Teresian Journal of English Studies, January - March 2021, Volume XIII, Issue I
1234567890123456789012345678901212345678901234567890123456789012123456789012345678901234567890121234567890123456789012345678901212345678901234567890123456789012

Contents
07-19

Post Theory: A New Literary Pedagogy

20-30

The Idea of the Natural: Moral Reformation and

Samson Thomas

Aloka Patel

Agricultural Development in Jane Austen’s Emma

31-35

Body, Mind and the Philosophy of Harmonious

Md. Sajidul Islam

Existence in the Novels of D. H. Lawrence

36-44

Migrant Voices: Women Writers of

Parvathy Nair

the Indian Diaspora

45-49

Body as Text: A Reading of the Mystical

Sheena Kaimal N.

Love Lyrics of Mira Bai

50-55

56-61

Food as a Catalyst: Binding Culture, Nostalgia and Identity

M. Sakkthi Shalini and

in Sandeepa Mukherjee Datta’s Those Delicious Letters

Marie Josephine Aruna

Shifting Terrains: A Critique of Isabel

Rekha E.

Allende’s of Love and Shadows

62-71

Visual Intertextualities and Multimodality: The Representation of
Women in the Works of Indian Women Graphic Novelists

72-76

De-scribing the Semiotics of Tibetan Food

77-81

Time and Space in Migrant Literature: A Study based on the
Select Fiction of Kazuo Ishiguro and Michael Ondaatje

Aparna Prasad

Appu Jacob John

Lakshmi A.K.

123456789012345678901234567890121234567890123456789012345678901212345678901234567890123456789012123456789012345678901234567890121234567890123456789012345678901
123456789012345678901234567890121234567890123456789012345678901212345678901234567890123456789012123456789012345678901234567890121234567890123456789012345678901

A Quarterly Journal

Teresian Journal of English Studies, January - March 2021, Volume XIII, Issue I

2

1234567890123456789012345678901212345678901234567890123456789012123456789012345678901234567890121234567890123456789012345678901212345678901234567890123456789012

Dr. Celine E. (Sr. Vinitha)

From The

Professor Emeritus and Manager
St. Teresa’s College (Autonomous)

Manager’s Desk

“There is an abundance of gold and rubies, but
lips of knowledge are a rare measure” (Proverbs
20:15)

I

t has been a year since the Pandemic began. Academic world has been
exploring all possible strategies to enhance e-learning and knowledge
dissemination has been taking place on a tremendous scale. Literary
researches have transcended the traditional boundaries and academic

writing has been remodelled with the incorporation of advanced technological
mediation. Automodernity had already begun its intervention in our lives but
the pandemic saw its impact in fruition. Automodernism in research would
represent the combination of automation and autonomy there by encouraging
innovative research practices in the academic sphere. Our journal has been
successful in combining technological automation and human autonomy.
Academic writing and publishing is the need of the hour. TJES is keen on
publishing original articles that engage, extend and contest the different areas
and texts in literature. This edition too comes up with articles that discuss the
nuances of literary studies. Our journal recently got indexed in Ulrichs Web
and Ulrich’s Periodical Directory in addition to International Scientific Indexing,
ResearchBib, International Institute of Organized Research, and J-Gate. At this
juncture I congratulate the Team TJES for their meticulous efforts and
indomitable spirits. Thereby let us stride forward in our journey towards
excellence.
In humble prayers!
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Editorial
Do not forget that you are the nucleus of rupture.
Freedom allies itself with what restrains it. The wisdom
of poets and writers is a culmination of their freedom and
it forms the nucleus of their rupture. The rebellion of
words, the untamed writing and awakened significations
assume an access to multitudes. They become very
attentive to the distance between the thought and the
Dr. Latha Nair R.

feelings it generates.
The task of the editor is to search for that freedom from

the animality of letters, so that it reflects the extraordinary confluence of language
that recalls, conjoins and condenses millennial experience and reflections of
scholars and academicians. This ferrying of ideas is the heart of the matter and
thus the end of writing itself passes beyond writing.
This builds a dialogic process that brings interdisciplinary voices that are not
often heard within the confines of traditional literary trajectories. In this edition
we have affirmations, interminable questions and non-questioning writing that
amplifies these variegated voices that seek to question the boundaries of social
and literary conventions. These voices assume to inhabit a province beyond the
text, transgressing and reinventing the metaphysics of meaning.
We are grateful to Ulrich Directory entry for giving us this opportunity to
showcase the articles in our Journal. The editorial board of the journal has to
contd....... page-6

Editorial Assistant:

Assistant Editor:

Editorial Committee:

Mr. Johnson E.V.

Ms. Lakshmi Priya B.

Dr. C.S. Biju
Dr. Vincent B. Netto

123456789012345678901234567890121234567890123456789012345678901212345678901234567890123456789012123456789012345678901234567890121234567890123456789012345678901
123456789012345678901234567890121234567890123456789012345678901212345678901234567890123456789012123456789012345678901234567890121234567890123456789012345678901

A Quarterly Journal

Teresian Journal of English Studies, January - March 2021, Volume XIII, Issue I

6

1234567890123456789012345678901212345678901234567890123456789012123456789012345678901234567890121234567890123456789012345678901212345678901234567890123456789012

have a tight focus of the range of topics that potential contributors tend to
address – a large number of modern and contemporary submissions, and
even there with a concentration on certain authors and interest. The articles
in this edition delve into areas such as post-theoretical pedagogy, politics of
food, deterritorialization, feminine spirituality, diasporic literature, and visual
intertextualities.
In a pluralist and fragmented culture as we have today, I think these words
articulate discursive experiences that bring together the vulnerability of
writing and structured interpretations. I fervently hope that the articles
presented in this edition will stimulate new contributors to rise beyond the
complacent walls of their self-contained disciplines and forge new pathways
of inquiry. As Nietzsche rightly pointed out, there are no beautiful surfaces
without terrible depths. Thank God for language and these literary pursuits
that allow us to experience the profundity of both. Language, richer than
knowledge deconstructs our sedentary certitude
“How can I say what I know
With words whose signification
Is multiple?”
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Post-Theory literary pedagogy is confronted with the task of reinventing literary pedagogy. The new goal,
which is facilitating the process through which students of literature acquire a critical stance vis-à-vis their
own selves, and their circumstances, is the legacy of Literary Theory. This goal needs to be translated into
classroom practice. This can be achieved by subscribing to certain Literary Theory-inspired ideas, the judicious
choice of macro-instructional strategies, by handpicking narratives that can contribute to/help realize these
strategies, by including theories of art and society that offer concepts-metaphors for analysis, and by outlining
effective classroom procedures - choices that approximate the four pillars of curriculum design: ‘principle,‘
‘approach,‘ ‘method/s‘ and ‘materials.‘ This paper focuses on one of the ‘foundational‘ beliefs of antifoundationalist Theory: the interconnectedness of narratives and theories. It outlines an approach to teaching
literature, which is founded on this belief. Using a popular film narrative, Life is Beautiful, as an illustrative
example, this paper suggests a few classroom routines that can equip students to critically examine their
circumstances. This involves, in the main, students deciphering the way the film narrative uses ‘free play‘ to
decentre the hierarchised binaries that construct the fascist society, and getting an effective introduction to
Derrida’s theory, and his strategy, popularly known as deconstruction, en route to acquiring a critical stance
vis-à-vis their circumstances. The cognitive-visceral process suggested in this paper, it is hoped, would help
shape a post-Theory literary pedagogy that is post Theory, a pedagogy driven by the insights of Theory.

Keywords: Post-Theory Pedagogy, Literary Theory, Narrative, Play, Classroom, Initiation, Response, and Critical Stance.
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Poetic language names this void with
ever-renewed understanding, and, like
Rousseau’s longing, it never tires of naming
it again. This persistent naming is what we
call literature (Paul de Man 18).
What the rise in such studies attests to, at
least on the part of literary scholars, is both
a nostalgia for the good old days of
formalism, when one could safely assume
that a text was grounded by its language
(and that the, language, of course, was
successfully meaningful for those who had
acquired the right kind of “competence”) —
as well as a willingness to take seriously the
postmodern proble-matics of interpretation
(Elizabeth Hart 227).
Teaching Literature Today: The Post-Theory
Dilemma
eachers today have bid goodbye to Mr.
Keating, and are forced to make
different demands on their students
than associating “literature with the
feelings of fall — the vague sadness of the end of
summer, the crisp air, sweaters and wood smoke,
stained glass and gothic architecture, and the
optimism that comes with new books and
stationery”(Benton). Even those who aren’t
nostalgic about Keating-like approaches to literary
studies are troubled by the question about the
connection between literary works and the ‘isms’
that make up a large part of Literary Theory. Their
efforts to help students engage with their reality,
the new aim of literary studies, which is the gift of
Literary Theory (Hart), might degenerate into a
mechanical enterprise, one wherein literary texts
are turned into mere objects for theoretical analysis
(Lorien Good man). They are concerned that their
classroom practice might invite the just criticism
that it is nothing more than coercing literature
student into doing Theory (Boyd). This is so even
when the focus is on Theory. Choosing a convenient

T

text to demonstrate the explanatory adequacy of
an ‘ism’ may not be the best way to help students
acquire a critical stance from which to analyse their
circumstances.
The Theory-Practice Connection in the PostTheory Academy
Leroy Searle’s suggestion that literature and theory
should be seen as instances of imagination, in the
Coleridgean sense of the term, suggests a possible
way out of this impasse. Literature, much like
theory, lays bare the processes through which
reality is constructed. In naming the referent that it
has itself painstakingly constructed, literature
exposes the myth of a pregiven to be explicating
texts, with all their socio-economic resonance, and
texts are seen as augmenting, at times inspiring,
theory, the aim and scope of the literature classroom, the “what we should affirm collectively,”
(Searle 1244-45) becomes surprisingly simple.
The founding assumptions of Literary Theory,
which constitute Theory’s self-perception, further
strengthen the argument that narratives and
theories are parts of a continuum. The first of these
assumptions is the ‘theory and belief - leadenness‘
of all observation. This assumption has shaped the
discourses of the philosophy of language, the
philosophy of mind, the philosophy of science,
sociology, ethnography, and the theory of art alike
(L. Wittgenstein (1969); Gilbert Ryle (1949); N.R.
Hanson (1958); Thomas Kuhn (1962); P.K.
Feyerabend (1975); Paul M. Churchl and (1979); M.
Foucault (1980); Stuart Hall (1997); Stephen
Greenblatt (1997); Clifford Geertz (1973). Seeing/
perceiving/noticing of natural and social occurrences is always already mediated by the viewer’s
mental construct/s. Gilbert Ryle offers an interesting
example:
Two boys fairly swiftly contract the eyelids
of their right eyes. In the first boy this is
only an involuntary twitch; but the other is
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winking conspiratorially to an accom-plice.
At the lowest or the thinnest level of
description the two contractions of the
eyelids may be exactly alike. From a
cinematograph-film of the two faces there
might be no telling which contraction, if
either, was a wink, or which, if either, were
a mere twitch. Yet there remains the
immense but unphotographable difference
between a twitch and a wink. (1968)
The second assumption is that paradigms, and
theories inspired by these paradigms, are, much
like narratives, at bottom historical, rhetorical
constructs, shaped by “mimesis and metaphor”
(Derrida 1974) -- a present-day restatement of
Nietzsche’s famous definition of truth as “[a] mobile
army of metaphors, metonyms, and anthropomorphisms” (3). These two beliefs define the
relation between theories and narratives, as endorsed by the theoretician herself. This is Theory’s own
self-image.
This is evident from the general consensus in
contemporary thought. The consensus view is that
narratives and other phenomena are the fountainhead of theory, as well as theory’s testing ground.
The extreme version of this belief is held by the
neo-pragmatists, who look at theory as practice
reflecting upon itself (Fish 377; Knapp, S. and
Michaels, W.B. 1985). The moderates, on the other
hand, assume that the connection between theory
(laws, generalizations and patterns), and the phenomena that it describes - explains is not one of binary
opposition, but a convenient distinction, and the
line that separates theory and practice, experience
and the explanation of it, is a convenient, but imaginary line (Norris). Experience, as well as the narrativized representations of it, contains the tools of
analysis, and these in turn can be meaningfully used
in the analyses of texts, moments of lived
experience, and discursive practice as a whole.

This assumption about the theory-narrative relation
is not the unique contribution of contemporary
thought. It has been recognised as part of two
human tendencies, increasingly seen as the Yin and
Yang of being human. The symbol-making/symbolusing propensity of human beings (Burke), implies
that human beings are not limited to talking about
the ‘here and now‘ -- they are prone to abstraction,
to theory. The deep-seated need to tell stories
indicates that the human is a narrative constructing
creature (homo narrans; Kurt Ranke). The view that
theories and narratives are distinct, but dialectically
related modes of representation has acquired a new
edge in contemporary thought.
By extricating the analytical tools from the target
narrative itself, philosophers like Derrida and Paul
de man have shown us the importance of resisting
the tendency to treat theory as the transcendental
other of practice /experience /narrative. This
manoeuvre also helps resist the habit of treating
narratives as mere objects of analysis. Theory/
interpretive strategies are neither pregiven nor do
they constitute an ideal realm, untouched by the
muddy world of experience. This assumption
should be the guiding principle of the literature
classroom. This belief, one must add, does not get
in the way of the assumption that the critic/literary
theorist is not a guest, a parasite that feeds on the
host of the literary-cultural production; she is often
the ‘host,‘ one that completes/adds to the literarycultural text in the act of reading it (Hillis Miller).
The reader and the text are to be seen to be locked
in a hermeneutical process that both contribute to,
which in turn enriches them both.
Even critics of the extreme view of philosophers
like Nelson Goodman, who equate history with
physics, calling the two disciplines two ways of
world making (Goodman) endorse the theorynarrative continuum.
Turning to empirical evidence for the theorypractice relation outlined above, even a cursory
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look at some of the famous theories provides ample
evidence of the interdependence of theories and
narratives. The tragedy of Oedipus inspired Freud’s
theory of the psychosexual developmental process
(1899), even as the ‘Oedipus Complex‘ has
contributed to the interpretation of a variety of
experiences, felt by both real and fictional human
beings, the latter finding their articulation in a
variety of literary texts ranging from Hamlet to Sons
and Lovers. This seamless theory-narrative
connection that exists at the level of discursive
practice makes this assumed connection between
theory and narratives much more than a convenient
hypothesis. It is not a pseudo-synthesis, one created
by pedagogic compulsions, but real one derived
from the very ‘nature’ of narratives and theory, as
they are correctly understood today.
Implications for the Literature Classroom
The interdependence of ‘theory‘ and ‘practice,‘ of
‘experience‘ and ‘explanation,‘ of ‘narrative‘ and
‘interpretation‘ imposes certain constraints on the
possible methods of initiating students into literary
studies. The method of teaching literature, method
being the other term for ways “organising the
experience” of theory in the classroom (Dewey),
should begin with the teacher acquiring the belief
that ‘text‘ and ‘interpretation of texts’ are the result
of the tentative bracketing of the theory-practice
continuum. Texts are not mere objects of scrutiny;
and theory is not the ‘pure‘ zone of abstractions,
laws or a priori propositions. This is a crucial step
in initiating students into theoretical practice.
The method ruled in by this founding assumption
needs to be spelt out in some detail. The first task
under this method is persuading students to view
theories and narratives as homologus. It is
absolutely vital for the students to acquire the belief
that all narratives, including felt experience, which
is but an instance of narrative (Brenner), often
contain their own tools of analysis. Narratives, like
uncut diamonds that contain both the gem and the

material to polish it, hold both key insights on life
and the way to discover these insights. This is true
of all narratives, including what is often rejected as
the ‘other‘ of Reason, and common-sense: beliefs
and practices ranging from religion to ritual
(Eagleton 275). Most narratives originating from
the folk contain the seeds of radical criticism and
theory.
The pedagogic aim of helping students acquire a
critical distance from their circumstances, to
reiterate the aim of the post Theory pedagogy, has
to be achieved through a careful selection of texts,
by deciding the spectrum of responses to them, and
by determining the interpretive manoeuvres. For
instances, students can be encouraged to respond
to an emotional, compelling tale, both viscerally
and intellectually. This constitutes a valuable
exercise in critical praxis. Gayatri Spivak provides
a good example of the manoeuvre of allowing the
text to evoke stock responses, before reading it
against the grain:
I have read this story (Rabindranath
Tagore’s short story “Didi”) many times. I
am not only its implied reader, but its
successful implied reader. Even after all
these readings, my throat catches at the
superb sentimental ending: “Shoshi had
given her word to her brother at parting,
we will meet again. I don’t know where that
word was kept” (290). This assent is so
strong, in other words that the analysis of it
that I will now begin and that I have
performed before cannot seriously interfere
with it. This is why literature is such an
excellent vehicle of ideological transformation. For good or for ill. As medicine
or as poison (Spivak 39).
Taking the narrative route to a more comprehensive understanding of one’s world is at the other
end of the spectrum. King Lear defines the ‘human‘
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by systematically examining and subsequently
discarding qualities and attributes that are either
non-essential or are a distortion of the human. The
audience confronts series of paradoxes in the play
-- Gloucester can see/discern the real son, and tell
him from his bastard, only when he is blind;
(Cordelia’s) nothing is the source of all that is
invaluable in human life: filial piety, care, and
concern for fellow-beings; the home, the traditional
site of love and affection, turns barren while the
barren heath becomes the soil of a community built
on the folks’ common humanity; the mad (Lear) and
the fool, the traditional ‘other‘ of the sane and the
wise, are in fact the true fountainhead of wisdom;
Lear gains his humanity only when he is relegated
to the subhuman condition. These and other
paradoxes in the play provoke certain generalizations about the ‘human. These paradoxes are thus
an inversion of the ‘received views‘ on being
human. Our body and its senses, the experiences
we create through the interplay of the senses,
faculties and the symbolic system, our institutions
like the family, and our position in the social
hierarchy, are carefully considered as the key to our
humanity, before being discarded as incidental,
even aberrational features. The human capacity for
empathy emerges as the single most important trait
of the human, the potentiality upon which the claim
to being human depends. King Lear is thus the
narrative route to understanding what ‘being
human‘ is all about.
This process of initiation, to restate the point, begins
with the creation of a controlled environment, and
the selection of narratives that have the potential
to draw the reader into a textual world that has a
close resemblance to the one the reader is situated
in. The reception process begins with the lowering
of resistance to narratives, so as to allow the ‘makebelieve‘ world draw/welcome the audience to its
shores. Moving forward, the reader has to be
trained to let the text persuade them of the validity/
authenticity/soundness of its claims.

This is followed by the reflective stage wherein the
reader analyses the text, and seeks to bring to bear
on the narrative certain ideas, formed through the
appropriation of the basic beliefs in the dominant
literary paradigm, modified by this reader’s own
convictions, the latter being those drawn from the
student’s experience of art and life. Teacher
facilitation of the analysis involves evoking the
reader’s experience of narratives in conjunction
with their exposure to life, and urging them to react
to the dominant views on art and life that the
contemporary interpretive community (Fish) goes
to work with. The discussion on theory or received
views vis-à-vis individual response to art and
culture, including popular readings of the narrative
under consideration, is thus an interlude between
the consumption of narrative, and the subsequent
reflection on them.
The near-spontaneous response of the first phase
thus gives place to a more conscious, deliberate
approach to the narrative, which now seems like
an object/process under scrutiny. The one-sidedness
of the relation between the narrative and the
audience/analyser, however, is only a temporary
connection, since the in the act of reading/viewing,
the text shapes the reader as much as the reader
works on the text. The insights the narrative offers
to this reader go a long way in augmenting the
reader ’s experience of art and life. The text’s
blindness, too, contributes to reader-enrichment; it
enhances the reader’s critical-reflective temperament. This becomes evident through two illustrative examples.
Shakespeare’s treatment of colonialism in The
Tempest (Singh) enlightens the student of literature
and colonialism on the shifting power relation
between the colonizer and the colonised, making
colonialism a fragile connection, predisposed to
complete severance. On the other hand, the
blindness of major Victorian fiction to the source
of the wealth underpinning complex man-woman

123456789012345678901234567890121234567890123456789012345678901212345678901234567890123456789012123456789012345678901234567890121234567890123456789012345678901
123456789012345678901234567890121234567890123456789012345678901212345678901234567890123456789012123456789012345678901234567890121234567890123456789012345678901

A Quarterly Journal

Teresian Journal of English Studies, January - March 2021, Volume XIII, Issue I

12

1234567890123456789012345678901212345678901234567890123456789012123456789012345678901234567890121234567890123456789012345678901212345678901234567890123456789012

relation Victorian fiction often deal with, its glaring
omission of the exploitation of colonies in the name
of civilization, which, in fact, arranges the typical
drawing-room scenes where genteel folk are in
polite conversation between sips of Indian tea and
drags of West Indian cigars, offers this reader
powerful lessons in ideological distortions of
human relations. The silence of these texts on the
plunder of the colonies, which the curry and the
conversation were inextricably connected with, a
disturbing silence rendered shrill by the discovery
that most Victorians who consumed tea and tobacco
were “unavoidably aware” that they were
connected with slavery and imperialism (Bickham
108), is textual blindness that is insightful. Reading
thus shades into an event, a meeting with an ‘other,’
where both the ‘self’ and its ‘other’ are involved in
a continuous exchange of views, an event that often
results in the modification of the two interlocutors’
orientation to their worlds.
The student of literature, still fresh from the
encounter with the narrative, is ready to move to
the realm of abstraction, the relative-autonomous
realm of generalizations about the self, art, society
and reality. Equipped with the insights the narrative
offered, either through its effective portrayal of
alternative societies or through its errors of
commission and omission in re-presenting reality,
this student is ready to negotiate with abstract
categories and generalizations. The conceptmetaphors, and analytical tools, with all the rigour
and assiduousness they demand of the analyser,
will make much better sense only to someone who
has just come out of the maze of immediacy. The
student is now theory-ready, which is a step closer
to the critical stance literary studies aims at.
To recapitulate, the pedagogic process unfolds thus:
The student of theory begins with the sound
assumption that theories and narratives are
interrelated. This student is then trained to first
consume a narrative -- occupy the position the

narrative offers, and let the narrative persuade them
to the truth-claim of its statements. The student is
now ready to discuss their adhoc generalizations
about art and life, often mediated by this student’s
exposure to dominant views on the text under
consideration. It is crucial to encourage the student
(one is tempted to describe them as ephebe) to see
the critic as a fellow-traveller in the interpretive
quest, and not as the sole custodians of the text’s
meaning, and its value. This step liberates the
student from being a mere sophisticated consumer
of the text. The pitfalls this student avoids as well
as the insights he/she gathers from the world of the
narrative, together with their exposure to theory,
whose value he/she acknowledges, thanks to the
recent temptation to feel rather than to think, gets
the student ready to interpret life, in all its intimate
detail, with a view to change it for the better.
The student is now well and truly on the way to
acquiring a critical stance, one that is marked by
the constant desire to interpret the self and the
society with a view to changing them. The cornerstone of post Theory pedagogy is the belief that
understanding theory is much more than just
learning the skill of operating the Great Rumbling
Ideological Machine (Hassan), to which all social
and psychic reality is mere grist. It is an attitude to
life, an attitude defined by the desire for doing well.
It is organic, of a piece with the desire to liberate
the potential of the human race to turn society into
community (Turner), a desire that defines the
human. In a manner of speaking, it is training the
moral muscle so as to strengthen it, with a view to
helping humanity raise itself to the spiritual heights
it has the potential for. This is obviously very
different from seeing theory as the mere application
of certain patterns or discovering regularities in
socio-cultural phenomena conveniently chosen for
this purpose. Lorien Goodman calls this theory
appliqué (111). Such an approach reduces teaching
literature to teaching a parlour game.
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Post-Theory Literary Pedagogy: An Illustrative
Example

philosophical discourses. Poetry and fiction, from

The challenge of initiating students into literature’s
radical critique of the subject - object relation, which
Derrida explores in the realm of theory, is one of
the major tasks for literary pedagogy geared
towards critical praxis. George Lukács calls the
subject-object dualism the millennial philosophical
problem (1920). Derrida’s deconstruction is the
strategy through which he establishes that there is
no transcendental signified, no pregiven meaning,
modelled after a primordial Being that supposedly
governs human affairs, without being affected by
them. This strategy is often mis-represented as pure
theory, one that lays bare the meaning/realitymaking processes. This goes against the grain of
Derrida’s own belief that deconstruction is making
the text reveal its own fault lines the rhetorical
strategies used to construct the text, by identifying

novel, jokes, and children’s play with language are

and examining its aporias. The text thus has its

to Handhold Students through Anti-Essentialism

excess ideas that are not neatly subsumed under
the major arguments of the text. Theory spots these
excesses of meaning, and articulates them in the
form of a coherent discourse. In specific terms,
deconstruction is a) the identification of the
hierarchized binary oppositions that a text makes
use of to create meaning, and value, and b) the
transposition of the limbs of these binaries. When
the binary is revealed, through the reversal, as a
historical-rhetorical construct, rather than a given,
the result is a lusory attitude (Suits) towards the
self and reality, the so-called knowing subject, and
the object of its understanding. Through its free
play on signifiers, and centred structures (Wilson),
and through its use of categories for the nonce,
bricoleur style (Derrida), deconstruction avoids the
essentialism and the literalism that it associates
with ideological misrepresentations of reality.

nonsense verse to postmodern self-referential
some of the prominent examples of free play
decentring centred structures, in the ontological
and epistemological realms. For students interested
in decoding the processes of self and world making,
the ideal starting point is a narrative that deconstructs society through its free play of socio-cultural
constructs. Understanding concept-metaphors like
deconstruction is the second major step.
Roberto Benigni’s Life is Beautiful is one possible
threshold for students interested in acquiring an
anti-essentialist stance vis-à-vis their own self and
the world. The film is a free play of fairy tale, game,
and tragic realism.
Life is Insightful: Using Bengini’s Life is Beautiful

The grim opening scene of the film, where the
poignant portrayal of a frail man carrying his little
son, the father’s protective arm ready to be raised
against a sea of trouble, outlined against haze
(which the viewer later discovers to be smoke from
the burning human bodies), is played off the scene
by the flashback scene featuring the quixotic parody
of fairy tale romance between the protagonist
Guido and Dora. Guido rescues his princess from
a fiendish bee, and after a few regular run-ins, he
impresses her with his joie de vivre well enough to
persuade her to break her engagement with a rich,
stiff-necked fascist. He even carries her off, knightly
fashion, on horseback. Woven into the protagonist’s Chaplinesque bursts of slapstick is the
anecdote where Guido subverts the race law of
Mussolini by declaring himself to be the prime
example of the superior race. By pretending to be

Free play, the means of deconstructing the binaries,

the inspector sent to project the Aryans as a superior

is a strategy Derrida shares with other non-

race, pretence that makes him a source of power,
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and by claiming to be a member of the superior
race, Guido, a Jew, jabs the viewer into realising
that the superior race/Untermenschen binary is a
myth created by the ruling group.
With the arrival of the child in the course of a
happily married life, the film courses along the road
oft-traversed by the comic, belaying viewerexpectation the opening scene creates. The viewer,
however, has a sense of foreboding when they see
heavy military presence and the anti-Semitism writ
large on the streets of Tuscany. Guido walks the
Nazi bigotry on its head when he explains away
the store-sign “No Jews or Dogs Allowed.” He tells
his little boy Giosue that the animal/human
combination is just accidental, and the two of them
could put up the sign “No Spiders or Visigoths
Allowed” on their shop-door any day, if they choose
to. The hatred for the Jews, much like Aryan
supremacy, has no foundation in reality. It is
somebody’s wet dream, and little else: this is
Guido’s message to the audience.
In yet another free play of modes/moods, the film
soon turns into a sombre account of Guido Giouse’s life in the concentration camp. The child’s
fascination for tanks is smartly used by Guido to
make the child believe that the Shoah is an elaborate
game. It begins when Guido ‘translates‘ the
draconian rules of the camp into the equally
arbitrary rules of the game that he has turned the
horrors of the Holocaust into. Guido carries the
double burden of living the back-breaking, soulsucking life in the camp, and keeping up the
pretence of the game. Making the increasingly
sceptical, constantly complaining child continue
playing the ‘game’ proves more strenuous than the
work at the camp. Caught by the SS during a failed
attempt to rescue Dora, who nearly sacrifices her
life, trying to meet with her husband and son in
the death camp, Guido goes laughing to his death.
The slapstick routine in this scene, which is a
poignant variant of his antics during the second

phase of the movie, is soon replaced by the rescue
and reward scene, where little Guiouse gets his
tank-ride, his father’s promise finally coming true.
The life and death of Guido, is in fact the buildung
of Giouse, a fact the adult Giouse, who, as it turns
out, is the narrator, comes to realize.
Immersed in the film narrative, the response to
which is likely to have been fore-shaped by the
paratext, and dominant readings of the film, the
student of literature is likely to either reject the film
as trivialization of the Shoah or see it as a heartwrenching tale. The former is the response
popularised by Gerald Peary and David Denby,
who condemned the film for its unforgivably
obscene misrepresentations of the Holocaust
(Peary; Denby), while the latter response, the
endorsement of the film as a poignant and sensitive
portrayal of the Shoah, is Abraham Foxman’s take
on the film (Quoted in Viano) there is also a third
position available to this student: the view that the
movie uses humour to deal with trauma, a position
advocated by Slavoj Zizek (1999) Janet Maslin
(1998), Sander L. Gilman (2000), and Peter Claus
and John Marriott (2012). For these critics, humour
becomes a socio-psychic strategy to deal with
trauma and the non-representable.
There is, however, another level of response to
Benigni’s film, one that lies beyond the debate over
the accuracy of its representation or its aesthetic
effect. This response consists in the realization that
Benigni’s play with audience expectations, as well
as the value and belief systems that undergird these
expectations, is his strategy to highlight the lessons
of the Shoah. The use of humour that seems
perilously close to the trivialization of a traumatic
event, the liberties the film takes with the grandold genres, tragedy and comedy, and the sacrifice
of historical accuracy on the altar of aesthetic effect,
are all intrinsic parts of this free play. Through his
free play, Benigni’s film potentially forces his
audience to experience the ‘Kurtz moment;‘ it can
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make them face the void that this audience is wont
to consider as solid ground. The putative response
to the film is the decentring of the audience’s belief
in their own identity, and their interpretation of the
‘Other.‘ This is achieved by helping the audience
to vicariously experience victimhood, the life of
those affected by of the Nazi belief in the supremacy
of the Aryan race, and the Fascist faith in the
ideological misrepresentations of the ‘Other.‘ The
other achievements of Life is Beautiful, its successful
effort to make the Shoah accessible to the audience,
a fable of the ineffable, in addition to getting a new
lease of life for Holocaust narratives, are secondary,
perhaps even incidental, to the artistic project. This
project, in the main, is forcing the audience to
confront their hitherto unexamined beliefs and
values.
The pedagogic aim, in this case, is to convert this
potential response, pitched at a higher level, into
an actual one. The student should be helped to
move beyond the spectrum of stock responses to
the film, ranging from appreciation of the pathetic
dignity the film portrays, the experience of nausea
(Zizek) of a Dionysian kind, to disgust over the
trivial, even mischievous, portrayal of the Shoah
(Rosenbaum; Teachout), a dark chapter in human
history. The student should be encouraged to see
Benigni’s free play of the comic and tragic modes
of representation and his free play of the moods
these genres evoke, in order to reveal Nazism as
the degenerate fiction (Kermode 39) of a depraved
minority. Zizek is one of the few to acknowledge
this free play of genres and moods. He calls the film
“a new sub-genre or at least a new trend: the
holocaust comedies.” His pithy remark is in fact
the call for a nuanced reading of the film. It is to
this nuanced reading that we must turn our
attention.
The film is the site of the continuous play across
the binaries: the comic/tragic binary (the former
representing a firm belief in the order of things, and

the latter, the calm serenity born out of the
acknowledgement of the essential oneness of all
things), the game/reality binary (marked by the
serious and lusory attitudes), the real/fable binary,
(one within the realm of the possible, and the other
beyond the pale of human experience), the truth/
ideology binary opposition, (one being a ‘given‘
and the other, a rhetorical construct), the victim/
aggressor binary (one at the mercy of the powerful
other), the gentile/Jew binary (the Jew being the‘
chosen‘ one, chosen by God and by Hitler, and the
gentile,a mere onlooker), just to mention the more
obvious ones. The play, and the eventual decentring
of these binaries through the play, deserves a closer
look.
Benigni re-opens the wound of the holocaust
(Kertész), by synthesizing the effects of comedy and
tragedy: the underdog turning the tables on the
bully affirms the viewer’s faith in life, in the order
of things, even as the tragic, Dionysian wisdom that
pain, death and destruction result from the
imposition of the will to power by those who fail
to see life as a game, the values and beliefs being
mere rules of a game. Guido changes the Shoah
into a game, an act analogous to the HitlerMussolini game. For Guido and Guiose, the tank is
the reward, much like the dictators, for whom
world-dominance is the prize for their game. Like
Shakespeare before him, Benigni shows how for
someone in love, a clown seems a prince, and the
prince often looks a clown. Guido’s subversion of
the racial superiority of the Aryans turns the truth/
ideology distinction into a binary that depends, for
its relative valorisation, on the group in power, even
as his sarcastic dismissal of the Fascist equation of
dogs and Jews as a childish whim reveals the
foundations of racial hatred.
Guido’s hilarious subversion of the guard’s
instructions, the sole comic interlude in the otherwise grim section of the film, is the subtle transfer
of power from the guard to the prisoner, though
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for a few fleeting moments. The guard’s ignorance
of Italian allows Guido to take charge of the
communication for a few minutes, with the tacit
support of his fellow-prisoners, and the guard
becomes the butt of the joke. As a naturalised
Italian, Guido is blithely unaware of his identity as
a Jew, until he is forcibly reminded of his Jewishness
by the Nazis. If Guido chooses to be more an Italian
than a Jew, his wife goes a step further by choosing
to go to the concentration camp, risking her life,
thereby affirming the fact that identity could be a
matter of choice. The contrast between the Fascist
attitude to identity and the view of the two leading
chara-cters is too obvious to miss. For the Fascist,
the son inherits the father’s identity. Identity is thus
not a matter of choice. This imposition of identity
on individuals is challenged in the film by the two
leading characters. Birth or striped pyjamas do not
decide the identity of the gentile or the Jew. Identity
is an overlay of attitudes and beliefs, habits of
thought, and actions, shaped by a variety of factors.
Sensitising students to the way Benigni uses free
play to decentre the established notions about the
world and the self would facilitate their transition
to the stage wherein the students are ready to
appreciate the significance of Derrridean deconstruction. Derrida’s thesis, his claim that the human
need for fixities and certainties, and the human
aversion to the fluidity of processes, has been
exploited by the ruling class to sustain existing
power relation through misrepresentations of the
‘self’ and the ‘other,’ has to become the new
common-sense to the students for them to acquire
a critical attitude to their reality. The immersion
programme suggested in this article is perhaps one
of the best options to further this process.
Conclusion
Creating a generation of enlightened citizenry who
are “…critical, self-reflective, knowledgeable, and
willing to make moral judgements and willing to

act in a socially responsible way.” (Giroux 3) is the
glory and burden of post Theory literary pedagogy.
The major challenge it faces is creating a truly antibanking model of teaching and education, one that
leaves no room for the charge of indoctrination, of
biased, one-sided views of mainstream culture
(Foley et al. 121).
In the post Theory literary pedagogy outlined
above, the aim of the literature curriculum is
facilitating the process through which students
acquire critical distance from their immediate
circumstances, by leading the students through the
maze of textuality. The proposed literary curriculum is organised around the stages of the
analytical process, of interpreting the ‘self’ and
‘society’ in their interrelation, and not around texts
and ‘isms.’
The approach and methods of teaching literature,
discussed in this paper, have the potential to bring
both the rational and emotional, the cognitive and
the affective, domains into play, so as to ensure that
interpretation of socio-cultural phenomena is, in
fact, the prologue to change.
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Jane Austen’s novel Emma (1817) makes a clear but complicated distinction between the attitudes
of men and women towards nature and their association with women. Critics like Barbara
Britton Wenner and Denise Cosgrove point out that while men would see in both a force to be
controlled, women would see themselves as part of the landscape, that among the landed gentry
women were “frequently viewed as property themselves, and as such were often literally part
of the [landscape].” Austen’s novel presents “enclosure” of land for agricultural development,
and the moral reformation of women for domestic harmony as the ethical responsibility of
gentlemen towards their society by drawing upon prevailing notions of physical affinity between
land and women. This paper will critically look at the use of such parallels between nature and
women in Emma where Mr. Knightley takes up the role of such a reformer or guardian who
preserves the “natural” hierarchy even while he tries to improve the social and financial status
of women as well as the agricultural produce of land.
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J

ane Austen’s novel Emma (1817) makes
a clear but complicated distinction
between the attitudes of men and
women towards nature and their
association with women when Mr. Knightley, the
gentleman patriarch of Donwell Abbey, confronts
Mrs. Elton or Augusta Hawkins, the woman from
the urban city of Bath, to explain his idea “of the
simple and the natural” (232). Towards the middle
of the novel when Emma, Harriet, Mrs. Elton and
others visit Donwell Abbey, Mr. Knightley’s estate,
on a strawberry picking party, Mrs Elton proposes
dinner outside the house in the garden: “a table
spread in the shade…. Everything as natural and
simple as possible” (232). Mr. Knightley, however,
crudely rejects Mrs. Elton’s proposition:
My, idea of the simple and the natural will
be to have the table spread in the diningroom. The nature and the simplicity of
gentlemen and ladies, with their servants
and furniture, I think is best observed by
meals within doors. When you are tired of
eating strawberries in the garden, there
shall be cold meat in the house (232).
Generally we would understand the outside world
to be natural and the house as a cultural marker.
But paradoxically, Mr. Knightley, by bringing the
natural within doors, associates the domestic
sphere (the culturally marked space for women)
with nature and genders it as essentially feminine.
The gentleman seems to impose his cultural idea
of the natural as the domestic sphere. The garden
on the other hand lies outside the house; and as
the cultivated space can also be seen as the male
territory. What is left unsaid is about the uncultivated land, which, as this paper proposes to study,
the text identifies with the untamed gipsy women
and/or the artless Harriet Smith. The uncultured
woman, who lacks the etiquettes and manners of
the gentlewoman as if shares the same space as
the untamed wilderness that has to be tamed,

cultivated and gardened in order for it to become
the male dominion—enclosed and domesticated.
Whereas, Mrs. Elton as an outsider in the Highbury
society can be considered to be a more “modern”
woman with a “tourist’s gaze.” In the same chapter
Emma aligns herself with “the natural landscape
of Donwell Abbey and feels honest pride and
complacency which her alliance with the present
and future proprietor could fairly warrant…” (234).
In taking pride in her association with Donwell
Abbey, Emma not only acknowledges her association with Mr. Knightley as a member of the
gentry, but also ironically aacknowledges her
subordinate in social hierarchy where Mr.
Knightley enjoys a higher status as a landlord
gentleman and the patriarch of Highbury. The
difference in the nature of the two women,
however, is noteworthy. While the former transgresses Mr. Knightley’s laws of what is natural
and is reprimanded by him, the latter conforms to
his view of the natural and is rewarded for her
complacency by being married to him. What is
significant is the difference in attitudes of men and
women towards women’s association with nature
as Barbara Britton Wenner’s notes. Wenner cites
Denise Cosgroves definition of landscape to show
that while men would see in both, nature and
women, a force to be controlled, women would see
themselves as part of the landscape:
The gaze upon the landscape means
something quite different for a woman
author or heroine than it does for a man.
When an eighteenth-century male with a
background in the gentry gazes on the
landscape, he frames it in a way that
objectifies it and indicates its potential for
control. When a woman gazes, she is
imagining where she fits inside the
landscape and how she can position herself
to be helped by it (4).
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It seems that in 1817, when the book was first
published, Austen was trapped in the ambit of the
phenomena which saw linguistic as well as
physical affinity between land and women. Since
nature was associated with the feminine, both were
regarded as necessary to serve man’s material
needs of financial and social stability, and
improvement. Any deviation from social manners
or cultural norms was seen to be a transgression.
Such transgressions urged the gentlemen to take
on the role of moral reformers. By proposing to
have dinner outside, Mrs. Elton transgresses the
law of the Highbury society and its natural social
order.
Mr. Knightley takes up the role of a reformer or
guardian who preserves the social hierarchy of
eighteenth century England. At the same time as a
responsible member of the landed gentry he also
tries to improve the social and financial status of
the womenfolk of his society. His plans for the
uplifting of status of women, however, did not
include employment opportunities or greater
financial freedom for them. The plans of gentlemen
like Mr. Knightley to improve the position of
women were similar to the plans for the
improvement of land through enclosures. Both
were equally restrictive and paternalistic in their
oppressive policies. If the wilderness were enclosed
in order to employ new methods of farming on
the land, women accordingly were domesticated
and groomed to suit the requirements of their
prospective husbands. Jane Austen, herself,
although critical of self-serving characters like John
Dashwood in Sense and Sensibility (1811), six years
later in Emma shows that the quality of the land,
notwithstanding aesthetic beauty, depended on its
yield. And women, whether Elinor of Sense and
Sensibility or Emma in the eponymous novel
continued to retain their affective ties with the land.
Just as the quality of the land depended on its yield,
similarly, if the prospect of upward social mobility
of women depended on their birth, it was also

determined by their social etiquettes. In this
respect, the novel uses Mr. Knightley in alliance
with Emma, as an instrument to improve land and
women by exploiting existing notions of parallels
between women and nature. This paper looks
critically at this use of parallels between nature and
women in the novel Emma (1817) and examines
Austen’s use, as a member of the gentry, of the
gentlemen’s claims to ethical responsibility
towards the lower classes and the rural landscape
in her fiction. The paper argues that the two
functions of gentlewo/men, moral reformation of
women and the improvement of land for agricultural purposes were not very different from
each other, and rather went hand in hand, that the
novel’s suggestions for the transformation and
“improvement” of women and landscape for the
greater good of the nation, in fact only served the
interest of the landed class—in this case of Mr.
Knightley and Emma.
Parliamentary debates in England since 16 th
century had justified programmes for enclosure of
rural landscape, under the pretext of national
interest. By the eighteenth century this interest had
taken the shape of ethical responsibility among
gentlemen towards the less privileged rural folk.
Kevin A. Morrison in her 2008 essay “The Mother
Tongue of Our Imagination” mentions, “Until
1832, the nation was conceived largely in terms of
an aggregate of landed property; political power
resided solely in the landed gentry” (83). There can
be little doubt that the enclosure programs catered
only to the selfish interests of a feudal, patriarchal
social order. Unlike the gentlemen, however,
women were never direct beneficiaries of such
programs. Like the land that was enclosed, they
were viewed as property themselves, perpetually
in need of reformation and improvement. In spite
of little prospect of ever owning the enclosed land,
ironically women too participated in such
programs of improvement, and submitted to
culturally laid down binaries by internalising the
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norms of a masculine legislation and culture. Even
if some women like Jane Austen were aware of
social deprivations that women suffered, their
status as gentry gave them a sense of authority over
men and women of less privileged classes. Albeit
unconsciously, gentlewomen supported and
participated in a system that curtailed their own
freedom as well as that of the wilderness with
which they were often identified. Celia Easton cites
Northanger Abbey as an example of Austen’s
interest, as the daughter of a clergyman, in land
enclosure (82). Raymond Williams on the other
hand, points out that land enclosure and
agricultural improvement in the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries “was no revolution, but the
consolidation, the improvement, the expansion of
an existing social class.” The gentlemen by
themselves were non-productive consumers
contributing nothing to the nation. Williams quotes
Prof. Habakkuk:
English landowners as a whole were a class
of consumers, and the greater part of their
borrowings were contracted for nonproductive purposes, to provide dowries, to
fund short-term debts contracted as a result
of extravagant living, to build mansions, the
borrowings for enclosures, for example,
were usually a small part of total indebtedness. (116)
Women like Austen, were apparently blind to the
non-productive nature of gentlemen. Austen’s
novels assume that women could contribute to the
productivity of the nation only through marriage
within appropriate class and social standing. In
Emma, which is a novel primarily about marriage,
with nature and agriculture occupying very little
space, women are seen as potential contributors
to the nation’s development only through their
association with men and marriage, and by extension land.

The two estates, Donwell Abbey and Hartfield, that
feature in Emma serve as medium for illustration
of the two different subjects of reformation—land
and women, for the greater good of Highbury, “a
microcosm of England” (Kramp 148). Depicting
clear opposition between the two estates while at
the same time drawing parallels between the two
subjects of reformation, the novel presents Donwell
Abbey as an example of ideal landscape, and
Hartfield as an estate that fosters flawed characters,
namely Emma and Harriet. The near perfection of
Donwell Abbey, which is inhabited signifi-cantly
only by its patriarch, Mr. Knightley, gets contrasted
with the flawed nature of the inhabitants of
Hartfield, mostly women. While Mr. Knightley has
improved Donwell Abbey and the productivity of
its adjunct, Abbey Mill Farm by encouraging
modern methods of agriculture and farming,
Emma, although herself flawed in the eyes of Mr.
Knightley, aims at improving Harriet Smith, who
is of national importance for the novelist, Kramp
argues, “as a potential biological and cultural
reproducer of England’s race” (148). The gendered
nature of the two estates points to the binaries that
get drawn between the imperfect women of
Hartfield and the perfect gentlemen of Donwell.
Even Robert Martin, the tenant farmer of Abbey
Mill Farm is perfect.
In the beginning of the novel Knightley’s attention
was ostensibly directed towards improving Emma.
Emma’s entire focus on the other hand, was on the
education, reformation and improvement of
Harriet. In the famous lines from the novel, she
would “notice her; she would improve her; she
would detach her from her bad acquaintance, and
introduce her to good society; she would form her
opinions and her manners” (13-14). Just as
Hartfield in its entirety can be taken to embody
the feminine flaws that need to be corrected,
Harriet embodies all such culturally given flaws
of women: of imagination, emotionality, irra-
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tionality and sentimentality. Harriet’s name which
shares a phonic correspondence with Hartfield,
makes her the appropriate field on which Emma,
the flawed perfectionist with “a disposition to think
a little too well of herself” (1) would experiment
her skills.
The novel describes Harriet as “the natural
daughter of somebody” (13). The quality of being
natural, with its connotations of illegitimacy and
lack of civilized manners was not something to be
admired. Being natural in the society of Austen was
associated, like Emma’s opinion of the Martins,
with being “coarse and unpolished” (13). Like the
Martins who needed to be brought into “good
society” (13) Harriet too was required to be
improved from her natural state. Emma had at first
admired Harriet’s typical Anglo-Saxon features,
“short, plump and fair, with a fine bloom, blue
eyes, light hair, regular features, and a look of great
sweetness” (13) and her “natural graces” (13).
Nevertheless, for Emma “natural graces” alone did
not make a perfect woman, nor did uncultivated
land like the heath occupied by the gypsies.
“Natural graces” had to be aided by social codes
of behaviour and manners of the gentlewoman in
the same manner as the panoramic natural beauty
of Donwell Abbey “with all the old neglect of
prospect… which neither fashion nor extravagance
had rooted up” (234) is made perfect by its “ample
gardens stretching down to meadows washed by
a stream… and its abundance of timber in rows
and avenues” (234) and, of course, Abbey Mill
Farm. The novel apparently proposes that modern
culture and its scientific advances must complement tradition, not replace it. Gardening had
aesthetisized the landscape of Donwell Abbey
while still retaining its old prospect. On the other
hand, implementation of modern means of
farming had improved Abbey Mill Farm.
Emma, although often defiant of Mr. Knightley,
similarly, complements him and the old tradition

to which he belongs. She also shares with Austen
a sense of nostalgia for the cultural past and the
idyllic English landscape when she muses about
Donwell: “It was a sweet view—sweet to the eye
and the mind. English verdure, English culture,
English comfort, seen under a sun bright, without
being oppressive” (236). The word “culture” as
used in this statement, is defined by Jonathan Bate
to refer to “a mode of agriculture, and the word’s
origins go back to cultivation, to crops, to the land”
(48). He further points out that in “Austen’s time,
culture was still something very much associated
with the land” (48). By the nineteenth century,
however, the term “came to be associated with the
life of the mind rather than the life of labour” (48).
In the two characters of George Knightley and
Emma we see a confrontation of the two definitions of culture and the two centuries that Austen’s
life spans. The difference in age between Mr.
Knightley and Emma is also significant. One can
safely assume Mr. Knightley to belong to the
agrarian culture of the eighteenth century. Accordingly, Emma, who is much younger, and an
eponymous character, can be seen as part the early
nineteenth century, when the book was first
published. The description of their houses is also
a telling evidence of the two different ages to which
they belong. Emma’s house at Hartfield, was more
“modern and well-built” (176) compared to the
house at Donwell, which “was larger than
Hartfield, and totally unlike it, covering a good
deal of ground, rambling and irregular…” (234).
Emma’s fault, if it can be said to be so, lies in her
wish to groom Harriet, a character who is not only
full of flaws but is also foolish, to make her suitable
as a wife for a gentleman. As a gentle-woman who
wishes for Harriet to marry above her station,
Emma “both transgress[es] and transform[s]
space” (Wenner 4). In these two characters, Austen
targets her criticism of the nineteenth century as
foolishly ambitious. We might also note that
Harriet is exactly as young as the nineteenth
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century when the novel was first published. As a
foolishly ambitious representative of the early
nineteenth century, Harriet does not fit into the
feudal structure of eighteenth century. On the
contrary, Mr. Knightley, as representative of the
eighteenth century nobility, requires Harriet to be
the trained wife to a farmer, namely, Robert Martin.
He believes that Robert Martin would benefit from
a docile wife, who on his part would assure her
“security, stability, and improvement” (317). Mr.
Knightley, then, as representative of the class of
gentry might be seen as championing the agrarian
tradition of England—a tradition that was feudal
by nature. Michael Kramp sees George Knightley
as a “pastoral leader” who, in the words of Michel
Foucault, “assume[s] responsibility for the destiny
of the whole flock and of each and every sheep”
(quoted in Kramp 153-154). By Knightley’s
standards the illegitimacy of Harriet’s birth does
not permit her to aspire for a higher position. The
best option to respectability that the society could
offer Harriet was the position of a farmer’s wife.
Although Emma chooses to believe otherwise, she
is caught between her allegiance to the feudal
culture of the previous century on one hand, and
with her own fascination with the modern
nineteenth-century “life of the mind” (of which her
picture gallery and interest in books, however
puerile, are proof) on the other. She no doubt
admires Harriet’s natural charms. But as the heir
to her father’s estate, and typical of her class, she
also almost claims ownership of her protégée, as
her possession with a fitting place among her
gallery of portraits and nature-paintings:
What an exquisite possession a good
picture of her would be! I would give any
money for it…. But really, I could almost
venture, if Harriet would sit to me. It
would be such a delight to have her
picture!’….this room rich in specimens of
… landscapes and flowers… (26-27).

As a specimen of the landscape Harriet’s naturalness is further emphasized by her association
with the gypsies who are camped on the outskirts
of Highbury. As already mentioned, Michael
Kramp draws out similarities and contrasts
between Harriet and the gypsies at the same time
as he identifies Harriet with the English nation
because of her Anglo-Saxon features:
She is introduced as “the natural daughter
of somebody,”…. Harriet appears as the
anonymous and arche-typal Anglo-Saxon
female, complete with the traditional
physical qualities of the ostensibly ancient
race of England. This initial sketch of the
parlor boarder enables Austen to create a
more stark opposition between the darkskinned gypsies and the White Harriet,
but it also exposes an important similarity
between the young White woman and the
gypsies. Both are “natural” (151).
Her parentage not known, until almost the end,
[N]atural, vilified, and illegitimate like the gypsies,
Harriet occupies an in-between space, belonging
neither to the society of Highbury nor Hartfield.
Whereas in works like The Mill on the Floss or The
Scholar Gypsy “the fantasy of stigmatised, rather
than elevated birth frees the heroine,” and marks
a way of “escaping from the exigencies of conventional femininity”as Deborah Nord argues (14),
Jane Austen’s Harriet Smith is all the more
implicated in the cultural demands of the feudal
order because of the social stigma of her birth.
Trapped spatially in the heath among the gypsies
when they “attack” her (217), “her first attempt to
mount the bank brought on such a return of it as
made her absolutely powerless—and in this state,
and exceedingly terrified, she had been obliged to
remain” (217) she is rescued by Frank Churchill,
another gentleman, and attended by Emma. Her
desperate attempts to escape from her situation
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subjects Harriet to schemes of reformation. While
Emma becomes her mentor and helps her to
recover from the shock of her experience with the
gypsies, Mr. Knightley, as caretaker of the entire
society of Highbury and its neighbourhood is
notified “of there being such a set of people in the
neighbourhood” (218). Mr. Knightley being such
a prompt “justicer,” “[t]he gipsies did not wait for
the operations of justice: they took themselves off
in a hurry” (219).
Keeping in view the tradition and practice of the
times we can hardly doubt that Mr. Knightley
would gradually enclose the hedges occupied by
gypsies for farming and improvement. The
economically unproductive status of the unenclosed land and the gypsies (who in this case are
only women and children) serve as potential threat
to the security of the village/state/nation and bring
the two into affinity with each other, subject them
to the reformist impulse to which White refers in
her essay. Although White assigns no such impulse
to the author of the novel she does mention
“Austen’s interest in evangelicalism and evangelicals” which
probably also led her to the many tracts and
magazine articles of the early nineteenth
century that proposed reform for the
gypsies. As Mayall notes, “much of the
published writing on Gypsies […] thus
grew out of the contemporary […]
evangelical zeal to first understand and
then reform the group of itinerants who
flaunted their heathenism on the domestic
shores.” In general evangelicals saw the
gypsies as a “race desperately in need of
being rescued from their way-ward, amoral
and irreligious lives and being assimilated
into respectable and settled society” (312).
The land that lies between Highbury and Hartfield,
and the in-betweenness of Harriet’s social position

project an intimate relationship between the two.
The land, with its possibility of being enclosed after
the gypsies have departed, and Harriet with her
willingness to be rescued and reformed, have
potential, as the text suggests, for improvement.
Mr. Knightley and Emma together become
instruments for reforming and legitimising both,
the land and Harriet through enclosure and
marriage, respectively. Like the land which came
under possession of the gentry, Harriet too would
serve the financial interest of the gentleman
through her association with the farmer and the
rent that accrued through him.
Not just the gentleman, but the farmer also
nurtured the responsibility of reforming women
and land. Robert Martin’s interest in such schemes
of improvement is revealed in the “the Agricultural
Reports” that he reads “to himself,” and the
anthologies of moral and instructive passages that
he reads out to the women in his house. Like
George Knightley, the gentleman farmer, who in
the words of Robert James Merrett, “‘sow[ed]
wisdom and goodness’ in rural folk to bring forth
‘increase’ in them” (712), Martin too “sometimes
of an evening… read something aloud out of the
Elegant Extracts” (17). Robert Martin was master
not only over the Abbey Mill Farm “with all its
appendages of prosperity and beauty, its rich
pastures, spreading flocks, orchards in blossom,”
his territory also extended to his home and family,
all members of which were only women. The
domestic happiness of Robert Martin depended on
the ethical values he sowed in the women and the
pride that these women took in their possession of
“eight cows, two of them Alderneys, and one a little
Welch cow, a very pretty Welch cow indeed” (236).
In opposition to the large farm he rented and
improved there was the restricted sphere of his
womenfolk whose modest happiness was limited
to “their having a very fine summer-house in their
garden” (16). As his wife Harriet would, no doubt,
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become part of Robert Martin’s property. Martin’s
ownership of Harriet is established through the
moral instructions he has earlier read out to her as
a guest in his house, and Knightley’s training:
“giving [her] information as to modes of
agriculture, & c.” (236). In the “gipsy party”
referred to in the beginning of this essay, while all
others are engaged in viewing and admiring the
beauty of the landscape, Harriet and George
Knightley are the only ones “more engaged in
talking than in looking around” (236). They have,
in fact, no need even to “look around” in their
respective positions as owner and subject of the
cultivated landscape.
The ideal nature of the Martin-Harriet relationship
is further emphasized by identifying Robert Martin
with Arthur Young, a well-known farmer and
agricultural writer in eighteenth-century England.
In the forty-six volumes of his periodicals Annals
of Agriculture, founded in 1784, Young had
suggested new and modern techniques of
improved production from land. Merrett, in his
essay “The Gentleman Farmer” confirms that
“[w]hen Austen presents Robert Martin as an avid
reader of the ‘Agricultural Reports’ she implies that
Knightley has guided his tenant to read [Arthur]
Young” (721). Young had started his experiments
with new techniques of farming with his mother’s
estate. But he had not been successful because of
the lack of capital. Raymond Williams notes that
“[m]ore than any other man,” Young “made the
case for the second great period of enclosures, in
the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.”
(66). Young’s mother had hailed from a Jewish
family from Holland, and he himself had at one
time been apprenticed as a merchant. It is
significant that besides agricultural improvement
Young had also “emphasised the connections of
the agricultural interest with the other new social
forces of the time: with mercantile capital… with
early industrial techniques… with the physical
sciences… and with political power and

organisation…” (Williams 66). Robert Martin’s
association with Harriet, the daughter of a trader
(hence, representative of the economic mercan-tile
class) and George Knightley, therefore, by Young’s
proposal becomes suggestive of the ideal situation
for the improvement of agriculture. Together,
Martin and Harriet, symbolize the dual characteristics of ideal farming land and money as
suggested by Young. Raymond Williams, however,
points out the complication involved in an alliance
between land and capital that Young, the reformer
had failed to notice: “[t]he improvement of land
required considerable capital, and therefore the
leadership of the landowners,” which “not only
increased the predominance of the landed interest;
it created by enclosure and engrossing to make
large and profitable units, a greater number of the
landless…” (66). Williams’ study demonstrates
that the espousal of improvement plans only
buttresses a feudal structure built on agrarian
economy, serving the financial interest of the
landed class.
The novel, however, warns of a threat to the
agrarian economy by the rising tourism industry.
Tourism as an urban industry which was beginning to flourish in the late eighteenth and early
nineteenth-century was gradually encroaching
upon the rural and moral landscape. Mrs. Elton’s
proposal of the strawberry picking at Donwell
Abbey as a sort of “gipsy party” establishes her as
a typical tourist: “I shall wear a large bonnet, and
bring one of my little baskets hanging on my arm.
Here,—probably this basket with pink ribbon.
Nothing can be more simple, you see…. There is
to be no form or parade—a sort of gipsy party”
(232). Her view of landscape is essentially different
from other members of Highbury. When she looks
at nature her sole purpose is to seek sensual
pleasure. The other inhabitants of the region, on
the other hand, are in no such conscious pursuit
as is evident in the following dialogue between
Mrs. Elton and Emma:
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When people come into a beautiful country
of this sort, you know, Miss Woodhouse,
one naturally wishes them to see as much
as possible; and Mr. Suckling is extremely
fond of exploring. We explored to King’s
Weston twice last summer, in that way,
most delightfully, just after having their
barouche-landau. You have many parties
of that kind here, I suppose, Miss Woodhouse, every summer?
No; not immediately here. We are rather
out of distance of the very striking beauties
which attract the sort of parties you speak
of; and we are a very quiet set of people, I
believe; more disposed to stay at home than
engage in schemes of pleasure (178).
Whereas, Harriet’s symbolic association with the
gypsies is representative of her natural status, Mrs.
Elton’s maiden name Hawkins is suggestive of the
preying qualities of tourists. Even the language
used by Mrs. Elton to describe the strawberrypicking is the commercial language of marketing.
In the early nineteenth century strawberry, a wild
fruit, was gaining in popularity as a garden fruit
among the rich. Although it was seen as aesthetically arresting, much of it was generally produced
for commercial purposes. Austen’s use of language
to refer to the discussion among the picnickers is
telling of Mrs. Elton’s tourist attitude and commercialization of land:
…Mrs. Elton, in all her apparatus of
happiness, her large bonnet and her
basket, was very ready to lead the way in
gathering, accepting, or talking—strawberries, and only strawberries, could now
be thought or spoken of The best fruit in
England—everybody’s favourite—always
wholesome—These the finest bed and
finest sorts.—Delightful to gather for one’s
self—the only way of really enjoying
them.—Morning decidedly the best time—

never tired—every sort good—hautboy
infinitely superior—no comparison—the
others hardly eatable—hautboys very
scarce—Chili preferred—white wood finest
flavour of all—price of strawberries in
London—abundance about Bristol—Maple
Grove—cultiva-tion—beds when to be
renewed—gardeners thinking exactly
different… (234-35).
The novel can, therefore, be seen as championing
the cause of land enclosures for improving and
increasing agricultural produce through the moral
intervention of responsible gentry. The gentleman’s
purpose was on the face of i, not money-making
but a sense of moral responsibility towards the
citizens. The idea is conveyed through what is
perceived as Emma’s flaw, her attempts to justify
Harriet’s claims to the position of gentry, and Mr.
Knightley’s approval of raising Harriet to the status
of a farmer’s wife. The obvious suggestion is that
in the world of Highbury one may seek only
modestly to improve one’s situation without
aiming too high for personal advancement. In this
regard, Mr. Knightley is shown to be exemplary.
He is not extravagant and makes no show of his
wealth. He has not modernised his house, nor does
he own a carriage. He prefers to walk or rent a
carriage when he finds it essential for helping a
friend like Miss Bates. He does not look at the
landscape as accruing financial profit and his
projects of agricultural improvement do not entail
personal benefit, as the text would make us believe,
but the benefit of the whole of Highbury. However,
the fact remains that financial profits did accrue
from such improvements and political and
financial implications of such transformations in
the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century
cannot be ignored. Therefore, when Mr. Knightley
looks at Harriet and sees in her the potential for
an ideal wife of a farmer we cannot consider him
entirely innocent of personal interests.

123456789012345678901234567890121234567890123456789012345678901212345678901234567890123456789012123456789012345678901234567890121234567890123456789012345678901
123456789012345678901234567890121234567890123456789012345678901212345678901234567890123456789012123456789012345678901234567890121234567890123456789012345678901

A Quarterly Journal

Teresian Journal of English Studies, January - March 2021, Volume XIII, Issue I

29

1234567890123456789012345678901212345678901234567890123456789012123456789012345678901234567890121234567890123456789012345678901212345678901234567890123456789012

Even Emma’s initial interest in Harriet, which was
acknowledged by her as “the greatest amusement”
(6) may appear as the gaze of the tourist seeking
only personal pleasure. Her view of Harriet is
limited, as evinced by her flawed portrait of
Harriet. Instead of making an accurate representation, Emma’s portrait manipulated and emphasised what she herself wanted to believe about
Harriet. The portrait glossed over the imperfections of Harriet’s features and endowed her with
an unnatural beauty that she lacked. Emma’s view
of Harriet is partial like that of the tourists of her
times who used the Claude glass, “a mirror which
a viewer could use …. to see the landscape as
though it were a small painting” (Wenner 2). Her
limited perspective makes her ignorant of the
reforming and moralising efforts of Mr. Knightley
as oppressive and deterrent to her own freedom.
Emma is apparently aware of the privileges that
she enjoys as an heir to her father’s property,
and fears that she will lose them if married. But
the novel (and correspondingly, the novelist)
nevertheless, allows her to acknowledge Mr.
Knightley’s goodness, surrender her liberty to
him in marriage, thereby, establishing the feudal
order.
As members of the class of landowners, there is
not much difference between Emma and Mr.
Knightley whose transforming influence on
agriculture also extended to people around their
estates. Whereas in the case of Mrs. Elton we notice
that nature is commercialized for personal sensual
pleasure, in Mr. Knightley and Emma we notice
the social and financial benefits accruing because
of their transforming influence. Both, the tourist,
as well as the gentleman exploits the landscape,
apparently in the interest of their society, and
consequently, the nation. But whereas, Mrs. Elton’s
superficiality is all too visible, and so appears
“vulgar” (181), Mr Knightley and Emma’s claim
to selfless charitable activity only masks, and
shamelessly promotes the interest of the landed

class. Emma’s sophisticated difference from Mrs.
Elton is noted in the ironical tone of the narrator:
“Emma had never been to Box Hill; she wished to
see what everybody found so well worth seeing.”
But Emma’s “seeing” would be “done in a quiet,
unpretending, elegant way, infinitely superior to
the bustle and preparations, the regular eating and
drinking, and picnic parade of the Eltons and the
Sucklings” (230). The difference between Mrs.
Elton and Emma’s view of the landscape is hardly
convincing. However Emma might belong to the
upper class, and thus be one among the class of
exploiters, she is also a woman. As such, her affinity
with the land cannot be ignored. Her attraction
towards, and intimacy with Harriet only confirms
her association with the landscape of Highbury.
Further, Marrett’s arguments regarding Emma’s
“snobbery” alerts us to affinities… that root her in
the agricultural community more deeply than she
admits. She looks down on Martin’s riding around
the countryside… to get Harriet walnuts, but, in
drawing Harriet towards Mr. Elton’s house, Emma
is content to get intimately acquainted with all the
hedges, gates, pools, and pollards of this part of
Highbury (Marrett 733).
Implicated in her association with the two opposite
poles of Mrs. Elton and Harriet, and also at the
same time to Mr. Knightley, Emma is rooted to the
landscape of Highbury as the only woman
character who is a cultural insider. All other women
in the novel are outsiders to Highbury. While Mrs.
Elton and Harriet get incorporated into the
environment of Highbury, Jane is the only woman
who, even while an insider remains an outsider.
She is the only woman in the novel who appears
to be perfect. But she too is not independent of the
constraining ideals of Highbury. Mr. Knightley at
a point remarks: “not even Jane Fairfax is perfect”
(187). As a woman who has not been subjected to
the reformation ideals of Mr. Knightley, and
resisted Emma’s patronisation, Jane continues to
remain an outsider. Women of Highbury, on the
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other hand, are at different levels of im/perfection
with potential for improvement through the
guiding influence of its men. The narrative strategy
of the novel does not even spare its heroine. It
rather persuades us to believe that Emma is simultaneously a natural member of the landed gentry
as the mistress of Hartfield, as well as a subject of
reformation as a woman.
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D. H. Lawrence has been a controversial writer. However, the language and techniques
of his novels are unique and rare in the entire history of British novel. He is considered a
metaphysical novelist. Lawrence seems to locate the alienation of the modern man in
post-Enlightenment reason, as well as, in puritan Christianity. Mechanized form of the
post-Enlightenment reason alienates the mind from the body, repudiating the body as
irrational and puritan Christianity alienates soul from the body, repudiating the body as
impure. Lawrence did not believe in any of the dualities. He rather believed in essential
human nature which is a harmonious existence of the psyche and physique. This paper
is an attempt to read three of Lawrence’s novels as Lawrence’s perception of ‘the alienation
of the body’ and his attempts to restore the harmony between the body and the mind.

Keywords: Modernism, Industrialism, Alienation, and Sexuality.
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D

avid Herbert Lawrence has been a
controversial writer. In his lifetime he
was criticized and his books were
banned on grounds of obscenity and
immorality. Later, he has been criticised as sexist,
male-supremacist, racist and as a bourgeois
sympathiser. However, he has remained popular
for the depth and intensity of his writings which is
a rare commodity, at least, in the writings of British
novelists. Major preoccupation of the British
novelists has been society and the self. Lawrence
went beyond and he got labelled as ‘metaphysical’
novelist sharing his realm of human experience
more with Dostoevsky and Thomas Mann than
with any-one from Jane Austen to E. M. Forster
(Eagleton 256). Lawrence as a writer shared some
of the concerns of literary modernism with his
contemporaries, one such concern being the
perception of alienation experienced by the
individuals in the modern world and the need for
a new attitude and perspective in the authors
towards literary form, character and language to
portray and critique the new experience. Like
Lawrence, T. S. Eliot, James Joyce, Joseph Conrad,
Virginia Woolf, elitist poets and writers also
responded to the impact of modernity on individuals to explore, understand and critique. Lawrence,
however, did not only write to explore, understand
and critique but to alter the lives of his contemporaries. He wrote with a mission. In a letter to his
friend McLeod in 1913 he writes, “I do write
because I want folks – English folks – to alter, and
have more sense” (Ingram 17).
Lawrence as a modern novelist seems to have
responded and attempted to rescue the human race
from what he perceived as the alienation of the
body along with the alienation of the self. Lawrence
seems to locate the alienation of the modern man
in post-Enlightenment reason, as well as, in puritan
Christianity. Mechanized form of the post-Enlightenment reason alienates the mind from the body,
repudiating the body as irrational and puritan

Christianity alienates soul from the body, renouncing the body as impure. Lawrence did not believe
in any of the dualities. He rather believed in
essential human nature which is a harmonious
existence of the psyche and physique. In an essay
entitled “Psychoanalysis and the Unconscious”
Lawrence writes about the development of this
harmonious existence of the psyche and physique:
… every man and woman grow and develop
as a result of the polarized flux between the
spontaneous self and some other self or
selves. It is the circuit of vital flux between
itself and another being or beings which
brings about the development and evolution
of every individual psyche and physique.
Ascetics and voluptuaries both try to dodge
this condition, and both succeed perhaps for
a generation. But after two generations all
collapse (Lawrence 147).
Since body is an instrument of the spontaneous self,
Lawrence wanted to reinstate the body to its proper
place as a part of our conscious life. Much of what
he has to say about sex is best understood as an
attack on body mind dualism and his stand that
man’s sexual activity must not be seen as something
merely physical, rather it is an extended dimension
of his essential nature. Lawrence believed that “man
doth not live by bread alone. He lives even more
essentially from the nourishing creative flow
between himself and another or others” (Lawrence
147). The mind being automatic in principle like
the machine blocks this creative flow. Lawrence
critiques the rational mind as ‘the dead end of life’
that can subject ‘everything spontaneous to certain
machine-principles called ideals or ideas.’ It can
exert “automatizations over the whole of life, till
every tree becomes a clipped teapot and every man
a useful mechanism” (Lawrence 147).
When his major contemporaries were grappling
with the individual consciousness of the self of
modern human beings by using innovative techni-
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ques, such as, stream of consciousness and
experimenting with the form of novel, Lawrence
was apparently using the language of realism
yielding dominance to psycho-symbolism and the
language of sensuality. If the language of realism is
the language of rational mind, the language of
psycho-symbolism and sensuality are the languages of ‘blood consciousness’ and body. In the metaphysical scheme of Lawrence ‘blood consciousness’
and mind are in opposition. So, the real self, according to him, is neither ‘blood’ nor ‘mind.’ There is
a third principle which goes deeper than these two.
It is the unifying principle which enables one to
make a choice between blood and mind. Lawrence
calls it Holy Ghost. The third principle works at a
metaphysical level bringing in harmony between
the body and the mind and preserves the integrity
of an individual.
Spontaneity and individualism are the Lawrentian
antidote to the brutal force of industrial capitalist
society. The blossoming of the spontaneous
individual self requires other self or selves around
oneself. There is a difference between finding
fulfilment in another individual and finding it
through another. In most of Lawrence’s major
novels the conflicts, failures and successes are built
on the theme of blossoming of the spontaneous
individual self. The cornerstone of Lawrence’s
fictional world is the attainment of individual
integrity rather than human relationship. This is
why, according to Terry Eagleton, “contrary to
popular rumour, Lawrence’s writing is not
primarily concerned with sexuality” (Eagleton 265).
Sexuality comes in as one of the spontaneous and
natural bodily activities which might be necessary
for the attainment of the individual integrity.
Lawrence frequently and frankly touches upon the
subject of sexuality because it is censored and
regulated by society in the most strict and
mechanized manner.

Three Novels of Lawrence
As far as Lawrence’s ideas about life are concerned,
he is an absolutist; however, his fictional world is
relativist and provisional. He does not provide a
clear-cut resolution of the dilemma of his characters.
Probably, none of his characters can be considered
to have attained absolute individual integrity. Some
of his characters are complete failures and they are
disposed of without any regret, some are destroyed
by others and some are left with a chance of
redemption. In this part of my paper, I will focus
on three important novels of Lawrence namely, Sons
and Lovers, Women in Love and Lady Chatterley’s
Lovers. These novels are written in three different
phases of Lawrence’s literary career and all the three
novels are set in England.
Sons and Lovers is a realist novel with occasional
flashes of psycho-symbolic moments. The novel is
as much about the Morel couple, Walter Morel and
Gertrude Morel as much it is about their sons
William, Paul and Arthur. Though the novel is
mainly read as a bildungsroman tracing the
psychosexual development of its protagonist Paul
Morel, it has much to tell about other characters as
well. The beginning and end of the love relationship
between Walter Morel and Gertrude Morel can itself
be studied at length. An investigation into their
initial mutual attractions and eventual failure of
their marriage relationship sheds light on
Lawrence’s idea of the spontaneity, intellect,
individualism and attainment of one’s fulfilment.
In Lawrencian scheme of things intellect is bound
to destroy spontaneity. Gertrude is described as the
following:
She loved ideas and was considered very
intellectual. What she liked most of all was
an argument on religion or philosophy or
politics, with some educated man. This she
did not often enjoy. So she always had
people tell her about themselves, finding her
pleasure so (SL 17).
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About Walter Morel it is narrated, “He danced well,
as if it were natural and joyous in him to dance”
(SL 17). Whereas, “Gertrude herself was rather
contemptuous of dancing: she had not the slightest
inclination towards that accomplishment…” (SL
17).
It is worthwhile to note what both of them saw in
each other:
Walter Morel seemed melted away before
her. She was to the miner that thing of
mystery and fascination, a lady. When she
spoke to him, it was with a southern
pronunciation and a purity of English which
thrilled him to hear (SL 17).
She was a puritan, like her father, highminded and really stern. Therefore the
dusky, golden softness of this man’s
sensuous flame of life, that flowed from off
his flesh like the flame from a candle not
baffled and gripped into incandescence by
thought and spirit as her life was, seemed
to her something wonderful, beyond her
(SL 18).
It is evident that Gertrude is a specimen of intellectual and linguistic refinement and Walter, a
personification of spontaneity itself with his
unpolished miner’s dialect. They were fascinated
by each other because they were the opposite of
each other. So, they wanted to possess each other
and once they have achieved this goal nothing
remains to be achieved from their relationship.
What happened afterwards is so obvious. Blake
Morrison in his Introduction to 2006 Penguin
edition of the novel is of the opinion that Walter
Morel “might have flourished in a different
relationship — he too has lost out by marrying
someone too much his opposite” (xix) and he quotes
the oft-quoted lines:

She could not be content with the little he
might be, she would have him the much
that he ought to be. So, in seeking to make
him nobler than he could be, she destroyed
him, (SL 25).
The spontaneity of Paul is spoilt by the possessive
love of his mother. The guilt of Oedipal desire
which is obvious in the text at several places
withholds him from any fulfilling relationship with
other women. When his body demands something,
his mind distracts him. His relationship with
Miriam is a failure. Through Clara he achieves some
direction to his psychosexual development. Finally,
after the death of his mother in which he plays an
instrumental role Paul is able to free himself of all
his filial bonds and walks into the town as an
autonomous self with the promise of freedom and
spontaneity.
What answer do we have to explain the sudden
death of William? One can say that death can come
to anyone at any moment. However, that happens
in real life. The logic of fiction is different. Death
does not come; rather Lawrence disposes off some
characters who seem to have no chance of
redemption. The case of William Morel of Sons and
Lovers and Gerald Chrich of Women in Love have
frightening similarities. Both of them were so
consumed by the idea of efficiency and physical
prowess that they turned into mechanised superhumans or what Eagleton calls “monster or mutant”
(Eagleton 268) beyond any redemption. So,
Lawrence makes them die.
Women in Love is a very different novel. The
semblance of realism found in the beginning of Sons
and Lovers which eventually yields to psychosymbolism is completely absent in Women in Love.
The titles of the chapters (Totem, Water-Party,
Moony, etc.) are like montage of scenes without any
proper temporal sequence. The psycho-symbolic
moments in the novel, such as, Hermione hitting
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her lover Birkin with a paperweight; nude wrestling
between two friends Birkin and Gerald; Birkin, an
inspector of school rolling naked upon primroses
and maniacally throwing stones on the moon’s
reflection and Gudrun, a female artist dancing
hypnotically before a herd of wild cows are all
moments of uninhibited spontaneous activities no
matter how irrational they look. These are some
spontaneous bodily responses in search of
individual integrity in the face of social disintegration brought in by the industrial civilization on
the one hand and the First World War on the other.
At the end, the novel offers two approaches to
respond to the same problem. One offered by Birkin
is of complete self-abandonment relinquishing
everything one has of the past and present with the
optimism that a new form of life will evolve from
the debris. The other approach offered by Gudrun
and Loerke is that of “decadence and dissolution
as end in themselves” (Eagleton 275). The difference
between the two is that Birkin is philosophically
profound and his apparent rejection of the present
civilization has the spirit of an iconoclast who
rejects the present only for a better future, whereas
an aesthete like Loerke rejoices in rejecting society
and social norm without any depth or philosophical
optimism.
About Lawrence’s last novel Lady Chatterley’s Lover
(1928) David Daiches writes, “it is a great pity that,
because of its frankness about sex, it remains the
only one of his novels that most people read”
(Daiches 1166). The symbolic action of the story is
misunderstood because of crude and mechanical
structure of the novel. In this post-war novel the
wheel chair bound sexually impotent Clifford
Chatterley is a symbol of human devastation of the
war. Terry Eagleton puts Gerald Crich and Clifford
Chatterley in the same category, “they are just
negations of being, hollow parodies of the living,

empty husks sucked dry of spontaneity” (Eagleton
268). Connie revolts against her paralysed husband
Clifford and turns to his gamekeeper Oliver
Mellors. Clifford believed that intellectual compatibility was enough for his relationship with his
wife and sexual union was not necessary. Lawrence
wanted to prove him wrong and demonstrate the
victory of spontaneous creativity of human life over
sterile intellectualism. Mellors being a combination
of male power, female tenderness, working class
roughness and a middleclass education with his
contempt for his own class was the best hero
Lawrence created for Connie. Mellors is also
considered to be a rehabilitated version of Walter
Morel of Sons and Lovers.
To conclude, I must say that the charge of fascism
against Lawrence for his idea of spontaneity and
blood consciousness by no less than a figure than
Bertrand Russel is probably unfair. Lawrence
probably wanted to prick the conscience of his
contemporaries rather than cultivate fascism
through his novels and other writings.
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Diasporic literature has its origin in the minority communities living outside their home country.
This literature predominantly reflects the yearning / longing for a homeland that had been
uprooted and transplanted away from their homeland. It includes narratives of callous journeys
caused by different factors like violent dislocations, dispossession, economic compulsion, or
voluntary migration and the traveller may belong to a different social, economic, and religious
class. This paper focuses on the contribution of women writers of Indian origin who have played
a decisive role in the growth of Indian diasporic literature in the global literary arena.
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I shall speak about women’s writing: about
what it will do. A woman must write herself:
must write about women and bring women
to writing, from which they have been
driven away as violently as from their
bodies-for the same reasons, by the same
law, with the same fatal goal. Woman must
put herself into the text-as into the world and
into history-by her own movement -- Helene
Cixous, The Laugh of the Medusa.
hroughout history, there had been
women’s participation in the field of
literature, whether written or oral. But
it was only by the far end of the
twentieth century that their writing has
been compared equivalent to that of men. Women
were considered as an unwelcomed guest in the
literary world and their works were undervalued.
They were ostracized from society and restricted
from writing and it took many years of effort to gain
significance. Rapid progress in education, development, and evolution of feminism as a tremendous
force in the western world empowered women
intellectually to generate strategies to encounter a
prejudiced and sexist attitude of men. These women
announced their resurrection by dominating the
world of literary discourse defying the dictates of
patriarchy.

T

The literary world witnessed the fruition of
substantial works by women writers as early as the
18th century when Mary Wollstonecraft published
her seminal work The Vindication of the Rights of
Women (1792). Later the publication of Virginia
Woolf’s The Room of One’s Own in 1927 made her
the representative figure of the western world
feminism. Simone de Beauvoir’s The Second Sex
(1949) Mary Ellmann’s Thinking About Women
(1983), Kate Millet’s Sexual Politics (1970) startled
society by blatantly criticizing the concept of
androgyny and phallic bias. Helene Cixous in her
seminal work The Laugh of the Medusa (1976) affirms

that a woman should write herself so that she could
liberate and transform the history of women. In
order to achieve this goal, she should write herself
as it would make her return to her body which has
been confiscated, and to speak getting up and
speaking for her rights.
When the western feminist ideologies failed to
tackle the difficult layers of oppression of the
women in the third world countries - a relatively
new stream of thought emerged as Third World
Feminism which questioned the limited and
arbitrary construction of women depicted in diverse
discourses. The ideologies and socio-cultural factors
which gave rise to the third world feminism
formulated methods to address problems faced by
women from the third world, categorized women
as a universalized group defined by “gender and
not by social class, race, ethnicity or sexual
preference” (Narayan 88). However, it was the
struggle and determination of many women writers
which enabled women’s writing to gain its current
prominence. Patriarchal assumption demeaned the
works of Indian women writers. Many of the
writings were drawn from the author’s personal experience, their encumbered existence and confinement in the household, and their yearning to free
from the shackles of domesticity where women’s
position was relegated within the four walls. Over
time women felt the urge to become empowered
and liberated and undertook the task of expressing
their emotions through the medium of popular
fiction. They courageously began to write about
female experiences and opposed the patriarchal
assumptions by the influence of western feminist
ideologies.
The initial theoretical and empirical models
of the migration discourse either omitted
any specific reference to women migrants
or downplayed their experiences generally
pre-suming that it would be the same as
those of the men. The experiences of Indian
women were also subsumed under homo-
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genized perceptions and meta-narratives of
the processes of migration and settlement
of the Indian Diaspora. (Pande 1)
An upsurge of scholarship on diaspora studies
definitely brought the concept of gender into the
forefront but unfortunately, the problems concerning women’s identity and agency remained
marginalized or it did not gain much importance.
The dissimilarity in the pattern of migration of men
and women, their experiences, and subsequent
adaptation makes their adaptation and subsequent
settlement of women unique.
As highly skilled women professionals, they
successfully balance domestic life with
professional life. Similarly, semi-skilled and
skilled women migrants risk the hostilities
of a new environment and struggle to
improve the conditions of their families
back home and at the same time enhance
their own career prospects. Women married
into diaspora families attempt to recreate
home and culture in a foreign setting often
ridden with politics of race. As the
indentured labourers, women faced the
tyranny of the plantation life as well as
exploitation by their own men yet rapidly
adapting and liberating themselves through
education and economic opportunities.
(Pande 2)
There was an ethnocentric perspective in the recent
feminist epistemology which gave importance to the
gender and the intersection of gender with social
and cultural constructs like nationality, ethnicity,
race, class, and caste in the investigation of women
and the pattern of their migration. The discernible
difference between the Western and Eastern concept
of family and the prospect of gender relations in
the Third World was constantly framed in an
ethnocentric and neo-colonialist perception. The
feminist scholarship which enclosed itself within a
western paradigm had a stereotypical idea of

women immigrants from the third world. These
women according to the Western paradigm were
viewed as oppressed and marginalized by the
strongholds of patriarchy and they categorized
women as passive, docile, and often victimized. So,
the Western critics aimed to modernize and
liberalize women from third world countries
according to the prefabricated norms of Western
feminism.
Until recently, women were virtually never mentioned in the theoretical literature on nationalism.
Women have played crucial roles in the reproduction of national collectivities by giving birth to
future members of a collectivity, but still, they were
included in the nation-state not as citizens, but as
dependant members of the family. An acadamecian
in the field of Gender relations, Deniz Kandiyoti in
her essay “Bargaining with Patriarchy”(1988) has
pointed out that women in the diaspora are less
assimilated to mainstream culture:
Women are also considered to be the
custodians of cultural pluralism by virtue
of being less assimilated, both culturally
and linguistically, into the wider society.
Immigrant women reproduce their culture
through the continued use of their native
language, the persistence of culinary and
other habits, and the socialization of the
young. (Kandiyoti 382)
The overarching apathy of the western critics gave
rise to the formulation of new ideologies of third
world feminism which questioned the othering
and peripheral existence of women in literary discourses. They successfully elude the existing
patterns of gender norms and search for new modes
of conceptuality. It was a new paradigm shift and
hence assumed different configurations in
accordance with racial, class, and cultural variations.
Reaffirming to Spivak who considers that the
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agency of change is located in the insurgent or the
subaltern, the writers from the third world countries
generate power from their victimization. It was not
uncommon for the Indian feminists to fall back to
the paradigms formulated by the British and
American feminisms. However, there was a total
rejection of the Western ideologies which
homogenized women as subjects of analysis. With
the wider participation of women of colour
influenced by post-colonialism, there was a reconceptualization of the parameters of feminism
and they sought to “decentre the Western female
subject by focusing on the specifics of their own
marginal positions within Eurocentric cultures”
(Pandurang 93).
The writers who had relocated to different
geographical locations following India’s independence disseminated their experience which is
analysed by Edward Said, an intellectual and
postcolonial literary critic in his article “The Public
Role of Writers and Intellectuals” (2002). He
emphazises the role of a writer in “testifying to a
country’s or a region’s experience, thereby giving
that experience a public identity forever inscribed
in the global discursive agenda” (Said 27) there was
a tremendous increase in the writing of narratives
by women who have crossed geographical
boundaries. Authors like Kamala Markandaya,
Ruth Prabhavar Jabwala, Anita Desai, Kiran Desai,
Bharati Mukherjee, Jhumpa Lahiri, Chitra Banerjee
Divakaruni and the Indian writers from the
Caribbean such as Peggy Mohan, Ramabai Espinet,
Lekshmi Persuad, Shaani Mootoo contributed
heavily to the narratives about the life and
conditions of women in society. The diasporic
women writer represents the diasporic discourse
which propounds a different perspective of reality
through a gendered outlook. They have to negotiate
multiple affiliations based on their gender, race,
ethnicity, colour, sexual orientation and minority
status and have been successful in representing the
realities of migration.

An influential scholar of Women’s Studies, Gender,
and Sexuality, Inderpal Grewal points out the
upsurge of women writing as a result of their
knowledge of the English language bequeathed as
part of their colonial legacy. The women who were
able to read and write in English chipped in their
share which consequently paved way for the
development of diasporic writings. An increasing
number of third world writers who have migrated
to the west resulted in the formation of a genre of
writing exclusively for women and the past few
years have witnessed a tremendous proliferation in
literary production by the women writers of the
diaspora which now constitute a major segment in
the diasporic literature. Naidu comments that these
women writers who belong to the Indian diaspora
negotiates between tradition and modernity and
discards conventional beliefs (Naidu 268-391).
Women writers of the Indian diaspora have gained
a reputation in the international literary arena. They
may be immigrants ferrying across their homeland
and émigré country, maybe descendants from other
countries whose fore-fathers have uprooted to new
settlements or naturalized citizens of Indian origin
who have been living there for many years. Such
writers actively produced works that catered to the
taste of the reading public as well as major publishing houses to establish themselves as writers of
fine quality. They received praises and recognition
from critics and academics alike which increased
their fame and popularity. They wrote prose
narratives like short-story, fiction, autobiography
and memoir with common thematical traits of
diasporic belonging. Though they belong to
different phases of migration, these writers are
“mainly concerned with this paradox: the tension
between homeland and diasporic locations, between
the local and the global, and between the modern
and the traditional, often resulting in the subversion and dismantling of these binarisms” (Naidu
372).
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Writers like Anita Desai, Kamala Markandaya,
Bharati Mukherjee, who belonged to the first
generation of diasporic writers before the advent
of globalization, wrote on how cultural ambivalence affected the psyche of immigrants. While
they focussed on the themes of isolation, the second
generation writers like Anjana Apachanna, Ramabai
Espinet, Shani Mottoo, Jhumpa Lahiri, Meena
Alexander, Meera Syal, Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni,
Sunetra Gupta promulgated and popularized the
concept of homeland and accepts the cultural
ambivalence confounded by their predecessors.
Their writing witnessed the evolution of an
independent individual - socially as well as
economically, steadily developing an identity in the
new world which they encounter every day. They
analyzed and rewrote historiographies and
constructed a position within the dominant
discourse. The works of literature of these women
writers are dynamic which accentuates different
aesthetics whether literary or cultural. They
“describe and define experiences” and formulates
“new narratives” (Swartz 517).
The women writers raise their concerns through the
medium of literature and emphasize and negotiate
their position in the larger theoretical framework.
Does the women writers challenge or intimidate
male canon is a crucial matter of concern among
the writers of the diaspora? While the majority of
the male writers dominated the literary arena,
women writers were under appreciated or their
works were undervalued by society. This scene
slowly began to change with the escalation of
several women writers who secured a prominent
position in the diaspora and their works gained
immediate popularity. Narratives on diasporic
literature essentially a deconstruction of the voice
of national identity and propagates assimilationist
ideologies. The women writers have emphasized the
value of personal relations, emotional bonding to
explore the consciousness of the immigrants. The
analytical study of these narratives often proposes

the character’s relationship to the culture they have
left behind and the present one or the culture they
have assimilated now. It also questions the idea of
whether these narratives focus on the portrayal of
women who are liberated or marginalized.
An oft-quoted line by the Indian American poet
Meena Alexander aptly explains the precarious
position of women writers. She describes the
diasporic experience as “I am, a woman cracked by
multiple migrations, uprooted so many times she
can connect nothing with nothing” (Alexander 3)
which has become the characteristic feature of the
Indian diaspora. These writers critically engage in
questions regarding the role of women in diasporic
communities, how gender has become capricious
regarding race, religion, and language; how women
negotiate their identity in the contested third spaces;
how they recreate and reformulate their roles in
adapting and establishing a traditional culture
within the four walls of domesticity; how they juggle
their traditional roles as housewife or mother while
tackling serious problems of gender inequality and
wage differences at workplace.
The first generations of writers who felt alienated
in the host country wrote about their existential
quandaries and were apprehensive of depicting
characters that were not Indian enough in their
writing. However, moving on to the new writers of
the diaspora Jasbir Jain correctly puts that as we
look at the works of women writers in the first
decade of the twenty first century, the shift in the
feminist vision is more detectable. They have moved
from the subjective to a larger social canvas, crossed
over to positions that empathize with the vulnerability of all human beings irrespective of gender,
are less inhibited about sexual lives, and have
acquired a new sense of subject hood.
Immigration is a global phenomenon and it could
generate diaspora literature, which is diversely
significant. It is somehow a new literature com-
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prising new narratives of travel, dislocation, displacement, uprootedness, and angst for identity,
home, and ways of life. The stories projects the lives
of immigrants, the cross-cultural migratory
patterns, idea of homeland, callous journeys
undertook spatial dislocation, racial discrimination,
and linguistic obscurity. Much of the literature
produced earlier focussed on the struggles of
displaced ethnic communities, whereas the recent
body of literature by writers of Indian heritage
glorify transmigration in their narratives. Their
novels are literary expressions of the Cultural
Revolution and transformation. Unlike the earlier
writers who spoke of religious intolerance and
discrimination, these writers treated little
acknowledged things that are part of the day to day
life.
Women writers of the diaspora have dealt
excessively with issues regarding identity and
belonging in literary traditions predominated by
male writers. Their works which mainly constitute
novels, short stories, poems and autobiography
offer new formulations for the long-established and
habitual definitions of gender, sexuality, career, and
family that they have taken along their journey as
writers of the diaspora. Through their creative
responses, they have contributed immensely to the
genre of diasporic literature and have become the
har-bingers of women’s agency and voice in the
diasporic context. They have strived hard to create
and redefine concepts of individual and communal
identity through an interplay of class, race, gender,
and sexuality through the medium of creative
writing.
But, the Western feminist ideologies cast the third
world group as homogenized “singular, monolithic” and the women as representative of an
“ahistorical, universal unity” (Mohanty 17, 31) based
on subordination. The emerging socio-political
conditioning of the modern world has redefined the
homogenization of South Asian feminism and

emancipates it from being represented as purely
exotic. bell hooks refer to this exotic representation
as “commodification of difference” (hooks 21) It is
oft-quoted that Indian women are the “most prolific
of the contemporary South-Asian women writers”
(Lau 238). They transcend conventional literary
ideologies and norms to create a woman-centered
space to freely communicate their ideas and notions.
They choose a larger canvas to make the readers
comprehend the idea of diasporic experience. “The
narratives shifted to analyzing how gender shapes
both the material experience of migration and the
ways in which diaspora is conceived and represented in gendered terms” (Pande 6). Since the voice
of women writers was subsumed, their relative
success in the process of migration went unnoticed.
The “complexities and complicities” (Ponsanzei 13)
of migrant voices and integral factors such as
conflicting politics of home, tradition, sexism,
restriction of female sexuality, marriage, miscegenation are explored by these writers. These
writers were able to craft a position within the inbetween spaces which according to Bhabha “is often
perilous and marginalizing” (Ponzansei 17). The
writers continually foreground the need to devise
new narratives and strategies that would eventually
lead them to communicate their thoughts and
experiences to the global audience. Each of these
writers visualizes the concept of diaspora
differently. For some, it may be a cultural or literary
aesthetic and for others, it may be a lived in
experience. They do not merely assimilate to the
host culture, but actively participate to reshape and
restructure within the ideological, political, social
and cultural context in which they are a part of.
Unlike the first generation writers who lamented
over the lost past and their fixed roots, the next
generations writers are innovative enough to mix
themselves with the host culture to create narratives
that are fluid and flexible. Many a writers and critics
opine the need to shed the cultural baggage that
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ties them to the past or according to the words of
Rushdie, should stop “straddling between two
cultures” (Imaginary Homelands) and free
themselves from traditional constraints. They
formulate a bicultural perceptive which incorporates diverse resonances of diasporic experiences.
The writers who occupy in-between spaces
articulate “newly changed, merged, differently
focused perspective on their adoptive cultures and
their position as writers with multiple roots in the
history of several cultures” (Ponzansei 9). They
create a kind of literature where characters are
shaped by their experiences of migration and they
write “with a sense of attempting to make their
individual voices heard over a cacophony of long
standing stereotypes and expectations” (Lau 252).
One of the major focuses of the literature of the
[Indian] diaspora has been the issues regarding
their complex existence, identity - both personal and
cultural. Ajay Kumar Sahoo comments that immigrants face problems of identity during the initial
time of settlement because their language, religion,
race are all different compared to the host society.
Trinh Min Ha in her article “Not You/Like You:
Postcolonial Women and the Interlocking Questions
of Identity and Difference” (1997) explicates that
women are in search of a unique identity. “The
search for an identity is… usually a search for that
lost, pure, true, real, genuine, original, authentic
self, often situated within a process of elimination
of all that is considered other, superfluous, fake,
corrupted, or Westernized” (Minh-ha 415) these
women narrate from a cultural perspective which
is intrinsic to them and they authoritatively talk
about habitual experiences where she is speaking
of herself and her history to which she becomes an
authority (417). Roger Bromley, a post colonial
cultural critic, whose study on the postcolonial
subject’s representation in literature points out
that:

…narratives are mostly produced by
women and shaped by what might be called
biculturalism in the sense that they are born
of two worlds (or more), expressions of
marginalisation which emerge from
migrant experience and cultural border
zones: plural and fractured voices, multiple
personalities struggling with placelessness
and the rootedness of old, hollowed-out
belongings. (Bromley 4)
In the book Women Crossing Boundaries (1999) Olivia
Espin makes observations of the writing of migrant
women and declares that the psychology of
migration affects the individual psyche of the
writers as “they manage to survive and emerge from
emotional struggle” (Espin 10). She further
concludes by saying that equal importance should
be given to the socio-cultural as well as psychological aspects of the development of individual
identity of the migrant women writers. Women have
become the catalyst of social change and interestingly they turn away from the fixed entities of
nostalgia and a desire for one root and focus more
on the contesting multi cultural space. They defend
the authoritarian critique of women being a cultural
and ideological composite and therefore constantly
in pursuit of opportunities for self discovery and
reformation of womanhood which can revolutionize
the mainstream discourse.
Twenty first century women authors have progressed beyond their peripheral existence and they
have earned commendation for their investigation
into the female experiences. Many writers have
become popular globally by winning prestigious
literary awards as well as their books belonging to
the bestselling category. The expanded opportunity
they receive due to their expatriate status motivates
them to experiment further on the universalisation
of fluid and shifting identities of Indian women. The
autonomy experienced by the Indian women or the
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pan-Indian status enjoyed by them projected
through their literary narratives envisions the
transformative nature of the Indian diaspora.
Anthologies on South Asian women’s writing
deliberates on the autonomy of women’s experience
in the transnational world and such works focuses
on the liberation of women and gender equality in
the diasporic location.
Indo Caribbean Feminist Thought: Genealogies,
Theories and Enactments (2016) edited by Gabrielle
Jamela Hosien and Lisa Outer is a seminal work
which compiles work by several authors to explore
the trail of Caribbean feminist scholarship and
practice. Our Feet Walk the Sky: Women of the South
Asian Diaspora (1993) is a compilation which
examines the subjectivity of South Asian immigrant
women in the US, how these women position
themselves in their respective community, within
wider framework of national and international
socio-economic and political systems which
influence women’s lives in diasporic spaces. The
political as well as the creative sensibilities of the
women of colour are well represented in this
anthology and the Asian women are depicted as
independent and strong who questions the gender
and power imbalance between men and women.
South Asian Women in the Diaspora (2003) edited by
Nirmal Puwar and Parvati Raghuram is another
anthology which brings out the South Asian women
from the contested space of power relations. The
writers who have contributed to this anthology
records different experiences of migration discusses
the role of woman in diasporic discourses pertaining
to academics, socio-political environment, entrepreneurs, social activists, mothers, wives and
daughters, victims of rape and queer individuals.
In Transnational Asian American Literature: Sites and
Transits (2006) explains the collective body of Asian
American literature, Geok et al describes how
different ethnic migrant groups irrespective of their
transmigratory experience, ethno linguistic diver-

sity has churned out Asian American imagination
in literary studies.
Several other books, such as Global South Asians:
Introducing the Modern Diaspora (2007) by Judith
Brown, The Routledge Handbook of the South Asian
Diaspora (2013) edited by Joya Chatterji and David
Washbrook, and South Asians in the Diaspora edited
by Knut Jacobsen and P. Pratap Kumar also have
contributed to the field of diaspora studies. These
theorists have thoroughly investigated this area
from various vantage points in connection with,
history, religion, anthropology and contemporary
social, political and cultural relations. Moreover,
they have provided valuable insights as to how
South Asia has been stimulus in various aspects of
social, political, literature, the personal and cultural
space transversely. The abundance of information
and research on the South Asian diaspora has been
significant in understanding the representation of
the idea of homeland v/s host land in the works on
diaspora.
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The present paper attempts to analyze the cultural and political site of
body as text, through the articulation of which, Mira Bai, a woman mystic
of the Bhakti Movement in India, attempts to attain the transcendent state
of mystical union and thereby, subverts the patriarchal norms and values
of the society in which she lived. The woman mystic constructs a counter
- hegemonic discourse through the articulation of the body. The female
body reinscribes, on itself, new cultural and political significations.

Keywords: Body, Text, Woman Mystic Poet, Articulation, Subversion, Patriarchy,
Jouissance, and Counter Hegemonic Discourse.
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ody has been a culturally and politically constructed site upon which a
plethora of meanings has been
inscribed by those who wield the
power in a given culture. The multiple significations imposed upon a body have helped the
dominant, in the dissemination and maintenance
of the ideologies and thereby, the repression of
those in the margins. According to Michel
Foucault, “The body is the inscribed surface of
events (traced by language and dissolved by
ideas), the locus of a dissociated Self (adopting
the illusion of a substantial unity), and a volume
in perpetual disintegration” (148). Thus, the body
has been a polyphonic existence through which
knowledge and discourses of power have been
constructed and propagated. Elizabeth Grosz
writes in her Volatile Bodies, “Far from being an
inert, passive, non-cultural and a historical term,
the body may be seen as the crucial term, the site
of contestation, in a series of economic, political,
sexual and intellectual struggles” (19).
The culturally constructed bodies themselves
have turned out to be the weapons of subversion
used by the so called Other to embark their
resistance and protest against the dictates of the
powerful mainstream and thereby, to redefine
and reconstruct their subjectivities. The Other
began to reinscribe the meanings engraved upon
their culturally constructed bodies and thus,
began to topple down the values and ideologies
deemed as normal and universal. As Elizabeth
Grosz writes in her essay, “Inscriptions and Bodymaps: Representations of the Corporeal,” “As
well as being the site of knowledge power, the
body is thus a site of resistance, for it exerts
recalcitrance, and always entails the possibility
of a counter strategic reinscription, for it is
capable of being self marked, self represented in
alternative ways” (55).

Female body and its elements of sexuality and
desires have been problematic for the patriarchal
society throughout the ages. As patriarchy has
been apprehensive of the essential power of the
female body and its attributes, the patriarchy has
always tried to portray the female body as
“grotesque” and the male body as “classical” as
Mikhail Bakhtin would term them. Male body has
been considered as the norm and the female body
has been relegated to an inferior status and has
been deemed deviant from the norm. In the
Cartesian dualistic terms, the secondary status
accorded to the body has made the patriarchy to
equate women with body and its ‘profane’ and
‘derogatory’ realms. Women equated with
corporeality, have not been considered worthy
of attaining the superconscious realm. Transcendence and mystical union have been denied
to women by the patriarchally structured
institutions of religions.
As a site of “counter strategic reinscription,”
female body has been a major trope in almost all
the mystical literatures by women. Women
mystics and their inevitable reciprocity with their
bodies and the attributes and experiences in
connection with their bodies have been necessary
for them to reach the transcendent state of
mystical union. Through their mystical literatures, they attempt at writing down their bodies
and the experiences in connection with their
bodies. As Caroline Walker Bynum has reiterated, “female spirituality was essentially somatic” (182). Mystical literatures by women can be
understood only if their literary texts are located
and read in the vast cultural contexts of their
articulations of the female bodies and the
experiences related to the female bodies. The
contexts of the female body, the elements and
experiences in connection with the female body,
thereby, become the texts themselves, through the
mapping of which they establish their agency
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and, thus, subvert and redefine the norms
established by the patriarchal religious establishments. This has been a counter hegemonic
act and a creation of a counter hegemonic discourse on the part of the women mystics around
the world. To quote Laurie Finke, “the discourse
of the female mystic was constructed out of the
disciplines designed to regulate the female body,
and it is paradoxically, through these disciplines
that the mystic consolidated her power…” (29).
The reconstruction of the discourses of knowledge and power through a reinscription of the
cultural and political engravings done on the
female body can be seen in the mystical love lyrics
of Mira Bai (c. 1498- c. 1546), who belonged to
the Bhakti Movement of India. The gendered
female body of the woman mystic, Mira Bai longs
to be in communion with the gendered male body
of her Divine Lover, Lord Krishna. Through her
powerful poems of love towards her beloved
Lord, she attempts to write about her body and
its experiences of sexuality, longings and desires,
quite unconventional in an age which has not
deemed it worthy of women to express her body
and its experiences. The sexual and erotic
imagery as well as the images of sexual union
described in terms of bridal mysticism are indeed
an articulation and assertion of the female body
and its subjectivity.
Mira Bai writes:
…Shyam smiles
And gazes at my body with His lustrous
eyes.
His eyebrows are the bow,
And His side-long glances the arrows
Which strike against my heart
(7).
The image of the arrows and Krishna’s glances
are reminiscent of Kamadeva, the God of Love

and Desire (a parallel to Cupid, the Roman God,
and Eros, the Greek God). The female body
succumbs to the erotic desire awakened within.
Mira Bai is “utterly charmed by Mohan’s beauty,
/ His beautiful body, His lotus petal eyes, / His
side- long glances, His gentle smiles” (Mira Bai
11). The bodily desire, the ecstatic and enraptured state that the woman mystic is wrapped
in, are sacrilegious acts in the vocabulary of the
patriarchally constructed language of mysticism.
Yudit Kornberg Greenberg in his recent study on
the relationship of body and religion writes, “The
theory of erotic rasa, while couched in worldly
terms of passionate sexual metaphors, is nevertheless a spiritual experience that is integral to
the path of devotion” (49).
The articulation of the female body through its
awakening of desire is subversion to the Freudian
concept of the “lack’ in female body. This is
indeed a celebration of the experiences of the
female body. Luce Irigaray in her essay “Divine
Women” asserts, “We women, sexed according
to our gender, lack a God to share and to become.
Defined as the often dark, even occult mothersubstance of the world of men, we are in need of
our subject, our substantive, our word, our
predicates:… our basic rhythm, our morphological identity, our generic incarnation, our
genealogy” (71). The woman mystic by subverting the cultural and political constructions of
the female body, tries to reconstruct and assert
the subjectivity of the female body. Female body,
which has been, hitherto, inscribed with derogatory and profane meanings by the patriarchy,
attains sublime and sacred meanings, thereby
deconstructing the significations accorded to it.
The female body becomes a site of newly inscribed cultural and political significations.
Mira Bai is enamoured by the beauty of
her Beloved:
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My eyes drink in the nectar

The jouissance enjoyed by a woman mystic is

And do not blink.

subtly portrayed by Mira Bai. She regarded Lord
Krishna as her own Lord in life, even though she

Attracted by the lotus- petal beauty of His
brows,
…. Mira is thrilled by the beauty of the
Lord
Of the courtly Giridhara, dressed as a
dancer (10).
Patriarchy has never accepted and tolerated the
love stricken and intoxicated state of a woman
and her bodily desires. Such a woman has been
regarded as deviant and abnormal by the
patriarchal forces. Religious establishments and
structures have always regarded with contempt
and tried to penalize and punish women who
have deviated from the significations assigned
to the female body.
Mira Bai is ready to sacrifice herself before the
Divine Lover, her “Body, mind, wealth and all”
(Mira Bai 11) unto Lord Giridhara. Her “worldly
shame has fled” (12) from her. She writes:
My thirsty eyes do not waver.
They drink in every atom of His body,
Ranging with anxious longing
From head to toe (13).
In her extreme longing for the sexual union with
her male Beloved, Mira invites Lord Krishna to
the bridal chamber:
Come to the pavilion, O my King,
I have spread a bed
Made of delicately selected buds and
blossoms,
And have arrayed myself in bridal garb
From head to toe….
Come, grant me Thy sight at once
(151).

was married to Prince Bhoj Raj of Chittor. She
sings that “She is dissolved in Shyam” (Mira Bai
200). The ultimate mystical union translated in
terms of sexual union can be seen in the following
lines:
My love for Shyam has set in,
And my eyes have known
The joy of His sight.
O my companion,
I arrayed myself in full adornment,
And the Beloved came running to meet
me.
I have chosen no miserable
bridegroom…
Krishna has requited my love… (201).
The nuances of female jouissance described in the
lines, in fact, reveal a subversion of the patriarchal
values which have never expected women to feel
the bliss of jouissance. The female body tries to
claim its own share of jouissance which has been
considered a male privilege. The female experience of the jouissance has its own essential
nature. The bliss of jouissance enjoyed by the
woman mystic transcends the Lacanian and even
Cixous’ definitions of jouissance. It is beyond the
“supplementary jouissance” of the female body
as Lacan has termed it and the jouissance experienced in the ecriture feminine form of writing
as Helene Cixous has termed it. The women
mystics through the centuries have tried to
redefine jouissance in terms of the bliss they have
experienced through the expression of the female
body and its empirical wisdom. It is a state
beyond the stage of a semiotic order of things and
which is fully developed and articulated.
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The reading of the love lyrics of Mira Bai shows
a redefinition of the discourses of spirituality
which have been defined by male experiences. A
reconstruction of spirituality has to include
female spirituality which is inevitably connected
to the experiences of the female body. The
articulation of the female body and its experiences thereby create new significations to the
knowledge and discourses of the body. Female
body reinscribes, on itself, new meanings and
significations. The female body itself performs
as the text in the subversive and counter
hegemonic discourse.
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Food is considered as a part of people’s interaction and communication. It assumes a prominent space
in the recent literary discourse. Food as a part of culture studies gained a lot of importance in
interdisciplinary research. It has been abundantly used in the fiction by the writers of post-colonial
literature. So it is also essential to validate how food has become the necessary aspect in the construction
of the identity of diasporic immigrants. Food plays a vital role in the culture and in the religion of a
country. Culinary habits help the immigrants to keep their nostalgia on the alien soil. Sandeepa Mukherjee
Datta’s fiction Those Delicious Letters contains famous twelve recipes followed by Bengalis for each month
in a cultural and religious occasion which brings nostalgia. So this study analyzes food as a catalyst that
helps one to get back his/her memory, and through food motherland’s culture is passed to generations.
Here food serves as a best example for problematizing identity.

Keywords: Food, Identity, Nostalgia, Memory, Seasons, and Culture.
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When we talk about food, we are, then, in
the midst of a rich and complex mosaic of
languages, grammar, narratives, discourses and traditions, all of which are
tightly intermeshed. In this binding they
overlap and even ‘contradict’ each other
(Montoya 7).
ood is not just an alimentary but is an
element in artistic creation since the
very beginning of writing. Terry
Eagleton in “Edible Ecriture” asserts
that, “if there is one sure thing about food, it is
that it is never just food. Like the post-structuralist text, food is endlessly interpretable” (204).
Jane Frugtneit implies that “basically food is
necessary to live but it is not necessary in literature. It is there, then for quite a different reason”
(303). Food criticism provides the way for researchers to find out the probable concealed meanings in routine life. It is important to know that
how food is related in literary work. In Literature
and Food Studies Amy L. Tigner asserts that:

F

As works of literature interacts with food
in its various stages—agricultural, culinary and alimentary – they often traverse
the boundaries between the intimate and
the social as well as the microscopic and
the planetary, a capacity that arguably
defines the literary (1).
The prominent key thinkers in food studies in
their work Food and Culture: A Reader, instills the
importance of food in daily life and also in
academic researchers:
Food touches everything. Food is the
foundation of every economy. It is a
central pawn in political strategies of
states and households. Food marks social
differences, boundaries, bonds and
contradictions. Eating is an endlessly
evolving enactment of gender, family and

community relationships… Food is life
and life can be studied through food…
Food is both a scholarly concern and a
real-life concern (1).
In classical literature food and drinks has its roots
in symbolism. As the attributers of Gods and
Goddesses they have appeared in mythology.
Grapes are often compared to Bacchus, the God
of wine and Goddess Ceres is associated with
corn/wheat. God Venus represents desire.
Geoffrey Chaucer’s The Canterbury Tales, among
one of the foundational literary works in English
literature has the symbolism of food. The pilgrims
play a game of food and then narrate a story of
hope that is blessed with a special meal. The
Elizabethan playwright Shakespeare’s plays are
replete with food symbolism and quotes.
“Unique meals make ill digestions” (The Comedy
of Errors), “good wine is a good familiar creature”
(Othello). He uses much more food sequences to
describe his characters in most of his plays.
Herman Melville dedicated an entire chapter for
food in Moby Dick: “It was made of small juicy
clams, scarcely bigger than hazel nuts, mixed
with pounded ship biscuit, and salted pork cut
up into little flakes; the whole enriched with
butter, and plentifully seasoned with pepper and
salt” (73).
Food and eating practices has been promoted by
Lewis Carroll in his Alice in Wonderland:
Eat! she shouted, banging her thigh with
the riding-crop. If I tell you to eat, you
will eat! you wanted cake! You stole cake!
And now you have got cake! What’s
more, you’re going to eat it! You do not
leave this platform and nobody leaves
this hall until you have eaten the entire
cake that is sitting there in front of you!
Do I make myself clear, Bogtrotter? Do
you get my meaning? (96).
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Food not only carries a simple role of an image

Shuba and Sameer are a couple in USA who lives

or a symbol but also become as important part of

with their two daughters. Shuba is obsessed with
food. Even for her birthday she is not interested

the plot. Thus it drives the story with some
interesting twists in the plot. Food is more like
an additional character which elevates the overall
atmosphere of the fictional world. There are so
many references to food in literature which is
impossible to recount. It is important to look at
food references which shape the theme of the

in surprises whereas her only interest is food. Her
thoughts are like this “cakes? Yes! ... surprise?
No, thank you”(3). She could well connect to her
mother country with the taste of food, that is
“though I must confess the food at the party
yesterday was damn good… just plain old

story.

Bengali; but so lip smacking good and delicious”
(5). Although she turned thirty nine she didn’t

Food is not just a trivial in literature, it connects

have an identity of her own. On her birthday
she finds her life perfect and experiences the kind

fictional world to the real world. In literature food
criticism sheds light on various issues such as
culture, class, ethnicity, gender, status, memory,

of joy one would get when one bites into a perfect
kheer kodom and discover the juicy part inside”

emotions and desire. Descriptions of food have

(6).

functioned in diverse and also in paradoxical
ways:
Literary works, particularly in writing by
women. Food is seen as a cultural signifier that could be a source of empower-

Though Shuba lives on the alien soil, she could
connect to her culture, memory and finds her
identity through traditional foods. In Those
Delicious Letters Shuba receives a letter for each
month describing each season, its weather

powerlessness and domination on the

condition, food and the tradition along with it.
In Literature and Food Studies Tigner explains all

other, of bonding as well as of separation,

the above factors, they are:

ment and control on the one hand of

as a form of resistance to assimilation and
at the same time a nostalgic longing for
a lost world; in short it could define one’s
identity in positive and negative complex
and complicated ways (Maini 157).
As the above quote suggests it is necessary to
recount the reference, food studies has in the
diasporic context. The most prominent writer
Jhumpa Lahiri’s short story collection Interpreter
of Maladies. Another writer who is taken up for
the study is Sandeepa Mukherjee Datta and her
debut novel Those Delicious Letters which has
insights on gender, culture, status, tradition,
seasons, nostalgia, memory, and identity that are
inextricably connected with food criticism.

The seasons have long influenced what
and when different cultures eat. in turn
cultural histories of food emerge partly
from both seasonal patterns and human
interventions in those patterns. The
seasons historically have dictated possible
times for sowing and reaping, and the
time of the year thus affects the agricultural production as well as food preservation in different parts of the world (17).
To start with Bengali’s culture, the writer starts
the chapter with Poila Boishakh, Bengali’s New
Year and their authentic recipe attached with
Didan’s letter. “I am sending you blessed flower
from the Goddess’ feet” (14). This shows their
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respect and belief on their religion. Although
Shuba stays away from India, she still respects
her religion. Those dried flowers stand as a
symbol of culture. “Moni, do you celebrate Poila
Boishakh in US? Or do you say Bengali New
year?” (14). This quote represents the native’s
concern on the loss of culture. “So, in the
meanwhile, I will send you my special recipes –
what I remember from my memory. That way my
legacy will live with you” (16). This quote
suggests that the grandmother wishes to protect
her culture by sharing the recipes along with her
lives’ precious incidents to the next generation.
“As I fold the letter, my stomach rumbles and I
feel this teeny shard of pain not having Dida
around” (17). Shuba’s memory has been kindled
by the recipes and rituals mentioned in the letter.
This letter was actually written for Sameer. But
the mention of authentic recipes can bring
nostalgia even to Shuba herself.
“Piyu and Riya need to know their traditions. If
that can happen by deep frying Kochuri in my
kitchen, be it” (19). As Piyu and Riya are born in
US they are not familiar with Indian culture or
its rich flavoured recipes. So after reading Didan’s
letter Shuba is determined to teach her children
Indian culture by preparing authentic flavoured
Bengali recipes in her kitchen. “Sameer gulps his
oatmeal” (33). This shows not only the difference
between routine life and emotions but also cultural values attached with traditional recipes.
“I make myself one more cup of tea. This time I
let the water come to full boil and steep my Earl
Grey for full three minutes. I take down my
favourite mug,… pour out the tea and add a
teaspoon of sugar”(34). Shuba resigned her
corporate job to look after the family and so her
mornings would always be busy working for
others. She has no time for herself. She sweeps
aside her stress by making a tea for herself. Here
we realize that food is deeply attached with
human emotions.

“I feel bare, stripped, sinking. Scared, I try to run
through my mind looking for a common interest
for myself” (35). After her thirty nineth birthday
celebration she feels that there is no particular
identity for her, except doing chores for her
family. She is searching for her identity through
everything and then receives those anonymous
letters with traditional recipes. These recipes
unravel a new world of nostalgic memories. She
could get back her nostalgic moments with
various food in different kinds of occasions. After
her engagement with Sameer, he writes a letter
to her from US, “I ate smoked salmon today, I
don’t know if you would like it” (37). On seeing
the smoked salmon in her plate she could
remember Sameer ’s phrase in the letter very
clearly.
Seasons play an important role in food. Every
season and every ritual is associated with certain
types of food. In Those Delicious Letters Didan very
carefully mentions each type of season its rituals
and also the authentic dishes associated with that.
The month of Jaishtha is famous for mangoes.
Didan in her letter mentions, “I have already
made three kinds of achaar, one of them sweet
with jaggeery” (43). Here it is clearly visible that
season, food and culture are interlinked with each
other.
Rajat is the one who disrespects culture and he
never gives importance to Indian tradition and
its flavoured foods. He always speaks in praise
of western food and its culture. The writer
narrates two types of characters in her work persons like Didan who speak highly of Bengali
culture and trying to pass it down to next
generation and her would-be Rajat who doesn’t
value Indian culture or its values.
“My kitchen smelled like my mother’s did from
another country, many years ago” (47). Potol’r
Dolma, the dish which is famous during the
month of Jaishtha kindled Shuba’s memory. The
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traditional dish brings back the memory of her
lost mother. Tigner rightly mentions about
memory and its association with food. She insists
that:
Taste structures memory – or more
specifically, what Proust terms “involuntary memory” – but the corporeal taste
of food also compels a complex network
of associative memories that emerge out
of the narrator’s conscious or unconscious minds. Critics have often seen this
moment of taste generated memory as
key to the narrative (107).
As Tigner points out memory is associated with
taste of the food. As potol’r dolma is cooked by
Shuba, her daughter Riya asks her questions
about the Jaimoshosthi. Being a diasporic, Shuba
could only teach her children the rich culture of
Bengal by cooking the dishes associated with
each celebration.

of goat meat curry wafting through the rooms
and my mother’s turmeric stained sari as she
cooked the mangsho” (63). Here both Jai and
Shuba become nostalgic as they have just kindled
their past memory by talking about food and its
flavour.
“When it rained back home, you know what my
mother would cook? Kichuri… Kichuri is a must
on a cloudy day” (63). When Shuba hears about
Kichuri she could imagine the hologram of her
father “whenever you get chance make memories” (68). Didan mentions this in her letter that
by cooking food and by eating you can create a
lifetime of memories.
Another instance of food triggering beautiful
memories linked to the past is when she cooks
shingara. She remember her first meeting with
Sameer and recollects that they had fallen in love
because of this particular dish. She feels she has
lost that love and she cooks again not only to get
back her identitiy but also her husband’s love.

Marinate mutton, a liitle mustard oil,
some cloves of garlic in the pressure
cooker, fresh ginger and groom masala
towards the end – I could hear the words
rising from within me like bubbles in a
soda can. I couldn’t believe it was me
speaking aloud. I have hardly ever
cooked a mutton curry, but the steps like
a flow chart are embedded in my brain
from Ma’s kitchen, aeons ago (63).

“But even all my love for the delicious ilish could
not soothe the pain in my heart” (96). In the letter
Didan mentions about her marriage with Rajat.
She beautifully showcases her feelings by
comparing it with ilish fish. Didan was not happy
in marrying Rajat. Though she loves ilish fish a
lot, it could not give her any happiness. She loves
Dadu and not her husband Rajat. She feels that
she is able to identify her own self through the
description of food.

In the conversation between Jai and Shuba in
Neela’s party, Shuba recites the above mentioned
statement. The adults could discuss their Bengali
dishes in order to cherish their memory. Shuba’s
identity and her nostalgic moments are slowly
revealed through the reading of letters and by
recalling her mother’s traditional dishes. Jai also
becomes nostalgic while talking about home
cooked food. He mentions, “My childhood
Sundays were always perfumed with the smell

Family recipes are a powerful medium through
which you pass on your culture and traditions.
“It always feels like a privilege to eat a spoonful
of Clarie’s great grandmother’s lava cake, as if I
am eating some precious antique, steeped in age
and stories as it passed from one generation to
the next” (103). So Clarie’s lava cake serves as
another example which strongly describes that
culture can be passed through next generation
by authentic recipes.
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In order to show her individuality Subha decides
to write a book with the help of letters and traditional recipes. She strongly believes that
writing a book would give her an identitiy rooted
to her culture.
Meanwhile the letter carry the incidents of
Didan’s sorrowful moments in her life. Didan is
married to Rajat. Though Rajat never shows any
interest in marrying her. It is for her family’s sake
she marries Rajat. Yet she continues her studies
as she knows education will someday help her
to realise her individuality and will give her
courage to confess her true feelings towards
Dadu.
“I was not served meat or fish” (218), after Rajat’s
fake death, Didan became the object of sympathy. She is not allowed to eat meat and she is
not allowed in any kind of socialization. “Aunt
suggested that I should shave my head” (219),
although she is compelled to shave her head, she
is determined to free herself from these shackles
and decides to become a school teacher. Later she
marries Dadu who is her true love. These letters
become an inspiration for Shuba to live with her
individuality and find a solution for her identity
crisis.
In recent times food has become an object of
interest and research in academics. In contemporary popular culture food has become the
representation of individuality in social groups.

This research attempts to delve into the connection between food, culture, identity in Sandeepa
Mukherjee Datta’s Those Delicious Letters. Furthermore, it explores the relation between literary
studies and food. This paper also analyses the
gender roles and the politics of food in our
mundane life.
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Human rights is a major concern in a world that seeks to undermine the natural rights of a human
being even as major social changes occur at various levels. The existence of this contradiction points to
the need for a deeper understanding of the nature of society. The working of a political society,
particularly in postcolonial contexts is based on the notion that upholds the rights of man as of paramount
significance. But this equation changes in the case of a totalitarian rule or military despotism. Death
and life-threatening experiences become the hallmark of such kinds of societies. Domination of one
particular group jeopardises the very nature of gender equations, showing an inclination towards
exclusion and marginalisation that threatens to break down the pluri-dimensional pattern of society. It
is therefore imperative to analyse the positionality of women in similar situations that demands a
comprehensive view of the gender question. Ethical concerns focusing on gender clearly should pave
the way for a brighter future where discrimination on the basis of gender will not divide humanity. The
argument of this paper is that the gender bias that exists in society today is the culmination of centuries
of neglect and ignorance about the potential of the female self. What is required is an optimistic
perspective among women which enables them to rise above the concept of the mere female subject.
This realization forms the core of Isabel Allende’s novel Of Love and Shadows that depicts a postcolonial
nation battling its demons.

Keywords: Postcolonial Society, Human Rights, Gender Bias, Military Despotism,
The Female Self, Ethical Concerns, and Third World Nation.
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H

uman consciousness has the ambiguous nature of keeping acts within
the limits of reason as well as to extend
itself beyond sane thoughts giving rise
to reprehensible acts that shake the very foundations of practical logic. History is witness to
numerous incidents like the two World Wars, the
Nazi holocaust as well as atrocities against the
marginalised people in various countries. In
every nation different forms of governmental
control exist apparently with the intention of
social welfare and progress. The notion of
welfare, social and individual, rests on the
solidity of the type of rule that is followed. The
systems of governance that were established in
Latin America after the Spanish conquest
reiterated the hegemony of the male whereas
their female counterparts were relegated to their
traditional duties as wives, mothers, daughters
and care-givers. The colonial framework paved
the way for political societies that lacked
innate knowledge as to how the responses and
resistance to colonialism could be adequately
formulated into a model of progress for the
respective nations. As the noted cultural critic and
anthropologist Arjun Appadurai points out,
nations work on the framework of several terms
like freedom, liberty and the master word
democracy. Every political society revolves
around a set of principles that allow it to alter
the existing order of things and bring about a
productive change. But the pertinent question
remains as to the extent such a constructive
change is brought into effect. The elementary
concept of the rights of man still lingers within
the temporal dimensions of nationhood. The
present spatial configuration of the societal
structures calls for a negotiation among all the
people who inhabit a particular nation. It is in
such a context that the oppressive sites of
domination and exploitation based on gender,
race and class can be viewed from a postcolonial
perspective. The prevalence of violence, rape and

brutality, so specific in the cases of women and
children is a reminder of the fact that the human
self is using its capacity for annihilation even
when peace is brokered in certain other regions.
Political oppression is seen in every nation,
irrespective of the form of government. In a
democracy secular ideals and fundamental rights
will be upheld, but in the case of military despotism, tyranny and totalitarianism, democratic
values have no bearing. A close look at such
systems reveal many things about the nature of
the concerned rulers and also the ruled. In ancient
times, privileges were enjoyed by the monarch
who was the sovereign ruler. Power was later
managed by the people. Power can take diverse
forms. Concentration of power in one individual
or a group of individuals took the form of movements and parties. In colonial times, power was
enjoyed by one nation. Europe dominated the
course of history at one point of time and enjoyed
absolutism over its colonies. The East/West
dichotomy takes as its starting point, the desire
of Europe to exercise absolute control over the
other regions of the world, which lacked the
authority to assert themselves. Postcolonial
societies went ahead with the concept of
democracy while tyrannical rule and military
despotism also prevailed. In a society ruled by
the military, the possibilities of free and logical
thinking will be controlled. Controlling mechanisms and surveillance strategies abound as the
junta does not trust the people. In such a situation
it is worthwhile to analyse the psyche of the
common man – how far he or she is aware of the
limits imposed on the society and the strategies
of resistance that rise above the curtailment
practised on the common man.
This paper is a study of the novel Of Love and
Shadows by the Chilean-American writer, Isabel
Allende and it attempts to focus on the strategies
of the military to keep the people under its control

123456789012345678901234567890121234567890123456789012345678901212345678901234567890123456789012123456789012345678901234567890121234567890123456789012345678901
123456789012345678901234567890121234567890123456789012345678901212345678901234567890123456789012123456789012345678901234567890121234567890123456789012345678901

A Quarterly Journal

Teresian Journal of English Studies, January - March 2021, Volume XIII, Issue I

58

1234567890123456789012345678901212345678901234567890123456789012123456789012345678901234567890121234567890123456789012345678901212345678901234567890123456789012

and the inevitable consequences of despotic rule,
a deep kind of self-awareness that pursues truth
and rips apart the boundaries that conceal
persecution, repression and cold-blooded
murder. The coloniality of power as traced by the
Peruvian sociologist, Anibal Quijano becomes a
matrix wherein the multi-dimensional elements
of gender, race and class intersect to reinforce the
might of the powerful.
In the context of human rights violation, the
space occupied by women is considered negligible.
This is so because violence is treated as essentialist, and within the repressed people, women
as a category lack the attention they deserve. It is
seen that power is skilfully practised by men who
dominate all kinds of repressive mechanisms. The
Argentine philosopher Maria Lugones provides
a comprehensive view of coloniality. “It is an
encompassing phenomenon, since it is one of the
axes of the system of power and as such it
permeates all control of sexual access, collective
authority, labour, subjectivity/intersubjectivity
and the production of knowledge from within
these intersubjective relations” (“Toward a
Decolonial Feminism” 751). Exclusionary
practices prevent the woman from fighting for
her rights. Gender norms have divided society.
Silence is one of the major tools used to justify
the patriarchal structures. As the French thinker
and theorist Michel Foucault says, “Silence itself
the things one declines to say, or is forbidden to
name, the discretion that is required between
different speakers-is less the absolute limit of
discourse, the other side from which it is
separated by a strict boundary, than an element
that functions alongside the things said, with
them and in relation to them within overall
strategies… There is not one but many silences,
and they are an integral part of the strategies that
underlie and permeate discourses” (The History
of Sexuality Volume 1: An Introduction 27).

In representational discourse, just as silence
becomes a mechanism of control, cynicism on the
part of the common man too helps the military
despots to keep them in check. Military despotism is removed from ideological politics and the
people do not wish for statements that generate
contempt. Of Love and Shadows presents a reality
that is bound to happen in every nation that has
slackened in the pursuit of democratic ideals.
The military, under the General have been
slaughtering innocents and the whereabouts of
those captured are unknown. Men are taken
away, never to return. This condition is representative of the degenerative diseases that has
struck society cynicism and gullibility. Irene
Beltran is an upper-class journalist who can
afford to lead a life of her choice as she is rich.
She lives a hassle-free life, indicating that there
are other young women like her who live without
thinking of the ‘real’ life outside. Only by
confronting the naked reality shall the veils in
the psyche of the common people be lifted. Irene’s
association and close bonding with Francisco
Leal, a photographer takes her to the edge of
reality. She takes the plunge and sees the truth.
The fact that the previous Socialist government
was overthrown in a military coup indicates that
the unnamed Latin American country may be
Chile, where the former President Salvador
Allende was overthrown by General Augusto
Pinochet in 1973. There are citizens like Beatriz,
Irene’s mother who has created a dream world
of her own and is cut off from reality.This is how
certain people respond to the turmoil in their
country, by escaping in to an illusory world. They
do not wish to think of the dangers involved in
defying the military. On the other hand, Allende
has beautifully depicted the common man,
particularly in the figures of Digna Ranquileo and
her daughter Evangelina. The soldiers have been
made to believe the promises of the General as is
the case with Irene’s fiancé, Gustavo Morante.
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Later Morante finds himself allied with the
victims of the regime while standing near the
bedside of the wounded Irene.
The eminent critic Hannah Arendt speaks of
mob mentality in her classic work The Origins of
Totalitarianism, “A mixture of gullibility and
cynicism had been an outstanding characteristic
of mob mentality before it became an everyday
phenomenon of masses. In an ever-changing,
incomprehensible world the masses had reached
the point where they would, at the same time,
believe everything and nothing think that
everything was possible and that nothing was
true” (402). Many families had missing members
but they did not dare to speak out. Evangelina’s
disappearance forces Irene and Francisco’s to
conduct a search. This search is the turning point
in the novel, with the discovery of her corpse in
an abandoned mine at Los Riscos. The mine
contains the remains of other victims, killed by
the military. The opening of the mine catapults
them to reality, a reality they had hitherto been
unaware of. It is such moments that encourage
individual reasoning and the logic comes to the
forefront along with resilience and resistance.
The power of the military cannot be single
handedly resisted and the help of like-minded
individuals are welcomed. Here oppression
functions as a social phenomenon. According to
the critic Ann E.Cudd, “One can be enslaved as
an individual or as a member of a social group,
as one can be unjustly exploited as an individual
or as a member of a social group, but oppression
is a social injustice and that happens to one only
as a member of a group. Although oppression
afflicts the whole groups of persons, it is
fundamentally the individual in those groups
who suffer” (“How to Explain Oppression” 3).
Women as individuals suffer the most in all kinds
of unfortunate situations.

In moments of crisis, women are quick to offer
resistance and the journey of Irene continues
persistently in the midst of persistent danger. The
common people have sunk into hopeless
passivity and the other groups are waiting
together, in the shadows to strike. Oppression is
internalized but it can be remedied by coming
together in protest and the novel sees a powerful
form of protest in the form of women and
children pouring into the streets after the
discovery of the mine. “First to arrive were the
widows and the orphans of the area, each
wearing a black strip of cloth on the left arm as a
sign of mourning. Later came others, almost all
the country people from around Los Riscos.
About noon, busloads from the outlying barrios
of the capital arrived” (235). The military is
soaked in the blood of its people. It is genocide
that the army has been doing all along, under
the shadows of the ruthless General.
The concentration of power in the military makes
them incorrigible. The Political Police, the highest
power in the state was independent of any
controls. This is the situation in every nation that
does not follow an egalitarian system. The rights
of the people are suppressed so much so that they
even think that they do not have any rights.
Unwillingness to combat the regime is another
way of exercising power. As Foucault says in The
History of Sexuality Vol.1: An Introduction, “The
individual, with his identity and characteristics,
is the product of a relation of power exercised
over bodies, multiplicities, movements, desires
forces.” (42) Power relations create the domination of one over the other. Here the military seize
the bodies, decapitate mutilate and dispose them
in a mass grave. Hope of respite from corrupt
politicians paves the way for still greater danger.
The General is impervious to any sentiment or
reasoning. “And what shall we do about public
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opinion, the diplomats, and the press, General,
sir?’‘What we always do, Colonel. You don’t
change your strategy in mid battle. Take a lesson
from the Roman emperors”(221). The military
strategy can be juxtaposed with the simpleminded resistance of the people. Cold-blooded
attitude is countered by faith in oneself and
others. The quest for truth endangers the life of
Irene who is critically injured when she is shot
at. The surveillance that she faces is part of the
agenda to crush and silence the outspoken souls
who possess the power to be witnesses of the
horrors of the regime. The intolerance of the
despotic regime penetrates every corner of the
country. Fear of practical and sound thinking
makes them more and more oppressive. It is the
thoughts and sensibilities of individuals that pose
the greatest threat to them.
The perspective of the coloniser is reproduced in
the attitude of the military in the novel. It is
frightening to think that in the present century,
there can be nations governed by a set of people
with the semblance of the earlier colonial regime.
The present should not be a nostalgic longing for
the past. Instead, it should work out the means
to end the atrocities and abuses that are perpetrated in the name of national development. If
the postcolonial nations have survived the
trauma of colonialism then it follows that they
will stabilise themselves on the basic principles
of equality and liberty and bring about progress
by the inclusion of oppressed groups and the
celebration of cultural difference.
The consequences of stagnation and detrimental
strategies in the working of a nation effect a
downward spiral as evidenced in the consolidation of the military and the undercover
activities of the rebel groups. The military
strategy is to hamper the thought processes so
that the citizens no longer know what to think.
The novel consists of many characters who think

sensibly, but only a few have the strength to
follow their thoughts to their inevitable conclusion. Irene braves the attempt on her life, takes
the steps to reveal the tapes and thus her determination spells doom for the military. But it is
only a beginning. She is forced to leave the land
of her birth, in a bid to survive. This is the grim
face of reality. Yet hope and indomitable will
together encompasses the souls of the common
people. Challenging the military is the first firm
step towards a breaking of barriers, the separation of the boundaries that intensify power
relations. Irene’s dedication and perseverance
helps her to uncover the dark secret of the mass
grave. The male libidinal engagements that
characterise the military pose grave threats to the
women folk and the departure of Irene leaves a
question mark on the credibility of the military
as well as the sensibility of the common people.
Strong counter-movements that seek to bring
about a reversal, a transformation in the existing
system are absolutely essential.
Lack of gender sensitivity disables the military
in ways that are incomprehensible to them as they
have barricaded their wills against reason. The
military is the embodiment of patriarchy. With
its uncompromising attitude, the army is at pains
to silence women. Feminine sensibility is found
to be the main anchor of the people who are
leading passive lives. It is her work that draws
together Jose Leal, the compassionate priest and
the Cardinal. Their team-work is instrumental in
ripping apart the façade of the army. The
military’s affirmation of putting the country first
and killing their enemies for fear that they would
get killed is no way to take back a nation to its
barbaric past. Of Love and Shadows is a powerful
indictment of the continuity of the imperial and
dominant sites of repression that pose a threat to
the emerging modes of representational
practices. It is clear that coloniality of power
entails resistance sooner or later. Countering
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violations is a pre-requisite to self awareness. To
fight for rights is to be naturally aware of them
and this realisation of equal rights for all is the
need of the hour.
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In the history of humankind, pictures have been a crucial medium to articulate stories. Though we have
progressed from drawing on stone and papyrus onto paper and digital formats, the impact of the image
continued the same. The narrative in graphic formats provided some thoughts on understanding the
junctures from the perspective of a woman in the contemporary scenario. Earlier, Indian graphic novels
exposed gender biases and conventional gender roles of a society, in which women were only represented
as demure beings in a patriarchal framework. Now, the narrative has come a long way from idealizing
Vedic past to the contemporary digital narratives, where individual stories are shared to the public sphere
more openly. This paper aims to look at the contemporary graphical narration in India, from a feminist
perspective through the works of three contemporary women writers. It will analyze the gradual change
in the representation of women in the printed graphic novels mainly how they have made a space to
share the life of an everyday woman and her struggles. This article also attempts to show how the ‘gaze’
has undergone an evolution in the diverse portrayal of women. Politically, societally and generally, the
selected works have made an effort to bring out the attention on to the common subtext, ‘conscience.’

Keywords: Feminist Perspective, Gaze, Women, Graphic Narrative, Image, and Gender.
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G

ranting the idea of comics can date
back as far as the Middle Ages, it’s
only been within the last 20 years
that comics and graphic novels
have been more widely suggested as realistic
literature. The 1940’s were considered as the
Golden Age and the following era viewed comics
negatively, especially after the publication of
Fredric Wertham’s Seduction of the Innocent in
1954. Wertham was a German-American psychiatrist and according to him the term ‘comics’
not only describe the popular or gangster/
murder-oriented novels, but also super hero and
horror comics as well. Wertham’s research were
disagreed by the scholars because the study
stated that comics were harmful to readers and
led to lawbreaking and the reading materials
might encourage a similar behaviour in children
too.
Even though some negative perceptions still exist,
comics have come a long way since the 1940’s and
a new term was developed as the Graphic novel.
In 1978, Will Eisner wrote A Contract with God,
popularizing the term graphic novel. Later, the
Marvel’s Graphic Comic line came out in the 1982
and the term became more popular. But after the
commercial success of the 1992 graphic novel
Maus by Art Spiegelman, an American Cartoonist, which won the Pulitzer Prize, establishes the
term and the concept in the mainstream public
sphere. Since then, the medium has grown and
established into its own entity as John McTaggart
states. James B. Carter defines the graphic novel
as a “book-length sequential art narrative
featuring an anthology-style collection of the
comic art, a collection of reprinted comic book
issues comprising a single-story line (or arc), or
an original, stand-alone graphic narrative.”
Basically, graphic novels use images and print text
to engage readers and tell a story. Readers walk
with characters and see from their points of view.
Print text and images are equally important,

because both deliver essential information to the
story.
Graphic novels stimulate multimodality, which
means the combination of two or more modes of
communication are used like images and printed
text to transfer the information. Multimodality
is appreciated by many researchers in the field
of transferring information, as Gunther Kress
states:
We can no longer treat literacy (or “language”) as the sole, the main, let alone
the major means for representation and
communication. Other modes are there
as well, and in many environments where
writing occurs, these other modes may be
more prominent and more significant
(35).
Kress highlights the importance of multimodality, specifically when it comes to visual literacy.
In the same way, Gretchen Schwarz notes the
value of graphic novels and their images and she
quotes Lynell Burmark: “Welcome to the age of
images. The signs are everywhere — for those
who can read them” (2). The overall concord on
defining visual literacy focuses around the ability
to create, read and understand the visual messages. Because of the strong images in graphic
novels, one can lend oneself to the better understanding of literary devices as well.
Along with publicizing visual literacy, graphic
novels implore many complex literacy skills to
decode images and print text. James B. Carter
asserts that graphic novels require both visual
literacy and critical literacy so that the readers
can take an active role in reading by questioning
the author’s motives and analyzing particular
viewpoints. He also states that graphic novels and
comics should be seen as equal partners with
other texts and media because they demand
multiple reading approaches and layers of
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attention. “Comics give voice to parts of young
readers’ experience and imagination; they play a
key role in cross-media theme development and
they illustrate multiple ways of presenting information—verbal, visual, and graphic” (Heath and
Bhagat 591). In short, comics deliver complex
literature that mirrors a reader’s world.
Texts can be intertextual in multiple ways. Mary
Orr describes the term intertextuality as “referential processes between and within works.”
Among the various well-established and much
discussed types of referencing we encounter
parody, pastiche, adaptation, translation, allusion
or quotation and many more. Yet, intertextuality
has long been a questioned term not because the
word “text” (Genette 15), which lies at the center
of the expression, which has been understood as
anything from the verbal literary text over the
decades to any cultural utterance that can be,
metaphorically “read” (Kristeva 67).
Graphic Novels and Visual Literacy Graphic
novels not only attract readers to literature but
also require them to use more complex reading
skills to interpret images (Schwarz 20). Graphic
novels provide opportunities to strengthen visual
literacy. As a result, graphic novels can be used
as tools to sharpen our visual literacy skills. The
meaning is very important for the visual realization because, practically this type of learning
cannot be considered as a pure linguistic
accomplishment. Multimodality is critical in
communication, and images are significant in any
social format (Kress 23). “The increasing demand
for a workforce and citizenry that is comfortable
with multiple literacies, as opposed to one factory
model of literacy, is at least one argument for why
comics could have a place in an English language
arts classroom” (Bitz 39).
While reading images and print text, a reader is
allowed some freedom of interpretation (Kress

82). This idea can be labeled as a transaction or a
“two-way process involving a reader and a text”
(Rosenblatt 268). Rosenblatt’s theories of readerresponse can carry over into graphic novels. And
according to the theory, we can mention that the
individual experiences in reading can also
influence reader’s text selection (Monnin 20). In
her work Teaching Graphic Novels, she also
specifies a space for “text potential,” which
means “unique meaning created between the
reader and the text” (27).
What makes a graphic representation more
persuasive and how it’s comparable to words?
Perhaps, the fact that we are born at the time of
audio-visual medium was at its peak, the alphabetization and literacy came later at a certain cost.
So today, despite the visual dominance affecting
our lives we are far less literate in this regard than
our modern or pre-modern ancestors. As a matter
of fact, visual proficiency, as the ability to “read”
and understand images, is an important aspect
of literacy. It is the first step toward the acquisition of reading, writing, and arithmetic skills.
The relationship between visual and critical
literacy lies at the heart of Pramod K. Nayar’s
timely, thorough, and perceptive exploration of
what he calls the “graphic turn in Indian writing
in English” (3).
While this new literary genre relatively new to
the Subcontinent, it has already produced a
substantial body of meaningful work. Though
comics have been in India for quite a long time
in the form Amar Chitra Katha, Twinkle, Chacha
Choudhry, etc., and of course the western comics
like Tarzan, Phantom, Flash Gordon, Mandrake
the Magician had a different turn of events in
India. Slowly people started accepting the new
genre and a truckload of graphic novels came
rushing through the Indian subcontinent with
differing in style, content and context. What is
interesting here is that, the publishers that
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supported them were not just comic book houses
like that of ‘Raj, Diamond or Indrajal comics’ but
the private publishers or already established
publishers like Penguin or Harper Collins. The
writer and artist Orojit Sen Released The River
Stories the comic/Graphic Novel illustrated on
environmental, social and political issues and is
literally the first graphic novel as the term
suggests. This brought a new form of comic book
representation i.e., the novel without super
heroes, but it stirs an emotion against what India
is. Among the others that joined the brigade was
Sarnath Bannerjee who as the publisher quote
‘the first graphic novelist in India’ released
Corridor where, the mixing of styles, art theory
and book searching with mind confusing lessons
of life and the line and structure was unique and
one cannot compare the west in this place.
Along with that original publishers like Raj
Comics and Indrijal comics (a Times of India
venture), the era saw a new change in comic
books by bringing new heroes like Doga (half dog
half man), Super Commando Dhruv (a superhero
that swings like Marvels Spiderman), Bhadur (a
cop) and many more where the character remains
the same but the stories go like the Marvel or D.C.
universe. Works like Vishwajyoti Gosh’s Delhi
Calm, which is a subverted text that divulges on
1975 Indian politics and the emergency during
the reign of Smt. Indira Gandhi. Its artwork is
strikingly experimental and it is interestingly
broken up into chapters by fake newspaper
biographies of the structural characters that play
an overall role in the graphic novel. Other works
like the Pao Collective Anthology of Comics
combines different styles and narrative qualities,
where a person with a fixed mind would take a
long time for modification. Its stories are like
samples of a comic book that is yet to come and
each narration is somehow felt as whole. George
Mathen’s (Appupen) Moon-ward and Legends of
Halahala, is a reflection of the world we live in.

In fact, Moonward is a mirror of our world (form
creation until now) and Legends of Halahala are
like met a narratives. Another graphic novelist is
Gautam Bhatia, who through the art of the
miniature has made a ‘miniature comic’ which
satirises the way ‘India is’ with its corrupt
politicians and the weird party system and also
the growing population in LIE- A Traditional Tale
of Modern India. Rajesh Devraj and Meren Imchen
brings in a hilarious story of an industry which
is quite recognizable throughout India the film
industry and all its mishaps narrated form the
point of view of a chimpanzee of love, loss and
careers that went up and came crashing down to
the ground Sundershan Chimpanzee. Sarnath
Banerjee’s Barn Owls Wondrous Capersis a search
of a book with the same name that spans the
history of Kolkata with mix media of photographs and comic balloons taking over the certain
pages of the book as a reminder that it is situated
with the heart of Kolkata itself.
Graphic novels have now become powerful tool
to show the humanitarian side of mankind. It
slowly started sharing the common subtextconscience, the darker side of the human psyche,
which choose to depict it in the artistic works, as
an effort to bring to the world’s attention, if not
make it a better place. Among this male dominated industry slowly women graphic novelists
started coming forward. The contents of the
stories range from the vagina to motherhood,
body image to rape and domestic abuse, and even
shaving body hair. The writer’s purpose was to
capture the experience of being women, and have
raised important issues and injustices in society.
A plethora of collections started coming forward
which are not only about Indian women but also
by them. The artists from variety age groups and
different artistic styles got together and pieced
various aspects of their lives as Indian women to
set pictorial stories that are rooted in the idea of
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being a woman living in turbulent times in this
country, we call home. The more individuals
write about society and how it should change,
the greater the chances of it to materialize. Nari
Shakti Puruskar awardee Amruta Patil created
India’s first queer heroine. Ayesha Tariq, Aanya
Asrani, Priya Kurian, Kesni Ksyap are some
pioneering women graphic novelists, whose
works showed the dilemmas of women all over
the world have faced.
This article focuses on three contemporary
graphic novels: Kari by Amrutha Patil, Tina’s
Mouth: An Existential Comic Dairy by Keshni
Kashyap and Mari Araki and Drawing the Line:
Indian Women Fight Back by Priyanka Kuriyan,
Larissa Bertonasco and Ludmilla Bartscht. All
these graphic novels have been authored by
women as an attempt to encapsulate issues from
all around the country and the novelists release
them in a form accessible to people at large. These
stories are each as unique as the women who
created them, facing the worldwide problems of
sexism and sexual harassment each in their own
way. Among many amusing articles that are
published on the issues that women face in
modern society in the Western media, these
stories were a refreshing read because of its
Indian context. None of the stories offer solutions to any of the sensitive issues; it deals with
but requests the reader to draw his/her attention
towards the sensitivity and reality of these
matters.
Amruta Patil is literally the first popular female
graphic novelist in India. In 2017, she was
awarded the Ministry of Women and Child
Development’s Nari Shakti Puraskar by the
President of India, for the “unusual work that
breaks boundaries” in art and literature. She
incorporates acrylic painting, collage, water
colour and charcoal in her artwork. Recurring
themes in her feminist work include memento

mori, sexuality, myth, sustainable living, and the
unbroken thread of stories passed down from
storyteller to storyteller through the ages. Amruta
is most well known for her critically acclaimed
debut graphic novel, Kari (2008), described as an
urban exploration of female sexuality and psyche.
Kari explores themes of sexuality, friend-ship and
death from a female perspective and has been
applauded for giving a new voice to graphic
fiction in India. The book’s coming-of-age
protagonist, Kari, was one of Indian literature’s
first queer leads.
Kari, a young lesbian in Bombay, as she navigates
the incongruous lanes of the massive city while
at the same time juggling her taxing work and a
love life which has taken a big hit. The story is
set amidst a metropolitan city and reads in a
contemporary fashion, unlike other popular
lesbian depictions as in Deepa Mehta’s Fire or
Ismat Chughtai’s Lihaaf. Both of these stories are
mostly confined to the private sphere, but Kari
has its story unfold in both the private and the
public spaces of the city. The book attempts to
portray the hard realities of homosexual women
in a highly heterosexual society.
The novel explores the multiple identities that
women hold and how each plays a role in their
subsequent actions. The book begins with the
attempted suicide of a pair of lovers; Kari, our
protagonist, and her lover Ruth. Kari and Ruth
are separated by a series of events following the
suicide scene and the entire novel is centered on
Kari’s alienation in some sense after she is parted
from Ruth. The story of Kari after she finds herself
alone in the heterosexual culture around her and
the internal turmoil of her separation from Ruth
set against this highly heterosexual culture-scape
of the metropolitan city. The naturalized and
dominant nature of heterosexuality in our lives
is evident in several parts of the book but one
that evidently stands out for me as a reader is an
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exchange between Kari and the two men –
boyfriends of her roommates. They urge Kari to
find a suitable man for herself. One of them insists
that “eventually a woman needs a man and a man
needs a woman.” The other instance is when a
character called Lazarus asks Kari if she is a
“proper” lesbian. This question, that seems
almost okay to ask, reflects the normalisation of
heterosexuality, where non-heterosexual desire
and behaviours are completely marginalized and
practically erased.
Sensuously illustrated and livened by ironic
commentaries on life and love, Kari gives a new
voice to graphic fiction in India. Kari features a
lesbian woman as its central protagonist. But Kari
is not just a lesbian graphic novel, it is much more.
It is a view of the kind of society we inhabit. It
shows the reader how this society presumes
certain things and tries to shape us as human
beings. It is a deeply moving narrative centred
around the search for self in this increasingly
dominating society mired in difference and
discrimination.
In spite of its dark and melancholic tone, Kari is a
breath of fresh air and a new voice in story-telling
in India. It is a gorgeous book with beautiful
artwork – its colour scheme mystic and yet
inviting the reader. More than a novel, it is a
poetic commentary on friendship, love, and
loneliness of the times we live in. Amruta Patil’s
vivid artwork breathes life into the story and
makes the reader invested in the lives of the
characters.
Keshni Kashyap’s Tina’s Mouth: An Existential
Comic Diary (2012), the graphic novel is an
interesting specimen of alternative narration that
is sure to appeal to contemporary teens and
young adults. Though ostensibly a graphic novel,
it straddles the fence between an illustrated novel
and a true graphic novel. The illustrations are fun

and breezy and especially appreciate the way the
characters have been drawn. Tina has a longsuffering expression on her face which fits in
perfectly with the tone the novel is written in and
her precociousness. She begins keeping a diary
as part of her English Honours project and
addresses her entries to the existential heavy
weight, Jean-Paul Sartre. Tina finds herself
stepping out of her comfort zone to take a break
from her solitude.
Tina, an Indian-American teen living in San
Francisco, writes an illustrated diary to Jean-Paul
Sartre as part of a semester long existentialism
class in this charming coming-of-age story. Even
if Tina’s background and high school are out of
the ordinary, her problems are universal: Tina’s
best friend ditches her for a boy and Tina has a
crush on someone but has trouble making it work.
All the while, Tina observes her older siblings’
love anxiety, her sister’s move back home after a
broken heart, and her brother ’s disastrous
exploration of Indian dating sites. Tina’s
purportedly existential observations on love and
her contemplation of her own sorry existence will
be familiar to witty young women troubled by
low self-esteem. A story about Krishna lends the
book its title. Tina is not religious herself, but she
and her peers are exploring different religions
as they grapple with racial identity.
Keshni’s portrayal of the liberal Indian parents is
more like those who are not repressive or
oppressive, though most of the parents are not
identical in their attitudes but similar in their
thinking styles. There are also Tina’s siblings who
are facing their own many problems and it is both
amusing and familiar to see their lives play out.
The novel is told with a tongue in cheek feel that
culminates in the end when Tina’s possibly gay
brother announces to the family that he has an
announcement to make. The relationship
dynamics, growth and deterioration of various
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friends, the betrayals and the inevitable heartache
are all related in a fresh voice that steers far from
melodrama and angst.
Tina, the diary’s first-person protagonist sits on
her “bench of existential solitude” pondering her
life and how to complete her honours English
existentialism project. The opening words are:
“Dear Mr. Jean-Paul Sartre, I know you are dead
and old and also a philosopher. So, on an obvious
level you and I do not have a lot in common.”
While other students choose to record the
contents of the family fridge and refuse, Tina
writes a diary to none other than Jean Paul Sartre,
whom she addresses as “Jean,” her “dear
existential friend,” etc. If life’s tough, philosophical lectures appeared in graphic novel form,
perhaps more of us could confront Sartre’s
anguished idea that “In a godless universe, life
has no meaning beyond the goals that man sets
for himself” (30). Tina’s journey is strikingly
realistic and always told in a playful fashion. Tina
is a lot of things, many of contradict. She loves
her family, but is annoyed by their insular nature.
She is bitter about stereotypes, but is willing to
overlook them when it comes to that elusive kiss.
Tina is like a lot of young women trying to
reconcile their identities with their place in the
world. Through her writing, Tina realizes some
important truths about herself; truths that will
likely resonate intellectual teens.
Drawing the Line: Indian Women Fight Back (2015),
is a comics anthology by fourteen women of their
day-to-day experiences in India. Produced out of
a week-long workshop with Indian women
artists, both amateur and professional, Drawing
the Line is part of a larger national conversation
in India around sexual discrimination that
emerged in the aftermath of the brutal gang-rape
and murder of a young medical student in 2012.
First published in cooperation with feminist
Indian publisher Zubaan Books and the Goethe

Institute, Ad Astra Comix is pleased to bring
“Drawing the Line” to a North American readership, reminding us that feminism must be
intersectional and global in its approach. Each
story features an introduction by its creator, most
of which do an excellent job of explaining any
points of Indian culture that may be unfamiliar
to western readers or this particular western
reader at least. The publisher, Ad Astra, is apparently on a mission to specialize in comics with
social justice themes.
Drawing the Line: Indian Women Fight Back, was
edited by Priyanka Kuriyan, Larissa Bertonasco
and Ludmilla Bartscht and consolidated them
into this must read graphic novel. The chapters
cover universal themes and struggles that women
encounter on a daily basis such as gender, sexuality, harassment, coming of age, family, sisterhood, racism, classism and political struggle.
Drawing the Line: Indian Women Fight Back is an
autobiographical anthology which combines the
experience of women as a woman in everyday
life. With an exciting introduction of ‘It’s a
wonderful time to be a feminist with greedy eyes’
- the book broaches the everyday instances of
sexism and ambition attenuation women are
often subjected to.
Largely extending the most important debate
around this everyday sexism which is always
lurking inside everyday incidents, the book
works on multiple layers, sometimes with a
comical tone, and at other times with a satirical
or a philosophical tone. This approach handles
the subject more effervescently than a traditional
anthology, as the sequence in which stories have
been arranged makes them resonate strongly
with the reader. Most importantly, this take is
vivacious, cleverly compiled and talks in a
language where it does not sensationalize anything, in fact, the stories, as well as the chronology, is self-aware of what it wants to achieve
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emphasizing on everyday sexism effectively.
Visuals are striking and range from line patterns
highly reminiscent of a comic book to that of a
graphic novel.
What must not be mistaken here is that the
graphic novel does talk about everyday experiences but is not limited to it. In one story titled
The Poet, Sharmila, we get to explore the story of
Irom Sharmila through the eyes of the author;
Ita Mehrotra. If Harini Kanan’s That’s not Fair
tackles the issue of skin tone in a serious manner,
Bhavana Singh’s Melanin voices its opinions
through satire. A similar range of narrative can
be seen in various other themes, Reshu Singh’s
The Photo, Soumya Menon’s An Ideal Girl, and
Angela Ferraro’s Ladies Please Excuse bring out
casually accepted forms of sexism. Soumya’s take,
however, is nostalgia-inducing as it does so by
parodying the Ideal Boy posters one could easily
locate in a stationery shop in the 90s. Stories like
Diti Mistry’s Mumbai Local, Priyanka Kumar’s Ever
After, Neelima P. Aryan’s The Prey, explore another
set of everyday experiences. While Deepani Seth’s
The Walk, Vidyun Sabhaney’s Broken Lines have
strikingly strong philosophical undercurrents
and give the reader a larger sense of “space.”
Kaveri Gopal Krishnan’s instructional satire Basic
Space feels highly reminiscent of An Ideal Girl and
Melanin from the same anthology and makes up
for a wonderful read. Hemvathy Guha’s Asha,
Now, on the other hand, strikes the reader with its
beautiful illustrations and a highly important
storyline, which should not be revealed in the
analysis. Ending with Samidha Gunjal’s inspiring
take someday on eve-teasing, the book convincingly delivers on the exciting on the one-line
introduction, in the beginning; it’s a wonderful time
to be a feminist with greedy eyes!
Graphic novels combine different modes and, as
we have seen, sometimes different media; they
thus require new forms of multimodal and

multimedial literacy of their readers (Horstkotte
11). In addition, as has become clear from our
examples, many works also call for cultural
literacy. Genette has, admittedly, emphasized that
every text that references a prior text “is invested
with a meaning that is autonomous and thus in
some manner sufficient,” but he then hastens to
add that “sufficient does not mean exhaustive”
(397). In a similar vein, Amrutha Patil states with
regard to the visual intertextualities in Kari:
“There is, of course, a deliberate reference being
made to the original master painting – I hope to
be ‘found out’– but it isn’t essential to the basic
reading of the tale” (Gopalakrishnan 46).
Readers can thus, typically, make sense of and
enjoy the referencing text even if they cannot
activate allusions or identify quotes, but the
drawback is that any surplus meaning or implication is lost to them. The sophisticated intertextual narratives therefore add to the elite status
the graphic novel holds within the Indian literary
landscape and being a relatively expensive. In
Tina’s Mouth, Keshni confronts the myriad
challenges of the average teen: Why did my best
friend dump me for a boy? What should I wear?
Was that date really a date? Do I have to hang
out with my parents and their friends? Why did
my first kiss have to be with the garlic-breath
geek in the school’s production of “Roshomon,”
a Japanese drama told from multiple points of
view.
Graphic novels classically benefit from a glocal
reader with a cultural literacy that allows him/
her to cross not only modal or medial but also
local, regional or national boundaries during the
reading process – a wanderer in a glocal cultural
arena that blends the global and the local in such
a way that “things that are spreading accommodate themselves to a particular cultural context” rather than compete with it (Robertson 457).
In Drawing the Line, there are fourteen different
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stories in different styles, tones, tropes and timbre
telling stories of expectation, of alienation, of big
and small moments of oppression and of quiet
and of loud moments/days/weeks/years of
resistance; of women who act to protect their
children or who seek to overthrow unjust laws,
of men and women who talk past each other and
women who find solidarity in places they least
expected. The stories evoke the modernity of
Indian city and rural life and the traditions of
myth and religion, Kali is an actual or sub-textual
presence in some of the stories: the destroyer
goddess is a powerful image and icon.
Visual intertextualities are not only carriers of
potential additional meaning; they are also
inherently playful devices, as we have seen.
Graphic novels like the ones discussed above
engage their readers in a “parlor game” of visual
referencing which allows the artists, as Amrutha
Patil has phrased it, “[s]o much room to play!”
(Gopalakrishnan 46). In order to master this
parlor game, readers of Indian or other nonWestern graphic novels must navigate a much
bigger world than readers of so many USAmerican or European works whose outreach is
more limited to the Western part of global culture.
The global of those Indian graphic novels that
rely on the glocal truly spans the world.
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Tibet once an independent country was colonised by the Chinese
hegemony for a long time. One of the significant changes they have
brought in were political and radical and to an extent even rgastronomical.
The Tibetans who were used to have Barley were forced to take rice, the
Chinese staple diet. This caused gastrointestinal difficulties and weakened
the Tibetan resistance. The paper is an exploration how food became a
substance of oppression and resistance through the works of Tibetan poets.

Keywords: Tibet, Rtsampa, Chinese, Colonization, and Food.
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T

sampa or roasted Barley flour was the
staple diet of the Tibetans for centuries. With the advent of the Chinese
colonizers in the early 1950s; the
Tibetan diet was forcibly changed to the rice
which was imported from China. It was a good
thing to nourish the Han Chinese colonizers but
also a methodology by which the indigenous
Tibetan health was destroyed. The same strategy
was practiced in parts of Africa too – interchanging the tubers which were used by the
natives to the wheat based products that are used
by the foreigners.
The Tibetan society was transformed to the
standards of the Chinese by the Government.
This “Sinicization” was a deliberate attempt to
change Tibetan society by means of cultural
assimilation, migration, and political reform
(Colonization of Tibet). Sinicization on the one
hand, was an inevitable consequence of bringing
in a large number of Chinese into Tibet. The
policy also intends to make Tibet an integral part
of the Chinese republic and to control Tibetan
inde-pendence. The result is the disappearance
of certain elements of the Tibetan culture. It is
called cultural genocide by the government of
Tibet in exile. China denies these accusations and
sees the reform of the theocratic system and
moderni-zation of the Tibetan economy as
beneficial to Tibetans.
Barley had been the staple diet of Tibet from 5th
century A.D. With a cool climate which is useful
for long time storage, barley was the staples
Tibetan diet. The flour is roasted and mixed with
butter to form stiff dough that is eaten in small
balls called rtsam-pa. It is eaten with butter tea
(Po Cha/Cha Suma) or water or Tibetan beer
(Chang). Jamayang Norbu in an article says that
rtsam-pa was not taken from China, for whom
rice and wheat were the staple food. It is the
national food of Tibet. When the Chinese first

came to Tibet they tried to eat rtsam-pa and they
choked (Jamyang Tsering). Andre Migot’s Tibetan
Marches as quoted in the Wikipedia mentions
thus:
Apart from tea, rtsam-pa is the staple,
indeed often the only diet of the Tibetans
and is unique to the Tibetan people. It is
a kind of flour made from roasted barley.
This is how you eat it. You leave a little
buttered tea in the bottom of your bowl
and put a big dollop of rtsam-pa on top
of it. You stir gently with the forefinger,
then knead with the hand, meanwhile
twisting your bowl round and round
until you finish up with a large dumpling like object which you proceed to
ingest, washing it down with more tea.
The whole operation demands a high
degree of manual dexterity, and you need
a certain amount of practical experience
before you can judge correctly how much
rtsam-pa goes with how much tea. Until
you get these proportions right the end
product is apt to turn into either a lump
of desiccated dough or else a semi liquid
paste which sticks to your fingers.
Sometimes you lace this preparation
with a form of powdered milk, made
from curds which have been dried in the
sun. (Tsampa)
Tibetans have linked rtsam-pa with religion and
social practices. Rtsam-pa had been instrumental
in rousing the morale of the Tibetans in exile.
From 1957 onwards the freedom movement was
even called the rtsam-pa revolution. This idea
was first raised by an editorial in the Tibetan
Mirror entitled “Don’t Let Silver Coins Lure You;
Rise Up, Rise Up, You Rtsam-pa Eaters” by
Khunu Tharchin Babu urging the Tibetans to
fight against the Chinese hegemony. As part of
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Sinicization the Chinese have reset the borders
of Tibet, converted three provinces as part of
China, renamed the remaining as Tibetan Autonomous Region and laid severe restraints upon
the administration also. In 1960 the Chinese
authorities had forcefully made the Tibetans
cultivate corn and rice instead of barley resulting
in a severe famine. They banned the use of barley,
the staple cereal in the Tibetan diet and replaced
it with rice, the staple cereal in Chinese diet
(Impoverishing Tibet 5). During the Cultural
Revolution Mao Zedong took the initiative to
introduce rice and wheat to Tibet. As a result
many Tibetans had to die of starvation. Terzani
describes this as the worst mistake made by the
Chinese in Tibet. He says:
The worst mistake the Chinese made
was to force the Tibetans to grow more
winter wheat instead of their beloved
chingko, a kind of barley that has been
their main staple diet throughout the
centuries. Chingko does not need to be
cooked. A handful of chingko flour,
poured into a cup of tea together with a
spoon of yak butter, is a readymade
meal. Wheat, on the contrary needs to
be cooked. In a country without fuel
(trees are extremely rare), this is an
immense disadvantage. Moreover,
winter wheat impoverishes Tibet’s
particular kind of soil and renders it
progressively less fertile. Yields dropped
sharply, but the Chinese insisted on
replacing chingko cultures with winter
wheat, for this was the national policy.
In 1979, 790,000 mu of land in Tibet was
still cultivated in this way. Supplies of
barley became scarce and “rising prices
created urban unrest,” says a high
Chinese official in Lhasa. In 1980 alone,
Peking had to ship to Tibet 40 million

kilograms of grain to avoid starvation
(Behind the Forbidden Door: Travels in
China 152-153).
Tibet ate more than it produced. Even though the
party’s propaganda ministry was centred on
raising Tibet as the rice bowl of China the real
story was very different. The introduction of alien
grains in their menus disturbed the digestive
pattern and resulted in gastric disorders. Even
after more than half a century as the colonised
they have not completely adjusted to this dietary
change. This is mentioned in many of the Tibetan
literary pieces produced in exile even today. A
good example for this is Khentse Norbu’s film
The Cup (2003). Following the same policy in
education, the Chinese system has been introduced ignoring the traditional systems of Tibetan
education.
The first phase of the violation of Tibetan human
rights was marked by the forceful induction of
rice to the traditional barley-based Tibetan diet.
The ingestion of rice had caused severe gastronomic disorders in the health of the Tibetans.
Though this is not regarded as very relevant in
the whole scenario, in itself it has caused a lot of
misery to ordinary Tibetans. The Tibetans are
forced to opt for exile as life in the Tibetan plateau
has been made dangerous and unsafe by the
Chinese. More and more people from the Chinese
mainland are encouraged to settle in Tibet. All
sorts of appliances and gadgets, means of
transport like the railways and fast cars, places
for work and living like skyscrapers and other
high rise buildings have changed the topography
of the land and brought in its wake pollution on
a large scale. All this has been done in order to
cater to the comforts of the immigrants but in the
process the pristine beauty and unpolluted
atmosphere of the land have become the
casualties.
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It is the right to exist and express is constantly
usurped by the Chinese Government in Tibet.
Gerald Schmitz in his essay “Tibet’s Position in
International Law” has given a number of
instances when the Tibetan rights are challenged.
He begins from the days of the Sung, the Mongol
(Yuan) invasions of 1240 to the Tang, the Ming,
the Manchu, the British and the Chinese periods.
He considers that in the modern era a major right
is challenged in Tibet. It is the “Right to Self
Determination.” This right leads to a “Claim for
Restitution” which in turn leads to a “Right to
Self Defence” (Exile as a Challenge: The Tibetan
Diaspora 65).
The People’s Republic of China is an important
member of the United Nations. It has its representatives in the Security Council where China
is a permanent member. Therefore the troubles
of Tibet are not given the importance it deserves
even in any of the accepted international fora.
The colonisation of Tibet was one of both body
and mind. Firstly it was through the forceful
introduction of rice to the traditional barleybased Tibetan diet. Secondly the Tibetans are
forced to opt for exile from their motherland
which has turned hostile to them by the introduction of all sorts of non-Tibetan devices like
the railways which do much to pollute the
pristine landscape of the kingdom on the roof of
the world. Thirdly the Tibetan in Tibet is denied
employment unless he adheres to the propagandist plans of the People’s Republic of China.
Fourthly the belief in the Dalai Lama is banned
by the Sino-Tibetan administration in Tibet.
The bonded labour of Tibetan prisoners is used
to flood the international market with cheap,
counterfeit articles. Palden Gyatso’s Fire Under the
Snow cites many examples regarding this fact.
With the presence of a hegemonic overlord like
the PRC it has become difficult for the free
existence of the Tibetans in Tibet. Many of the
Tibetan poets like Tsoltim L. Shakpba have con-

demned the sad state of human rights in Tibet
and wherever the Tibetans are in exile. They see
the breach of human rights even in the case of
the identity of Tibetans in and out of exile. The
poem “Made in China” by Tsoltim N. Shakbpa’s
discusses the condition of Tibetan prisoners in
China. He says:
made in China
by unpaid prisoners
made in China
by starving prisoners
made in China
by brain washed prisoners
made in China
by tortured prisoners
made in China
by dying prisoners
made in China
from dead prisoners
would you buy anything
made in China? (Muses in Exile 46)
The Tibetan exiles in India too faces such problems. Forced to mix with the Indian culture and
practices; dietary colonisation also has a vital influence here. Poets like Tenzin Tsundue writes
in his poem “Losar Greetings” as:
Last year
on our happy Losar,
I had an IDLI–SAMBAR breakfast
and wrote my BA final exams.
My IDLIS wouldn’t stand
on my toothed steely forks,
but I wrote my exams well.
Though in a borrowed garden
you grow, grow well my sister. (Kora 15)
Tsundue studied in India and he acknowledges
that but the impossibility of a return, a true
celebration of Losar (the Tibetan New Year which
this time falls on February 17) in its truest spirit
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with tsampa seems vague for him. His poem
“Somewhere I Lost My Losar” is a testament to
it. He sings:
Collaged in seaside city, when it was
still Bombay, sister’s family on pilgrimage,
uncle in Varanasi, mother grazing cows
in South India, still need to report
to Dharmasala police, couldn’t get train
tickets,
too risky to try waiting list, and its
three days, including return journey
its one week. Even if I go,
other siblings may not find the time.
Adjusting timings, it’s been 20 years
without a Losar.
Somewhere along the path, I
lost it, don’t know where or when. (Kora
30)
Truly food colonisation is a reality often covered
up with much fanfare and multi coloured
advertisements which say that all your capacities
are boosted up by using this. In India too we are
witnessing such things. The introduction of oats,
sunflower oil and iodine salt are good examples
of food colonisation by multinationals in India.
Horlicks and Complan are two health drinks
which trend the Indian market. These two

advertise themselves as malted food. This is none
other than tsampa and butter tea. When eaten in
the proper manner tsampa tastes just the same.
In the ages to come tsampa is fast failing as a
cultural symbol while multinational brands using
them constituents are gaining much from it. This
gives a clear picture of how our system has been
ignoring the unique cultural symbols of Tibet.
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Over the years, migrant literature has firmly established itself as a subgenre of world literature, owing
to its transnational considerations and multicultural implications. While the early generations of migrant
authors limited their range of themes to the portrayals of geographically specific locations and
autobiographical narratives involving their personal experience of migration, the contemporary
proponents of the genre have moved away from such conventional and simplistic concerns to depict
subtler and more complex subjects such as retellings and appropriations of certain privileged and
dominant narratives. This study undertakes a comparative analysis of the historical appropriations in
the select novels of the postmodern migrant writers Kazuo Ishiguro and Michael Ondaatje. Thus, three
novels each of Ishiguro and Ondaatje are selected and compared, which besides being historical
appropriations, are also significant regarding their spatial attributes. The selected novels of Ishiguro
are An Artist of the Floating World, The Remains of the Day and When We Were Orphans; whereas those of
Ondaatje are In the Skin of a Lion, The English Patient and Anil’s Ghost. Such a study is expected to reveal
the interdisciplinary nature of the contemporary migrant discourse.

Keywords: Migrant Literature, Transnational, Appropriations, Kazuo Ishiguro, and Michael Ondaatje.
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O

ver the years, migrant literature has
firmly established itself as a subgenre
of world literature owing to its transnational considerations and multicultural implications. Most contemporary
migrant writers, like Kazuo Ishiguro, Ben Okri,
Salman Rushdie and Michael Ondaatje, aspire
towards internationalism and global readership
by way of their cosmopolitan themes, universal
treatment as well as their multinational personal
backgrounds involving at least two sites, that of
the home and host spaces. Despite being a recent
genre that came in vogue since the 1980s, migrant
literature has acquired great significance and
momentum as it reflects many of the trends
common to the contemporary world literature.
While the early generations of migrant authors
limited their range of themes to the portrayals of
geographically specific locations and autobiographical narratives involving their personal
experience of migration, the contemporary
proponents of the genre have moved away from
such conventional and simplistic concerns to
depict subtler and more complex subjects such
as retellings and appropriations of certain
privileged and dominant narratives of their host
spaces.
Because migration is in itself an act of spatial
appropriation, the spatial considerations of
migrant literature have been much theorized. The
trauma of losing the known ground of homeland
and the agony of adapting to a new world of the
host society often lead the migrants to a hybrid
space of in-betweenness. In Migrant Voices in
Literatures in English, Sheobhushan Shukla and
Anu Shukla point out that there are three
possibilities of space in migrant literature,
namely, those of “home,” “host” and “third
space.” Here, the term “third space” refers to “a
space different from both (the migrant’s) homeland and the land of adoption” (9).
Time, along with space, has remained a major
concern with the migrants, especially since the

1980s, when world literature perceived a definite
turn to history, with a large number of writers
evoking persons, places and events from history
to constitute their fiction. Many migrant authors
like Rushdie, Ondaatje, Amitav Ghosh and others
respond to this trend and locate their works in
the historical past. However, research on migrant
literature till date has shown a preference to the
spatial over the temporal, a lacuna which this
paper undertakes to address through its study
of the historical appropriations performed by the
prominent migrant authors, Kazuo Ishiguro and
Michael Ondaatje.
Kazuo Ishiguro, the winner of the 2017 Nobel
Prize in Literature, and Michael Ondaatje are
both internationally acclaimed migrant writers
and recipients of the Booker prize. In their
historical appropriations, history becomes a
construct—partially concealed and partially
revealed—much as the identity of the migrant
writer himself. Their novels appropriate wartime
and post war history, offer observations of the
war from the margins and narrate the histories
of the marginalized and the disenfranchised that
have never been told before. Literature review
reveals that although each of these authors has
been individually studied, a comparative analysis
based on the poetics and politics of their historical
appropriations with implications on their personal experience of migration is still wanting.
Ishiguro was born in Nagasaki, Japan, in 1954 and
moved to Britain in 1960 along with his family.
Having published seven novels and many short
stories, Ishiguro received four Man Booker Prize
nominations. In his second novel, An Artist of the
Floating World (1986), Ishiguro explores Japanese
national attitudes to the Second World War
through the story of the former artist Masuji Ono,
haunted by his military past. His third novel, The
Remains of the Day (1989) won the Booker Prize
and tells the story of an elderly English butler
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confronting disillusionment as he recalls a life
spent in service against the backdrop of war and
the rise of Fascism. In When We Were Orphans
(2000), Ishiguro returns to the historical narrative,
this time set in Shanghai in the early part of the
twentieth century.
Born in Sri Lanka in 1943, Michael Ondaatje
moved to England in 1954 and to Canada in 1962,
where he has lived ever since. His work includes
fiction, autobiography, poetry and film. Among
his seven novels, In the Skin of a Lion (1987)
narrates the stories of the migrants and minorities
who helped to construct Toronto, only to be
erased from the city’s official history. The English
Patient (1992), which won the Man Booker Prize,
is set against the backdrop of the Second World
War as a series of fragments—fragmented lives,
fragmented narratives and fragmented histories.
His fourth novel Anil’s Ghost (2000) once again
transports us to Sri Lanka, this time to the civil
war torn turbulent years of the mid 1980s and
early 1990s.
It is worth remembering that the two authors
examined here migrated during the midtwentieth century, the era of mass migrations
following the major historical events like the end
of the Second World War, the fall of the British
Empire and the declaration of independence by
numerous nations that were erstwhile colonies.
This was an era prior to the present-day advancements in transport, communication and technology that transformed the world into a multitude
of transnational and transcultural relationships.
At the same time, it was an age when migration
was a significant and almost permanent lifechanging decision. Neither of the select authors
who migrated during their childhood could revisit their nations of origin until the nineteen
eighties.
Time and space forms the major concern here
since the historical novel appropriates time and

migrant author appropriates the space of the host
nation. In this study, I have selected three novels
each of Ishiguro and Ondaatje, which, besides
being historical appropriations, are also significant regarding their spatial attributes: Ishiguro’s
An Artist of the Floating World is set in Japan, his
home nation; The Remains of the Day is set in
Britain, his host nation and When We Were
Orphans is set in China, a third space (nation),
different from his home and host nations.
Similarly, Ondaatje’s nation of origin, Sri Lanka,
is portrayed in his Anil’s Ghost; his host nation,
Canada, is seen in In the Skin of a Lion and the
third space of Italy in The English Patient.
It is maintained that, by foregrounding textual
disunities and inconsistencies, the postmodern
novel challenges and exposes the grand narratives and their overstatements of order, meaning
and stability. The past is reworked to prove that
all our naturally and universally acceptable
conventions are constructs that need to be problematized both for their oppressive strategies and
for their impact on social psyche. It destabilizes
the notion of a stable and universal truth and
replaces it with a set of continuously shifting
aphorisms that are to be negotiated from time to
time. Similarly, through allusions, intertexts and
rewritings of literary works, genres and conventions, the select novels interrogate the quality of
timelessness attributed to great literature and
uncover the selective silences and exclusions
practised by many of our classical texts.
Both Ishiguro and Ondaatje, having acquired
citizenship at their nations of residence are found
to be politically integrated to their respective host
societies. However, for a naturalized citizen,
integration in the social and cultural realms is
found to be insufficient and unequal to that of a
native citizen. Besides the racism and discrimination prevalent within the white societies
towards the Asian migrants, there are some
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equally significant economic challenges that
affect the migrant quality of life.
Whereas their awards and recognitions unambiguously acknowledge these writers as established, prominent, mainstream artists who are
clearly integrated into the host society, the literary
subversions they employ simultaneously undermine their assimilation, as subversion is presupposed to be a byproduct of non-belongingness.
Concerning their similarities, the following
findings are arrived at: both of them appropriate
the authorized history and the literary conventions of the past, thereby contesting the
totalitarian narratives through postmodern
devices. A few of these devices common to both
the writers are critical reworkings of genres and
texts of the past, inclusion of intertexts, employment of parody and irony as well as the technique
of contrived closure or improbable resolution.
While the critical revisions and the presence of
intertexts offer commentative dialogue with the
past and enrich the text with nuances of meaning;
devices like parody, irony and contrived closure
problematize the textual connections with the
past and equip it to dispense with all its pretensions of unity and coherence. Their indictment
on war is revealed in the depictions of their much
politicized third spaces, through which they
evoke public opinion against violence and put
forward the idea of a peaceful co-existence
through the celebration of differences.
A contrastive analysis of these authors reveals
that, while Ishiguro’s texts appropriate the history
of the Second World War by means of suppression, distortion and oblique reference; Ondaatje’s
novels appropriate the authorized history of three
separate historical ages of national importance
by means of historiographic metafiction. In the
place of Ishiguro’s single, insular and overindividualized unreliable narrators, Ondaatje

has multiple narrators narrating a single story
from multiple angles and visions. Apparently
dissimilar, both these techniques of narration aim
at the fragmentation of texts and render the story
incomplete.
As far as the three spaces are concerned, while
Ishiguro’s text on home space is replete with the
Orientalist and stereotypical images of Japan, that
of Ondaatje thrives on exotic place names and
elaborate descriptions of the village and forest
spaces of Sri Lanka. In their delineation of the
host spaces, while Ondaatje continues with his
strategy of elaborating the rural spaces at the
expense of urban, Ishiguro resorts to more vague,
abstract and inexact spatial descriptions of
Britain. Such representations impart a timeless
quality to the spatial descriptions, making them
universally recognizable to the global reader.
From the analysis it is revealed that, in the select
novels, these migrant authors refrain from a
portrayal of their individual experience of
migration. Instead, they freely engage in the
appropriation of the authorized history through
anachronistic protagonists in order to reveal the
possible gaps, silences and exclusions in the
dominant historiography. As the process of
appropriation is performed through the postmodern text that self reflexively celebrates its
own disunities, inconsistencies and contradictions, the primacy of the authorized version is
contested and subverted to the end that its
omissions are supplied with migrant, marginalized and civilian personal histories from below
that may lack the unity, coherence and scholarship of the mainstream version. However, as the
Authorized Version cannot be replaced by a
similar alternate version, but by a multitude of
plural versions, further lacunae are created by
the appropriated text in the migrant situation. By
attributing the cultural, economic and sociopolitical issues of migration to their anachronistic
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protagonists, these writers emphasize time at the
expense of space. Such a strategy enables them
to downplay their migrant identities and instead
foreground and celebrate their hybrid identities,
looking forward to a multicultural world of
peaceful coexistence.

—. When We Were Orphans. Faber and Faber, 2000.
Ondaatje, Michael. Anil’s Ghost. Pan Macmillan,
2000.
—. The English Patient. Bloomsbury Publishing,
1992.
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