier would take
writers years to earn; they can have it now in moments or hours that
too at an international level or platform. Great scholars or experts
can view their write ups and add their posts by commenting or
evaluating them critically for blogs are interactive homepages and
have proved a great resource of learning and research.

Since this paper focuses on strengthening of writing skills
among learners / users through blogging, the question at the very
outset is how to write effectively? Generally speaking, writing is
considered both the easiest and the most difficult of arts. It is the
easiest because its traditional tools such as pen, paper and pencil
are quite known to all and are easily available too but to gain the skill
of playing with them demands enough wisdom, ample experience and
greater intelligence. At the same time, it is the most difficult because
for gaining command over it one has to practice regularly and give
due care and diligence which other fellows who write practice i.e., to
be under the guidance of good tutors or masters of this language
skill. Mitchell remarks:
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Writing is a process of discovering and creating meaning

(Mitchell 1996:39)
Writing comes through proper selection of thoughts, words
and structures. Mitchell further states:
Good writing is an extension of clear thinking, and writing
competence is how the writer makes meaning in written
language (Mitchell 1996:4)

According to White and Arndt:
Writing is far from being a simple matter of transcribing
language into written symbols: it is a thinking process in its
own right; it demands conscious intellectual effort which
usually is sustained over a considerable period of time (White
and Arndt 1996:3).

 Instances from literature make it clear that anyone can attain
mastery in writing provided one has seriousness, dedication and
patience. It doesn’t matter what one’s station or position is or where
one is in his formal education. There are countless examples available
in Literature for proving this stand. Who doesn’t know about the
formal education of William Shakespeare, Robert Burns, Daniel Dafoe,
John Keats and Charles Lamb. Shakespeare was a lawyer’s clerk for
years; Dickens lived a life of penury and worked as a child for
supporting his brothers and sisters. Joseph Conrad knew not a single
word till he was Nineteen. Abraham Lincoln didn’t attend a school
but even then his Gettysburg speech is much quoted public speeches
in English. Writing demands practice and patience for Edward Frank
Allen writes:

Anyone who believes that he writes poorly because “Writers
are born, not made” should recall Flaubert, a master of the
literary craft sometimes struggled for days and weeks to
conjure up the precise word to express a certain shade of
meaning. The Roman poet, Horace, maintained that no author
should publish a poem until he had laboured over it, polished
it and repolished it at least nine years. Tennyson believed in
smoking a pipe over every line of his poetry. Samuel Butler,
who was decidedly no dullard, worked over “The Way of All
Flesh” nearly twenty years, and on his deathbed expressed
regret that he could make no more revisions. No one knows
how many times Lincoln wrote and rewrote the fewer than
three hundred words that constitute his Gettysburg address.
One need only see a manuscript by Dickens, with its many
crossings-out and substitutes, to appreciate that writing, even
for one of the greatest of novelists, was hard work and hard
work alone.

(Frank Allen 2002: 3)

Thanks to modern digital world of studies especially blogging
technology  where one is blessed and guided heavily and thus can go
on chiseling or developing one’s writing skill or write ups time and
again by receiving comments regarding one’s writing strengths and
weaknesses from the masters across the world for earning mastery
over his art of writing. It means both the modern writers and learners
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are lucky enough for they can create a blog and can place their write
ups directly on their blogs for critical comments and reviews which
would directly benefit them for these would be viewed by thousands
at a time across the world. Even English language pedagogy hasn’t
escaped the influence of computer technology for in particular blogs
have done wonders in it. According to Boyd and Ellison (2007):

SNSs (social networking sites) can be defined as web-based
services that allow individuals to articulate a list of other
users with whom they share a connection such as teacher
and students.

   This has made the researchers, learners and teachers to
realize the popularity of blogs as educational tools. Researchers’ today
claim that these have truly benefitted learners or users particularly
in improving their writing skills for these are fully controlled by the
bloggers or authors themselves. These throw an open invitation to an
unlimited internet community in the World Wide Web for sharing on
virtual space ideas and arguments by writing and critically
commenting on one another’s posts for generating knowledge. These
blog users are also quite aware of some of the distinctive characteristics
of blogging such as accessibility, easy usage, ubiquity, fearless
environs, unlimited space, informal format, collaborative nature, etc.
and hence don’t hesitate to vent their ideas across the world for all
those who like them are interested in online discourses.  There are
scholars who have conducted various studies on bogging and teaching
of English Language and have found that writing particularly on blogs
have greatly helped students to enhance their writing skills. According
to Ward (2004):

For language teachers, blogs are effective tools for writing
and can meet many of the identified needs in teaching and
learning. Blogs provide a genuinely communicative process
driven and peer-reviewed learning community in which a
genuine audience is connected to a student writer.

Similarly, Campbell (2003) suggests:
Blogs can be used by teachers and students as a forum for
students to express opinions, co-produce ideas and share
interesting information in order to communicate in an
environment of English as a second language.

Nadzrah Abu Baker (2009) found:
Blogs let students compose writing with specific purposes
that can encourage them to enhance their writing in language.
Most blog writers use their blog as a platform for self-
expression and empowerment, and this helps them to become
more thoughtful and critical in their writing.

Yang (2007) observes:
Blogging application in instruction is beneficial for enhancing
the exchange between students and instructor, creating
knowledge, reducing misspelling and strengthening writing
skills.

In the same vein, Eastment (2005) proves:
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Weblog is among the most promising and newest internet
applications in relation to effective writing instruction.

Since blogging is believed by many as a type of writing exercise
where the blogger has to involve him / her into activities like making
blog posts, viewing other bloggers’ posts and thereby comment and
think seriously in order to create a text. This proves greatly beneficial
in chiseling the writing skills. We know that computers act as
facilitators in this writing process as well for today word processor
application enables the users to compose, edit, and format.
Researchers revealed that the use of a word processor helps writers
in proper planning, progression and compiling the final text.
Pennington (2003) opines:

Word processors also influenced learners’ behaviors, attitude
and awareness with respect to the tasks at different writing
stages in terms of mechanics, forms, or meanings.

According to Pennington (1996) the word processor
fundamentally impacts student Writers in four major ways in terms
of writing: (a) writing becomes easier; (b) writing becomes more
extensive; (c) writing becomes more effective; and, (d) writing becomes
different. Due to the spelling and grammar checking tools accessible
within the word processor, corrections at the word and sentential
level are mechanically provided (Vernon, 2000); therefore, students
can focus more on thinking, revising, adding of content or meaning.
Today computer-mediated communication provides better
opportunities for engaging writers or learners online. The online writing
environment enables learners to cultivate a better sense of their
audience as well as to explore and integrate resources needed for
developing written texts (Pennington, 2003).

This has made learners conscious of an active learning
environment and these find themselves lucky as blogging leaves
positive influence particularly on their writing skills. These blogs have
made studies easy, effective and goal oriented for the students. They
just have to know how to manage blogs which are easily set up and
handled provided one has a good command over English language
which is no more a language of colonizers, one country or one nation.
Its use, role, influence and usage in blogging have already enabled it
to earn a lasting and permanent niche for itself in cyberspace or
computer technology and this way blogs have become indispensible
component for many students’ academics and scholars’ research
pursuits.

It has also been found that teaching English Language especially
writing skills through blogging is at the same time a great challenge
to the teachers who need to first equip their learners with digital
technology and teaching methods in order to create an efficient
learning ambience. They have to pay serious attention to the basic
principles of learning community which includes course effectiveness,
curriculum, learning tools, student engagement, materials, teachers’
feedback, learners’ satisfaction, etc. In this regard, many studies have
critically looked at blogging and forwarded their negative findings.
According to Blackstone et al. (2007):
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Students who lack confidence may experience fear at having
others read their thoughts. As blogs are mostly not   private,
it is open for display to public and this makes student feel
embarrassed for fear that others might see their mistakes.

Similarly, Blackmore-Squires (2010) opined:

Those students who suffer from computer phobia may find
themselves frustrated with the blogging activities and this
will eventually thwart their writing improvement. Thus, it
was interesting to investigate how the participants in the
study perceived the influence of blogging on their English
writing skills.

Thus, learning writing skills of English language through
blogging is still a debatable and complex issue for most of our learners
and tutors or trainers firstly are technically poor at using blogs as
classrooms for teaching the most difficult skill of language i.e., writing
skills. Fact of the matter is that in reality in our scenario, the plight
of second language teaching is still highly pathetic and grim too. A
good number of our students are still practically unable to comprehend
English properly. Not to talk of writing and their speaking skills.
Further, at times it seems that majority of such blog learners aren’t
comfortable in dealing with English as a source of Knowledge. In view
of above highlighted weaknesses associated with modern pedagogy
especially where instructors themselves aren’t competent enough in
using blogs, colleges and universities should offer short term computer
or blogging technology training courses to their staff especially English.

The author even conducted some personal interviews of the
blog users – both teachers and learners – in order to know whether
these truly help in strengthening the writing skills and found that
these to a large extent strengthen or promote writing skill among
learners. They even shared some of the weaknesses stating lack of
proper internet accessibility or facility with good speed, absence of
proper skills of handling blog posts, non-serious attitude of students
through blogs, poor knowledge of blogging technology, etcetera are
some of them.  On the whole, blogging and English Language Studies
demands more research endeavours or pursuits from scholars
especially of digital humanities.
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Advances in communication and technology have resulted in
constant demand for new texts to meet the demands of individuals
seeking to access information in both academic and non-academic
contexts.  However, some texts—such as famous movies, popular
novels, guidebooks, textbooks, and scientific texts—are usually from
Western countries, and they are written in English.  Consequently,
there is a need for translation of those texts for people who are not
fluent in English and who would otherwise be denied access to these
texts.

Translation is divided into two main categories, literary
translation and non-literary translation, based on the content of the
source text (Sager, 1983).  Literary translation focuses on texts such
as novels, short stories, movie scripts, songs, and poems.  In any
literary translation, apart from equivalence in meaning, the translation
has to preserve the stylistic devices of the original work in the target
language (Leech & Short, 1981).  A literary translator has to be able
to transfer feelings, cultural nuances, humor, and other subtle
elements in the original texts to the target receptors (Haque, 2012).
In contrast, non-literary translation is the translation of factual and
information-oriented texts, which have the primary objective of
providing information for readers.  Examples of non-literary texts
include encyclopedias, textbooks, how-to books, and academic articles.
For these kinds of texts, the translation has to be accurate in terms
of content, easy to read and understand, and appropriate for the
reader (Markel, 2003, as cited in Byrne, 2006).

According to Al-Hassnawi (2004), literary translation differs from
non-literary translation in that literary texts usually contain the use
of figurative language, idiomatic expressions, emotive meanings, and
connotative meanings, while non-literary texts generally do not contain
these linguistic features.  In contrast, non-literary texts, especially
scientific texts, usually contain specialized terminology and notations,
abbreviations, acronyms, and syntactic complexity.  These specific
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linguistic features make literary translation different from non-literary
translation, often creating difficulties in translation.

Problems of literary translation, therefore, concern finding
equivalents not only for lexis, syntax, or concepts, but also for literary
features such as style, figurative language, and culture-specific
concepts (Haque, 2012).  Regarding non-literary translation, especially
the translation of scientific text, the major difficulties are usually
caused by technical terms; new terminologies, proper names, and
abbreviations and acronyms (Doornekamp, 2011; Falih, 2009;
Newmark, 1988).

Translation experts have proposed various translation strategies
that can be used for translating literary and non-literary texts.  Baker
(1992), for instance, recommended that in the case of the target
language having no direct equivalent for a word in the source text, a
translator may use one of the following strategies: (a) using a more
general word, (b) using a more neutral or less expressive word, (c)
using cultural substitution, (d) using a loan word or loan word plus
an explanation, (e) paraphrasing by using a related word, (f)
paraphrasing by using an unrelated word, (g) omitting words that are
considered unimportant, and (h) using an illustration.

Many studies (e.g., Lohchingchairith, 2003; Punpakdee, 2009;
Tisan, 2009; Yaprom, 2009) have investigated translation strategies,
problems, and strategies that translators used to solve those problems.
However, most of these studies are content-analysis research, and
the analysis was based on the theoretical frameworks of translation
strategies, proposed by theorists such as Baker (1992), Larson (1984),
and Newmark (1988).  According to Bryman and Bell (2007), results
of content-based research do not always reflect reality.  Additionally,
information about translation strategies obtained through content
analysis may only be inferred by the researcher; therefore, inferential
procedures may not be enough to answer why translators used those
strategies.  In order to obtain more accurate data, a qualitative study
should be conducted.  Therefore, in this study, interview and
observation were used to collect data to investigate translation
strategies, problems, and strategies that professional translators used
to solve those problems.  In addition, studies conducted to investigate
similarities and differences between translation strategies, translation
problems, and strategies to solve those problems in translating literary
and non-literary texts could not be found.  Thus, this study also
investigated these issues, and novels were selected to represent literary
texts while scientific texts were selected to represent non-literary texts.

Research Questions

The study aimed to answer the following questions:

1. What strategies did professional translators use when
translating novels from English to Thai?

2. What problems did professional translators experience when
translating novels from English to Thai?
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3. Which strategies did professional translators employ to solve
the translation problems?

4. Which strategies did professional translators utilize to translate
scientific texts from English to Thai?

5. What problems did professional translators experience when
translating scientific texts from English to Thai?

6. Which strategies did professional translators use to solve the
translation problems?

7. What were the similarities and differences of the translation
strategies, translation problems, and the strategies used by
that professional translators of novels and scientific texts to
solve these problems?

Methodology

Selection of the text types.

Novels were selected to represent the literary text in this study
because they are the most popular form of literature translated into
Thai (Tisan, 2009).  Furthermore, according to Haque (2012) and
Newmark (1988), novel translation is more complex than the
translation of other genres and poses many difficulties for the
translator.  Therefore, it was instructive to discover which strategies
the participants used to translate English novels into Thai, what types
of problems they typically encountered, and how they solved them.

Scientific texts were selected to represent non-literary text in
this study because science and technology are universally relevant
and practical.  Moreover, constant technological and scientific
advancements have led to coining new English terminologies to express
new concepts, techniques, and innovations.  These terminologies have
developed very rapidly during the last few decades, so translators
have struggled to find lexical equivalents of neologisms in the target
language (Al-Hassnawi, 2004).  Therefore, it was interesting to discover
how the scientific-text translator solved this problem.

Selection of the participants.

The participants in this study were two professional translators
whose work had been widely accepted by well-known publishers.
They had at least 10 years of experience as a translator having
specialized knowledge in the areas of literature as well as science and
technology.  Most importantly, they were willing to be interviewed
and observed.

Instrumentation.

Semi-structured interview and observation of the participants
through think-aloud sessions were used to collect the data of this
study.  The interview questions were developed by the researchers,
and two experts in English language teaching and translation were
asked to examine the content of the questions and agreed that they
were valid and appropriate to be used in this study.  The observation
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was conducted to investigate whether the participants used the same
strategies, encountered the same problems, and solved the problems
in the same way as they said they had in the interviews.  In the think-
aloud sessions, the participants were asked to translate a section of
text and described their translation strategies, problems, and
strategies to solve the problems.  The excerpt of the literary text used
in the session was taken from a novel entitled The Life of Pi by Yann
Martel (2001) and was 530 words in length.  The excerpt of the non-
literary text taken from a scientific article entitled Longevity: On Beyond
100 by Stephen Hall (2013) contained 580 words.  Two English as a
foreign language professors were asked to read the selected excerpts
to ensure that they were appropriate for use in this study.

Data collection procedures.

First, one of the researchers interviewed each participant.  After
the interview, the participants were provided with the text excerpts
for them to translate in the think-aloud sessions.  In these sessions,
the researcher used the same questions as those used in the interview.
The interviews and observations were conducted in Thai and lasted
120 - 180 minutes per participant.  The data were audio-taped and
transcribed by the researchers immediately after the interviews and
think-aloud sessions.  If there were any ambiguities concerning
translation strategies, problems, and the solution strategies, the
participants were asked to clarify them after each interview or
observation.  The data obtained from the interviews and observations
were examined and analyzed to answer the research questions and to
check their consistency.

Results

To answer the seven research questions, results of Research
Questions 1 and 4, 2 and 5, and 3 and 6 are reported simultaneously
to compare the similarities and differences between the translation
strategies, problems, and the solution strategies used by the
professional translators.  The details of the findings are presented
below.

The translation strategies used by the novel and scientific-text
translators.

The findings revealed that to retain the equivalence in meaning
of the source text in the natural forms of the target language, the
translators applied various strategies, both similar and different, when
translating novels and scientific texts from English to Thai.  In terms
of the similarities, if the target language had a direct equivalent for a
word, phrase, or sentence in the source language, the strategies that
they applied were:

1. Using literal translation by converting the source language to
its equivalence in the target language.

2. Using synonyms or other words in the target language that
were similar in meaning and appropriate for the context.
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When the target language had no direct equivalent, the
translators applied 11 strategies to create equivalents in Thai.  These
strategies were:

1. Using a loan word or loan word plus an explanation in
translating proper names, culture-specific terms, and technical
terms.

2. Paraphrasing a word in the source text with a group of words
or phrasal expression in Thai that was similar in meaning.

3. Replacing a culturally specific word or expression in the source
language with a target language word or expression that
described a similar concept in the target language.

4. Using interpretative translation in translating words, phrases,
or sentences that were difficult to understand or had multiple
meanings.

5. Adding words or phrases to the target text to make it read
more smoothly in Thai or for stylistic reasons.

6. Omitting words, phrases, or sentences that were considered
unimportant or repetitious.

7. Rearranging the order of words, phrases, or sentences to suit
Thai grammatical structures.

8. Retaining the English passive forms when translating the
English source text into Thai.

9. Dividing one complex sentence in the source text into simple
sentences in the target text.

10. Separating one long paragraph with many details into several
shorter ones.

11. Combining two or more paragraphs that discussed one related
idea into one paragraph.

Regarding the differences, the novel translator used two different
strategies, which were not used by the scientific-text translator.  These
strategies were:

1. Changing passive into active forms so that the translation works
read more naturally in Thai.

2. Adding extra information in the target text for the readers’ better
understanding of some terms in the source text.

The translation problems encountered by the translators.

The findings revealed that the translators experienced both
similar and different problems when translating the texts.  In terms
of the similarities, the problems that they typically encountered were
unfamiliar or ambiguous words, expressions, and sentences.
Regarding the differences, the novel translator sometimes confronted
with culturally specific concepts, whereas the scientific-text translator
typically encountered problems when translating technical terms and
proper names.
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The solution strategies used by the translators.

To overcome the problems, both translators applied similar and
different strategies.  Four solution strategies they frequently used
were: (a) using dictionaries to find the meanings of unknown words
and expressions, (b) searching for supportive information from credible
sources, (c) interpreting the meanings of unfamiliar or ambiguous
words, expressions, and sentences from the context, and (d) consulting
with English and Thai specialists or native speakers of English.
Regarding the differences, the scientific-text translator used the
following strategies: (a) looking up the meanings of unknown words
and expressions in the vocabulary list provided by the magazine
publisher, (b) surfing the Internet for the definition of unknown words
and expressions, (c) using other translated works as references for
some terms, and (d) coining new terms if necessary.

Discussion

The results revealed a variety of strategies used by translators
to achieve equivalence in translation.  However, it is notable that the
strategies used by the translators were rather similar, even though
the texts differed in terms of the content and the writing styles.  That
is, a scientific text is more factual and informative, whereas a novel is
more expressive and descriptive.  For example, whether the text being
translated was either a novel or scientific text, when the translators
could not find equivalent words in the target language, they used
loan words from the source text.  Therefore, this strategy is generally
employed in the translation process, regardless of the text type.

In addition, it should be noted from the results of this study
that a translator should be aware of which strategies are the most
appropriate alternatives for a particular context or type of content.
In terms of the content and context, a translator should use
corresponding terms in the target language when an equivalent is
available.  In the case that the original text contains a new term,
which is defined in the paragraph but has no Thai equivalent, the
translator only needs to use transliteration, without adding any
additional information.  In some cases, the original text may not define
a new term, so the translator must add extra information to clarify it.
Also, a translator should be aware of the target audience and their
influence on a translator’s choice of strategies.  The target readers
are an important factor in determining which strategies should be
used.  Additionally, the background knowledge of the target audience
on a particular topic also has an impact on the translation because it
will inform a translator of how simple or complex the language should
be in the target text.

An interesting issue identified in this study was that while the
results indicated that a translator should never add or omit content,
they also revealed the necessity of modifying the text to include
extraneous information.  The findings revealed that these changes
were made to avoid repetitious language and for the text to read more
naturally and smoothly.  This suggests that the main concern of any
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translation is to reproduce a counterpart in the target language which
maintains the meaning and tone of the source text and sounds natural
in the target language.  On the other hand, the scientific text translator
said that adding extra information was not permitted because of
copyright issues.  The results revealed that translators also need to
follow the restrictions imposed on translation assignments, which
have a direct influence on the choice of strategies available to a
translator.  Therefore, translators also need to follow the policies of
their publishers or to establish the amount of leeway allowed by their
publishers.

Another significant finding from this study was that the novel
translator usually changed the English passive forms into the Thai
active forms because in Thai the passive form is mostly used to express
negative meanings.  On the other hand, the scientific-text translator
usually retained the passive form in the Thai version because it is
more characteristic of a scientific text.  The passive form is more
suitable for a scientific text because it is more factual and related
less to feelings and emotions.  Therefore, translators need to be aware
of the significance of active or passive forms if they want to retain the
original meaning of the text.  The decision to use the active or passive
forms in the translated text should be at the discretion of the
translator.

An Emerging Question

The results revealed that the professional translators could not
identify a single translation strategy proposed by experts that they
used when translating novels and scientific texts from English to Thai.
Instead, they relied on their own language skills and professional
experience.  They selected translation strategies at their discretion,
applying those that they felt were the most appropriate or fitting for
the task at hand.  These translators could be described as more
outcome-oriented, focusing on producing the most accurate
translation of the source text message in the target language.  They
could also be described as problem-solving because they did not apply
a general theory to the entire translation, but rather responded to
problems in the text on a case-by-case basis.  During the data analysis,
a question emerged whether or not translation theories are applicable
to actual translation.  Therefore, it may be concluded that the most
important qualification for efficient translators is that they should
have a high level of proficiency in the target and source languages, as
well as the ability to solve problems and rely on their personal
knowledge and professional experience.

Conclusion

The purposes of this study were to investigate the strategies
used by professional translators to translate novels and scientific
texts from English to Thai, the problems that they encountered, the
strategies that they used to solve those problems, and the similarities
and differences between the strategies, problems, and solutions used.
Two professional translators of novels and scientific texts were asked
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to participate in the study because they met the purposive criteria
set by the researchers.  Interview and observation were used as
instruments to collect the data.  The data from the two instruments
were analyzed, and their consistency was examined.  It was found
that the two translators used almost the same strategies and solutions
to solve their translation problems.  However, some differences were
found.  The data indicate that several strategies should be applied in
translating and solving the problems.  The data also indicate that to
overcome the gap between the source and target languages, translators
need a high level of proficiency in both languages.  Furthermore,
professional experience and cultural knowledge play an important
role in the translation process.
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Teaching Writing Skills with the help of
Dicto-Comp
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Abstract:

Teaching writing skills is one of the most challenging task in English
Language Learning/ English Language Teaching. Students face an uphill task to
learn this technique as the process of learning is very messy. They falter and fumble
to master this important skill. The teachers should try and make the teaching of
writing interesting so that the level of motivation among the students does not fall
down. Dicto-comp is a technique that would help the teachers to inject a lot of
enthusiasm in the class and would also encourage the students to master the technique
of writing with effortless ease. This paper makes use of this technique for practicing
composition. The technique focusses on controlled writing that combines text dictation
and text re-construction. Dicto-comp not only requires the students to write but
demands careful listening and retention of the material read out. So, it also improves
the student’s ability to listen carefully, to summarize, to elaborate and to use
vocabulary and phrases useful in a particular context. It further enables the students
to organize material systematically to fulfil the writing task. This paper advocates
the use of this helpful technique and probes into its use in English classroom and
also suggests certain examples which were used in the class at the undergraduate
level to produce remarkable results.

Dicto-comp is a technique for practicing composition. It is controlled writing
that combines text dictation and text reconstruction (Gorman 1979). “A passage is
read to a class, and then the students are required to write out what they understand
and remember, from the passage, keeping as closely to the original as possible but
using their own words where ever necessary” (Richards et. al 1985). Dicto-comp not
only the require students to write but demand careful listening and retention material
read out. It involves the students’ ability to listen carefully to summarize to elaborate
and to use English in a particular context.

In this paper an attempt has been made to use it in an English Language
course taught at English Access Micro-scholarship Program sponsored by American
Centre US Embassy. In teaching writing composition to students at this level a number
of different ways of teaching Dicto-comp can be used. The Dicto-comp passages
presented four broad categories of language function: Narration, Description,
Instruction and Sequenced description. The exercises provided in each section have
been designed to help the students overcome their difficulties in the listening
comprehension and reproduction of the passages. The exercises follow under the
four headings mentioned below:
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Narration

Split Sentences:-

The students were asked to listen to the recorded story on a DVD player or to
the teacher’s narration of the story.

Text :-

Mrs. Peters was 80 and leaned on a stick. I used to carry her basket back
from the shop. One day she showed me a bottle she had bought. The label said: “One
sip of this will take 20 years off your life”. She hobbled up the steps into her house.
Next time I saw her she was walking ramrod straight. Her stick was gone and she
waved to me. That Saturday I went for a stroll in the park. Mrs. Peters was sitting on
a bench near the gate wearing a dress and scarf. She looked about 40. The following
week I met her in the park again. She was dressed in tight jeans and a sweater. I sat
down next to her and took her hand. I asked her to the cinema. She said she wanted
to go and change. She said she’d meet me in an hour’s time. I can back in an hour –
nobody was there. I went to her house and hammered on the door. There was no
answer. (Morgan and Rinvolucri 1983)

The split sentences were written on pieces of paper and stuck on the
blackboard in a jumbled order as shown below:

One day she Mrs. Peters leaned of her house

 elegant dress and looked about 40 on a stick

I asked her        will take 20 years off your life she waved to me

she was wearing an I sat down next to come with me to cinema

showed me a bottle one sip of this drink

her stick was gone I hammered the door          her and took her hand

The DVD Player was played several times to help the students listen and put
the outline of the story in correct sentence. After they had finished, the tape was
played again so they could look through the sequencing. After this they were asked
to listen and write down the parts of the story that were not given in the split sentences.
In this way the rest of the sentences were added and a coherent story was developed.

Description:-

The students were asked to listen to a description of Mrs. and Mr. Tom Fred
on the DVD/or the teacher’s voice and draw rough sketches of them.

Text:-

I had not announced my arrival to Tom, and when I rang the bell of his
studio, he opened the door himself. He had the same appearance that I remembered.
He was fat/short little man, with short/fat legs, young still but prematurely bald. His
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face was perfectly round and he had very high colour, a white skin, red cheeks and
red lips/a pale complexion. His eyes were blue/green and round, too; he wore large /
dark spectacles and his eyebrows were so fair that you could not see them. He
introduced me to his wife. Mrs. Tom was rather tall / short and her grey dress was
simple and quite well cut. Her hair, brown / black and abundant / thin, was cleanly
done, her face was very pale and her feature were good without being distinguished
/and clearly distinguished. She had quiet grey / blue eyes. (Stone 1968)

On the second listening they were asked to jot down the exact descriptive
words and phrases for example, short little man, with short legs, prematurely bald
etc. that described Mrs. And Mr. Tom Fred. Then these words / phrases were written
on the blackboard to draw the attention of the students to vocabulary, structure and
the meanings. After that the students were given another chance to listen and write
down the descriptions by using sketches and descriptive words and phrases they had
already written down. In this way the students were able to reconstruct the passage.
Once they have finished writing they checked with their peer for some corrections
and changes.

Instruction:

The students were asked to make two columns in their exercise books and
write DO’s at the top of one and DON’T at the top of the other. They then listen to
the guidelines for avoiding back trouble.

Text:

Four out of five people suffer severe back pain at some point in their lives.
These guidelines may help you avoid the onset of back trouble. Do look after your
back by developing good posture. Keep weight evenly distributed to prevent distortion
in the spines shape. Don’t bend over using just your spine and back muscles. Bending
awkwardly can damage the spine and the muscles surrounding it. Always bend the
knees and hips rather than just the spine when bending down and specially when
lifting heavy items and children. Do measure kitchen units and work tables before
buying them, and check they are the correct height for your back whether standing
or sitting. Do take time to choose the right bed so that pressure on the spine is evenly
distributed. Don’t delay in consulting your doctor if back pain is persistent. He may
be able to identify a specific cause and alleviate it. Do choose a straight-backed
chair if you spend a lot of time at desk. Do exercise your abdominal muscle so that
they give extra support to the back. (Probert, 1986)

The students were asked to fill the Do’s and Don’ts in respective columns.
They were allowed to work in pairs and compare notes with each other. After the
second listening the students were asked to finalise their columns. In this way the
students were focussed and they were able to glean information for a final writing of
the passage. Later, they were provided time to correct their work and then elaborate
and write all information in proper order.

Sequenced description:-

First of all, the students were asked to listen to the process of making bread.

Text:

In the process of bread making water, flour and yeast are kneaded in a mixture.
Second the dough is fermented. In this process a large mass of dough rest in the
dough bowl. Then the dough is mixed again. In this process, the dough is knocked



back in a mixture. Following the second mixing, the dough is shaped. In this process
a mass of dough is scaled off in a divider. Then the dough is shaped again. In this
process, pieces of dough are rounded up in a hander-up. After this the dough is
fermented. In this process, rounded-off pieces are proved in a prover. Next, the dough
is shaped again. In this process, two pieces of dough are moulded in a moulder.
Then the dough is fermented again. In this process, shaped pieces are ripened in a
prover. Just before baking, the dough is shaped again. In this process, loaf-shaped
dough is decorated. Finally, the dough is baked in a pre-heated oven. (Mc Eldowney,
1982)

After listening the students were asked to arrange the words in order in which
they appear. Two columns were made on the blackboard and the verbs were written
on the left hand side in jumbled order before playing the tape. After the students had
listened twice, they were asked to write the verbs on the other side of the blackboard.
In the next step, the students were asked to jot down the sequence markers as first,
second, the next, etc., as they are the keyword in writing a process. After listening
they were asked to work in groups of four and write the process with the help of
verbs and sequence markers. At the end a student from each group was asked to read
out the reproduced passage.

Conclusion:

The Dicto-comp technique described here was an attempt to meet the needs
of the students at the secondary level. At this level they are required to write paragraphs
and short composition as part of their writing course. Teachers can exploit this
technique in many different ways to make writing exercise interesting and useful for
students. In most of the institutions, at secondary level, writing is done in the
conventional way so the students found Dicto-comp activities very interesting, and
it was good way for them to take off and later write free paragraphs and compositions.
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