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Indian Journal of Comparative literature and translation studies 

Editorial 

With hearts full of anticipation and trepidation, we, the editorial team, present to the 

researchers all across the world the first ever volume of Indian Journal for 

Comparative literature and Translation Studies. This journal, independently planned 

and executed by a group of researchers, without the support of any institution, is a 

non-profit making step towards serious research in the fields of comparative literature 

and translation studies. We want to establish this journal as a statement against the 

rampant profit-making and fraudulent practices of publishers that has brought down 

the overall standard of the published research works, making not the arguments made 

but the money to be paid the deciding factor.  

 Publishing a journal that can cater to the researchers all over the world is 

undoubtedly an exciting job, but it demands immense skill of organizing the events, 

speaking to the experts in the field and set the balls rolling. But the pace at which the 

events have taken place and the overwhelming response it has got from the enthusiastic 

researchers all over the nation has amazed us. That the articles have been received 

from every nook and corner of the country is evident from the diverse topics of 

comparativism and translation that each of them had taken up.  

The first volume of Indian Journal for Comparative literature and Translation Studies 

does not have a particular theme but an array of articles on various aspects of 

comparative literature, un-treaded terrains of translation studies, along with some 

works of practical translation.  

We hope that our journal will serve as medium through which new voices in the world 

of research in comparative literature and translation studies will be able to ventilate 

their arguments, opinions and theories. The response that we received and the number 

of articles dropped in our mail box will hopefully increase with time and that will serve 

as the fodder of our sustenance. We heartily thank all those contributors, reviewers and 

enthusiasts who have made the publication possible and expect them to be with us as 

the caravan of Indian Journal for Comparative literature and Translation Studies 

proceeds further in its journey and picks more co-travellers. 

 

-Board of Editors 
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Social Change in “A Saga of South Kamrup” 

- A. Mariappan 
 

A Saga of South Kamrup is an English rendering of the novel Une Khowa Howda (Meaning: 

Worm-Eaten Howdah of a Tusker) written in Assamese by Indra Goswami and published in the 

year 1987. Thus the (English translation of the) novel bear two titles:  A Saga of South Kamrup 

(published by Sahitya Akademi) and Worm-eatern Howdah of a Dusker.(published by Rupa). As 

the title of the novel signifies, it has a vast panorama; a long social history of South Kamrup. 

Though the novel is centered round  the Sattra of Amaranga and the family of its Gossain in 

particular, it is the story of all Sattras and the family of all Gossains of South Kamrup. The tusker 

and ‘howdah’ are the signifiers of power and wealth respectively; the death of the tusker and the 

termite-ridden howdah further signify the fall of the Sattra institutions and its Gossains. Thus the 

title is the symbolical expression of the theme of the novel.  

 

This transformation takes place in front of the eye of the author-narrator who belongs to the 

Gossain family. This is the story of her forefathers. The decadence and fall of the Gossain family 

in a new socio, economic and political situation deeply affects her creative sensibility. She has 

empathy for the family in its simultaneous struggle for life and futile effort to assert its power 

and spent-up force; and yet as one who also sees the limitations of the family to survive in the 

new age with its new ethos, she sees the inevitability of the fall of such a family. Thus, as 

mentioned by Dr Gobinda Prasad Sharma “the novel is an elegy on the fall of an age-old, well-

established family bearing the old tradition. At the same time, the novel shows the on-going 

irresistible socio, economic forces that are going to wipe out the old feudal and religious social 

order” (1994:59). Besides, though the novel expresses all the pathos and pains of the old family 

of pomp and power quite appealingly, yet at the same time, it also comes out to be a strong 
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critique of the old religious tradition- the tragedy of which it sings of. This ambivalence in the 

theme of the novel suggests the depth of the outlook of the novelist in life and society.   

As mentioned, the novel portrays the long history of the social reality spanning a century and 

half from the early 19
th

 century to the year of India’s independence (1948).  It is a novel of social 

realism.  The realism of the novel is further enriched with a strong regional flavor. Moreover, she 

has also brought into the narration certain real aspects of the socio-economic and political 

incidents of the time and region. One such reality is the opium addiction of the people during late 

forties and early fifties of last century. How opium smuggling became a thriving business for a 

section of the people and how the Congress volunteers fought against it successfully is also 

shown in the narrative. Many important excerpts from Anti-Opium Act, Land Ceiling Act and 

the government order to kill rouge elephants are suitably quoted here and there. . Similarly a Will 

in the house of the Adhikhar is quoted in full. Thus the novel really abounds in quotations from 

different real government orders, documents and acts mention or description of historical facts or 

events and the like which gives more truthfulness to the story. 

 

To understand the social transformation of the novel more clearly, it is necessary  to speak about  

the Sattras (Vaishnavite religious institution) and the adhikars in brief. Sattras are the product of 

the Vaishnava movement initiated by Sankaradeva towards the closing decades of the 15
th

 

century. There are hundreds of sattras on both the sides of Brahmaputra and each sattra own 

thousands of acres of fertile lands granted mostly by the Ahom kings. And these lands are mostly 

tax-free lands. Adhikar or the Gossain is the head of the sattra.  Gossain means ‘god’. He was 

almost a minor god in human form. He is combined both the religious sanctity with social 

authority and commanded extensive feudal landed property.  The lands were distributed among 

the disciples and cultivated. Thus the production relationship between them had been 

strengthened by the religious sanctity. It is not merely the relationship between the landlord and 

the tenant but also between the guru-kar (tithe) and the disciple. Besides the regular income from 

the land, Gossains used to get gifts from his disciples either in cash or in kind. Whenever 

Gossain undertook a journey to visit the villages of his disciples, he would return back with lots 

of gifts. They were also getting some income by catching and selling wild elephants. The 

disciples worshiped Gossains as a god in human form. They smeared the dust of the feet of 

Gossains on their forehead. Sattras had been acting as the guardians of religion and morality by 
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keeping close vigilance over their disciples. By maintaining regular agents at different localities 

and by personal visits the heads of sattras, tried to elevate the spiritual and moral standard of the 

villagers. The Adhikars tried the cases relating to individual and social matters and gave away 

judgments on the basis of Hindu Dharma Shastras.   

 

This is the story of the past. In temporality of the novel, the situation was fast changing. While 

the changing situation was described mainly through the living conditions of the families of the 

Gossains, the narrator brings the past into the narrative through flash-backs, reminiscences and 

the nostalgic yearnings of the characters. Thus the narrative swings between present and past. 

Present is the story of the last days of  Adikars and the disintegration of the sattra institution. It is 

also the story of the people who lived under the grip of poverty and disease due to the addiction 

of opium.  Past is the glorious days of the Athikars. 

 

The novel points out many factors responsible for the disintegration of the old social order. One 

is the colonial rule. The colonial rulers had taken over the local administration and judicial 

system into their hands which curtailed the power of the Adhikars. Further, all the nispekhraj 

lands (tax-free lands), donated to the Sattra by the Ahom king (Siva Singha) were converted into 

Kheraj lands (taxable land) by the colonial rulers (Captain Jenkins). From that time onwards the 

Adhikhar had to pay tax to the government. The second is the Land Ceiling Act brought out by 

the government of Independent India which made many Gossains landless. The third factor is the 

Communist movement which led armed struggles against the landlords in the late forties  in 

different  parts of India. It was also present in the South Bank region of Assam. When Gossain 

used to visit the villages of the disciples, the disciples used to welcome them with drums and 

cymbals. They would alight from the howda and walk on a long cloth laid out on the ground. 

Later the disciples would cut this cloth into strips and distribute them amongst themselves. 

Whenever a member of their family fell ill, the strip from that cloth would be tied around their 

heads as a talisman (p: 277). The deciples who once worshiped Gossain as a god in human form 

and smeared the dust of his feet in their fore-head,  now, raise slogans against the Gossain and 

threaten him as telling “Gossain! Come and plough the land with your own hand if you want 

your land.” They seized his land and refused to pay the paddy of his share of yielding.  A great 
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change in the mind of the people. When Indranath, the young Gossain and the future Adhikar,  

went there to recover his land from the clutches of their hands, he was killed by the same disciple  

  

The irony is that the man who headed the communist movement; inspired the people against the 

Gossain and instigated them to kill Indranath is an illegitimate son of the old Gossain, the father 

of the present Gossain and the grand father of Indranath. This old Gossain had an affair with a 

low caste woman and later disowned her after giving some gift of gold ornaments. It is 

mentioned in the novel that the Gossains who never marry a woman of other caste, used to have 

such illicit relationship with low caste women.  

 

In fact Indranath, unlike his forefathers, was a man of liberal ideas and  was a man of different, 

right from his childhood. He never observed castism in his life. He used to visit the houses and 

locality of the low caste people and Muslims. He was even prepared to give away the lands to the 

peasants. Indeed, he was unable to make any influence on the direction of the events. He was a 

silent spectator of the events; prisoner of the circumstances. He can not speak or act beyond the 

words of his father, Maha prabhu, the present Gossain, who comes into the narrative mostly as a 

referent.  Besides him, there are three widows in the family on whom the focus of the novel lies 

very much. They are Durga, Indranath’s widowed aunt; Giribala, his widowed sister and Saru 

Gossaini, another widowed wife of his uncle. They are all the victims of the orthodox Hindu 

society. 

 

The embarrassment and indignity of being a woman in an orthodox Hindu family has been very 

movingly described in the novel through these characters. According to the custom, a Brahmin 

girl must be married before she attains her puberty. If one attained puberty before marriage, it 

was considered as a sin to the family. Hence, in a Sattra where superstition and orthodoxy ruled 

supreme, daughters of the Gossain used to be married off in desperate hurry not to be subject to 

of malicious talk. The marriage of both Durga and Giribala were arranged in such a hurry 

without properly investigating about the bride-grooms. But once widowed, a Brahmin woman is 

deprived of everything that might keep alive her sexual desire and in orthodox families the most 

haloed task was considered to be the worship of the memory of the dead husband, expressed in 

the symbolic worship of his sandals. Durga had a happy and sound conjugal life with her 
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husband for sixteen years. After the dead of her husband, she used to sleep at night clutching 

sandals of her husband with her bare bosom. She was an ideal Hindu widow, a pathiviratha. She 

strictly followed the prescribed diet and observed the ritualistic fasts ascribed to a widow. As a 

result, she became unhealthy and TB patient. Her only desire was to go on a pilgrimage with the 

pandas of Lord Jagannath and immerse the ashes and bones of her husband in the Ganga river. 

When it was  not fulfilled, she became a neurotic. She expected that someone from her in laws 

house will come to take her back. But no one came till the end. At the verge of her death, she 

was sent off against their will to her in-law’s place, because she wanted to die in the house of her 

husband. Durga is the traditional image of a Brahmin widow and is an abject image of orthodox 

Hinduism. 

 

Giribala, the young and beautiful daughter of the Gossain, was married hurriedly to the son of 

Bangara Gossain who is a dissolute person. He had illicit relationship with a low caste immoral 

woman. He used to visit her often. He said to Giribala on the very first night of their marriage, 

“There cannot be any enjoyment in bed with the woman brought through  marriage! Absolutely 

none” (p:169).  Giribala returns back to her parent’s house after the death of her husband. She is 

advised by her father to sleep with Durga and learn the austerities from her that a widow has to 

observe. But Giribala is totally opposite to her aunt Durga. She says that she cannot live like 

Durga.. She refuses to offer flowers and Tulsi leaves to the sandals of her dead husband.    

 

It is at this juncture Mark, a young European missionary, comes to the Sattra and stays there to 

carry on some research. Giribala’s intellectual relationship with Mark reaches the state of love 

for him. She, the daughter of the Adhikar of a Vaishnava monastery, says that she is even 

prepared to convert to Christianity if it requires to live with him. One midnight when there was a 

heavy downpour, she reaches the cottage of Mark having completely drenched. She had come 

there with a determined mind not to go back, since a message had come from her in-laws place 

that they are coming to take her back. She did not want to go back. “I don’t want to go to that 

hell; I don’t want to be buried alive. I’d rather die” She says. She further says: “After I came of 

age, all those Gossainees on the river bank used to tell me: You are an angel; a sweet angel. But 

do you know what my husband who often visited that notorious woman used to say “What’s so 

great about your beautiful body? …Even though she is a low caste opium seller, her body glows 
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with exciting sexuality…You are nothing in comparison…people say, she always goes about 

sniffing at men, like a bitch in heat, but where’s that lustful current of blood flowing in the veins 

of Gossainee girls like you” (p:  250). Giribala’s eyes filled with tears when she says. She 

continued: “I could not bind him to me with either my body or my mind. But the flesh of that 

women! Was it so powerful that before it, virtue and decency, all things worthwhile in life, 

became futile and fruitless, like mere dust on the roadside? All the treasures of mind become as 

meaningless as dust only because of that flush! can one believe it ? Oh, my beloved Sahib, touch 

me and realise just for once… just once….” (251). Giribala throws away all moralities and defies 

all ethics and values.     

 

There seems more vengeance and revenge in her action rather than sexual impulse.  But she was 

caught by Purshottam Bhagawati, the family prohit and the custodian of Hindu dharm and by his 

men. The prohit arranges for the purification ceremony. As per the ritual a thatched hut was 

made and Giribala was asked to enter into the hut. The priest recited few lines from the 

scriptures. Then he asked Giribala to come out of the hut. As per the ceremony she became pure 

now and the hut should be set on fire. But with a firm voice Giribala asked him to set the hut first 

on fire. It was done immediately. But she refused to come out. She commits self-immolation. To 

her, suicide is a sign of social protest and revolt against the cultural order and its continuity. If 

fire is the metaphor and metonymy of sexual impulse, then she is burned by the same.  Indira 

Goswami describes the fall of the Sattra institution with great pain and sympathy. But at the 

same time she justifies its fall since this orthodox Hindu society is inimical to women.  

 

Who is the new emerging class? Is it the communists? The time of the novel abruptly moves 

thirty years forward to the year 1981. There are many changes in and around the Sattra. 

Electricity came to the Sattra in the yeat 1980. Most households are set free from opium habit. 

Girls from Gossain and Brahmin families go to low caste houses and marry low caste boys. The 

Land Ceiling Act came like a hailstorm. Many Gossains lost their lands. The sons of those 

former landlords were reduced to the position of petty shop owners. Poor remaind as poor. No 

change in the life of the peasants. Communist movement failed to bring light into their life. One 

evening, Bolo, a friend of Indiranath, who had gone with him to rescue the land from the 

Communists, met that Communist leader who had come out of jail for long back and  asked him: 
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“You seized the land after shedding a river of blood. Could you distribute the land properly 

among the poor peasants? Are they contented and well fed even now after thirty years?”  The 

leader remained silent and nodded his head as a sign of ‘No’.  

 

The novelist observes that it is the Mahajans who were emerging as a new economic class. 

Mahajans are the traders and merchants who were becoming rich in  the Post-independence 

society. This is suggested in the novel in a very shuttle way. One evening when Indranath was 

going to the house of Bolo, he met a fisher woman who was measuring out the paddy which she 

had obtained in exchange for the fish she had sold. Immediately his thoughts compare the 

situation from the past and to the present. “Only sometime back, these fisher-women used to give 

all their fish to the Gossain, just for a single basket of paddy. But now they gave a wide berth to 

the same Gossain, and took their catch to the mahajans as they got in bargain more paddy from 

them.”  The Gossains are replaced by the mahajans in the changing society. Another interesting 

observation is that most of the traders and merchants are outsiders. They are either from Bihar or 

from Kabul. What is the opinion of Indira Goswami about these outsiders? She says: “They lure 

some low caste girls away with dreams of marriage or even marry them with due ceremony. But 

these girls either come back ruined and disgraced or they sold in the flesh trade.”(p:292)  Is this 

the root cause of the unrest going on in the state at present? And which was forecasted by 

Goswami 30 years before? If the answer is ‘yes’, then she is more than a realist: a prophet.    

The novel A Saga of South Kamrup has rooted deeply into the social reality of Assam. It is a 

truthful reproduction of  the social history of the region of South Kamrup spanning over a period 

a  hundred years;  the past and the present life of Gossains  are depicted more closely and 

intimately. I consider this novel as a triumph of realism and a masterpiece of Indira Goswami’s 

novels.                      
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Female Persona at Issue with 
Malecentric Structures across Cultures 

-Simon Gautam 
 

 

Is female character really given space to stand as independent nation persona across cultures in 

both fiction and nonfiction writing? The attempt to answer this problematic below takes a 

multicultural approach comparatively with greater focus on Nepali women’s experiences. 

The Nepali women’s experience of their “voiceless contexts” and “voice contexts” (Gautam, 8) 

in their journey towards identification in literature in general and in fiction in particular awaits 

the writing of their historiography. The lack of their literary historiography indicates a state of 

confusion about their past, present, and the future course of action. There is not, in evidence, of a 

form of inclusive, comprehensive, and consolidating research work at national literary, feminist 

or ideological levels. However, unlike in the literary field, in the social sciences, there is in 

existence the publication of Status of Women in Nepal, volume one (1979) and volume two 

(1981). Volume one consisted of publications in five parts based on secondary sources of 

information, while volume two consisted of publications in nine parts based on primary sources. 

The reason why these publications are given here space is that with them have entered Nepal the 

waves of women studies, gender studies and feminist studies in the fields of both social sciences, 

and literature/culture. The second volume publications are monographs of multicultural Nepali 

communities. The publications document the fact that “...Nepalese women are not a homogenous 

group” and keeping this very multicultural aspect in view, they project the “dynamics of the day 

to day life of village women and the diversity of ways in which women’s roles and status have 

been defined by different ethnic groups within Nepal” (Maithili, Acharya vii). It was this 
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empirical study, which for the first time in Nepal documented women’s unpaid labour in “time 

use data” (xv). The findings showed that economically women contributed to rural household 

economy more than the men did. The study focused on six “dimensions of women’s status: 

economic, familial, political/community, educational, legal and ideological/religious” (Ibid. Viii-

ix). In the final analysis, the Nepali rural women’s status study brings to the fore their 

dependency syndrome and the second sex condition. This raises a question about the genesis of 

such dependency syndrome in the Nepali society. 

The Vedas (meaning the science) spiritualise the individual “self” of both woman and man as a 

free and an independent entity “the atman,” the “infinite” that is “seated in the heart of each 

living being” and to experience such ‘self’ the individuals should compose their “mind and the 

senses” (R. Prasad 15). However, the literature poses a human figure guru “equal to the level of 

God Himself” in between the individuals and the God; maintains that only guru can “have direct 

and first-hand knowledge and understanding of God” and the believers should see the guru in the 

image of God (R. Prasad 60). This construct in Nepal, as the history shows, from the Vedic time 

until now, has helped only to create longer, deeper and very damaging gaps in relations between 

different categories, different groups and the individual-God, and to empower the gurus to 

damagingly manipulate these different relations. Over time, this space for the gurus has been 

extremely exploited to the vested interests of the feudal rulers, the aristocrats and the gurus 

themselves. This has given the society, from gender perspective, two interrelated push-backs in 

the people’s daily lives and the nation’s cultural and political histories. One, it has constructed 

the patriarch of a brahmana, superior to woman, and superior to the rest in the interpretation of 

the scripts, and has hierarchised the society. Two, based on the guru’s vested position of 

authority to understand and interpret the The Vedas, the Vedic division of four professions 

created for purpose of specialisation in work performance over time have been interpreted and 

institutionalised as four hierarchic castes: brahmana, kshatriya, vaisya, and shudra (R. Prasad 

79). These examples are a site for historic discrimination, division, and underdevelopment in the 

Nepali society, be it gender-based or caste-based. The “samrat” ‘king as supreme ruler’ ruled the 

people with a sense of supreme authority and being a “gopa” ‘protector’ of the people 

(http://www.culturalindia.net 2). He took advice from both “purohit” ‘royal priest’ and the 

“senani” ‘army chief’ (Ibid.). The inter-varna relations were already rigid and brahmana, and 

http://www.culturalindia.net/
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kshatriya, were defined as higher groups, while vaisya, and shudra were defined as lower groups. 

Inter-verna marriage could not take place, that is all vernas were provided their own world and 

space. The seeds of caste and gender discrimination germinated right there, and this pervaded all 

aspects of life with agriculture gaining importance as the people’s main economic-stay and side 

by side the emergence of “kingdoms,” which in turn helped patriarchy consolidate its power 

down the road (http:/www.culturalindia.net 3).  

The Nepali system of patriarchy came consolidating its power through Mahabharat, Ramayan, 

Lichchhavi, Malla and Shah periods including that of the Rana internal colonisation. The seeds 

of gender, caste and even class discriminations grew into violation of human rights, personal 

freedom and independence. Nepali women, irrespective of caste and class divisions, experienced 

more of cultural and ideological degeneration, and social perversion and incongruity. The very 

institution of monarchy became the main source of social perversion and violence against 

women like early marriage, polygamy, harems, and sati practice. What the royalists did others 

took them as models. The social canon taught both men and women the concept of 

“patiparmeswor” ‘the husband in god’s position’ and the masculine power in godlike infallible 

position sending the feminine power to a frail, inferior and subordinate position. This turned the 

families into “patriarchal” and women into “subordinate” condition, and the daughter’s birth 

received very low profile (Vaidya et al. 96). Ever since the Vedic civilisation (1500-500 BC) 

(http://www.culturalindia.net 1) up until recent past, Nepal remained a land of the institutions of 

monarchy, feudalism, and aristocracy. The ultimate result of all this was the virtual practice of 

internal colonialism featuring social discrimination and injustice irrespective of gender, caste-

ethnicity, class, and creed.   

Amidst such suppressive, unjust and undesired contexts, the question remains what formal 

organised efforts had there been made to end all forms of sexist oppression and give women their 

space with intellectual freedom? The story goes a “mahila samiti” ‘women committee’ under 

Yogmayadevi Koirala in 1917 (Tumbahanphe 24; S. Thapa ix; and Parajuli 1) and a “nari 

samiti” ‘women committee’ under Yogmaya Neupane in 1918 (Tumbahanphe 28-29; A. Thapa 

22-23; and Pande http://www.gefont.org/), mark the formal beginning of Nepali women’s fight 

for liberation, identity and space. These committees functioned underground and were short-

lived, but there came subsequently several other such political freedom-motived and social 

http://www.culturalindia.net/
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change-motived organisations under different names. In 1947, women rose into labour 

movement (Tumbahanphe 30) demanding for proper wages, and shelter. And in the same year, 

there came Nepal Mahila Sangh (NMS) under the chair of Mangala Devi Singh, and in 1951, 

also, there came All Nepal Women’s Organisation (ANWO) consisting of the leftist women 

under the chair of Kamakshya Devi (Tumbahanphe 31). All through Nepal’s history, women 

were there in all revolutions for people’s freedom and nation-building: overthrowing the Rana’s 

104-year internal colonisation in 1950; the students’ movement in 1979-80 making the nation go 

for referendum to choose between multiparty democracy and the then partyless panchayat 

system; the people’s revolution in 1990 leading to restoration of multiparty democracy; and 

Maoists’ ten-year armed revolution from 1995 to 2005 culminating in the people’s 19 days’ 

peaceful movement (April 5-23) in 2006 (23 Chaitra 2062-10 Baisakh 2063) and later the Tarai-

Madhes movement, cumulatively leading the nation to a secular and federal republic state. The 

historic institution of monarchy was demolished. For the first time in Nepal’s political history, 

the Constituent Assembly (CA) of Nepal that was formed through ballot box for purpose of 

giving the country a new federal republic constitution represented thirty-three per cent women 

members. But, sad enough for the general people and the country, comparatively the bigger 

political party leaders, despite plus two years to its original two years’ period, sent it to a forced 

death on midnight May 27, 2012 without allowing it to complete its assigned historic job of 

preparing and declaring a federal republic constitution of Nepal.  

In Nepal, women’s experience of their conditions in social development spheres has been that 

the Nepali patriarchal mindset is still conservative. The issues pertaining to gender 

discrimination and women’s freedom and rights are still resisted or undermined arguing that 

women simply make mountains out of small hills. The patriarchs blame the non-governmental 

organisations and the middle class educated women for raising rather, in their words “imaginary 

issues.” Amidst such resistance, the new generation women argue that they are looking for their 

one-half space free from the dictates of patriarchy. This voice has taken the activists towards 

socialist-Marxist and radical feminism (Parajuli 5-8). Patriarchy has made women’s life so 

complex and circular that they walk the same road generation after generation.  

Here, patriarchy is most functional in “legal structures” which tie up women’s property rights 

with “marriage and the ideology of compulsion of marriage and shift of a girl to affinal 
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household in marriage, control over her sexuality and the need for having sons for salvation” 

(Political, Acharya 54). Patriarchy is a quagmire—either you take courage to subvert the 

quagmire and go about as a free and independent woman or in the name of becoming an ideal 

woman just get sunk in it. The subversion can be started from re-examining the patriarchal 

“value system, behaviour, and attitude toward issues raised by women’s movement” (Ibid.). The 

experience shows that with liberal feminism women are not going to gain anything more; they 

must work with both social-Marxist-radical feminism, and gender. The condition of women is 

not very different in other South Asian countries either. The condition of women, the association 

admits, is “controlled by patriarchy” drawing its legitimacy from “culture and traditions” 

(SAARC and UNIFEM 2). The Nepali society has now reached a decisive mode, not to give in 

before any power internal or external but to institutionalise all the achievements of the shift from 

kingdom to a federal republic state: yesterday’s subjects becoming today’s political and cultural 

citizens with proportionate representation, women receiving and practising the political and 

cultural citizen rights equal with men.  

There is an indication of some shift in men’s perception of feminism for Nepali women as “a 

movement directed to a shift in women’s role” (Thakur 86). However, rights and role shifts 

should go together; otherwise, just having rights for women in the constitution does not change 

their condition for better. Because the ground reality is that until now women have been 

experiencing gaps between declaration of rights and their honest implementation. Masculinity 

positions itself in the image of a ruler, while it positions femininity in the image of the ruled. 

Comparatively, “masculinity is to femininity what upper castes are to lower castes in caste 

system,” where “One rules, the other is ruled, one is superior, the other is inferior” (Exploring, 

Bhasin 8). Down the history until now, the social practice has been teaching “boys/men to deny 

the ‘woman’ in them and girls/women to kill the ‘man’ in them” and the feminist argument goes 

that it is totally wrong because this leaves both women and men imbalanced, non-harmonious 

and non-integrated (Exploring, Bhasin 14). Hindu philosophy communicates the idea of what 

Virginia Woolf means by support to androgyny in the image of ardhanareshwar—the elements of 

half-male, half-female merged into one in each female and male. However, the general woman in 

Nepal “still fares poorly in comparison with the achievements made in other countries in the 

region over the same time period” (Upadhya 448). So, only a nation-wide adoption of “well-



14 
 

Volume 1, Number 1 ,September, 2013                                                         (IJCLTS)   ISSN:2321-8274                 
https://sites.google.com/site/indjournalofclts/ 
 

informed and specific policy measures,” and their impact-oriented implementation with iron-

hand can “stand any chance of effecting real change in Nepali women’s lives” (Upadhya 452). 

From the literature, it becomes clear that in Nepal, there is a gap in the processes of political, 

cultural and literary integrations. Politics, culture and literature seem to have gone alone in their 

ways. The three seem to know and respect each other very little, when they should have gone 

rather in an integrated approach and produced an integrated politico-cultural-literary 

historiography of women. If literature does not communicate the contexts and findings of other 

disciplines and the different aspects of life, then, how would the individual’s consciousness 

about their condition be raised, particularly when they are not free and independent?  

In novels from Nepal, the idea of the woman individuals’ consciousness raising gets some way 

practically in years only after 1950, although from Darjeeling (India), Rupnarayan Singh’s 

Bhramar (1936) disseminated the woman’s point of view, her freedom to choose her lover and 

husband. From Nepal, such idea comes with H. S. Pradhan’s Swasnimanchhe (1954), where the 

woman protagonist gets organised against her suppressing husband. Nevertheless, when viewed 

from women’s liberation perspective, it is Parijat who through class perspective gives women 

protagonists at least an opportunity to speak out their mind openly, to put their likes and dislikes 

without being submissive and hesitant about what others would say. Her women protagonists, for 

example Sakambari in Shirisko Phool (1965) is one such great example in days when there was 

no political freedom, and no woman voice could be raised against patriarchy. Almost all her 

female characters are outspoken. One significant reason for such late starter in feminist novel 

writing in Nepal is the late starter in women’s formal education.  

Unlike in Christianity about Biblical education, in Hindu culture, the Vedic education was not 

made accessible to the mass. The vernacular literacy was not accessed to the girls and women 

and men in mass. The social, cultural and political constraints much constrained the production 

of a conscious body of Nepali literature. The novel from a female hand came only as late as the 

first half of twentieth century with the publication of Ambalika Devi Upadhya’s Rajput Ramani 

(1932) (Dristi, Tripathi 49) though the history begins from a male hand in the second half of 

eighteenth century with the publication of Subananda Das’s poem Prithvinarayan (1769) (Ibid. 

140). About a hundred and sixty-three year gap between these dates is self-explanatory about the 

dependent condition of women in Nepali society and its reflection in Nepali literature. More 
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women hands wrote poetry followed by story and novels, but far less followed by essay, drama 

and criticism (Ibid. 52-55). This raises a crucial question why is women’s participation in most 

literary genres so insignificant? One primary reason is there is more illiteracy among women 

followed by their early marriage and engagement in reproductive activities both at family and 

community levels. To women, literary creation became “a luxury ride” (Dristi, Tripathi 54-55) 

rather than necessity and professionalism, which in English context was a necessity. Critics 

maintain Rupnarayan Singh’s Bhramar (1936) from Darjeeling to have initiated the feminist 

perspective in Nepali novels for the reason that the women protagonists Bina and Maya exercise 

“the freedom to choose their lover and husband” (Baral and Atom 127). This “freedom to choose 

perspective” is followed in Swasnimanchhe (1954) by H. S. Pradhan where the woman 

protagonist Motimaya is allowed to get organised to punish her husband Pramod who despised 

her and threw her out of his home to clear his way for another wife, but he died later (Baral and 

Atom 127). This novel is called the first feminist novel published from Nepal (Ibid.). Thereafter, 

there came a number of other feminist novels: Ek Chihan (1960) by H. C. S. Pradhan; Anuradha 

(1961) by Bijaya Malla; Teen Ghumti (1968) by B. P. Koirala; Madhavi (1982) by M. M. Dixit; 

Tesro Paila (1988) by Nakul Silwal; Manisa (1993) by Shabnam Shresth. Nepali feminist critic 

Sudha Tripathi in her book Naribadi Saundarya Chintan  (2012) calls the 104 year period of 

autocratic Rana family regime from 1846 to 1950 “to have been the most painful patriarchal 

feudal period for Nepali women” (188).  In her yet another book Nepali Upanyasma Naribad 

(2012), she writes “the feminist consciousness to have made its formal entry into Nepali 

literature only during eighties of the last century” (424). Perhaps this relates to the research 

publications concerning the multicultural Nepali women’s status as mentioned above.     

Parijat produced ten novels in a period of twenty-six years extending from 1965 to 1991. Her 

woman protagonists make their appearance and present their condition more or less following a 

class framework. However, in the show the woman voice betrays the class framework for the 

reason that women’s problems go even beyond the solution to class problem. Unless the woman 

analyses her problems from women’s perspective and shows the man and makes him realise that 

he has to cooperate with her for her freedom and independence, he will go on with the 

assumption that in classless society there is no patriarchy and this is a fallacy. So, class or no 

class, colour or no colour, discrimination against woman for being a woman is very alive there so 
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long as patriarchy is alive there. Because of her Marxist model, on the one hand, and her 

personal choice for not to be called a feminist writer/novelist, none of Parijat’s female 

protagonists is led to get organised rising above her class context for her identification in the 

nation-identity. Like the American Black women who fought against racial and gender 

discriminations together, the Nepali women too need to fight against class and gender 

discriminations together in an organised form taking the classes and the men in confidence. The 

Nepali woman’s experience indicates that there is a need to take several of the woman-focused 

activities—feminist activism, liberation writing, feminist comparative writing and academic 

feminist writing—together in a coordinated, consolidated and in an integrated manner. The 

critical belief so far held is also that “there has been made women’s liberation writing only and 

Parijat’s writing sets the trend,” when academic feminist writing too should have been promoted 

together (Sahitya, Baral 75). 

In the South Asian canvas, among others, there are a number of women writers from India, 

Pakistan, Bangladesh, Sri-Lanka and Nepal contributing novels in English language. Wheeler 

records, “South Asian literature has also exhibited a flourishing tradition of fiction in the English 

language” (328). With regard to Indian contribution, the genre of novel is in the forefront 

(Dhawan 9). The contemporary novelists’ focus is on the “socio-political concern” and that 

indicates being “responsive to the call of equality, freedom and human rights” (Ibid. 13). Among 

woman novelists, “Anita Desai and Arundhati Roy hold centre stage in the contemporary literary 

scenario” (Ibid. 14). The God of Small Things by Roy is “about a woman seen through the eyes 

of a woman” (Ibid. 15). It is called a feminist novel in that it evokes pity and terror relative to the 

condition of a woman, a political novel in that it criticises the hypocrisy of the communist party 

and an autobiographical novel because it presents the facts related to the writer’s life (Dhawan 

15). Desai and Shashi Despande present the woman’s world, the woman’s condition, the 

woman’s experience under Indian patriarchy. In one of her interviews, Despande brings out the 

justification for an androgynous culture in the South Asian mindset, literary writing, the 

institutions of family and marriage and societies. She argues “Men and women should live 

together in a more friendly way. That is a solution” (A. Prasad 92). She is so firm and straight 

about androgynous mindset and culture that she says, “There must be good companionship 

between men and women. Without that I don’t think there is any solution to the problem of 
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woman…not through sisterhood, sisterhood is only a comfort” (Ibid.). She indicates that 

androgynous thinking in both women and men is all the more essential in the South Asian 

culture. Bama, who is called “The Apostle of Dalit Feminism in India,” is said to explore and 

expose “the agonising experiences of discrimination, oppression and exploitation” of Dalit 

women (Simon and Sudha 216). Analysing the difference between a Dalit and non-Dalit 

woman’s condition Bama says, “Dalit women are discriminated thrice. Dalits…I would say 

class, gender and caste. But the other women, only class and gender” (Ibid.). Her novel Sangati 

‘happenings,’ translated from Tamil into English, French and other Indian languages, depicts her 

own “community’s identity” (Ibid. 217). Feminism in India is perceived more from indigenous 

perspective tracing its factors to “the legacy of equality of sexes inherited from the freedom 

struggle, constitutional rights of women, spread of education and the consequent new awareness 

among women” (Bhatnagar qtd. in Prasad 1). The woman suffers from the contexts of voiceless 

at the hands of both men and women. She suffers from “male chauvinism, sexist bias, 

psychological and even physical exploitation, hegemonistic inclinations in not merely the male 

but also the female sections of society” (Ibid. 2). In the society and its institutions, there is “utter 

disregard for the female’s psychological, cultural, familial and spiritual quests” (Ibid.).  

Tharu and Lalita’s Women Writing in India  (1993) traces women’s writing back to 600 B.C. to 

have been made in adverse condition of “cultural economy” and the “politics of canon building” 

(xix). The writers remark that they make both “a joyous retrieval of artefacts that signify 

women’s achievement” and the representation of “a difficult and inventive moment in the theory 

and practice of feminist criticism” (Ibid. 34). The pieces speak the language of “opposition to the 

dominant ideologies of gender” at the levels of “class or caste and draw on assumptions about 

race, or religious persuasion that reinforce the hold of those ideologies and collaborate in 

extending their authority” (Ibid. 34-35). The writings pose the modern Indian literary feminists a 

challenge to address the “earlier formations” on the one hand, and the woman’s historical legacy 

of “discontinuity, dispossession, or marginality,” on the other (Ibid. 35-36).  

Taslima Nasrin from Bangladeshi in Lajja (1993) (English trans. 1994) raises a voice and urges 

all “secular and humanistic forces to join together and fight their malignant influence” (x) to stop 

all fundamentalist and communalist forces. But, the fundamentalists have issued a “fatwa” 

‘price-tag’ on her for raising her voice for humanity. There are other women novelists enlisted 
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from Pakistan—Bapsi Sidhwa, Sunetra Gupta, and from Sri-Lanka—Punyakante Wijenaike, Sita 

Kulatunga writing raising women’s voices for justice, but it is unfortunate for the Bangladeshi 

and Nepali women novelists, because they seem not to have met the critic’s selection criteria or 

standard (Wheeler 329). Shirisko Phool (1965) (trans. Blue Mimosa) (1972) by Parijat a writer 

from Nepal failed to be enlisted for the reason that she was not one writing in English. This is a 

reflection of how the Western literary canon perceives the Eastern literary canon.  

However, there are two other Nepali woman names contributing in English, Manjushree Thapa 

in fiction writing and Sangita Rayamajhi in critical feminist writing. Thapa has contributed The 

Tutor of History (2007), Forget Kathmandu (memoir) (2005), and Tilled Earth (stories) (2007). 

The Tutor of History symbolises the woman’s life experiences to be the tutor of the social history 

of a community and nation. Rayamajhi thinks it proper to bring in Nepali discourse to further 

explore “Who is Manjushree Thapa’s Tutor?” (Can 117). In feminist critical writing, Rayamajhi 

has contributed Use of Language in the Nepali Press (co-author) (1999), Who is the Daughter of 

Nepal? (2001), Can a Woman Rebel? (2003), and Women in Politics: Semantics of Capacity 

Enhancement. In Who is the Daughter of Nepal?, for the Nepali new woman, she indicates an 

intellectual challenge to work on creating a woman’s “tradition and history” (back cover).  

Neluka Silva from Sri-Lanka and Rayamajhi from Nepal validate the general experience that 

simply having a woman on the country’s top brass is not a guarantee to effect change in the 

patriarchal mindset, patriarchal value-laden policies, and the administrative and political 

structures. She cannot simply subvert the patriarchal framework of control and exploitation of 

women, because she is accessed to the top position under the same framework. To be able to 

effect change for women worth her suppressed condition, the woman leader must come from 

among the suffering and suppressed grassroots feminist activism and rights movements.  

The meddling of patriarchy in politics indicates that androgyny is yet to penetrate in politics, 

political parties, national policies, programmes and the entire governance of the country from the 

grassroots to the centre. Silva explores the Islamic countries Bangladesh and Pakistan becoming 

more gendered for reason of the Islam becoming monolithic and lacking “a potent female 

image,” and so to compensate the lack resorting to “cultural symbols—symbols which inscribe 

dominant and repressive behavioural codes” (230). While in Bangladesh “the Bengali mother 
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image” fulfils the nationalist objective, in Pakistan “the veil serves as a useful way of 

constructing a religious-national identity” (Ibid.).  

Exposing the Nepali experience in the daughter image and the mother image, Rayamajhi 

questions if at all Nepal had a daughter. Women have not been “allowed to emerge and project 

themselves as daughters of Nepal” and if the dominant mindset is not changed she doubts if there 

will be “any chance of any woman rising out of the socio-cultural or the political milieu to 

project that image” (Who 123). Referring to the South Asian scenario, she observes, “An 

assassination of the father or husband, a mighty revolution where women emerge as sufferers, 

are these the only criterion for the women of this side of the world to embody that national 

image?” (Who, Rayamajhi 123). She still sees the hundreds of the daughters of Nepal as only 

“the silent and subdued force that has given this society and this culture great life and inspiration, 

time and again” (Ibid.). However, Nepal is coming up as a nation of hope through struggles for 

identity, androgyny, inclusion, representation and participation. Rebellion is the feature of Nepali 

life now. So, the need of the hour for every group and category is getting on to ironing out 

desirable shapes and sizes, not deformation. Rayamajhi suggests women to rebel but by 

upholding the principles of justice and ethics, for “To rebel is to be confident of the fact that you 

are doing justice to yourself” (Can 194). Women should rebel against the patriarchal mindset and 

structure, but upholding the principle of justice and ethics (Ibid.). To her, rebellion connotes 

“spiritual strength born out of the belief that one is doing the right thing” (Ibid.). With such 

strength of woman persona at heart, she argues, “hitting back without fear at the one who dares 

to take a chance at undermining the self-respect and individuality of the person” is justifiable 

(Ibid.). Under “Nation Personae Across Cultures: Parijat and V. Woolf” in his book Nation 

Persona in Parijat (2011), Gautam observes that the writers   

 

... question the validity and significance of the traditional concept of man persona 

as superior, supremacist and without the element of woman and woman persona 

as inferior, suppressed and without the element of man, but for which they both 

experience reproaches and detestations. (158) 
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The writer’s crosscultural study of their novels “outlines that the version of the new woman 

across cultures is the metaphor of nation persona: “I am nation” (Bainsko 197)  in Parijat and 

“England am I” (Between 95)  in Virginia Woolf” (178). Both the novelists, Gautam concludes 

“come up with the solution of identity and androgyny genre creation that speaks the woman’s 

language of nation persona” (180). Methodologically speaking, “Woolf takes the cultural and 

intellectual stream of consciousness approach, while Parijat takes the social, political and class 

consciousness approach” (Ibid.). They wrote novels in search of an authentic, an independent 

female identity which is constructed from women’s subject position. That is why it still is as 

fresh to listen to Woolf’s inner voice saying that for all the quality products women simply need 

“the leisure, and money and room to themselves” (Hale 585). Keeping these inner voices in 

mind, what the female identity is seen to be in need of is many successful accomplishments of 

assimilative and assertive comparative female identity studies.  

The South Asian experience in gender and feminism from female identity perspective is a mixed 

experience of intellectual voiceless and voice conditions. Here, androgyny has still to make its 

highway into the nation’s politics, political parties, governance, and above all, the mind, the 

thinking that perpetuates the unjust system of binary opposition—the woman inferior and the 

man superior. The South Asian experiences present the processes of “nation-formation” to have 

deeply impacted upon the “personal life” of women, and that its “emotional and psychological 

effects are felt not only by those who seek nationhood, but also from whom it is sought” (Silva 

232). Literature is present behind the “formulation of ideology” (Ibid. 233) and it has continued 

as a form of “ideological insemination” and nations “depend for their existence on an apparatus 

of cultural fictions in which imaginative literature plays a decisive role” (Brennan qtd. in Silva 

233). 

To conclude, the philosophical/ideological struggle of female persona to take her space of nation 

persona is still on. The malecentric structures are yet to go self-corrected.  The principles of 

social justice, ethics and coexistence are yet to receive institutional formation. The nation-state 

performance of South-Asian States relative to creation of space for nation personae is still far 

from satisfactory.  Therefore, it is time for the comparative/crosscultural studies in the region to 

come forward to fill in these as well as many other gaps. 
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In this paper I discuss the transcontinental dynamics in terms of language 

and imagery that is at work in the longstanding Romanian-Indian cultural 

relationship. I will draw upon the Romanian history to unravel 

comparisons between Indian and Romanian cultural and literary reservoirs 

that have enriched their edifying Treasuries. Today, Romanian culture 

occupies a minor cultural space on the ‘margins’ of Europe, existing 

perpetually in the uncertain sphere between ‘toleration’ and ‘rejection’ 

from within the common European and Non-European perspectives and 

literary history. I will critically touch upon the idea of ‘margins’ in 

relation to Romanian culture and literature as compared to the Indian 

context, as well as relate both to the notion of ‘World Literature’. I argue 

that there are in fact hundred West-s and their selves – cultural, linguistic, 

psycho-social etc., that may be understood in each case and in certain 

perspectives as an ‘individual’ in a continuous process of evolution, with 

multiple inner psychological and social selves, with multiple personal and 

social spaces of interaction with other ‘individual-cultures’. To that effect, 

I also undertake semantic analysis of some Romanian words in 

comparison to their linguistic ‘relatives’ from India, as I analyze the 

Romanian ballad titled Ballad of Master Manole (Meşterul Manole), with 

particular focus on the words and imagery that carry connections with 
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Indian languages and folklore, and other cultural ‘tran-slations’. The myth 

that constitutes the core of the ballad has existed and has taken varied 

forms in different cultures, including India since antiquity. As I have 

discovered myself during my studies in India, there are multiple linguistic 

connections and cultural metaphors that have become common to both 

cultures in an intriguing ‘historical exchange’. My analysis relies mainly 

on studies from the fields of history, anthropology, cultural and literary 

studies, and psychology by Hubert Hermans, Alex Drace-Frances, Zmago 

Šmitek, A. Z. Ragozin and others.   

Key words: Romania, India, history, cultural self, folklore, world literature, margins, ballad, 

myth              

Languages and Literature in Romanian History 

In many ways the peoples of Eastern and Central Europe have been struggling throughout 

history with analogous economic, political and psychological turmoil due to foreign dominance 

and exploitation like the colonized countries. However, many studies surrounding the ‘idea’ and 

the ‘discipline’ of comparative literature focus on coordinates such as European – American (or 

Western) – Non-Western literatures or unquestioned categories such as ‘nation’, ‘Eurocentrism’, 

‘hybridism’ etc. The debates mostly deliberate the ‘Eurocentric’ theoretical conditioning or 

‘Ameri-centrism’, as opposed to Non-Western postcolonial condition, the inadequacy of methods 

of inquiry or even insufficiency of ‘skills’ of understanding the condition of the ‘other’ literature. 

Thus literary comparisons end up taking at times ‘contexts’ that are loosely defined under the 

already mentioned triumvirate of powers. What these debates fail to clarify plays in fact a vital 

role in understanding what exactly we compare and what methodologies may be adequate for 

that comparison. If we go on talking about ‘Eurocentric’ or Western theory-producers and 

postcolonial or Non-Western theory-consumers, not only is this an unproductive, because false, 

approach, we also lose our path in the obscurity of politics and forget that comparisons should 

not be primarily a political act, though one, of course, must be informed about the political 

contexts. I would point out that these concepts appear in criticism without clarifications 
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regarding the exact literatures or regions criticized, or the margins of those literary regions. 

Would literatures such as Romanian, Slovenian, Bulgarian and Ukrainian for instance, fall under 

the ‘category’ of ‘Eurocentrism’? Maybe yes, from some ‘Non-Western’ points-of-view. But 

from other positions, of the above mentioned literary regions, that might not be the case. Rather 

such literatures would occupy a marginal space that functions along many premises on which 

postcolonial literatures are based. I argue that there are in fact hundred West-s and their selves – 

cultural, linguistic, psycho-social etc., that may be understood in each case and in certain 

perspectives as an ‘individual’ in a continuous process of evolution, with multiple inner 

psychological and social selves, with multiple personal and social spaces of interaction with 

other ‘individual-cultures’. In this myriad-faceted West there are self-positions and relations that 

demonstrate the exchange between cultures, as it is the case of Romania and India. In this sense I 

will specifically discuss the Ballad of Master Manole and its various cultural ‘tran-slations’ as 

Ballad of the Walled-up Wife.  

I will start from Hubert Hermans’ synthesis (2001) that “cultures can be seen as collective voices 

that function as social positions in the self. Such voices are expressions of embodied and 

historically situated selves that are constantly involved in dialogical relationships with other 

voices.” (272) In 2007, Hermans and Giancarlo Dimaggio asserted that “the increasing 

interconnectedness of nations and cultures does not only lead to an increasing contact between 

different cultural groups but also to an increasing contact between cultures within the individual 

person. Different cultures come together and meet each other within the self of one and the same 

individual.” (35, my italics). The dialogical self proposes “a view that decentralizes both self and 

culture to a considerable degree without losing track with the notion of unity.” (Hermans 2001: 

275). Thus it focuses on the differences between and within cultures, on their particularities and 

heterogeneity without reducing the importance of a need for homogeneity and of the degree of 

commonality characterizing each culture. These points carry a strong relevance for the ideas of 

the ‘literature’ and ‘comparative literature’ too, especially when the ‘margins’ within the 

European context may be the ‘margins’ in relation to Non-European literary cultures as well. 

What I mean by this is the fact that if one compares a marginal literature or culture from Europe 

(like that of Romania), with an Indian literature, let’s say Bengali or Indian English literature, 

and their respective positions in the matrix of ‘world literature’ then the Romanian literature and 

culture might occupy a ‘more’ marginal space than the Indian literature involved in the 
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comparison. Primarily because being within Europe geographically, it may fall under a veil of 

‘invisibility’ or under the sweeping generalizations of being same with ‘all European’ or ‘Eastern 

European’ literatures. Indeed, in many of my interactions with Indian and foreign intellectuals, I 

noticed that Romanian culture always seems to be ‘like Russian culture’. At the same time, the 

global investment and interest in Indian literatures and culture is far greater than the interest in 

Romanian literature and culture and this implies a wider range of translations and authors 

selected for translation in multiple languages. Of course there are many other factors that 

relatively define the situation of each literature and culture in the global context. I hope that I 

may reveal a few of them in my paper, as I shortly pass through the history of Romanian culture 

and the transcontinental dynamics in terms of language, literature and imagery that is at work in 

the longstanding Romanian-Indian cultural relations.                        

The terms Romania and Romanian have no connection with the Rroma ethnic community
1
 as 

lack of information may lead some people to believe. Genetic, historical and anthropological 

studies have proven that the Rroma communities arrived in Europe from the central areas of 

India during the Byzantine Empire approximately 1000 years ago
2
. Some recent publications on 

Romanian language, culture and its roots have created controversy among the more ‘orthodox’ 

supporters of the ‘Roman imperial’ heritage of Romania, viewing the word ‘Romanian’ (român/ 

română) as etymological relative of the Latin ‘romanus’. ‘Romanian’ comes from the word 

rumân commonly used in Middle Ages for the people inhabiting the space within and around the 

Carpathian Arch, the Danube and the Black Sea, on the ancient land of Dacia that had been 

occupied by the Roman Empire under the leadership of Trajan in 106 AD. The word has 

undergone slight modifications in time and has become român – which is the contemporary 

denomination of the Romanian citizens, while the country is called in Romanian language (limba 

română), România. At the same time, Alex Drace-Frances cites R. L. Wolff (Romania: the Latin 

Empire of Constantinople, 1948) who has noted that in the early Middle Ages Western writers 

used the term Romania to refer to the Eastern Roman Empire (2006: 8).  

Petre Morar, in his debatable works Noi Nu Suntem Latini… (‘We are not Latin…’) and Dacia 

Ariana, argues the Aryans and Vedic culture have originally belonged to the Danube-Carpathian 

area of Europe (present day Romania), from where they spread their civilization towards the 

Baltic area, Minor Asia, Iran, India and elsewhere. Morar points out that all prehistoric and 

historic human civilizations have developed around and identified with large rivers – i.e. Indians 
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with Indus and Ganges etc., and thus the oldest European civilization that has always lived 

around the Danube was ‘Romanian’ – through the Aryan-Geto-Dacian ancestors. The historical 

documents attest the fact that the Dacians were the largest mass of people in Europe and 

Romanian language stands as the most ‘homogeneous’ language in Europe, thus implying a very 

long history. Further, Morar emphasizes the close relations, syntactic/ semantic identity and 

syntactic/ semantic derivation, etymological connections between words belonging to Romanian 

and Indo-Aryan languages. He states that this is ascertained by the fact that many Romanian 

words and word roots representing proper names (hydronyms, toponyms, names etc.) belong to 

the Vedic culture and appear in both Romanian and Vedic India. He illustrates multiple linguistic 

and cultural relations, for instance: the Romanian (Rom.) apa, found in Sanskrit
3
 too, āpah 

meaning ‘water’; Rom. om (‘human being/ self’) – Skrt. Om/ Aum; Rom. a vedea (to see) – Skrt. 

Veda; Rom. Deva, Agnita (towns), Someş (river) – Skrt. Deva (god), Agni (fire), Soma (God; 

sacred Soma-drink
4
); Rom. iama (destruction etc.) – Skrt. Yama (death god); Rom. Arioneşti 

(place), Arieş (river) or aria/ arie (portion of land, territory, space) for Arya; Rom. soare (sun), 

Surian, Surianu (Mountains) – Skrt. Surya (sun); Rom. suta (hundred) – Skrt. sata; Rom. a da 

(give/ offer) – Skrt. dā/ dāh (give/ giving) etc. He extends his illustration with Bulgarian, 

Ukrainian, Moldavian and other words from neighboring regions where Dacian people lived. 

Thus Morar synthesizes a broad linguistic scheme as: Aryan-Vedic language stock –> Dacian-

Romanian language –> Romanian language. The above examples are among the most pertinent 

and I have selected them because I have identified them myself during my own studies in Indian 

languages. In parallel veins other critics debated the ‘Aryan Dacia hypotheses’, but as the 

validity of any theory may be questioned and investigated, all these arguments have their 

shortcomings and may well be doubted. However, an objective analysis must pose the same 

investigation and questioning to the existing and well established theories. Whether these 

linguistic relatives are ‘truly’ etymological or they represent rather a “poetic etymology” (Alfons 

K. Knauth), they may be illustrative for certain ‘mind-language patterns’ and intriguing between-

the-lines cultural connections. Of course, the written and/ or phonetic identity of some words 

such as om or deva, can never be translated into a total semantic equation: one cannot say for 

instance that om in Romanian and Sanskrit have the same signification, but at some level – albeit 

coming from two different cultural spheres – they both suggest an idea/ ideal of a ‘whole self’, 

of ‘a spirit rooted/ living in the universe’. Likewise, words like the Latin homo and Romanian om 
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have neither written and phonetic, nor total semantic identity.
5
 But they all live in a global 

linguistic and cultural unconscious that undergoes constant probing and they must be taken into 

consideration in all possible perspectives. Mircea Eliade and other scholars drew some parallels 

between Romanian and Indian cultures, languages and myths too.                

The archaeological research made on the country’s territory has proved that the oldest discovered 

human remains belonged to people living in Europe about 5370-5140 BC (female skeleton and 

clay inscriptions discovered at Tărtăria) on the northern side of Danube, in the Carpathian region 

and thus “the earliest attestation to a European script comes from Transylvania” (Merlini and 

Lazarovici, 2008: 155). Other Romanian sites such as Cucuteni, are well established on the 

archaeological and historical maps and famous enough for similar attestations. These ongoing 

discoveries prove the fact that the ‘roots’ and ‘identity’ of Romanians is probably far from being 

‘known’ – both for the natives and for the foreigners that assign Romanians different, and so 

often imaginary or misinformed ‘identities’. I would like to shift now towards ‘the Romanian 

condition’ during the last centuries to understand how these ‘identities’ acquired varied 

definitions and beg comparison with Indian people.   

Speaking about The Making of Modern Romanian Culture (2006) Alex Drace-Frances elaborated 

the notions of ‘nation’, ‘literature’ and ‘Europe’ in the context of ‘Romanian culture’ by 

analyzing the manner in which foreigners (visitors and invaders) viewed and understood 

Romanians and their lives from late 17
th

 century to the end of 19
th

 century. He starts by looking 

at such views during the times when Romanian Principalities were divided into Wallachia, 

Moldavia, Transylvania, Banat, all striving under different foreign rulers such as Austrian and 

Ottoman Empires, Hungarians, Russians or Greeks etc. During the eighteen century, Phanariot 

and Romanian writers “cultivated the idea of ‘Dacia’” as a name for the possibly unified 

Principalities of Wallachia and Moldavia, which Austria and Russia needed unified as a tool 

against the Ottomans (Drace-Frances 2006:23). Drace-Frances cites writings of foreign travelers 

between 17
th

 and 19
th

 centuries, belonging mainly (but not entirely) to the ruling powers, that 

commonly characterized the Romanian territories as “full of wildest people” (24), uneducated 

peasants, “violent, backward, impoverished” (29), full of people with “feeble superstitions and 

beliefs” (2006: 32). Moreover, he argues that: 
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“the exploitation and development of the Principalities were an essential part 

of the definition of the process of Europeanization. Indeed it is possible that 

the English verb ‘to Europeanize’ was coined to describe this very process. It 

was a good place to offload finished goods, but also a market for exporting 

ideas.” (2006: 36-37).  

It is not difficult to remark that all these depictions and categorizations are utterly biased and 

identical to the depictions similar travelers or British authorities assigned to the Indian people 

during the colonization period. Such foreign accounts are symptomatic of ‘the encounter of the 

unknown’ and emphasize in many ways the themes around which questions of Romanian 

‘identity’ and cultural, intellectual and literary evolutions were advanced and debated from 

traditional to modern spheres – from the bishops’ writings to the newspapers and printing press, 

public talks (mainly surrounding the Orthodox Church), reforms and publications were 

instrumental in the cultivation of a national ‘identity’ and language. Inspired by E. B. de 

Condillac, Ion Heliade Rădulescu (‘Despre învăţătura publică’ [About Public Learning], Dacia 

literară, 2, 1840) proposed “the idea of leading pupils ‘from the known to the unknown’” 

(Drace-Frances 48). In 18
th

 and early 19
th

 century Greek was the lingua franca of commercial 

and intellectual exchange, followed by Latin, French, Italian and other languages. After Tudor 

Vladimirescu’s revolution in 1821, Romanian institutions developed on a different path from 

Greek influences, getting more under the Russian power, yet this influence was even shorter-

lasting.  

The first written mention of the word naţiune (nation) in an extant document appears in 

Transylvania Principality in 1770s (Teodor 1980), where the Magyar and Saxon communities 

referred to Romanians as Naţionul românesc (Romanian nation), while in Wallachia Ioan 

Cantacuzino used the term naţie in 1796
6
, but this word had been apparently used earlier in 

documents that are lost.
7
 For similar ideas Romanians employed other older terms such as neam, 

norod and popor for ‘people’, ţară, pământ and patrie for ‘country’, ‘land’ or ‘motherland’ – 

though all these terms may be used interchangeably. As it had happened in many other areas of 

Europe, the first books were related to ‘Church matters’. The first idea of literature used in 

Romanian was related to the word litere (exactly, ‘letters’),
8
 while for the actual concept of 

literature the French belle-lettres or for instance the German literatur were commonly employed. 
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The general concept of literatură appeared around 1810s to 1820s, initially being common with 

the idea of ‘learning’. In 1825, the poet Barbu Paris Mumuleanu published a book of 

“Caracteruri” (Characters) where he employed literator and literatură in the broader sense of 

literary culture, not only as ‘letters’. From 1828 up to 1836 the Russians entering the Romanian 

Principalities for the fourth time, changed attitude from friends to foe and, pretending to ‘cure’ 

Romanians from the ‘Turkish ills and vices’, occupied and ruled the land by force and abusive 

legislation in what was considered a “civilizing mission” while also bringing Romania into “the 

Great European family”; at the same time, some Russian travelers were surprised to see that 

Romanians “were white and not brown”, while others considered Romanians to have “Asiatic 

face” (Drace-Frances 95-97).          

Irrespective of the pressure in all fields (economic, political, cultural) Russian language never 

managed to get supremacy in the Romanian Principalities, where the previously circulated 

languages (Latin, Greek, Italian etc.) along Romanian, remained strong enough. From the 1830s 

onwards there was an explosion of literary works on the Romanian territories. The journals and 

magazines started publicizing the progress of the “three provinces of the old Dacia”, or Romania 

defined (Heliade 1839) as “existing wherever the Romanian language is spoken” (Drace-Frances 

129-133). Drace-Francis viewed the development of Romanian national culture as similar to 

post-colonial societies, but concluded that “unlike, say, Latin American or African national 

movements, recovery of national dignity meant Europeanization, not separation from Europe” 

(199). However, the process of ‘Europeanization’ has been posing more problems in terms of 

culture and national identity, unraveling constantly in fact a multiplicity of identities inhabiting 

one large structure. Psychologically speaking, separation from ‘Europe’ – as it is the case of 

post-colonial countries, such as India’s separation from the British – may be easier to handle, 

than an ‘uneasy’ and ‘forceful toleration’ (i.e. ‘Romania in Europe’) marking a continuous 

process stretching up to contemporary times and never seemingly complete. Simultaneously, 

contemporary Romania deals with the internal issues of ‘integrating’ other communities that 

have their own traditions and languages, namely Ukrainian, Hungarian, Rroma, Serbian etc., as 

well as with issues of survival in times of socio-economic crisis, when some communities, like 

the Hungarians, struggle for dismembering the country.         

Various cultural critics and thinkers have constantly searched for ways of bridging the cultures of 

Europe to those of other continents and ways of understanding Europe in relation to all other 
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cultures. Hans-Georg Gadamer was remarking in 1977 that “Europe... since 1914 has become 

provincialized” (Chakraborty 2007: 3). Mircea Eliade had carried the torch in the personal 

conquest of the ‘provincialisation’ idea of the ‘West’ and learning from and exploring what he 

called the “foreign spiritual universes” through a “creative hermeneutics”:  in his Autobiography 

II 1937-1960 (1988), Eliade had written how he “was convinced that the documents and method 

of the history of religions lead, more surely than any other historical discipline, to the 

deprovincialisation of Western cultures” (Oldmeadow 2007: 6).  

The notion of ‘culture’ itself poses innumerable problems when one has to define it, and even 

more if one relates ‘culture’ with other equally challenging ‘categories’. As it has been the case, 

no clear cut definitions are possible. Great Romanian thinkers such as Constantin Noica (1909-

87), Mircea Vulcănescu (1904-52) or Petre Ţuţea (1902-91) kept the problem of ‘culture’ and 

‘European cultural integration’ at the fulcrum of many critical discourses dealing with national 

‘identity’ and cultural selfhood. All three saw the crisis of European culture as a triggering of the 

‘need for cultural awakening’
9
. Comparatively, they endorsed an opening towards dialogue and 

exchange from the individual and singular towards the universal and plural forms of being in and 

between cultures.     

Insights in the Linguistic and Mythic Dialogues between Romania and India 

Coming back to the initial discussion of Aryan India, I would like to draw on A. Z. Ragozin’s 

observations in Vedic India…(2011) reminiscent of the already established resemblances and 

identity between Sanskrit words and many European languages both living and dead – e.g. 

ancient Greek, Roman, Teutonic and Slavic idioms. Various theorists postulated that Sanskrit 

was the mother of all language, similarly to those other theories asserting, “not by far as absurd”, 

that Hebrew was the mother tongue of all. With Jacob Grimm ‘law’ ruling “the changes of 

consonants in their passage from language to language … The unity of Aryan speech [stock] is 

now established beyond the possibility of a doubt.” (Ragozin 36). However, as Ragozin reminds 

us, India is not ‘made’ only of Aryan race but this was the ‘noble’ or ‘venerable’ race; moreover, 

the Rig-Veda is “without … doubt, the oldest book of the Aryan family of nations.” (2011: 72-73 

italics in original). Ragozin herself identifies, like Morar, a few Vedic terms that have relatives in 

European languages, but of course her examples do not reach any Romanian words, circling 

around Italian, French, German, Greek or Latin. She critically analyses the distinctions between 
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Aryas (the fair pastoral people, Fire-worshippers) and Dasyus (the natives), as well as the Rig-

Veda myths and gods in relation to the Aryan ‘culture’ and their distinct developments and 

influences in different contexts. For instance, Yama is in Rig-Veda the king of the dead, then in 

Brahmanical literature he appears as a horrific chastiser, while in other texts it registers distinct 

variations. Seen in a dialogical manner the myths and their developments unravel multiple and 

unexpected possibilities of understanding old cultures. This approach enables an analysis of self 

and culture as “a composite of parts”, where the multiplicity of positions, voices, selves, the 

“asymmetry of social relations” and “embodied forms of dialogue” give rise to a “multivoiced, 

dialogical self” (Hermans 2001: 245-246). However, it is important that all these positions and 

voices shall be taken into account especially when one culture is the subject evaluating other 

cultures.  

The issues of power relations, the “cultural diversity” and “cultural difference”, as distinguished 

by Homi Bhabha (1988) must be considered both in case of Non-Western cultures and in the 

unconscious space of culture from the margins of the so-called ‘West’. As Bhabha states 

“cultures are always subject to intrinsic forms of translation” and “if …the act of cultural 

translation (both as representation and as reproduction) denies the essentialism of a prior given 

original or originary culture, then we see that all forms of culture are continually in a process of 

hybridity” (interview with Rutherford 1990: 210-211). This ‘hybridity’ represents for Bhabha the 

“third space” that allows the emergence of other positions and new social structures. The 

cultural-self ‘positioning’ in this case needs to open and maintain a dialogue between these 

possible positions in the course of cultural exchange where, what Bhabha calls the “identification 

with and through” the other culture, engages multiple discourses and varied  forms of 

“otherness”. Bhabha employs the example of Salman Rushdie’s Satanic Verses as a “migrant 

metaphor” which transformed through cultural translation and hybridity the ‘values’ of the Koran 

as traditionally read. I would imagine that the conflict between the main ‘fundamentalist’ and 

‘liberal’ positions has arisen due to an ‘impasse’ in the dialogic encounter where both sides seem 

to overlook that “meanings are organized and colored by the societal positions represented by the 

collectivities to which they belong.” (Hermans 2001: 263). In this perspective, the collectivity to 

which Satanic Verses belongs, that is ‘World literature’, plays on different meanings and roles 

that have less to do with the ‘traditionally established’ meanings and roles of the Koran as part of 

the religious world. If these distinctions are not considered, then no conflict may reach any 
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diplomatic consensus and any inter-cultural relations risk imminent corrosion. In the light of this 

I want to point out that Morar’s and other theories/ works must be analyzed along analogous 

parameters.  

Zmago Šmitek carefully develops his theory and looks at diverse links between India and 

Europe. Šmitek, like other researchers investigating the connections between Slavs and India, 

explores Rig-Veda (about 1500 BC), the Vedic culture and other Indian texts, through 

hydronyms, toponyms, ethnonyms, myths and legends. However, these approaches either state 

mutual influences between the Slavs and Indo-Iranians, or Slavs and Indo-Aryans, or trace the 

cultural influences through the Indian merchants that historical sources identify to have lived in 

Europe during the Roman period or through the slaves and nomads that carried their lore onto the 

Western continent. Šmitek gives focuses on parallels between Indian and Slovenian mythology, 

without stating a lucid hypothesis about the exact origins of the Vedic civilization or myths. He 

demonstrates that early Vedic culture of northern India – as he says, “whether it is indigenous or 

imported” – was closely connected with the majority of European cultures since ancient Greco-

Roman times. Among other legends, like that of Saint Thomas, he compares the Slovenian 

heroine Lepa Vida (Beautiful Vida) who is abducted by a Negro (zamorec, from the other side of 

the sea) in a boat, with the abduction of Sita by dark Ravana. Similarly, Lidija Stojanović 

compares “The Ballad of the ‘Walled-up Wife’ in the Balkans and in India” (2011) tracing its 

origin from India to Europe. Stojanović reviews a few trends in which some researchers, like 

Jacob Grimm and others, saw the ballad as “a primary form of the foundation sacrifice” based on 

the past ritual of “offering a human sacrifice to calm and pacify the supernatural spirits”; in other 

trends, folklorists tried to establish a “national origin of the legend”, what Alan Dundes called “a 

typical module for the parochial nationalistic folkloristics” (94). It seems that the first mention of 

the ballad appears in F.H. Groome’s Gipsy Folk-Tales (1899) as the “Story of the Bridge”, which 

has a clear parallel in the Santhal story of “The Seven Brothers and Their Sister” (Stojanović 95). 

In all these cases, a human sacrifice is required: in the Santhal story, as per a yogi’s advice, the 

brothers must offer their sister to the water god, because they could not find any water while 

digging up the well. These legends were popularized in Europe by the nomadic Gypsies coming 

from India, and there were enough controversies regarding the variations of the ballad, where the 

sacrificed is either a sister or a wife.
10

 I think it is important to stress that in any case, it is the 

sacrifice of a woman, and not that of a man. In the Albanian version there are three brothers and, 
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similarly, the sacrificed is the youngest builder’s bride. The Bulgarian ballad, unlike the previous 

version where the masons build a fortress, deals with the building of a bridge, while the victim 

remains the youngest man’s wife, this drawing closer to the Santhal story. I would like to focus 

now on this ballad in the Romanian culture. In Romania, a variant of this popular ballad was 

collected for the first time by the poet Vasile Alecsandri in 1874 crossing the sphere of oral 

literature into the written form – which demonstrates that the ballad was in Romania long before 

Groome’s publication. 

The Romanian Ballad of Master Manole has at its fulcrum the building of Argeş (Argesh) 

Monastery
11

 in Wallachia Principality by ten masons, among them Manole being the most 

famous and the leading craftsman. Whatever they had built during the daytime, was ruined over 

night, without any visible cause. In a dream, Manole has the divine revelation that they would 

succeed in erecting the monastery under one condition. Therefore, he shares his dream with his 

fellow-masons:  

“A whisper from high, 

A voice from the ski, 

Told me verily 

That whatever we 

In daytime have wrought 

Shall nights come to naught, 

Crumble down like rot; 

Till we, one and all, 

Make an oath to wall 

Whose bonny wife erst, 

Whose dear sister first, 

Haps to come this way 

At the break of day, 

Bringing meat and drink 

To husband or kin…” (Dan Duţescu trans.) 

The next morning, Manole has the shock of discovering in the horizon his wife, Ana, coming to 

bring the meal. He invokes the nature’s help in stopping Ana from reaching the building site, 
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with winds, storms and rains. However, all his tears and prayers, all trials and nature’s support 

prove futile in front of Ana’s determination and dutiful attitude towards her husband. She is the 

first to arrive at the site and thus she, being also pregnant, is immured in the monastery wall. Her 

being pregnant symbolizes the joining of the archetypes of ‘bride’, ‘mother’ and the ‘woman 

sacrifice’ as a potent germinating and creative power. Considering that in this case the building is 

a church, the germination is meant to entail spiritual development, along with the ontogenesis of 

the creative genius. At the same time, the Church may ‘prosper’ and deliver its religious service 

once it had carried in its ‘womb’ a human life, thus the building itself acquires a feminine 

personification. In the Romanian ballad, the erection of the monastery is ordered by the Voivode 

Negru Vodă (Black Prince) which brings in historical and culture-specific connotations. 

Romanian folklorists speculate that the myth has originated in the area during the early 16
th

 

century, when the church was built (Ion R. and Anderson 2005). When the magnificent 

architectural piece was complete, Negru Vodă ordered the scaffolds pulled down; he wanted that 

the craftsmen would be left to rot on the top of the building so that they could never build 

anything more magnificent than his church. They build some wings to fly and save themselves, 

but the attempt proves fatal. Manole throws himself off the top of the building while hearing 

from inside the walls the cries of his wife. Interestingly, the ballad reunites the idea of the 

building with that of the well, when concluding that from the spot where Manole hit the ground 

has sprung up a fountain. In some versions of the myth the woman gets immured in the walls of a 

well, in order to provide people with water. Dundes’ reading of the ballad, takes at one point the 

victim’s perspective, embodying “a pure metaphor of a marriage …from India all the way to the 

Balkan, where the woman is compelled to give away her freedom and mobility following her 

husband and her family’s demand”; from the male point of view, close to a psychoanalytic 

reading, Dundes notes the “wishful thinking on the part of males, that they can create remarkable 

edifices just as women procreate, but the sad reality is that the male hubris brings only death to 

the female.” (Stojanović 106). Ruxandra Ion and Anderson remind us that the communist 

ideology employed the myth to exemplify the need for Romanians to ‘sacrifice’ their lives for 

the “honourable mission of the Communist Party” (4). They argue that this myth “provided a 

collective defense that helped the Romanian people cope with their group trauma.” (7). On the 

other hand it symbolizes a connection with a ‘higher purpose’. In their second argument, “the 

architectural features of the building work together with the influence of the story to produce a 
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joint effect on those who worship there.” (17). Thus, the myth remains alive and serves, among 

others, as example of human sacrifice for higher ideals, woman’s sacrifice for the well-being of 

men, the historical and popular negotiations between people and larger social structures and so 

on. As Zoe Dumitrescu-Buşulenga critically comments, “with his share of eternity earned not 

only through his genius and work, but also through the immolation of all that was dearest to him, 

his wife and his unborn baby, the master now belongs to another order which escapes time and 

decay.” (1976)             

This particular ballad contains many words from the vocabulary common to both Romanian and 

Indian cultures, some already mentioned above, having similar meanings (i.e. apa/ āpa; vedea/ 

Veda). Other examples appear in: Rom. noaptea – Skrt. nakta [night]; Rom. mort/ mortal/ 

moarte/ muri – Skrt. mrita/ martya/ maraṇa/ mriyate [dead/ mortal/ death/ die] etc.), divin/ 

ceresc – Skrt. divya/ divyān [divine/ celestial] etc. This myth unravels the instance of a sacrifice 

that reminds of many female, male and animal sacrifices in Aryan Vedic mythology. In Vedic 

rituals, Ragozin identified that: 

“Shrauta-Sutras and texts in the Yajur-Veda, all ‘Shruti’ revealed – give the 

most detailed instructions as to the occasions of such sacrifices… One of 

these occasions was the building of city walls, when the bodies of the five 

victims [one man and four animals] were to be laid in the water used to mix 

the clay for the bricks, to which their blood was to give the necessary 

firmness – and probably, consecration.” (293).   

The similarities of these texts with the ballads are thus evident. Yet, every variation of the ballad 

registered alterations and new spheres of meaning from one cultural and historical space to 

another. While in Indian culture this sacrifice might be interpreted in one way as soul 

transference from one embodiment to another, or as bestowing a soul to a lifeless object that as a 

consequence becomes ‘alive’, in Romanian culture such sacrifice transcends the material sphere 

in order to reach the divine and symbolizes the need to sacrifice the worldly pleasures and 

possessions (i.e. enjoying fame, pride etc.) for the higher peace or a place in heaven (according 

to the Christian idea). All such interpretations encounter each other in a “horizon of 

expectations” shaped by specific cultural and methodological factors. According to Stojanović, 
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between Jauss’ “horizon of expectation” and I.G. Wunberg’s “historic distance”, “an interspace 

is open where the valuing is possible from the point of view of the aesthetics of reception.” 

(107). The context of reception, the aims of the reading, the ideology and the methods of 

approach share equal significance in the hermeneutic process and understanding.  

Since human sacrifices have been part of ancient Aryan worship as shown by Ragozin, I would 

propose the hypothesis that the myth of the ‘walled-up wife’ might have originated in the 

Danube-Carpathian area of Europe, and having been carried to India by the Aryans it has 

registered various oral translations and changes according to local cultures and communities’ 

imagination, and later it travelled back to Europe with the Rroma people where it has been 

reworked and altered according to the new historical circumstances. Irrespective of its origins, 

the myth has travelled widely and has found a place in many world cultures, in different cultural 

‘tran-slations’, engendering distinct dialogues between people and communities, in varied 

languages and lived “chronotopes”. In this way, the “dialogical self” theory elaborated by 

Hermans and others with reference to both the individual self and the cultural self, may be 

applied in the contexts of this ballad’s circulation and cultural integration, as well as those of 

‘literature’, ‘comparative literature’ and ‘world literature’. The illustration may continue with the 

Romanian ballad Mioriţa/ Mioritza where the concept of ahimsā (non-violence) emerges as the 

main drive of the narrative, as it has been already discussed by other critics.  

As I have shown, through literature many connections between cultures and languages lend 

themselves easily to investigation, while others surely escape the eye and remain hidden in the 

global cultural unconscious. In today’s ‘world literature’ with all its multilingual expansions, 

such ‘literary cases’ still tend to linger at the periphery, to which they are relegated openly or 

not, by other literatures. Multilingualism builds up bridges between cultures at one level, but at 

another it has the potential to marginalize languages, (literary) cultures and people who do not 

know more than a language. Thus I believe that the best solution would be the encouragement of 

multilingualism in all cultures and for all people. However, to definitely state that ‘this’ or ‘that’ 

concept/ myth has originated in ‘this’ or ‘that’ culture seems to me less germane than the actual 

dialogue that must exist and improve between different cultures and literatures, especially as in 

contemporary times most people have a multilingual existence. The hundred West-s and their 

selves must meet the hundred East-s and their selves within their respective cultural selves, as 
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well as half-way in the lived global cultural self, with understanding and acceptance of the 

differences, uniqueness and diversity of each culture.     

 

 

                                                           
1
 This community employs alternative names such as Roma, Romany, Romanes. P. Morar describes how some 

British professor had told him that Roma people were considered Romanians because of the name similarity. 
2

 See Morar B., Gresham and others (Works Cited); also Luba Kalaydjieva et al., article. 22 Nov. 2012.  

http://med.stanford.edu/tanglab/publications/PDFs/ANewlyDiscoveredFounderPopulation-TheRomaGypsies.pdf.  
3
 Morar employs for his examples a general term, Aryan, for more languages spoken in India that come under this 

umbrella term. At times, he speaks of ‘Vedic terms’.   
4
 Sacred Soma-drink is, as Ragozin explains, the earthly imitation of the food of goods (amrita), (124).  

5
 Questions may be also asked about the distinction between the word om and other variations of the Latin homo into 

various European languages such as French, Italian, Spanish etc. 
6
 Cantacuzino used the term in a translation from French historical novel Numa Pompilius by Jean-Pierre Claris de 

Florian (1755-94), which suggests an adaptation of the French word into Romanian. Drace-Frances argues, like 

others, that the ending –ie comes from Russian, but Alexandra Roman Moraru disproved such theories. Drace-

Frances makes many other assumptions regarding some words, and he also translates the word patrie as ‘fatherland’, 

which is not quite accurate because firstly it is a feminine word and secondly the Romanians have generally referred 

to the land and country as ‘motherland’ (patria-mamă, pământul-mumă).   
7
 Drace-Frances cites Teodor and gives details of these written documents (82-83).  

8
 Samuil Micu, in 1801, had emphasized the distinction between Latin litere and Russian slove (generally, Cyrillic 

letters). Drace-Frances (86) cites passages of Micu’s writings in English translation.  
9
 All three thinkers discussed in detail by Diana Câmpan (See Works Cited).   

10
 In modern Indian texts, Alan Dundes notes that the victim is the daughter-in-law (Stojanović).  

11
 In reality it is a church around which the myth transformed. The building of the church, dedicated to Virgin Mary, 

was started in 1512 by Prince Neagoe Basarab and completed in 1526 by Prince Radu of Afumaţi, his son-in-law. 

For church history and visuals see Ion R. and J.W. Anderson (Works Cited). 
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Linguistic Interfaces and Inter-Literary 
Relationships: Rethinking 

Arabimalayalam 

-Abdullah Abdul Hameed 
 

This paper is an attempt to make possible new academic discourses, under literary studies in 

India, on the narrative tradition of the Mappila Muslims of Malabar expressed in the 

linguistic form called Arabimalayalam since 17
th

 century. It rethinks the linguistic and 

literary scope of Arabimalayalam in the present times by analysing the linguistic interfaces 

and inter-literary relationships in Arabimalayalam Literature and by identifying its historical 

significance in the socio-political and cultural context of Malabar since 17
th

 century. Thus, it 

hopes to establish the need to introduce Arabimalayalam studies under literary studies in 

India. 

The geographic context of Arabimalayalam tradition spreads from Kasaragod, the 

northern district of Kerala to Kodungallur in Thrissur district, which was a major port and the 

capital of the ancient Chera Dynasty and where the first Mosque in India, the Cheraman Juma 

Masjid, was built (Abu 59). This geography on the north-western cost of Kerala —a melting 

pot of many cultures— is identified as Malabar. 

Though many claim that Arabimalayalam Literature is Mappila Literature itself, I 

wish to contextualize Arabimalayalam Literature as a sub-genre in Mappila Literature for I 

think that Arabimalayalam compositions alone do not constitute Mappila Literature though 

they contribute much to it. Journalist K. M. Ahmed in an interview with me opined that the 

literary productions in Arabic by the Mappila Muslims should be considered a part of Arabic 

Literature and those in Malayalam a part of Malayalam Literature even when Mappila 

elements are present in them (Personal interview). But one should note that literary works by 

the Mappila Muslims in Kerala have no indigenous cultural significance and socio-political 
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relevance outside the context of the Mappila life even though they deal with universal 

themes. It should also be noted that contemporary scholars like M. A. Rahman and Ibrahim 

Bevinje appropriate Vaikam Muhammad Basheer into Mappila Literature for the reflection of 

Mappilathva in Basheer’s genius. Roland Miller too considers Basheer as an out-product of 

Mappila Literature. (“Mappilamarude Prathivyavaharangal
1
 33; Basheer 9-27; Mappila 

Muslims 291). Hence, one could conclude that Mappila Literature spreads through the 

linguistic realms of Arabic, Arabimalayalam and Malayalam, and through translations it 

ought to enter English also. Thus considered, Arabimalayalam Literature is only one part of 

Mappila Literature (Hameed 03) 

Mappila Literature has been marginalized despite some attempts to absorb it into the 

mainstream literature in Kerala and introduce it into the Malayalam literary canon. Though 

Malayalam literary historians like Ullur, Krishna Chaithanya and Ayyapa Panikkar have 

referred to Mappila literature and Arabimalayalam, further studies have not been facilitated. 

Panikkar mentions the need to explore linguistic and literary forms like Arabimalayalam as 

part of creating a framework for comparative literary studies in South India (Spotlights 10). 

More studies are to be done in this regard. Moreover, in the context of contemporary debates 

in cultural studies, it is imperative that Arabimalayalam Literature, which is produced by a 

hybrid cultural tradition and has a history of evolution and development with a counter 

colonial nature in South India, be given serious academic attention. This will help us to 

explore the evolution of Mappila community and its cultural significance and socio-political 

underpinnings which give it a unique status in the Indian history. 

Mappila Literature attempted to enter into the mainstream academia of Kerala through 

T. Ubaid’s speech on Mappila Literature at the 1947 conference of Kerala Sahithya Parishath. 

But after that the mainstream academia of Kerala turned a blind eye towards Mappila 

Literature. Though literary historians of Malayalam have referred to Mappila Literature and 

the Arabic-Malayalam blend, it has been kept out of the mainstream literary studies in Kerala 

till the 21
st
 century (Vallikkunnu and Tharamel, Mappilappāttu: Padavum Padanavum 07). 

Now there is a steady progress in the academic exploration of Mappila Literature in Kerala to 

which this essay also aims to become a part of. Studies have been carried out on the linguistic 

characteristics and literary history of Arabimalayalam though they have not received serious 

                                                           
1
 Here onwards this work will be cited as “Mappilamarude.” 
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attention from the national academia, as there is hardly any contemporary literary activity in 

Arabimalayalam. 

The complex mechanism of linguistic and literary compositions in Arabimalayalam 

invites keen academic consideration, which might also revive the tradition of 

Arabimalayalam literary practice in our times. This essay wishes that future researches will 

be done on the various aspects of Mappila Literature, especially Arabimalayalam Literature, 

for it occupies a major part of the past glory of Mappila Literature. 

It is believed that Arabimalayalam Literature had its origin in the tradition of Sufism 

in South India (Moulavi and Kareem 152). This assumption gathers straight from the first 

available work in Arabimalayalam—Muhiyidheen Māla
2
— a poem by Quadi Muhammad, 

dated around 1607, about the Sufi Saint Muhiyidheen of Bagdad. It is possible that there 

existed an earlier literary tradition which culminated in the creation of Muhiyidheen Māla 

(Bevinje, Basheer 60). The pre-Muhiyidheen Māla era might have been a time of what 

Balakrishnan Vallikkunnu calls Folk-Islam,
3
 when a deliberate attempt to create and establish 

‘Mappila identity’ was not done, because of the lack of religious institutions to spread 

religious knowledge (Vallikkunnu and Tharamel, Māppilappāttu: Padavum Padanavum 47). 

At this point, it is not possible to know whether there have been literary works before 

Muhiyidheen Māla which were lost or undocumented (Hameed 05). 

Vallikkunnu claims that the ‘construction of Mappila identity’ began with 

Muhiyidheen Māla and that Mappila Literature is integrally linked with this ‘Mappila identity 

creation’ (Personal interview). Thus, it is this ‘Mappila identity’ reflected in the works that 

renders its uniqueness to Mappila Literature and hence Arabimalayalam Literature is, at the 

outset, characterised by this Mappila identity creation. 

A major part of Mappila Literature is occupied by Arabimalayalam works and their 

aesthetic significance and creative superiority to the other components of Mappila Literature 

invites greater attention to them. As M. A. Rahman notes, Arabimalayalam Literature “has 

ample assets” to be brought into the national academia and into the literary canons in India 

(“Mappilamarude” 33). Arabimalayalam Literature, especially Arabimalayalam poetry, 

                                                           
2
 The praising of the Sufi Saint Muhiyidheen of Bagdad. 

3
 The idea of Folk-Islam is based on the presupposition that during the evolutionary stage of Islam in Kerala (6-

15 CE), religious education was not given through institutions. So those who were converted to Islam 

worshipped God in the same way they did in their former religion. No strict religious principles were followed 

in the Folk-Islamic era. 
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exercises the use of aesthetic elements like symbols, imagery, music, rhythm, and figures of 

speech. It blends different languages and appropriates different poetic structures so as to 

create a sublime poetic effect. Dhvani of various kinds render it a status of higher creativity 

(Bevinje, Pakshippāttu: Oru Punarvayana 27). 

Combined with its aesthetic significance, Mappila Literature also invites our attention 

for its apparent socio-political relevance. Though originated in the tradition of Sufism, 

Arabimalayalam Literature acquired anti-colonial status during the colonial times. In M. A. 

Rahman’s view, “Mappila Muslims produced Postcolonial Literature during the colonial 

regime” (“Mappilamarude” 33). This can be accepted in the present context of Postcolonial 

Studies. Edward Said observes that “everywhere in the non-European world ... the coming of 

white man brought forth some sort of resistance” (Culture xii) and Bill Ashcroft opines that 

Post-colonialism started with the advent of colonialism as a resistance to colonialism 

(Ashcroft 87). The Mappila Muslims resisted the colonisers through force and intellect. The 

anti-colonial spirit of Mappila Muslims resulted in the making of an “alternative literary 

mission in Arabimalayalam” (Rahman, “Muhiyidheen Māla: Oru Prathibhoda Kavyam” 33). 

The literary works in Arabimalayalam contributed much to this “alternative literary mission” 

(33). 

Jafar Sharif in his book Muslims in India finds the Mappila revolts against the British 

Empire and the land lords who supported the Empire, only as “occasional outbreaks of sullen 

fanaticism” and Roland Miller analyzes them as “non-Islamic” (12; Rahman, 

“Mappilamarude” 35). But it had become, as Husain Randathani observes, a moral 

responsibility for each Mappila Muslim to fight against oppressive forces, both colonizers 

and feudal lords, which was for them a way to attain higher religious and spiritual gains (104-

109). We can see the reflections of the above revolutionary ideals and the campaign for jihad
4
 

in 19
th

 century and early 20
th

 century phases of Arabimalayalam Literature especially in 

poems like Sukhum Padappāttu, Badar Padappāttu, Uhdh Padappāttu and Cheroor 

Padappāttu (Vallikkunnu and Tharamel, Māppilappāttu: Padavum Padanavum 13). Here the 

aim of jihad is not the spread or sustenance of religion but, as Roland Miller’s analysis of 

jihad, to oppose the “human oppressors, whether corrupt rulers or immoral people” (Muslim 

Friends 256). The colonial rulers and the land lords who supported them corrupted and 

exploited the people and their lands. So it was the need of the time to fight and defeat them. 

                                                           
4
 Holy War. 
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The writers highlighted the significance of jihad
 
and the assurance of paradise for a shaheed

5
 

by narrating the heroic deeds of great martyrs in the early Islamic history of Arabia 

(Randathani 109-110). This was inspired by the ideals of spiritual freedom represented in the 

earlier works. 

Thus, Arabimalayalam Literature is characterized by an apparent anti-colonial spirit. 

The anti-colonial works in Arabimalayalam Literature inspired the anti-colonial struggles of 

Mappila Muslims in Malabar and vice-versa. Though Sharif observes the Mappila revolts as 

“occasional outbreaks of sullen fanaticism” (12) and Miller reports them as “an expression of 

futility, heroic but unproductive” and “meaningless sacrifices” (Mappila Muslims 109), for 

the Mappilas, the revolts were part of establishing and exposing their identity and faith 

amidst the struggles of social life under the colonial regime (Hameed 87). To add to M. A. 

Rahman’s view that Mappila Muslims produced Postcolonial Literature, C. Hamza lists out 

the anti-colonial literary works in Arabic and Arabimalayalam which explicitly campaigned 

against the Portuguese invaders and the British Empire (33-39). Vallikkunnu observes 

padappāttu as a reflection of the revolutionary ideals and campaign for jihad against the 

oppressive forces (Vallikkunnu and Tharamel, Mappilappāttu: Padavum Padanavum 13). 

While the anti-colonial poems in Arabic and Arabimalayalam listed by C. Hamza explicitly 

campaign for jihad, padappāttu reflects it through the suggestions in the poem. Padappāttu 

makes symbolic representations of the colonial regime and celebrates a symbolic victory over 

it (Hameed 88). 

Beyond its apparent socio-political aspects in the context of colonialism, one would 

find the deeper philosophy of the religion of Islam in Arabimalayalam Literature. Following 

the philosophical and spiritual patterns of Muhiyidheen Māla, the works in Arabimalayalam 

Literature reflected on the religious, spiritual and philosophic significance that Islam attaches 

to human life (Vallikkunnu and Tharamel, Māppilappāttu: Padavum Padanavum 12). The 

Mappila Muslims’ quest for a liberating meaning of life is the basic aspect of the ‘Mappila 

identity creation’. The glorious influence of Sufi traditions is revealed in the literary works of 

the 18
th

, 19
th

 and early 20
th

 centuries. In the 19
th

 and early 20
th

 centuries, Arabimalayalam 

Literature reached the zenith of its development. In that sense, it was the perfection of what 

Balakrishnan Vallikkunnu calls the “project of Mappila identity creation” (Personal 

interview). 

                                                           
5
 Martyrs. 
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Any exploration of Arabimalayalam will lead us to problematize the term 

‘Arabimalayalam’ itself for it gives us an ambiguous semantic construct. Being a linguistic 

and literary form Arabimalayalam blends various linguistic and literary traditions such as that 

of Malayalam, Arabic, Tamil, Kannada, Sanskrit, and even Urdu. So, here we can analyse 

Arabimalayalam on its linguistic and literary aspects and interfaces which makes the core of 

this essay. 

The term ‘Arabimalayalam,’ on the surface, relates only to what Chaithanya calls 

“Arabic-Malayalam blend,” but it is more than that (196). K. K. Muhammad Abdul Kareem, 

one of the major Arabimalayalam scholars, argues that Arabimalayalam is not an independent 

language vis-a-vis Malayalam and that it is merely writing Malayalam in Arabic script 

(“Arabimalayala Sahithyam” 81). But an analysis of the literary works in Arabimalayalam 

would reveal that they combine words from Arabic, Malayalam, Tamil, Sanskrit, and Urdu. 

Arabimalayalam uses scripts from Urdu and Persian with that of Arabic to accommodate all 

Malayalam sounds (Bevinje, Pakshippāttu: Oru Punarvayana 23). It also uses the indigenous 

Mappila style of speaking in poetic and prose works. 

To analyze the language of Arabimalayalam one would need to define the mechanism 

of this blend of languages. Ibrahim Bevinje concludes his analysis of an Arabimalayalam 

poem Pakshippāttu: Oru Punarvayana [Pakshippattu: A Re-reading] by noting that “the 

language of Akbar Sadaqa Pakshippāttu is a sort of manipravalam mixing Arabic and 

Malayalam words” (30). 

Against the notion that manipravalam is a “curious mixture of Sanskrit and 

Malayalam,” Bevinje’s opinion needs to be problematized (Panikkar, A Short History 24). 

The description of a parallel to the manipravalam blend can be seen in the first 

Arabimalayalam work Muhiyidheen Māla. The Malakaran says: 

Like a string of pearls and rubies together,       

 O, world, I have roved this necklace
6
 

Here, ‘pearl’ refers to Arabic and ‘ruby,’ Malayalam. Muhyidheen Māla uses more 

Malayalam words than Arabic words and Sanskrit and Tamil words are less in it compared to 

the later Arabimalayalam works.  

                                                           
6
 My translation. I am responsible for all translations from Malayalam in this essay. 
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So, Arabimalayalam might also be considered a sort of manipravalam, for, it mixes 

Arabic and Malayalam in a way similar to “the curious mixture of Sanskrit and Malayalam” 

referred above. But the fact is that it is not a mere “Arabic-Malayalam blend” (Chaithanya 

196). One can see the complex blend of Sanskrit, Tamil, Malayalam and Arabic in almost all 

works in Arabimalayalam. 

This combination of languages makes one look into Balakrishnan Vallikkunnu’s 

argument that Arabimalayalam is a mixture of languages which does not have any fixed 

rules. Noting the lack of a systematic methodology in combining different linguistic 

components in Arabimalayalam, Vallikkunnu says: “It is better to think of Arabimalayalam 

as a mixed language and an out product of Kerala’s connection with the Arabic language for 

centuries” (Mappilappāttu: Orāmukha Padanam 42). We should also note that Abu, the 

author of Arabimalayala Sahithya Charithram [History of Arabimalayalam Literature] 

argues that Arabimalayalam is an independent linguistic genre. Abu attempts to explore the 

grammar of Arabimalayalam and distinguish it from that of Malayalam and Arabic (32). As 

Abu could not convince his arguments, many later writers do not accept this distinction for 

the invalidity of his ideas. They opine that there is not much difference between the grammar 

of Arabimalayalam and Malayalam. According to them, the very blend of many languages is 

based on the grammar of Malayalam. As the definition of Arabimalayalam as a linguistic 

genre has rightly been thus problematised, Bevinje’s idea that the language of the 

Arabimalayalam poem Akbar Sadaqa Pakshippāttu is manipravalam, gives a new shift to the 

question. To add to this P. K. Muhammad Kunhi observes that “if we cut off the Arabic 

words from Arabimalayalam, the remaining will not become Malayalam” and it will become 

what he calls “Mappila Malayalam” (172). There are some specialities which make it distinct 

from Malayalam not only in form/script but also in sound. Hence, one can argue that 

Arabimalayalam is distinct from Malayalam in its script, in its emphasis on the Mappila ethos 

and in its range of vocabulary. 

Thus, the above three factors - the blend of more than two languages, the sound 

elements characterized by local dialect and Mappila ethos lead us to explore and 

problematize the idea that Arabimalayalam is a sort of manipravalam. It should be noted that 

the elitist inclination of manipravalam and the popular aspects of Arabimalayalam contradict 

each other. For its blend of more languages than Malayalam and Sanskrit, it is a linguistic 

form beyond manipravalam or a revised form of manipravalam. This conclusion accords 
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with the anti-elitist aspects of Arabimalayalam Literature and the “alternative literary mission 

in Arabimalayalam” (Rahman, “Muhyidheen Māla: Oru” 33). Thus to define the mechanism 

of the blend of languages in Arabimalayalam works it could be said that the language of 

Arabimalayalam is a revised form of manipravalam (adding Arabic, Tamil, with Sanskrit and 

Malayalam) or the Mappila mode of manipravalam. 

The literary inter-relations of Arabimalayalam literature can be identified by 

analysing its genres and adaptations. Here we look at the interfaces between Arabimalayalam 

literature with Tamil, Sanskrit, Malayalam, Arabic and Persian literatures. The first text in 

Arabimalayalam Muhyidheen Māla, which initiated the genre of mālappāttu, is based on the 

tradition of bhakti poetry in Arabitamil and is highly influenced by the bhakti movements in 

Tamil and later in Malayalam. But the text borrows its theme from the pan Islamic history, 

the story of Sufi Saint Muhiyidheen of Bagdad. The Tamil tradition of pillai poetry also finds 

its parallel in Arabimalayalam. If to take translation as a site of interface, many works from 

Tamil, Sanskrit, Arabic and Persian were translated to Arabimalayalam. For instance the 

Persian novel Ghasseh-e Chahar Dervish
7
 was translated into Arabimalayalam in 1883, six 

years before O. Chandhu Menon's Indulekha (Rahman, “Mappilamarude” 34). Moyinkutty 

Vaidyar, the poet laureate of Mappila Literature travelled beyond the religious boundaries of 

Arabimalayalam Literature to bring it into a more secular space. His first work Badrul 

Muneer Husnul Jamal is a long narrative poem with a romantic/adventurous theme. Vaidyar 

wrote elaborately on secular themes, introduced the genre of letter songs. Being an Ayurvedic 

physician by profession he wrote medical prescription in verses. Vaidyar and others 

translated many works from Sanskrit into Arabimalayalam. The major works translated thus 

include Astangahridaya, Amarakosha, Panchatantra and even tales about King 

Vikramaditya. Authors like Abdurahiman Musaliar of Ponnani Puthiyakath translated many 

Sanskrit medical texts into Arabimalayalam. These include the Upakarasara, Yogarambha 

and Mahasara etc. Many of these texts are recovered and archived at the Mahakavi 

Moinkutty Vaidyar Memorial Centre for Research in Kondotty, Malappuram District, Kerala. 

There are claims that bible was translated into Arabimalayalam, but the text is not available 

now and there is not much reference to it in the available history of Arabimalayalam. The 

poems in Arabimalayalam have been adapted to many art forms both in Mappila and non-

Mappila traditions. 

                                                           
7
 The 13th century Persian work The Tale of the Four Dervishes (Ghasseh-e Chahar Dervish) is a collection of 

allegorical stories by Amir Khusro. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/O._Chandhu_Menon
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Indulekha
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Moyinkutty_Vaidyar
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Moyinkutty_Vaidyar
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Asht%C4%81nga_Hridayam
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Amarakosha
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Panchatantra
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vikramaditya
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ponnani
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Mappila Ramayana,
8
 which was transmitted orally though generations and later 

compiled in 1976, is a major text in Mappila Literature. But it is quite possible that it might 

have been originally written in Arabimalayalam script. The Arabimalayalam poem 

Pakshippattu was adapted into ‘yakshaghana’ in North Malabar and is being performed even 

today. In these two instances we can see the adaptation of a non-Muslim theme into Mappila 

Literature and the adaptation of an Arabimalayalam text into a non-Muslim art form. Apart 

from this, there is a tradition of Mappila art forms like ‘daffmuttu’, ‘kolkali’, ‘oppana’ etc are 

completely dependent on the Arabimalayalam and Malayalam texts in Mappila Literature. 

Thus a comparative literary study of Arabimalayalam Literature should take into 

consideration all these inter-relationships between literatures and performances. 

Any attempt to revive Arabimalayalam Literature in the contemporary literary 

scenario would be a challenging one. Though the seeming simplicity of literary expressions 

in Arabimalayalam tempts the ordinary reader, it provides a complex mechanism of linguistic 

and literary construction for a researcher. The profundity of expression, which makes it 

dominant in Mappila Literature, gives Arabimalayalam poetry a high aesthetic status. The 

significance of the socio-political and cultural background in which it had flourished as a 

“counter poetic theology” and as an “alternative literary mission” demands serious academic 

attention to Arabimalayalam Literature (Rahman, “Muhyiddeen Mala: Oru” 33). 

At present, since nobody writes creative works in Arabimalayalam as mentioned in 

the beginning, to revive the past glory of Arabimalayalam Literature is become impossible. 

As a linguistic form, it is still used in the religious teaching centres and many of the texts are 

available and are being sung. So the academic scope in the world of Arabimalayalam is to 

transform all the texts into Malayalam script to make it accessible to all readers of Malayalam 

and to translate the works into international languages. This way, the rich creative heritage of 

Mappila writers in Arabimalayalam could be preserved and transferred to the future 

generations of readers and academic researchers. This can be done under Literary Studies 

departments in India especially in departments of Comparative Literary Studies, as Mappila 

Literature crosses many linguistic boundaries. The linguistic interfaces of many languages 

and the inter-literary relationship between Tamil, Malayalam, Arabic, Persian and Sanskrit 

demand the attention from the comparatists. 

                                                           
8
 For more information about Mappila Ramayana, see Paula Richman, Ramayana Stories in Modern South 

India: An Anthology. 
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Another major scope in this field is to explore the similar Arabic blends throughout 

the western cost of India, like Arabipanjabi, Arabikannada, and Arabitamil etc. This will also 

help us to understand the history of Arabian traders in the Indian costs from a different socio-

linguistic perspective. If we include these possibilities under the wide umbrella of 

Comparative Literary Studies in India, it will also help us to open up newer discourses on the 

literary history of modern Indian geography and to revive many unnoticed literary traditions.  
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Indian folklore and the Three Worlds of Experiences: A new 

theory to understand ‘learning’ from folklore in modern 

audio-visual media for children 

-Lopamudra Maitra 

 

ABSTRACT 

In this paper on oral traditions, I propose to establish my theory of the 

Three Worlds of Experiences- which focus on the medium of folktales 

acting as a learning tool for children- primarily using modern audio-visual 

media. Folklore- forming an important part of intangible heritage and oral 

traditions- has always played an important role in different cultures across 

the globe. As on one hand they help to reflect the various emotions, beliefs 

and values of a culture, on the other, they also help to educate and share 

the knowledge with the listeners. These act as codes of conducts for 

various socio-cultural and religious circumstances and situations.  

This paper primarily focus on folklore (including myths, legends and 

folktales) - which forms an important part of the growing process of 

children. They ‘learn’ numerous lessons about conducts and behaviour 

within families and societies from the highlighted references within 

folklore and thus, also imbibe vital socio-cultural messages in the process. 

With a glorious record of its own set of folklore, India paints a vibrant 

picture with its popular stories or folktales, myths and legends. These not 

only include the stories from the two great Indian epics- The Ramayana 

and The Mahabharata, but also those from The Pancatantra, The Jatakas 

as well as the regional folktales from various corners of India. In recent 

years, the genre of audio-visual media in India has borrowed significantly 

to recreate several characters from this panorama of Indian folklore- 
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including characters like- Bheem, Krsna, Balram, Radha, Luv and Kush, 

Siva and Parvati, Ravana, Laxmi, Saraswati, Kartikeya, Ganesha, 

Hanuman, amidst others, to name just a few. Sometimes, the animation 

portray the popular stories, and at other times, the mere characters are 

borrowed, around which a modern tale is woven in recent times, to suite 

the likes of the modern young generation.  

The present paper is based on an extensive study and observation of various forms audio-

visual creations of modern media- including animation movies, serials (generally 30 minute 

duration shows) for children based on Indian folklore between 2007 and 2013. The paper 

establishes the effects of the ‘learning experiences’ of a child through folklore on the basis of 

The Three Worlds of Experiences. This includes, the- Inner World, The Immediate Outside 

and The Outer World. As the new medium of animation explores and dabbles with Indian 

folklore, it also helps to accentuate a very significant aspect of the individual that has always 

remained dormant within the underlying messages of folklore- the assertion of the ‘self’ or 

the individual- which is included within the Immediate Outside. This new assertive role also 

proposes an important need to understand- the role of communication between not only 

people of same age-groups, but between two different generations as well. This paper 

attempts to highlight this important aspect of the modern recreation of Indian folklore in 

modern media for children with the help of my new theory of The Three Worlds of 

Experiences. (WORDS- 469) 

KEY WORDS 

Indian folklore, animation, theory- Three Worlds of Experience, Immediate Outside, 

communication. 

 

 

The opening page of UNESCO’S website of Intangible Heritage refers to a quotation- 

“Africa loses a library when an old man dies.” The quotation, that often attracts immediate 
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attention for its widespread applicability all across the globe, refers to a part of a speech made 

by Amadou Hampâté Bâ at the 1960 conference of UNESCO- “En Afrique, quand un 

vieillard meurt, c’est une bibliothèque qui brûle.” (In Africa, when an old man dies, it's a 

library burning). The words stand as silent sentinels to an immediate need- understanding our 

intangible heritage. Thus, as the phrase refers to Africa, its application far supersedes mere 

geographical boundaries and sees similar reverberations across almost all spheres of the 

present world.  

Folklore and tales in particular has immense value in terms of educating and sharing 

knowledge with the younger generation across all locales of human existence. This paper 

focus on this particular ability of folklore (with an emphasis on folktales) acting as medium 

of education for children- teaching them about various values and beliefs of life and society. 

The paper proposes to establish the learning process through the theory of The Three Worlds 

of Experiences of children, who, as listeners, pick up the messages through the medium of 

folklore and piece together the information to build a repository of knowledge in their process 

of growing up. The study is based on analysis, extensive study and observation of contents 

between 2007 and 2013 of several audio-visual presentations, including movies and 

animation shows released between 2000 to 2013 (see endnote and references for a list of 

animation movies and shows consulted) spread across several television channels for young 

viewers, including- Cartoon Network, Pogo, Nickelodeon, Disney XD and Disney Channel, 

Hungama and Discovery Kids. The numerous animation movies and shows variously 

included a study of mythological characters- including both classical as well as regional 

folktales of India. The study included observing animation shows across three different 

languages- English, Hindi and Bengali. The first two is synonymous to being the main 

language of communication across the nation. The third one is given as an important example 

by the author (substantial work has been done in the genre by the author herself)- as the 

language has witnessed an important transformation in the world of oral traditions as 

reflected through modern media. 

Folklore has been an important tool of expression and education from time immemorial. 

Thousands of times have they been referred to by parents to teach, impart or simply educate 

the younger generation the values of the respective cultures of various places. Folklore forms 
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an important part of oral traditions of the world. They not only reflect interesting anecdotes 

and facts about specific cultures, but also details about their history of settlements, 

migrations, religious beliefs, socio-cultural and political facts, as well as personal references 

including, happiness, anxiety, anger, sadness and other emotions. Thus, they help to reflect 

not only the history of life of a place, but also a cognitive pattern of the people of the culture 

as well.  

Similar to many other cultures of the world, India too, has its remarkable bank of folklore 

travelling down the path of history. Folklore, including myths, legends and folktales are 

reflected through each region through their various tribes and castes. With due course of time, 

folklore has reinvented itself with the help of various transcriptions, especially over the last 

hundred and fifty years in India. With transcriptions finding a voice through pen and paper, 

came still more recent methods of expressions in India- ranging from visual and audio to 

audio-visual representations. Thus, folklore started to find a place amidst vinyl records or LP 

records, audio cassettes, videos, audio CD’s and DVD’s as well as the New Media that 

includes various short films and published stories over the internet. It is also important to 

understand that several of the mediums found a popular voice at a later stage in India, in 

comparison to most of its European or American counterparts, but nevertheless, advanced 

with rapidity to finally reach the modern world of communication in a global Indian scenario 

in recent times, especially over the last five years.  

The study 

Over the last half a decade, Indian media has taken remarkable strides in the genre of audio-

visual media, of which the main target audience are children and kids and not to forget, the 

young at heart as well. I will borrow a term often used in marketing to denote the viewership 

of these animation films- ‘target audience’. The ‘primary target audience’ according to 

marketing terminology are the children, however there is always a ‘spill-over target audience’ 

(as with any product or services for sale in the market) - which includes grown-ups or any 

person above the age of 18. Thus, the focus of this paper is the primary target audience of the 

films - children. Apart from being telecast as hour-long movies on television and theatres 

across India, the shows are also shown extensively across all television channels for young 
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viewers, including Cartoon Network, Pogo, Nickelodeon, Disney XD and Disney Channel, 

Hungama and Discovery Kids.  

This paper focuses on the recent representation through animation of various characters from 

different Indian folklore, including the Indian epics- The Ramayana and The Mahabharata as 

well as other collection of folktales, like The Pancatantra, The Jataka Tales and regional 

folklore, e.g. stories of Tenali Raman, Gopal Bhanr, Birbal or various tales from collection of 

regional folktales which are shown in popular shows like Krish, Trish and Baltiboy (medium 

is Hindi) and several popular animation shows in Bengali, based on folktales from Bengal, 

e.g. Chander Buri O Magicman (in Bengali- The Old Lady from the Moon and Magicman), 

Thakurmar Jhuli (in Bengali- Grandmother’s Bag of Tales), Annadashankarer Chhara (in 

Bengali- Annadashankar’s Chhara), Rushdesher Rupkatha (in Bengali- Folktales from 

Russia), Upendrakishorer Galpamala- Vol- I & II (in Bengali- Upendrakishore’s Stories- Vol 

I & II) (Maitra, 2007, 2008). As the variety increased with time over the last five years, the 

animation world grew to represent an important part of audio-visual communication. As 

modern animation stories borrow characters from Indian folklore, it helps to highlight very 

specific significant aspects of storytelling in the process. The aim of this paper is to draw 

attention towards the world of folklore where the recipients and listeners are children. They 

are the receivers of the highlighted teachings and instructions of the folklore that speak of 

various values, codes of conduct and behaviour.  

The primary aim of the paper stands as follows-  

 Attempting to theorise three specific genres of influences of these ‘teachings’ at the 

cognitive level of a child or the ‘self’ through The Three Worlds of Experiences- 

including the Inner World, The Immediate Outside and the Outer World. 

 How The Immediate Outside world, from amongst the above three, has received 

significant attention from the recent recreation of folklore in modern animation media 

for children in India.  

 Finally, the paper endeavours to point out how the recreation of the Immediate 

Outside world led to the portrayal and construction of an assertive self-image of the 

individual. 
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 New theory on learning- The Three Worlds of Experiences 

The mesmerising magnificence of folklore lies in its ability to captivate and capture the 

attention of the listeners and thereby, helping the self to be associated with the lead character. 

This is closely associated with an aspect of creation of aura with which the self of the listener 

associates with. Here, I borrow the term, often used to describe a typical genre of painting- 

Abstract Realism- where the reference to the subject matter of a lore is only the vehicle and 

not the reason for the stories. I proceed to explain the terms in two simple steps- where the 

‘abstract’ personifies the entire subject or body of the text, situations and circumstances that 

the folklore narrates and the ‘realism’ personifies the very subject matter- consisting of the 

main and supporting characters of the stories- which can vary from humans and animals to 

any living objects as well as non-living ones- whoever is rendered a voice and speaks as the 

characters within the stories.  

In terms of the knowledge gained by the listener or the children, ‘abstract realism’ can affect 

the ‘self’ of a child in three different methods. In terms of educating the child, these methods 

can be classified as experiences of three different worlds. The term ‘worlds’ are used here to 

denote three different comfort zones that a child encounters as she/he gradually steps out of 

the house- which is the first comfort zone. Here, the child is the listener or the recipient of the 

messages and the folklore is the message itself, while communication is the medium- which 

can be audio, video or audio-visual. To explain through a diagram, ‘abstract realism’ in 

folklore and their influence on children as an educational medium can be explained to work 

in the following manner in the Three Worlds of Experiences- 
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The Three Worlds of Experiences acting upon the ‘self’ of a child                                

 

In terms of the knowledge gained by the listener or the ‘self’ (the child in the present study), 

the lessons learned through folklore, can be broadly divided into three basic ‘Worlds of 

Experiences’. However, at the very beginning, it should also be mentioned that the three 

divisions are not segregated into water-tight compartments and thus, often overlaps with one 

another. Nevertheless, the focus is to separate the experiences that a child encounters- 

teaching him/her various ‘lessons’ about different sets of understandings about the socio-

cultural and religious interactions that she/he relates on the process of growing up. Primarily, 

folklore involved children to deal with two sets of ‘worlds’- the ‘Inner’ and the ‘Outer’. As 

the ‘Inner World’ taught the behaviours and disciplines and various household duties and 

responsibilities, the moral responsibilities towards the ‘Outer World’ taught the child the 

duties and obligations towards the region outside the family and home.  Thus, the household 

included experiences pertaining to the parents, siblings and other members of the families, 

teachers, subjects (in case of kings and royalty), relatives, including pets. On the other hand, 

the other experience included various types of relationships that one encounters while 

stepping out of a home- including fellow pupils, fellow colleagues, shopkeepers, panchayat 

pradhans or village-headmen, moneylenders, barbers, farmers, singers, vagabonds, royalty, 

ministers, etc. As the former set of practices formed the inner sanctum of experiences, the 
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remaining set formed the outer section of the sanctum. In between the basic two worlds of 

experiences, there is the world of ‘Immediate Outside’. Comprising of peer groups, this is the 

sanctum that helps to prepare the child as she/he gradually steps out of the primary household 

and out of the first comfort zone. Primarily, they used to encompass mostly people of the 

same age-groups who used to act as advisors and confidants in folklore. It is also important to 

note that often these confidants would be from various socio-economic classes. This was 

important to deliver a message of social equality for the young listener.  

The Three Worlds of Experiences are evident across all genres of folklore- including the 

basic analytical divisions of folklore- myths, legends and folktales. However, it is also 

important to mention that the basic messages delivered through folklore cannot be 

categorised into these three categories in a strict manner, but are only ‘analytical categories’ 

(Datta.pp.91-92) and “the lines dividing the three categories are not always as clear, and often 

merge into one another.” (Ibid).  It is also important to mention that folklore in India can 

primarily be divided into two basic categories (Ibid:94)-  

 One that consists particularly of myths of the Vedic and Puranic lore- these have been 

referred to as sometimes ‘classical myths’. 

 The other category consists of myths from various tribal lore across India- which is 

the regional lore. The present paper will refer to this category as regional lore, instead 

of tribal lore.
1
 

It is also important to mention that these two categories, which are evident across India, have 

been thought to designate particular messages. “Often, the myths of the ‘classical’ or literary 

category have been designated as ‘higher’ myths and those of the oral and folk category as 

‘lower’ myths. The ‘higher’ myths, representing sophisticated literary and artistic 

formulations are said to be more artificial in comparison to the ‘lower’ myths, which in spite 

of being artistic expressions, are objects of down-to-earth faith and belief” (Ibid). 

 

Portrayal of The Three Worlds of Experiences in modern media for children in India- 

especially animation media 
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As folklore started to be reinvented through transcription mentioned earlier, the world of 

television, movies and New Media helped to render a new perspective to the perception of 

folklore through an audio-visual media. This has particularly escalated in India over the last 

five years with animation movies for children of various durations being telecast over the 

television, internet as well as cinema theatres. These movies consist of various lore from both 

the classical as well as regional traditions of India.  

With the rendition of several Indian folklore (consisting of myths, legends and folktales) into 

animation media, an important aspect has been highlighted with reference to The Three 

Worlds of Experiences. The genre of the Immediate Outside World has received a fresh new 

perspective- consisting of peer group. The genre that used to mostly consist of people from 

same-age groups, now has expanded to include not only friends of same age-groups, but also 

any confidante who accompanies, listens, advices, advocates and supports or even condemns 

(if need be) the main subject or the ‘self’ and they can be as varied as parents to friends or 

even teachers. As mentioned previously, I would once again like to add that the Immediate 

Outside World is also not built within water-tight peripheries and there is frequent 

overlapping between the three genres of experiences even in the recent animation world for 

children. 

Surviving subtly throughout the course of the history of Indian folklore- the world of the 

Immediate Outside has always survived through peer groups who existed as a helping hand 

and aid towards one’s own personality. They were often an extension of the ‘self’ or that of 

the household- making them an integral part of the Inner World. Thus, often the mention of 

various friends in the Indian epics- The Ramayana and The Mahabharata never led to 

distinguishing them as separate individuals and away from the main and primary character of 

the stories. Thus, Krsna’s friends form an important part of his life as he grows up in 

Vrindavan, Krsna and Arjuna appear to be as close as brothers and often as a teacher, rather 

than friends in The Mahabharata (according to Puranic traditions, the teacher used to occupy 

the place next to parents in a family), the troop of monkeys, Sugrib, Hanuman, Jambuvan and 

other subjects of the monkey king Bali appear as the devoted subjects to Rama as they set out 

to help him in his fight against the demon king Ravana. They are not seen as mere friends and 
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according to Indian Puranic traditions, to a king, the circle of subjects forms an integral part 

of his Inner World whose priorities are more important than those of his family.  

Even from the regional folktales from across India, several examples can be cited to specify 

the need of a peer group to solve problems, riddles and anxieties- typical examples are the 

famous stories of the court jesters from three different corners of India- Birbal, Gopal Bhanr 

and Tenali Raman. The wonderful lore that describes these three jesters to have helped 

respectively the kings- Akbar, Lakshmansena and Krishnadevaraya- portray a need for a 

close ally in times of need. Similar such examples are also rampant in various stories from 

other regional lore of India (including the tales of Thakurmar Jhuli Chander Buri O 

Magicman (Maitra, 2007, 2008), Krish Trish and Baltiboy which has been explored for the 

study) as well as that of The Pancatantra and The Jataka tales. All the stories justified the 

presence of a peer as important parts of decision-making factors of a ‘self’- and always 

highlighted the peer groups to specifically belong to either the Inner or the Outer set of 

experiences, i.e. either it will teach about specific social behaviour or about household 

conducts. The self remains docile and submissive and learns as a student from its various 

surroundings. It is this particular trait or character which seems to have become prominent 

with the recent interference of the audio-visual animation media in folklore. 

The last half a decade witnessed several characters from Indian folklore getting prominence 

into children’s animation movies. This has imparted a new beacon towards the understanding 

of the Immediate Outside world. It appears to promote the ‘self’ in an important and assertive 

role- whose existence is demarcated by the presence of the peer group as earlier- however, it 

is not a means to the end, but an end in itself- quite unlike previously conceived. The recent 

gamut of expression through animation movies asserts how the ‘self’ can now think and act 

individually and fight or refer to the peer group in times of need. They can accept or simply 

reject the ideas of the group and at several instances have even proved the suggestions of the 

groups as wrong. Various occasions of dissensions over clash of thoughts and ideas often 

occur- bringing each individual closer to reality. Thus the characters from The Mahabharata, 

The Ramayana, The Jatakas or The Pancatantra, including Bheem, Krsna, Ravana, Ganesha, 

Hanuman, Laxmi, Saraswati, Kartikeya, Ghatotkacha, Tenali Raman, Birbal, Gopal Bhanr or 

others- take the form of children who all have an assertive persona and they think 
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individually. They learn lessons the hard way with the help of their immediate peer groups, 

including friends or teachers and parents who take the form of peer. Such a reflection also 

highlights the need for communication between various generations through a friendly chord. 

Conclusion 

As the individual exists in its Immediate Outside World, it borrows heavily from ‘Abstract 

Realism’. Thus, the depiction of the situations, circumstances, incidents portray an abstract 

example and the characters involved makes them resemble the modern life. This 

personification of reality makes the stories come to life. Thus, e.g. as Chhota Bheem and 

Little Krsna fights a remarkable battle against devious demons under the sea or between 

clouds in the sky- the sheer absurdity of the situation makes them part of the imaginative 

world for a child. On the other hand, the fact that they also get wounded in the process or 

their mothers scold them if they are late to return home or they easily enjoy an ice-lolly at the 

end of the battle with friends to celebrate- makes the characters closer to the personal 

experiences of a child- and thus, closer to reality. Thus, borrowing heavily from ‘abstract 

realism’, the Immediate Outside world plays on the imagination of the child- making it easier 

to identify with the lead characters. 

Borrowing from folklore also has its positive and negative effects. Many a times, they help to 

immortalise specific terms, stories or characters from oral traditions, however, at several 

times, they also fail to inspire a string of continuity with the main story. Thus, the character 

of Chhota Bheem, without any historical reference, survives as a mere name for a child of 10 

years who is kind-hearted and gets exceptional power from eating the sweetmeat- laddoos. 

He lives in Dholakpur with his friends- many times which also comprises his close friend 

Krsna and Balaram. The stories never involve any reference to the main characters from the 

Indian epic- The Mahabharata. In a similar manner, the animation series called Luv-Kush- 

Sons of Rama- never bear a note to mention the significance of the characters- quite like a 

missing note of reference to introduce Kartikeya, Ganesha, Saraswati and Laxmi- the 

children of Durga and Siva as they help good demons against bad ones. In various other 

stories of animation movies, the characters of Bal Krsna, Hanuman or Ganesha often takes 

the form of a close ally, friend and companion to rescue the ‘self’ or the main character in 

times of danger. However, these too, are devoid of any mention of the primary stories from 
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the Puranas and the epics. Though the characters in their own rights are famous as is evident 

from the popularity of each show, nevertheless, lacunae in the reference to its origin, leads to 

a discord in the strain of continuity. This discordant nature is also quite visible while viewing 

other stories from regional folktales like Thakurmar Jhuli or Chander Buri O Magicman 

(Maitra, 2007, 2008) or the stories of Tenali Raman, Gopal Bhanr and Birbal. They all exist 

and are portrayed in modern animation media without a reference to their historical evolution 

in Indian literature or oral traditions. 

 

An introduction towards understanding the study of folktales, children and popular culture 

 

The present study, though an initial attempt with reference to folktales in India and their 

influence on children and the popular culture, is however not a recent phenomenon in other 

parts of the globe. It is important to note that the relation of the folktale with their social, 

historical and cultural context has been introduced in folklore research a little earlier than the 

beginning of the 20th century. In about 1960s and 1970s it received a further emphasis 

following an important shift of international scholarship to the socio-historical study and 

understanding of folk and fairy tales. The theoretical approaches that studied folklore in these 

years considered it important to study the relations among those who narrate, write or 

represent the folktale and those who receive it in its different forms. “This was considered 

particularly important for the creation, reshapement, ideological meaning and function of the 

tales.” (Review of European Studies: 68-69). Thus, was created the studies of the framework 

of oral storytelling in traditional societies (Dégh 1962, 1989), of the ethnography of 

performance (Bauman 1972, 1977), as an object of social history (Velay 1992) and as part of 

the educational, cultural and communication process (Zipes 1983, 1988, 1990, 1997, 1999, 

2000). It is also important to note that the time also witnessed a study of oral and written or 

printed versions of folktales as they represent the modern mass media. Thus, “it covered a 

vast field- stressing the importance of folktales in the socialization process, at least in the 

Western societies.” (Ibid). 

It was also in 1960’s that the study, mainly by H. Moser and H. Bausinger drew attention to 

folklore in the contemporary consumption and media society (Moser 1962, 1964, Bausinger 

1986, 2009). These studies emphasised an important fact that was hitherto considered an anti-
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thesis to the study of folklore- the very fact that folklore died in contact with urban and 

technological civilisations. Hermann Bausinger introduced a systematic theory of expansion 

of folk culture, by giving emphasis to the historical dimension of the folk phenomena and 

studying modern folklore matters (urban folk culture, revival of folk culture, 

commercialization of tradition, new folk narrative genres etc). “Under this new theoretical 

perspective folk culture was understood as a multidimensional and ever changing system 

where new and older elements were mixed.” (Ibid). The study also noted that mostly people 

thought folk culture to represent an “ideal” world of old values and symbols- juxtaposed to 

the expanded and modern and technologically advanced society. Thus, the opportunities to 

explain the effect of folklore on modern society grew and the discipline of folklore developed 

to also undertake not only a common set of esthetical rules, cultural values, social and 

historic experiences and a common stock of themes, forms and motifs, but also the narrators, 

their performances and the social institutions within which society gives them the opportunity 

to narrate. “Therefore, the folktale, far from being a unified entity in the inherent plurality of 

oral tradition, was caught, in modern times, like other folk cultural goods, in the process of 

expansion; it was thus made available.” (Ibid) It is also important to mention, these had both 

positive and negative effects- resulting in loss of power, aestheticisation, banishment, 

unleashing (Bausinger 2009, 92), its meanings, uses and functions multiplied. However, our 

modern usage of folklore in modern and popular mass media, including the animation media 

for the present paper, is connected with keeping these changes in mind within which folktales 

connect children with various facets of the world around them. 

The significance of the present study in the Indian context 

Communication is an important aspect in the world of social animals. Thus, its need as 

expressed through both interpersonal as well as intrapersonal communications- are important 

tools of expression that facilitates a construction of understanding between individuals, 

situations and circumstances. In an increasingly global world, as nuclear families rules the 

roost, communication often takes a backstage at home. The meetings with grandparents are 

often merely restricted to yearly or even once in two years visits. Grandparents and parents 

are often seen as distant partners within the same household. In such scenario, the animation 

movies seem to emphasise an important aspect often overlooked- the need for a friend. Thus, 
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the representation of the peer group of the Immediate Outside world often requires a friend in 

the form of a teacher, a parent, a grandparent, a pet or simply a friend- though not necessarily 

of the same age-groups. Amongst all of the above- it underlines and accentuates the very 

need for communication- to facilitate the process of dialogue between two individuals for a 

better understanding of a situation and circumstance- which is also the underlying feature of 

the knowledge shared by folklore. 

Another significant aspect of the rendition of the stories in modern animation media is its 

character to act as a bridging gap between the two traditions of Indian lore- ‘classical’ and 

‘tribal’ or regional. As they are portrayed through media, the distinction between ‘higher’ 

myths and ‘lower’ myths are also erased and characters and stories from both genres are 

portrayed with equal ease and admiration- a very typical example is the popularity of the 

stories surrounding Bal Krnsa and Balaram and Chhota Bheem, Ghatotkacha, Bal Hanuman, 

Bal Ganesha on one hand and the popularity of the stories from Thakurmar Jhuli (Maitra, 

2007, 2008) Tenali Raman, Gopal Bhanr and Birbal and Krish Trish and Baltiboy on the 

other. As the former set represents ‘classical’ lore of India, the latter represents regional lore. 

The popularity of the shows has also resulted in the repeated telecast of these animation 

movies time and again across all television channels for young viewers, including Cartoon 

Network, Pogo, Nickelodeon, Disney XD and Disney Channel, Hungama and Discovery 

Kids between the period of study- from 2007- 2013. The popularity of some of these 

characters has also resulted in the making of animation movies for children based on various 

stories from the Indian Purana or weaving new stories around specific characters from Indian 

‘classical’ lore and making them part of a modern world.
2
  

So, as the popularity of ‘classical’ and regional folklore rise with each repeated telecast, what 

is the significance of the Immediate Outside world and the assertive ‘self’ that the animation 

movies portray? Folklore never remain dormant and constant and being narrative materials, 

they continue to “change to meet the needs of the social groups that created the stories- in the 

process- absorbing transnational as well as local elements.” (Review of European 

Studies:69). It is also important to understand that “In its different expressive forms, 

functions, mediums of diffusion and environments, folk and fairy tales in our society 

constitute an important part of the cultural goods addressed to children or created by them. In 
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the framework of these multiple and even contradictory discourses about folktales, children, 

as the actual bearers of these traditions, were never asked for their opinion. The mapping of 

children’s opinions and ideas about folktales, as texts but also as narrative procedures, do not 

merely refer just to another folk or literary genre but interfere more generally with children’s 

cultural representations, individual and collective imagination and communication practices.” 

(Ibid) The modern representation of the assertive ‘self’ through the various animation movies 

helps to create a world of opinion of the children- who are the primary receivers of the 

messages. It helps to create a significant persona of the child on one hand and also highlights 

the necessity to communicate on various matters with people around them- not as grown-

ups/adults, but as peer groups. This is an imperative necessity to act as a problem-solving tool 

for various situations in the modern global world and also encourages a continuous flow of 

dialogues- an aspect that is increasingly reducing in modern nuclear families. It also helps to 

accentuate a world where grown-ups and children can freely communicate with each other 

over an “imaginative land what life in contemporary societies has deprived them: the age of 

childhood in its entity. Under these conditions, folk and fairy tales or just the concept of 

“fairytale-like” element has penetrated many domains of contemporary culture.” (Ibid).  

The marketing popularity of folklore through modern media seems only an extension and a 

further step in the historical development of the evolution of folktales in India. Originally, as 

mentioned earlier, they were not primarily made and created for children, but the moment 

they were gradually transcripted on paper- they were a step closer to the child’s world. 

Colleting the stories from various ‘mouths’ and putting them on paper often required specific 

changes to be made to make them fit for the young audience who would probably read the 

books first. Thus, often folktale was printed with slight variations in characters and plots of 

stories. These changes brought the stories closer to the children. With the present animation 

media- this procedure took a step further. “Nevertheless the identification of folk and fairy 

tales with childhood in contemporary culture and market didn’t facilitate their relationship 

with children (Meraklis 1999a, 203). Even if from different points of view (medical, 

educational, commercial etc.), children receive special care and attention, they are also facing 

many dangers, real (different forms of abuse or abandonment) or symbolic (the cultural 

products that are directed to the children have many analogies with products directed to 

adults, for example tv programs and serials). Thus many speak even about the disappearance 
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of childhood (Postman 1982, Bausinger 1987, 20, Zipes 1997, 110-128). As a result, the 

relation of children with folktales becomes more difficult, since children abandon at an earlier 

stage the age of childhood in order to embrace the culture of grown-ups (Meraklis 1999a, 

204).” (Ibid) 

Though a primary question remains- whether these animation movies help to preserve what 

was ethically oral in origin as the very concept of spontaneity is erased through the audio-

visual medium. These questions will remain for as long as there is media and popular culture 

and as long as mediums of literate and non-literate societies juxtapose to create an ethnic 

identity of their own at various parts of the globe- with India being no exception. 

And finally- the marketing aspect of folklore. Young people have been targeted as a special 

market in the English-speaking world's consumer culture since the beginning of the early 

industrial period in the west and the beginning and popularity of publication of children’s 

stories in India (about a hundred and fifty years ago) and the desire to meet the developing 

child's needs and shape its identity and values. The modern animation media helped to 

reshape this identity- with an emphasis on developing the ‘self’. They have evolved to make 

folklore as much a part of the world of grown-ups and adults as that of children- finally 

leading to a continuous flow of dialogue between generations- the primeval incentive that 

might have started the tradition of oral traditions and folklore in the first place thousands of 

years ago. 
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3) By Astute Media Vision, Mumbai, India- 1) Bal Hanuman- Parts- I, II, III and IV  

                                                                     2) Bal Ganesha - Parts- I, II, III,  

4) By Murali Menon and Gradient Productions, India- My friend Ganesha - Parts- I, 

II and III,  

5) By Vimal Shah of Anushvi Productions in association with Rahul Bakshi of 

Phoebus Creations Media Pvt. Ltd.- Dasahavataar,  

6) By Singeetam Srinivasa Rao and co-produced by Shemaroo- Ghatotkacha,  

7) By RVML animation and The Kanipakam creations-Luv-Kush: The Warrior 

Twins 

1) By Maya Digital Media, India and released by Warner Brothers, India- 

Ramayana: The Epic  

2) By BIG Animation and India Heritage Foundation (promoted by ISKCON 

Bangalore)- Little Krishna  

3) By Green Gold Animation Studio, Hyderabad, India- 1) Krishna- The Birth 

2) Krishna- The Makhan Chor  

3) Chhota Bheem and the curse of 

Damyaan, 

4) Chhota Bheem and the Throne of 

Bali  

4) By UTV Motion Pictures and W alt Disney Pictures, USA- Arjuna: The Warrior 

Prince 

 

Animation television serials based on Indian folklore 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/ISKCON_Temple_Bangalore
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1) Chhota Bheem (mentioned above), 2) Krishna and Balaram (mentioned above), 

3)Thakurmar Jhuli (made by Softoons), 4) Annadashankarer Chhara, Rushdesher 

Rupkatha, Upendrakishorer Galpamala- Vol- I & II and Chander Buri O Magicman 

(made by Animatrix Multimedia), 5) Krish Trish and Baltiboy (made by Children’s 

Film Society of India), 6) Tenali Raman (made by Cartoon Networks India Pvt. Ltd.), 

Adventures of Chhota Birbal made by 2nz) and Gopal Bhanr (made by A.R. Music, 

Kolkata), Ravana (made by DQE and Turner Broadcasting System Inc.) 

 Endnotes- 

                                                           
1
 This is primarily because all tribal lores are regional lores, but all regional lores are not tribal lores. Specific 

considerations like influence of classical lore, technology, migration, etc. acts upon various regional lores to 

give them an unique shape and character and this is different from tribal lore. On the other hand, tribal lores 

often consist of the lores of non-literate societies, but regional lores are often the results of juxtaposition of 

thought process of rural and urban worlds and thus, they do not always represent non-literate societies. Thus, 

the paper chooses to use the term regional lore and not tribal lore. 

2
 Some important animation movies for children released during the course of study- between 2008- 2012- 

based on stories and characters from classical and regional folktales of India-  

a) Pandavas: The Five Warriors animation movie release date- 2000 

b) The Legend of Buddha- 2004 

c) Hanuman animation movie release date- October 21, 2005 

d) Bal Hanuman animation movies release dates respectively- Part- I-  January 1, 2007, Part II- May 14, 
2012, Part III (Return of the Demon)- 2011, Part IV- 2012.  

e) Bal Ganesha animation movies release dates respectively - Part- I- 2007, Part II- October 23, 2009, 
Part III- 2010. 

f) My friend Ganesha animation movies release dates respectively - Part- I- 2007, Part- II- August 22, 
2008, Part III- 2010. 

g) Dasahavataar  animation movie release date- June 13, 2008 

h) Ghatotkacha animation movie release date- 2008 

i) Krishna- The Birth animation movie release date- 2006 and Krishna- The Makhan Chor- 2007 

j) Luv-Kush: The Warrior Twins  animation movie release date- 2010 

k) Ramayana: The Epic animation movie release date- 2010 

l) Little Krishna animation movie release date- 2012. 

m) Chhota Bheem and the curse of Damyaan animation movie release date- May 18, 2012. 
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n) Arjuna: The Warrior Prince animation movie release date- May 25, 2012 
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ABSTRACT 

Since the time of Plato and Aristotle the world has been divided into the 

male and the female. This distinction happens on the basis of the visible 

difference in genitalia, or to be precise, on the biological difference. It is 

the word ‘Sex’ that forms the pivot around which such differentiation 

revolves. However, this division is then socialized and represented 

through certain stereotypes of the masculine and the feminine. This 

construct then becomes a social construct and is known as ‘Gender’. For 

many generations the male is seen as the active source of power that 

impregnates the formless female matter. Thus from the very beginning the 

female is seen as the chaos and darkness that needs the masculine power 

of light and form to be shaped into a cosmos. Aptly put by French feminist 

Simon de Beauvoir, women are the ‘Other’ against which the self, 

represented by male subject, is defined. Such notion gives rise to 

‘Patriarchy’ where the male subject becomes the instruments who wield 

power, and it is this power that determines their relation to the ‘Other’. 

This paper shall deal with notion of gender and sexuality in the backdrop 

of a patriarchal society in the short stories by the controversial Urdu 

writer, Ismat Chughtai. There shall be a close focus on the following short 
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stories: The Quilt, The Mole, The Homemaker. Other stories by the author 

shall also be analyzed. The approach in this paper shall be through the lens 

of Foucault who through his concept of ‘Repressive Hypothesis’ tries to 

analyze the relation between power and sexual repression in our society. 

This practice of sexual repression has been more prevalent in case of 

women than in case of men, especially in patriarchal setups. This is 

probably due to long standing psychoanalytical reading by Freud and 

Jacques Lacan, who both view women as the one who lacks the phallus. 

The phallic symbol is what shapes the ego or personality of an individual. 

Lacan portrayed Women as the other who is the imagined fulfillment of 

one’s desire, the point of jouissance—this point beyond subjection to the 

symbolic system can only be a part of one’s imagination. 

The stories of Chughtai elucidate the problematic of the relation between 

man and woman vis-à-vis repression and power. The patriarchal backdrop 

of the stories, show how the world of men get structured by the overt 

sexuality of the woman, in spite of attempts of repressing it. The woman 

implicitly wield their power over the men and indeed the ‘self’ gets 

defined and the ‘ego’ formulated by the ‘other’. Thus through a kindling 

of the phallic envy, women become the perpetrators of power while the 

social order of the patriarch gets repressed and becomes subservient. 

 

 “It’s rather complex. We Indian women are both free and fettered.” 

                                                                                                                     (Chughtai 104) 

Gender is historic. Sexuality is pre-historic. While sexuality is natural and physical, gender is 

social and metaphysical. One’s sexual urges are innate and part of one’s being. Gender, on the 

other hand, is a social construct and indoctrinated through norms of the society. This is well 

summarized by Anne Oakley in her work, Sex, Gender and Society: 
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‘Sex’ is a word that refers to the biological differences between male and female: the visible 

difference in genitalia, the related difference in procreative function. ‘Gender’, however, is a 

matter of culture: it refers to the social classification into ‘masculine’ and ‘feminine’. 

                                                                                                                                        

(Oakley 16) 

Gender is explained on the basis of culture. Maleness and femaleness are differences created 

through language and culture. Gender, therefore, is the most common figure from which the 

basic difference emerges. Over a long period of time the female was presented as a formless 

matter that is impregnated by the active male power. In the Christian myth regarding creation, 

God is the light and form who gives life to darkness and chaos. God, here, is the male power 

while the passive darkness and chaos is often presented as feminine. Thus from the very onset of 

this gender binary, the male has been associated with power and the woman is seen as the 

passive receptive force, over whom the male power is exercised. 

It has been frequently argued that women are more inclined towards the physical aspects of their 

nature as opposed to men who are inclined towards reason. Hence Aristotle in his Poetics opined 

that women and slaves were to be excluded from the Greek polis and not allowed to take part in 

political affairs. Superiority of men was established on political grounds. Masculinity constitutes 

of the rational centre of the cosmos. Opposed to this concept is the feminine which is associated 

with culture in its derivative or secondary sense. Women are seen as the deflection of nature 

from its rational end. Aristotle was of the view that relations were determined by the type of 

being one was. So, women and slaves were subordinate by nature. Luce Irigaray in Speculum of 

the Other Woman (1985) explains that the emergence of philosophy and reason was directly 

resulting from the representation of the masculine body as the only sex. The image of the rational 

man intentionally creates for itself, the feminine, as the irrational body that must be repressed 

and subordinated. This gives rise to the concept of patriarchy where the male subject represents 

the power which is determined in relation to the ‘other’. 

According to the French feminist, Simon de Beauvoir, the prime category of human thought is 

the relation between the self and the other. The other is needed for the self to get defined. 

According to Beauvoir, the woman is always represented as the ‘Other’. Beauvoir argues that 
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unlike the animals, human beings are capable of self creation and action. Human beings, unlike 

the others, have the capacity to create what they are. If this is what is deemed to be true, then 

women have been deprived of being. In a patriarchal society the women are seen as child bearers 

and domestic labourers who live their lives not through their self created ideals but through the 

man who symbolizes human force for them. Women are therefore Other than human. It is against 

this ‘other’ that the self of the man gets defined.  It is interesting to note, therefore, that although 

the woman is denied her own identity, she is integral for the men to construct their own self or 

identity. 

In the discourse of patriarchy, the women were considered as naturally subordinate to men. The 

power structure was explained in the relationship of man over woman. In classical patriarchy, the 

subordination was explained because the king was the patriarch or ruler of the polity. But with 

the writings of Locke, Hobbes and Rousseau in the seventeenth century, this idea was defeated. 

According to these writers the polity was different from the form of the family. Distinction had 

to be made between the political order of equal men and familial order of men and women. In 

modern patriarchy, the natural paternal order was rejected. Although, at the political level 

hierarchy was rejected, the concept of subordination remained within the domestic sphere. The 

rule of the father as the divine order was replaced by the rule of the brothers. Carole Pateman 

argues that in spite of the emphasis on power struggle, a natural gender hierarchy remained. 

However, now the subordination of women was no longer supported by some cosmic hierarchy; 

gender became a non hierarchical state of nature. The family unit became the haven of male 

domination with the man at the centre and the women at the margins. 

Since family became the focus of the discourses on power, the relations within the family 

became the focus of study. The attention was now given to individuals within the domain of 

family. Sigmund Freud’s psychoanalysis is based on biological determinism: having or not 

having the penis which shall decide whether one suffers from the penis envy (female) or from 

castration anxiety (male). This psychoanalytic analysis of the genesis of gender can be 

interpreted as an expression of the long-standing cultural assumption that male subjectivity 

represents the norm and femininity needs to be defined and analyzed. 
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Going by Freud’s definition, an individual is defined by the presence or lack of the penis. The 

psychological development takes place on the phallic model. This explains why women consider 

themselves as weaker in the patriarchal culture. She defines herself by the lack of the phallus. 

She identifies with her mother and suffers depreciation in her own eyes. She can only aspire to 

play the role that her mother plays to her father and have her own baby who shall be a substitute 

penis. Thus the woman can never internalize the authority of the father. They remain to be 

passive objects of desire. 

For the father modern psychology, Jacques Lacan, sexual difference was located at the 

unconscious level. For Lacan, only through the distinction between the masculine and feminine 

could culture, experience and meaning be possible. According to Lacan, our lives are structured 

by what is not present. What is crucial for psychoanalysis is how absence or the Other disrupts 

life. The experience of the absence or the other is, for Lacan, both the experience of the signifier 

and of sexual difference. In order to assume meaning in what is said or done by the other, one 

must operate within a system. In this system, there are signifiers that are interpretable. What is 

present becomes a signifier of that which is absent. Hence the other is interpreted through 

signification, where signification is the anticipation of what is not present.  

Lacan refers to the Symbolic order as something alien, with desire as something that cannot be 

articulated or communicated. However, the imagined fulfillment of desire—the point of 

jouissance beyond subjection to the symbolic order can only be imagined. The imagined desire 

beyond the Symbolic system is what Lacan refers to as jouissance. Jouissance is structured 

around the idea of the Woman. Woman is imagined as the fulfillment beyond all systems and 

structures.  

Lacan agrees, that the Oedipal structure postulated by Freud has a history. He also agrees that the 

imagination of Woman as the barred object that would fulfill the jouissance has, in modern 

times, become immensely privatized and dependent upon fantasies of an object that stands as a 

barrier to the fulfillment. Fantasy, for Lacan is the prohibition of the mother, the image of the 

father as the law and the imagined lost object that has been abandoned for the sake of culture. If 

the origin is imagined as maternal, then the law must be ‘other than’ maternal, and must have 

that which the mother lacks—the phallus. The phallus then structures one’s relation to all things, 
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including that which is the barred original thing—the Mother. The phallus mediates the relation 

to lack. Thus both Freud and Lacan in their psychoanalytical interpretation, keeps the phallus in 

the centre around which the one that lacks it is determined and judged. The body of the man is 

seen as a symbol of power and order. On the other hand, the woman is the one who is a 

transgressor of order, as Freud observes that a woman’s super-ego is not independent of its 

emotional origins, or lies beyond the system of order. This is supported by Lacan when he opines 

that woman who is equated with the imagined fulfillment of desire, lies beyond any structure. 

In the twentieth century distinction was made between sex and gender. Gender had now less to 

do with the knowledge of the bodies, and more to do with the way these sexual bodies were 

interpreted. Thus sexuality became a medium through which individuals were understood. 

Sexuality became a prism through which the discourse of power was interpreted and exercised. 

Although gender and sex were distinguished from each other, sexual politics became crucial in 

the game of power among the various gender roles. 

Michel Foucault in the first part of The History of Sexuality says that we live in a society “with a 

sexuality”(147). Foucault upturns Freud’s notion of repression. While Freud said that that 

sexuality is repressed to maintain social order, Foucault argued that the idea of repression 

produces a sexuality that allowed the social order to operate. Foucault introduces the concept of 

‘Repressive Hypothesis’, where he states that in a bourgeois society, sex was considered to be an 

act of pleasure with no gain. Hence sex had to be subjugated. The subjugation first happened at 

the level of language. However, with the tightening of the rules of decorum, an intensification of 

indecent speech happened. The flesh became the root of all evil and the most important moment 

of transgression shifted from the act to the stirrings of desire. Sexuality became that process of 

desire from which male and female subjects were formed. Those who indulged in the 

unchartered territories were considered as unnatural and termed as the ‘Other Victorians’. What 

is important is not the quantification of repression but the form of power that was exercised. 

In a patriarchal society the repression of sexuality was more stringent in case of women than in 

case of men. Repressing the female sexuality through various social means became a form of 

power that gave the male subjects pleasure-- the pleasure that is achieved from the power that 

watches, spies, controls. While this was a form of pleasure, there was also another form of 
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pleasure-- the pleasure that the female subjects felt from evading this power. Thus it is aptly 

stated, “Pleasure and power do not cancel or turn back against one another; they seek out, 

overlap, and reinforce one another.”(Foucault 48) 

This repressive power is seen to be exercised in the patriarchal societies of the South Asian 

countries, like India, Pakistan, Afghanistan and Algeria. This is evident in the short stories of the 

controversial Urdu writer, Ismat Chughtai. Chughtai chose the medium of the short story because 

it enables a writer to treat a recurrent theme in a variety of ways—in case of Chughtai it was the 

sexuality of the Muslim
1
 women within the patriarchal constraints of the Indo- Muslim society

2
. 

The female characters in the short stories show women in various roles and situations amidst the 

unequal power play in the patriarchal society.  

Chughtai belonged to the upper middle-class strata, the zenana
3
 of the Muslim society. She 

hailed from the Progressive Writers Movement (PWA 1935). The period during which she wrote 

was the volatile years of the Indian Partition. These issues greatly influenced her work. During 

the partition, the body of the woman was considered to embody the honour of the community 

they belonged to. Hundreds of women were abducted and sexually exploited during the 

migration of the refugees from the two nations. The purpose behind sexually exploiting the 

woman was to exert the power of one community over another. Thus the woman was the bait in 

the political power-play between the Hindus and Muslims. So, it became mandatory to protect 

the body of the woman from any dishonour.  

To maintain the honour of the woman, the Indo-Muslim community began their internal social 

reform. Novels were written about the domestic lives of the upper middle class Muslims, where 

the focus was on the proper conduct of the women in the household. The aim of this movement 

was to domesticate the women by regulating their behaviour. The women were portrayed as the 

bearers of culture and tradition. Chughtai revisits this notion of the proper housewife, and shows 

how the woman characters in her story establishes their autonomy by questioning their adherence 

to the code of conduct assigned to them in a patriarchal family. Moreover, before Chughtai, the 

writers of the PWA wrote about the exploitation of the underprivileged women belonging to the 
                                                           
1
 The word Muslim is used to define a social unit and not a religious group. 

 
2
 The term Indo-Muslim society denotes a social territory and not a geographical territory. 

3
 Zenana is the Urdu word for the all woman core of the hetero-patriarchal Muslim household.  
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lower strata of the Muslim society. Chughtai for the first time turned the focus to the zenana of 

the upper middle class families and challenged the idea of the ideal Muslim woman by 

juxtaposing this idea against the depiction of women’s oppression and transgression in her short 

stories. 

In her controversial story, ‘The Quilt’, Chughtai represented transgressive desire within a homo-

social zenana. The story is narrated by a child, who describes the strange incident that she 

witnesses in the house of Begum Jaan where her mother leaves her so that she is taught the ways 

of behaving like a woman. Begum Jaan is the ‘adopted sister’ of the narrator’s mother and it is 

quite natural that the narrator might be left with her aunt when the mother is away. But the irony 

is that the aunt’s household presents a picture that is contrary to what would be considered as a 

proper domesticity. It is house that presents a picture of apparent hetero-normativity. In this 

house the husband is attracted towards young male students and therefore, neglects his wife. The 

wife for the Nawab was an instrument to maintain his image of heterosocial normality and 

thereby exert power over his subjects and command respect. Meanwhile, Begum Jaan felt herself 

being ‘hauled over burnig embers’ whenever she saw her husband paying heed to his young 

students in perfumed, flimsy shirts. 

The Begum’s deprivation of the sexual pleasure caused her to wither. To her rescue comes 

Rabbu, her special maid whose only work was to massage Begum Jaan. Soon Begum Jaan began 

to flourish again. In Begum Jaan, Chughtai presented what Lee Edelman would have called a 

‘homograph’, that is, a homosexual body that can pass for straight. What is interesting to note is 

that the homoeroticism that the child notices between Begum Jaan and Rabbu is not innate but 

acquired. But this acquisition is caused by the innate homosexuality of the Nawab. Moreover, the 

phallus or its lack, around which the Begum Jaan’s existence and personality is supposed to 

revolve and evolve, is completely dismissed. Thus the paternal power that is associated with the 

phallic symbol crumbles down in this story.  

The concept of physical desire and pleasure is represented within the context of marriage. A new 

power structure is established between the maid and her landlady. The power play shifts from the 

paradigm of the male and the female to that of class. Rabbu very subtly exerts a power on 

Begum Jaan for she provides her with the physical pleasure that is needed for her survival. This 
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aspect reminds one of Foucault’s words when he says that pleasure and power are overlapping. 

While Begum Jaan maintains her façade of being the Nawab’s wife, Rabbu also does not 

abandon her motherly duties. She goes to visit her son. These instances render the narrative 

rationalistic in spite of the transgression that uproots the long standing ideals of tradition and 

subservience of the women. 

At the crucial moment when the girl child sees what has caused the elephantine shape under the 

quilt, the story ends. This ambiguous ending, hides the homosocial relationship from an explicit 

display. The inability of the narrator to state what he sees empowers the relation of the maid and 

Begum Jaan. Begum Jaan and Rabbu occupy an interstitial space which defies the previous 

category of heterosexuality and the newly accepted order of homosexuality. But the defiance 

towards the old order is definitely Chughtai’s attempt to establish the ‘New Woman’ who could 

exert her power and autonomy inside the patriarchal setup, independent of her male counterpart, 

without disrupting the social order. 

In the story ‘The Mole’, Chughtai presents the artist, Ganeshchand Choudhry who is trying to 

draw his masterpiece. His masterpiece was the female figure of the adolescent village girl Rani. 

From the very beginning of the story Rani is trying to sexually titillate Choudhry, who claims to 

be of her father’s age. But there seems to be an innocence and naivety behind all her overtures. 

Her aim is to grab the attention of Choudhry, and she is successful in her attempts. Every time 

Rani mentions another man such as Ratna or Chunan, who pays her attention, Choudhry is 

infuriated and filled with envy. 

The narrator mentions that women from far-off countries had had the honour of posing for 

Choudhry, both dressed and nude. But Rani was unmanageable. The girl, whom Choudhry had 

picked up from the gutters and given the honour of being his model, had rendered him powerless. 

She controlled the men in her by the power of the mole in her cleavage. Chunan gave her ‘kheel’ 

and ‘gurdhani’ to get her in his shack at night. Ratna accompanied her to the pond, to catch a 

glimpse of her mole. When she narrated these stories to Choudhry, he felt himself going into a 

fit. Her physical presence completely enraptured the painter and he even contemplated giving up 

his masterpiece—“The question now was whether he should endeavour to paint or surrender to 

the madness that was going to envelop him.” (Chughtai37). Engulfed by this madness, 
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Choudhry, forgetting his status goes to Rani’s hut at night, only to find it empty. Choudhry’s 

physical desire that had been stirred by Rani’s mole remained not unquenched.  

Rani then disappears without a trace. Chowdhury’s painting remained incomplete. But the five 

thousand that disappeared with Rani took the form of a black mark—“a mark that looked like a 

tiny, protuberant mole. What a bad place for a black, singed mark! Right in his 

heart.”(Chughtai42). When Rani is found hiding a bloody bundle, Choudhry is accused of 

violating her. He knew he was innocent and hoped that the truth would be proved. But he wished 

he was guilty. He was caught in the trap of the mole. He had burdened himself with the human 

weakness of irrational desire. This aligns with Lacan’s idea of desire which cannot be articulated 

or communicated. Rani is the jouissance—the point of the fulfillment of the imagined desire of 

Choudhry. This imagination remained imagined. The desire that could not be fulfilled took the 

form of the mole. The mole was almost like the phallic symbol around which Choudhury’s 

personality revolved. In the end when Rani cleans Choudhry of all accusation by proclaiming 

him to be impotent, Choudhury’s castration anxiety turns into a neurosis. That is why, in the end 

Choudhry is seen drawing ‘long, conical, round lines—like a singed mark’ (Chughtai 44). 

It is interesting to note how Chughtai upturns the equation of power in this gender as well as 

class struggle. Firstly, a girl of the lowest strata, hailing from the gutters had the potential to 

bring a renowned painter like Choudhry to the streets. Secondly, in spite of being a meagre 

adolescent girl, who is economically dependent on Choudhry she is able to destroy him. This 

misbehaving girl with her freebooting sexuality and want for physical pleasure defies the 

patriarchal ideals and the authority of the patriarch. Thus through her want of pleasure and ability 

to give pleasure she exercises power over those who preaches and upholds patriarchal authority. 

Thus pleasure complements power and also becomes instrumental in the acquisition of power. 

In the story ‘The Homemaker’ the power struggle is again between a woman of lower strata and 

a man belonging to the middle class—Mirza, the shopkeeper and his maid-servant, Lajo. This 

story is similar to the previous one for the protagonist of the story is a woman who is ‘a stranger 

to bashfulness or the sense of shame.’ (Chughtai45). She grew up on other’s leftovers and ‘When 

she grew up, her body proved to be her only asset.’(Chughtai45). Unlike Rani, she did give the 
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physical pleasure to Mirza, but due to her inability to get domesticated, could not be the proper 

housewife.  

She never had a mother or grandmother to teach her what is right and wrong. When Mirza tries 

to shackle her in the mould of the ideal housewife, she is found to feel uncomfortable in this new 

garb and struggles with the string of the ‘salwar’ that binds her. Mirza tried to cover the legs that 

had attracted him initially. But his efforts are rendered vain by Lajo. She satisfies Mithwa, the 

mason’s son. Mirza had thought that by binding her in the fetters of wedlock, he had turned her 

into a housewife. But the day he caught her red-handed in the act of adultery, he bate her to a 

pulp and divorced her. 

After the divorce, Lajo went back to being her former self and took the place by storm. For her 

the marriage was a cage in which her free spirit had been locked. The ‘nikah’
4
and the divorce 

was the greatest nightmare. She being out of it, she got back the freedom that she had lost, 

symbolized by her ability to wear the ‘lehenga’, by the haggling with the shopkeepers, the 

swinging of her waist while walking and most importantly her being able to attract the male 

attention that she desired and got. But Mirza could not forget her. She had been dear to him. So 

when he decided to have a maid again, he let Lajo take her former position. The cycle was 

complete—Lajo once again slept in Mirza’s kitchen and Mirza felt the same urge of having her 

in his arms that had got lost in the social contract of marriage. 

In this story Chughtai’s dealing of the power struggle is interesting. She first shows the man 

trying to subjugate a woman’s sexuality by tying her into the social constraint of marriage. 

However the id of the protagonist is too strong to be controlled by the man’s super-ego. Hence 

the marriage crumbles. She is raised in the social status by virtue of being a wife. But she refuses 

to sacrifice her bodily needs for this social status. Thus she goes back to being the maid. 

However, for the man to maintain his sanity he must go back to the woman who defiled the 

honour that he bestowed on her condescendingly—the honour of being his wife. Thus it is the 

woman’s sexuality that compels the man to cow down before the woman. For Mirza marriage 

was mandatory to assure Lajo’s loyalty to him. But Lajo was beyond these social dictates. He 

willingly decided to accept Mirza as her man not because she loved him, but because she loved 

                                                           
4
 Nikah is the Urdu word for wedding. 
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his house. Hence, the condescension with which Mirza intended to treat Lajo, boomerangs back 

at him and he is compelled to admit that he had not valued her worth.  

In the power struggle the patriarch fails to dominate the female subject. It is her desire for 

pleasure that compels her to break free of all social fetters, thereby empowering her. Her body 

indeed becomes her asset. It is her body that attracted those who try to control it, and it is her 

body and its needs that render the plans of controlling it, a failure. Although she lacks the 

phallus, she compels the phallic model to revolve and evolve around her. This is the ultimate 

statement of her power. 

In her other short stories too, Chughtai very subtly shows her female protagonists exercising 

their autonomy and power. In the story ‘Quit India’ Sakku bai is seen to hold back Jackson 

Saheb even when all his countrymen quit India to return to their native land. Although apparently 

it seems the Saheb is controlling Sakku almost to the point of exploitation, in the end Sakku 

wields her authority over him because she and her Indian way of life has become an integral part 

of his existence. In the story ‘All Alone’ Chughtai presents an independent woman, Shahzad. 

The story is set in the backdrop of the partition. Shahzad is in love with Dilshad Mirza who 

leaves for Pakistan, while she stays behind in India. Years later he comes to meet Shahzad who 

is now an established painter. They acknowledge their love for each other. What is interesting to 

note here is, while he decided to get married, she chose a solitary existence. She chose to remain 

fettered in his love while maintain the life of a free woman exercising her free will. She 

represents a common trait in all Indian women, who manage to exercise their autonomy and 

power over their male counterparts even after being fettered in the patriarchal construct. Shahzad 

here reinstates the idea of the man being the ‘self’ and the woman the ‘other’ against whom the 

self is defined. Thus Dilshad Mirza’s self is defined against the two women in his life, Shahzad, 

his everlasting beloved and his wife. 

In all these short stories Ismat Chughtai is capable of showcasing the politics behind the power 

struggle between the two sexes. All her stories are set in a patriarchal social construct where the 

woman is repressed economically, socially and sexually. But Chughtai creates her so-called 

misbehaving protagonists who through the play of their sexuality escapes the repressive forces 
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and controls the perpetrators of power. Very subtly the repressed become the powerful and 

render the paternal phallic authority powerless. 
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Nationalism and Family Across Two Centuries: 

Debi Chowdhurani and The Shadow Lines 

-Shuva Ranjan Sinhababu 
 

Through a comparison between the figures of Debi Chaudhurani (Bankimchandra Chatterji’s 

Debi Chaudhurani (1884)) and the grandmother (Amitav Ghosh’s The Shadow Lines (1988)), 

this paper intends to assess the transformation Indian novel has undergone in its depiction of 

family as an unit of the nationalistic.  If Debi Chaudhurani is the story of a girl’s transformation, 

Shadow Lines is about the attempt to discover the lost past in the shambles of the future. If the 

former is about re-forming a family, the latter is about losing it one more time. Questions crop up 

in both regarding the requirements of a successful family. In the latter, the question of the family 

violently links up with the question of the nation. 

 The journey of the protagonist of Debi Chaudhurani, Prafulla, is circular: she is inducted into a 

family, having come from a fragmented one (her mother being a widow); she is rejected; she 

goes on to form a larger family, comprising the poor people of the Barendrabhumi region of 

Bengal as well as Bhabani Pathak’s fighters. She becomes the mother-figure. However, she does 

not choose to be the mother. Bhabani Pathak says: 

Take careful note of this young woman. I’ve called her ‘mother’; 

each of you will do the same and regard her as a mother.
1
 

                                                 
1
 Chatterji, Bankimchandra, Debi Chaudhurani, or The Wife Who Came Home, trans. Lipner, Julius J. (OUP. 2009) 

p.  68 [henceforth, DC] 
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The grandmother’s identity in The Shadow Lines is not an imposed one like that. Hers is the 

story of a very strong and determined woman. She is a grandmother not along a mere line of 

allegiance/promise, but on the basis of biological relationships. 

 Prafulla has to offer all her recently-acquired wealth to Sri Krishna. She has to observe five 

years of penance. There, too, Bankim is unorthodox. The kind of education she receives during 

these years is entirely Sankritic. Her textual education culminates with the Srimad Bhagavad 

Gita, ‘the best of all works.’
2
 Here one sees Bankim’s open advocacy for adopting the Gita as 

the national(ist) text, in contradistinction with the British/Christian Bible. Bankim has Pathak 

train her as a wrestler, too. The idea of a complete human being is thus established. The project 

makes two points clear: that it is possible to make a complete human being; and, women, too, 

can be perfect. The art/nature dichotomy is heavily tilted in favour of art in Bankim’s project. 

Lipner argues that the creation of Debi Chaudhurani is largely the product of Comte’s influence 

on him.
3
 In the Comtean scheme of thought, the future world would not be fully developed 

without the realisation of the women in society. This is visionary on the part of the writer to 

allow Prafulla the kind of education only men have traditionally been allowed in the Indian 

society. However, it is interesting to note that at the time the novel was written (or, even the time 

it is set against), the male population was entitled to a chiefly Western(ised) mode of education. 

On the other hand, Prafulla is kept away from all such influences. She is created so as to fulfil 

the requirements of the traditional Indian woman. At this, she takes up the role of the woman as 

the preserver of traditional knowledge and culture. The quintessential Bengali mother, she is 

instrumental in the restabilisation of her husband’s family, even after being rejected and 

humiliated time and again. One needs to take a look at Bankim’s view of English education in 

order to understand the full import of Prafulla’s training. The serial version of the novel reads, 

‘Through the deadly poison (halahale) of English education, Bengal’s ancient code of practice 

(pracin dharma) has been shattered.’
4
 The novel shows both Brajesvar and Prafulla as very 

traditional people in their attitude towards their elders. Brajesvar may not be happy with his 

                                                 
2
 Ibid. p. 78 

3
 Ibid. p.18 

4
 Ibid. p 25 
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father’s conduct. But, he can never say anything against him. He can even go so far as to tell 

Debi Chaudhurani that his father has to be rescued, even though the latter had tried to betray 

Debi to the British. It is quite probable that Bankim believed that the women in Bengal were still 

untouched by such corruption caused by English education, and hence more malleable for the 

cause of nationalism, Bhabani Thakur’s ‘some good steel’ might as well be applied to other 

womenfolk who would require ‘mould[ing] and sharpen[ing]’
5
. History attests to this fact, with a 

memorable lineage of women revolutionaries in Bengal in the early twentieth century. 

 The grandmother figure in Ghosh’s novel is, on the other hand, representative of the plight of 

the refugees of East Pakistan soon after the Partition. However, almost like her marriage in the 

case of Prafulla, which keeps her virtuous, the grandmother in Shadow Lines also cannot deny 

her past. Indeed, it is her past which keeps her going. The narrator says, ‘Luckily she still 

possessed a scroll to prove that she had been awarded a bachelor’s degree in history by Dhaka 

University.’
6
 Again, the male connection in the making of her fortune is not entirely missing in 

this novel, either. Here it is a ‘sympathetic railway official’
7
 who gives her a job in which she 

makes a respectable woman of herself. If Debi Chaudhurani, trained in traditional education, has 

to be a bandit to reclaim her husband and effectively take control of her family, the grandmother, 

a product of the English education system, has to take up a job in order to start a family. 

 Prafulla becomes her own master in the end. She might have been initiated into the life of 

penance and brahmacharya by Bhabani Thakur. But, she chooses to reenter family life on her 

own. Any feminist would like to forget what she says in the end: 

Women aren’t born to rule. It’s the family life you’ve described that’s a 

hard duty; there’s no yoga harder than that.
8
 

 

                                                 
5
 Ibid, p 71 

6
 The Shadow Lines, [henceforth, SL] p. 138 

7
 DC, p. 71 

8
 Ibid. p 149 
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One cannot forget that this is what Prafulla says after having enjoyed the status of queen for 

more than a decade. She cannot be called a victim of patriarchal interpellation. At the end of this 

extra-family life, she has come to understand herself fully. The novel further shows the 

incapacity of the male members of the family to run it well. The ideal of a new nation as well as 

that of a newly reconstructed Hindu ideology come through this. A family, if it is to be run well, 

needs the active participation on the part of both the husband and the wife. In this, a family 

stands for the ideal state of existence that goes back both to Plato and the traditional Sakta or 

Goddess strand of traditional Hinduism. In the latter, the male represents the continuing presence 

or stasis of the Deity, while the female is its active power and outreach. In this sense the female 

functions as vigilant consort and nurturing mother of creation. Perhaps this is why Debi, who on 

several occasions in the story is likened to a real Goddess (for instance, ‘Having spread the rug 

on the roof of the barge, this bejeweled beauty, like an image of the Goddess Sarasvati herself, 

was absorbed in playing the vina’
9
). Lipner states: 

[S]he is the Goddess of the river . . . and a representative of Bengal. As such, her 

actions of “ banditry” are legitimated, as she is engaged, in the dire circumstances 

of the time, in liberating Bengal from the oppressions of poverty, the rigidities of 

custom (a Comtean idea), and misrule. She will help bring the new Bengal, and by 

extension a new India, into being. 
10

 

Towards the end, she is found having established a hostel called ‘Debinibas’ (‘Debi’s Home’, 

Lipner’s translation). In her death, ‘the people of the region felt that they had lost a mother’.
11

 

Interestingly, this part of the novel seems to equate her with Goddess Annapurna (the goddess of 

food), which is significant in the light of the famine of the 1770s. Again, the novel ends with a 

famous quotation from the Gita:  

 

                                                 
9
 Ibid. p 89 

10
 Ibid. p 24 

11
 Ibid. p 151 
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I am not something new; I go back in time. For I am that very same Voice of 

the past. How often have I come to you, and you have forgotten me, and so I 

have come again. “To protect the good, to destroy the wicked, and to establish 

right order, I take birth in every age.”
12

 [emphasis not mine: however, only 

this part is quoted from the Gita] 

Here the gender-differences get blurred. Prafulla is no more only the goddess she was; she is 

now also Sri Krishna, the preserver of the universe.  

 The Th’amma in Shadow Lines does not take on such mythological significance. She is more 

like a relic from the past. Her own view of time is rather interesting, ‘It [wasted time] begins to 

stink.’
13

 The events in the novel corroborate her view: her attempt to rescue her Jethamoshai 

does not only end in utter disappointment, but also claims the life of her sister Mayadebi’s son 

Tridib. Her many attempts to the divided house of her childhood refuses to unite with older 

memories of a united family. It is as if the partition of the family caused the Partition of India. 

‘Imagine what it must be like to die in another country’
14

, the grandmother says about her 

Jethamoshai. However, it is not the latter who has moved to another country; it is she herself 

who has. Her dilemma is that of Toba Tek Singh.
15

  

 The notion of nationality is not less blurry here than it is in Debi Chaudhurani. The grandmother 

does not even think that India has achieved its status of a nation in full. She places the history of 

India against that of Britain:  

Everyone who lives there has earned his right to be there with blood: with their 

brother’s blood and their father’s blood and their son’s blood. They know they’re a 

nation because they’ve drawn the borders with blood.
16

 

  

                                                 
12

 Ibid. p 151 
13

 SL, p. 4 
14

 Ibid, p. 149 
15

 ‘Toba Tek Singh’, a short story by Sa’adat Hassan Manto 
16

 SL, p. 85 
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 So, the fatal violence in Dhaka is a necessary for the validation of nationhood both for India and 

Bangladesh. It also completes the ridge between the past and the present. The past becomes 

reclaimable only in memory. 

 The biggest crisis in Debi Chaudhurani is a comic episode, in contrast with the high seriousness 

in Shadow Lines. The attack on Brajesvar’s barge by the dacoits, bringing the differences 

between the transformed Prafulla and her husband’s family to the fore, actually helps in bridging 

the divide between them. Brajesvar comes to know Prafulla, realizes the grave injustice she has 

been victim to, whereas Tridib dies while trying to save the grandmother’s Jethamoshai who 

cannot even remember the family. In the divided nation, the memory of union is a taboo. Both 

Tridib and the Jethamoshai have to die to drive home the fact that the past is irretrievable.  

 The story of the grandmother runs parallel to the history of the nationhood of both India and 

Bangladesh. The narrator describes the frenzy in which his grandmother sells her necklace for 

the war funds. After she suffers quite a damaging cut, she thinks of offering her blood for the 

cause of the war. Others assume that this is an effect of old-age depression. However, the answer 

lies in both the texts. 

 One indication is in her reminiscence of the arrest of the quiet boy (who was really a 

revolutionary) in her class: 

[…] she would have warned him somehow, she would have saved him, she would 

have gone to Khulna with him too, and stood at his side, with a pistol in her hand, 

waiting for that English magistrate…
17

 

The grandmother explains further, ‘I would have done anything to be free.’ This is no less true 

for Debi Chaudhurani. She is asked by her father-in-law to fend for herself whichever way she 

chooses, ‘She can do what she wants— she can steal, become a bandit, beg.’
18

 She goes on to 

become the other name of fear in the locality. She is known as the Queen Debi. She is like a 

mother and the Queen to all the followers of Bhabani Pathak. Nevertheless, she relinquishes this 

                                                 
17

 Ibid, p. 43 
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 DC, p. 51 
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status in order to reprise her role as the eldest wife in the household of Brajesvar. A similar fate 

awaits the grandmother in The Shadow Lines. Interestingly, in both the cases, it is the choice of 

the women to withdraw. In Ghosh’s novel this gradual withdrawal only after the narrator’s 

family moves from Gole Park to Southern Avenue: 

As we settled into our new house, it gradually became evident that the balances 

within our family had subtly but irrevocably shifted. In our old flat my 

grandmother had always been careful to maintain a titular control of the running of 

our household…. 

 My grandmother’s enveloping, placental presence was slowly withdrawing from 

the rest of house and concentrating itself within the four walls of her room.
19

 [my 

emphasis] 

The ‘placental presence’ of the grandmother indicates the significance of her presence. As she 

was a witness to the events of the separation within her family, so was she a victim of the 

Partition, as well as an eye-witness to the killing of her Jethamoshai and Tridib in the 

Bangladesh riots, and most importantly, someone who had raised the narrator’s father reasonably 

well and gave a respectable face to the family (the narrator’s father’s financial condition 

improved only after the grandmother’s retirement). In the case of the both the women, the family 

gets the first priority. 

 One should also remember that not even once in the course of Debi Chaudhurani is ‘India’ 

mentioned— in any sense, in any form. The immediate locale finds prominence in the narrative. 

Bengal is the largest space one gets to see. Interestingly, it is only through this Hindu identity, 

only through the Sanskrit texts that an idea of a larger space, viz., the nation, emerges. The 

history of texts like the Vedanta and the Gita is pan-Indian. Under such a circumstance, only a 

return to the Sanskritic tradition could legitimise the imagination of India as nation. That is 

evidently not a possibility for the grandmother, or for Ghosh. By the time of the Partition, 

Sanskrit had long been replaced by English, the language of status, and also the chief medium of 

                                                 
19
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educational instruction. The grandmother survives on her bachelor’s degree in history and her 

childhood memories of an undivided family in an undivided nation. 

 Now I am going to look at the problems caused by the feminine figure of Debi at the forefront of 

Bankim’s nationalism. One may recall Cynthia Enloe’s remark that nationalisms have ‘typically 

sprung from masculinized memory, masculinized humiliation and masculinized hope.’
20

 One 

may effectively follow up with another useful comment made by George Santayana, ‘Our 

nationalism is our relationship to women’.
21

 If we are now to look at the formulation of Debi’s 

character, it is impossible to refute Enloe. She is out and out a product of patriarchy. This, 

however, is ‘new patriarchy’, one which is opposed to its older variant (which is against 

women’s education), but which is patriarchal nevertheless in keeping the women subordinated to 

their husbands.
22

 In the case of Prafulla, for instance, she is given the status of mother by 

Bhabani Pathak and his male followers; she is trained in masculine ways (wrestling); she is 

asked to put on the garb of queen at Pathak’s behest. Thus, all her identities are externally 

imposed upon her. It may be argued that it is not done against her desire. But, one cannot 

disregard the indoctrination she undergoes with Pathak starting the day she meets him first, nor 

that she has never really had much of a choice. In fact, the very idea of presenting her as a queen 

seems to be an act of mimicry. She is the Queen Victoria of the jungles, the bandit queen. Later 

we find Rangaraj referring to Debi Chaudhurani as ‘The Queen who rules over us’
23

. Yet, the 

fighters are always under Bhabani Pathak’s command. This is very close to the creation of the 

image of Mother India/Bharat Mata later in the early twentieth century. The grandmother in 

Shadow Lines, on the other hand, is a matriarch who has internalised the patriarchal assumptions 

and functions virtually as a patriarchal agent. She insists that her daughter-in-law wear all the 

jewellery she has stored for her, no matter how heavy or uncomfortable it might be for the latter. 

This is her way of preserving the gender-distinctions. 

                                                 
20

 Enloe, Cynthia. Bananas, Beaches and Bases: Making Feminist Sense of International  Politics. Quoted in 

McClintock, Anne. ‘Family Feuds: Gender, Nationalism and the Family’ (1993). 
21

 Quoted in McClintock, Anne. ‘Family Feuds: Gender, Nationalism and the Family’ 
22

 Walsh, Judith. Domesticity in Colonial India: What Women Learned When Men Gave Them Advice. Quoted by 

Lipner p 19 
23

 Debi Chaudhurani. p 92 
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 ‘The woman-as-sign buttresses national imagining’
24

. But, they are denied any direct relation to 

national agency. The grandmother’s life may be seen as an allegory exemplifying this. In her 

childhood, she had to be the messenger between the two quarrelling halves of her family. In her 

adulthood, she has to silently witness the death of her husband, the Partition of India, the 

amnesia of her Jethamoshai, the death of Tridib. She suffers like the helpless nation of the new-

born Bangladesh, but feels one with India. Being at the helm of the attempt to bring her 

Jethamoshai ‘back’ to India, she symbolises the unifying force that had held the nation together. 

Her failure runs parallel to the inevitable permanence of the Partition. Bankim’s narrative has 

Debi Chaudhurani kill her extra-family identity in order to reenter the folds of the family. At her 

command, the fighters are disbanded. It is said that the rule of the queen is no longer necessary, 

as ‘[t]he English assumed the task of ruling the kingdom, and they ruled it well’. 
25

 The feminist 

critique partly remains valid: it can still be said that Prafulla’s ‘retreat’ into the family is a result 

of the establishment of British rule. It is a well-known fact that the narratives of the remote 

Indian locales (Rangapur, where the novel is set, was one such area) were created by the British 

colonisers; in other words, the rule created the land. One may telescope the nation of the future 

into this small area, and find the final rejection of the female ruler by the national establishment.  

The flaws in this argument are apparent, in the very fact that the people who had iconised 

Prafulla as a queen and a goddess. It is another set of rulers, the British, who take up the sceptre 

of rule.  

 Now I shall look into the nature of the national culture created by Bankim. Frantz Fanon 

describes it as  

the whole body of efforts made by a people in the sphere of thought to describe, 

justify, and praise the action through which that people has created itself and 

keeps itself in existence....
26

 

 

                                                 
24

 Boehmer, Elleke. Stories of Women: Gender and narrative in the postcolonial nation. p 5 
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26

  Fanon, Frantz. ‘On National Culture’ in The Wretched of the Earth.  1961 
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This explains Bankim’s straightforward disavowal of the darker sides of Indian culture, and 

emphasis on its reformed features. Even in characterisation in the novel, he follows the track of 

the postcolonial storyteller.  

The storytellers who used to relate inert episodes now bring them alive and 

introduce into them modifications which are increasingly fundamental. There is a 

tendency to bring conflicts up to date and to modernize the kinds of struggle 

which the stories evoke....
27

 

 Another very important aspect of both the novels is the role played by the narrator. One can 

guess some important changes which have gone into the techniques of novel-writing as well as in 

social conditions which have effected such developments. Whereas the narrator in Bankim’s 

novel seems to be an old and orthodox person, the narrator in Ghosh’s narrative is an 

inexperienced young man’s story. The evidence of the young age of Ghosh’s narrator can be 

evidenced on every page of The Shadow Lines; the age of Bankim’s narrator is seen in the ironic 

authorial comments, such as 

The reader will recall that we are not writing about the shameless girls of today. 

Our story took place a hundred years ago. Even forty years ago young women 

never got to see their husbands during the day.
28

 

 Such a change indicates two important alterations in the authorial stand. In Bankim’s novel the 

author is writing for an overtly moralistic purpose. He takes on the garb of one who is writing on 

behalf of an age-old collective consciousness. He is the writer of an old nation. On the other 

hand, Ghosh’s narrator is a fallible, erring figure, just like the young nation he belongs to. 

 No doubt, the approaches and objectives of the two authors are different. Whereas Bankim had 

the uphill task of creating a national consciousness and dreaming of a better future of 

nationalism, Ghosh writes a modern allegory of disillusionment and injustice, freedom and 

fanaticism. The story that had started with Prafulla reaches a new maturity with the grandmother. 

                                                 
27
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28
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The two novels are quite disparate— in spirit, in style, in language (even after conceding the fact 

that one is originally in Bengali), in their treatment of important themes like that of nationalism. 

However, it is not to gauge the difference that this study has been meant for, but to trace the 

development of the idea of nationalism and its relation with the question of family across two 

significant centuries in the history of the subcontinent. 
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Shaweta Nanda 
 

One notices a significant shift in the focus of the Partition scholarship over the past few years. 

Initially, scholarly research focussed primarily on political factors that led to the partition of 

India and the resulting communal violence.  As opposed to this, scholars in the nineties started 

focusing on “the human dimensions of this history” (Bhutalia 8), especially, on the “subaltern” 

experience of the Partition. Feminist scholars like Urvashi Bhutalia, Ritu Menon and Kamala 

Bhasin recovered lost stories of women who were sexually violated and abducted during the 

Partition and later repatriated in order to explore the issues like violence against women; the 

resulting psychological trauma and questions of women’s agency.  

This paper aims to study the manner in which partition of India (1947), especially Punjab, 

affected the lives of women as it is reflected in the works of Amrita Pritam’s Pinjar(1950) 

originally written in Punjabi, Rajinder Singh Bedi’s Urdu  short story “Lajwanti”(1951), 

Lalitambika Antarajanam’s Malayalam short story “A Leaf in the Storm” and Pakistani director 

Sabina Sumar’s  film Khamosh Pani.(2003). The paper seeks to explore issues of women’s body, 

sexuality, identity, agency and family especially during and after the Partition. 

When translated in English, these texts that were originally in different Indian languages (like 

Punjabi, Urdu and Malayalam), in different genres (like novella and short story), media 

(literature and film) and by people of different part of the subcontinent (India and Pakistan) serve 

to deepen our understanding of women’s experience of partition that was up till now 

marginalized and silenced. The translations in English play a distinct role in making these texts 
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accessible to scholars from different linguistic and national backgrounds, thereby, enriching one 

understands of the subject.  

The paper explores the ‘gendered’ nature of the partition violence which was committed against 

women by men of both the other religious community and those of their own family and 

community. Many women were twice uprooted and rendered homeless as they are first abducted 

by the ‘Other’ and later repatriated to their respective States. These women underwent an 

identity crisis which was further accentuated due to the presence of the children that were born 

out of such violent encounters. Rather than focusing on the materiality of the event (rape and 

abduction), these texts focus on the subjectivity of the victimized women. They trace the 

ambivalent trajectory of women stumbling towards selfhood (and agency). Thus, the paper 

explores how the narratives bring to light a “counter narrative” that remains hidden in the more 

“official,” political and patriarchal versions of Partition.   

Partition as it was both literally and metaphorically inscribed on women’s bodies and psyche as 

woman’s body, especially during the turbulent times like the Partition, becomes symbolic of 

familial, religious and national honour. Sexual violence is committed against women by men of 

other community to attack the male sense of honour of the other community.      Woman’s body, 

especially during the turbulent times like the Partition, becomes symbolic of familial, religious 

and national honour. Sexual violence is committed against women by men of other community 

to attack the male sense of honour of the other community. This highlights that “men use women 

as verbs with which to communicate with each other”(Levi-Strauss .qtd in Rathore 31). Not 

only were women raped, paraded naked, abducted and forcibly converted by the men of other 

religion, many lost their unborn babies as their wombs were knifed open, other’s breasts were 

amputated and genitals were mutilated. “Each one of the violent acts...has specific symbolic 

meaning and physical consequences, and all of them treat women's bodies as territory to be 

conquered, claimed or marked by the assailant”(Menon and Bhasin 43). Raping the ‘Other’ 

becomes a means of ‘polluting’ their race by implanting their seed in them. While amputating 

woman’s breasts “at once desexualizes” her and negates her as wife and mother and 

“nurturer.” Sudhir Kakar, in his exploration of how communities fantasize violence, says 

that the castration of males and the amputation of breasts "incorporate the wish to wipe 

the enemy off the face of the earth by eliminating the means of reproduction and 



102 

 

Volume 1, Number 1 ,September, 2013                                          (IJCLTS)   ISSN:2321-8274                 

https://sites.google.com/site/indjournalofclts/ 

 

nurturing”.
1
 (qtd. in Menon and Bhasin 45). Moreover, tattooing and branding the body 

with “Pakistan or Hindustan, Zindabad!” not only mark the woman for life; they never allow 

her (or her family, community and future generations) the possibility of forgetting her 

humiliation. “In the context of Partition, it engraved the division of India into India and 

Pakistan on the women of both religious communities in a way that they became the 

respective countries, indelibly imprinted by the ‘Other’”(Menon and Bhasin 44). Thus, 

ironically, in the patriarchal set up the woman suffers both because she is subjugated in the 

socio-familial setup and further because her body becomes the territory that has to be 

indelibly marked and/or conquered in order to desecrate the male honour of the members of 

their family and community.  

One needs to complicate this further and look more closely at the uneasy points when the binary 

between self and Other, family and enemy ruptures and there is a traffic between the two. 

Bhutalia in The Other Side of Silence (1998) and Menon and Bhasin in Borders and Boundaries 

(1998) have explored that violence was committed against women by not only the members of 

other community but also by the many men those of their own community and family who 

indulged in “honour killings” and encouraged /forced their women to commit suicide to preserve 

chastity and protect individual, family and community “honour.”For instance, in village Thoa 

Khalsa about eighty to hundred women committed suicide by drowning themselves in the well. 

Such acts were later glorified. Thus, the body of the woman becomes the site for displaying both 

the power and virility of the ‘Other’ community as they rape her and effeminacy of her own 

family and community as they fail to save her. This compels one to rethink the relationship of 

women with their family and analyse how the bedrock of their relationship seems to be 

concerns of mastery male ‘honour’ and ownership rather than love. 

During the Partition many women were not only raped but also abducted. They were dislocated 

and rendered homeless which in turn accentuated the fracturing of identities. All the parameters 

by which one defines ones identity – nation, religion, caste and family, were lost to these women. 

Pritam’s Pinjar traces the story of a hindu girl, Pooro who is abducted before the Partition riots 

on account of family enmity by Rashid. When she tries to return to her family, her parents refuse 

to accept her saying: “Who would marry you now? You have lost your religion and 

birthright”(10). Her moter tells her to return, saying “if the Shaikhs find you here they will kill 

                                                 
1
  Sudhir Kakar in The Colours of Violence (37) makes this observation. 
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your father and brothers” (10). This highlights how women were bartered for the safety of the 

male members of the family (especially during the Partition). Moreover, abducted women like 

Pooro suffered “a psychological death” (Kumar 92). Pooro marries Rashid due to the lack of 

alternative but she cannot get accustomed to the Muslim way of life. Rashid gets the name 

Hamida tattooed on her arm. Khushwant Singh in his translation has called her Hamida after her 

conversion while Pritam and the hindi translator refer to her as Pooro through out the novel, 

thereby hinting at the complexity of the issue of her identity which Singh seems to be negating in 

his translation. Her psychological conflict regarding her identity comes to fore when she says “in 

her dreams... in her parent’s home everyone still called her Pooro. At other times she was 

Hamida. It was a double life: Hamida by day, Pooro by night” (Pinjar 11). One notices the 

fracturing of her identity as she feels that “in reality she was neither one nor the other; she was 

just a skeleton, without a shape or a name” (11). Pooro’s struggles to cling to the remnants of her 

past identity which is now lost to her as she “still” thinks of “herself as Pooru” but everyone else 

considered her to be Hamida (16). Thus, the woman is forced to change her nation, religion, 

family and even one’s name when her ‘owner’ changes leaving no room for the self fashioning 

and creation of the self that independent of the one is dictated to her by patriarchy. 

The issue of abducted woman’s identity is has also been raised in Khamosh Pani (2003). The 

central character Veero, Sikh woman ran away from forcible suicide planned by her family 

during the Partition. She was abducted, married a Muslim and settled into domesticity in 

Pakistan. In film’s beginning Veero, who is now called Ayesha, comes across as a seemingly 

well adjusted middle - aged woman but the mannerisms of the two communities overlap in her 

subconscious. It is evident from the fact that she reads The Quran sitting cross-legged. She 

expresses her sense of loss and bewilderment by saying that she does not know where she would 

go after dying – “to the heaven of Sikhs or to that of Muslims?” Ultimately she commits suicide 

as she is rejected first by her Sikh parents, who wanted her to commit suicide during the partition 

and later by her Muslim friends and son as they consider her as an ‘outsider.’ Her best friend 

does not want Ayesha to attend her daughter’s wedding as it can “ be dangerous” while her son 

thinks she is a ‘kafir’ because of whom he is ostracized by his friends who doubt his allegiance 

to  the Islam. Thus, she fails to feel at home both in her parents and abductor/husband’s place. 
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After the Partition the question of the abducted women generated lot of debate. One Member of 

Parliament said: “....As descendants of Ram we have to bring back every Sita that is alive” (qtd 

in Butalia 72). Bhutalia argues that “the sexuality of women, whether inviolate or violated, 

became a subject of concern for the Indian State...the concern with abducted and raped woman 

had little to do with her or ...her own sense of violation of her body and spirit, rather it was a 

concern for male honour as it works at different levels-in the family, the community and the 

nation”. (Embodiment 102). Indian State mounted on the “Central Recovery Operation”. In 

September 1947 the Prime Ministers of India and Pakistan met at Lahore and declared that 

forced conversions and marriages will not be recognized and every effort must be made by the 

Governments to “locate, recover and if necessary, ‘rehabilitate’ abducted women (Bhutalia. 

Embodiment 91).  

As a result of the state’s policy of repatriation of abducted women, they are again uprooted from 

their new ‘homes’. Many of the abducted  women wanted to stay back as some of them rightly 

feared that they will not be accepted back by their families while some had children and 

therefore many did not want to “face a second dislocation” (Bhutalia. Embodiment 105).One 

notices that women were denied any agency by the patriarchal setup. Legally the “ abducted” 

person was defined as “ a male child under the age of sixteen years or a female of whatever age 

who ...before ...March, 1947, was a Muslim ....and is found to be living with any other 

individual…”(Bhutalia. Embodiment 105). The Law itself seems to reflect patriarchal ideology 

as it empowers a male who is above sixteen to choose his religion and nation but woman, 

whatever be her age is denied agency and many were uprooted against their will. Thus, woman is 

not only the ‘inferior sex” but also is an inferior citizen in free India. 

Bedi’s story “Lajwanti” voices many of these concerns. Lajo is a typical male-dominated wife 

who is abducted and then returned to her husband who is on the committee for the rehabilitation 

of abducted women. Bedi records the reactions of the relatives of ‘reclaimed’ women as many of 

them “refused to recognize these women” (58). Bedi records the reactions of the relatives of 

‘reclaimed’ women as many of them “refused to recognize these women” (58). One woman 

saw her brother and cried,"O Bihari, even you refuse to recognize me? You played in my 

lap as a baby!”(58). Many questioned even their right to live: “Why didn't they (women) 

take poison to preserve their virtue and honour?” and called them “cowards, clinging to 

life!”(58). These texts, written from the feminine point of view dismantle the usual 
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conception of the patriarchal family as loving and supporting where family members are 

bound by love. These texts also undercut the concept of safety, warmth and security as 

being inextricably linked with the concept of home and family as these very values are 

conspicuous by their absence in these partition narratives. 

Bedi presents a feminist viewpoint and argues that it is not the victim’s fault that she is 

raped or abducted and therefore she should not commit suicide. He admires “the courage of 

these women, the awesome strength with which they had faced death, but had chosen to 

carry on living in such a world - a world in which even their husbands refused to 

acknowledge them” (58). Bedi questions and critiques those who refuse to accept and 

respect repatriated women. 

Although Bedi argues for acceptance of abducted women in the society, he also demonstrates 

that there are no easy solutions to such problems. Women, like Lajwanti, continue to experience 

“homelessness” and ‘loss of identity’ even when they are accepted back by their husbands. Bedi 

shows the breakdown of marital relationship after her repatriation. Sunderlal is startled to see 

that she had been “well treated in Pakistan” as she “looked healthier... her complexion looked 

clearer... eyes brighter and she had put on weight.... He had thought that suffering and 

sorrow would have reduced her to a mere skeleton”(64). Ironically, he is not able to realize 

her predicament: “he failed to read the signs of pain and humiliation in her face.”(64). Bedi 

shows that Sunderlal argues for accepting abducted women into homes and hearts but when he is 

faced with the situation in his own life he is unable to cope with it. Bedi demonstrates that the 

dynamics of the marital relationship changes as Sunderlal elevates “Lajo” to the status of a 

“devi” thereby, distancing himself from her at an emotional level. For him Lajwanti ceases to be 

a human being with human emotions, fears and desires. The issue of woman’s silence has been 

explored by Bedi. Even though Lajwanti wants to tell her husband the trauma she went through 

but he is reluctant to hear anything about it. She feels like a stranger in her own home and loses 

her name and identity (Lajo) as she is turned into a goddess(“devi”). Thus, she becomes 

‘untouchable’ due to the ‘touch’ of the ‘Other.’ 

The question of identity and acceptance of abducted women is further complicated due to the 

presence of the child who is a constant reminder of the intimate violence that woman suffered. 

Bhutalia writes that although abortion was illegal but many ‘reclaimed’ women chose to abort 

their babies while some decided to give birth to their children saying that since they have no one 



106 

 

Volume 1, Number 1 ,September, 2013                                          (IJCLTS)   ISSN:2321-8274                 

https://sites.google.com/site/indjournalofclts/ 

 

else in this world, their child will become a reason for them to live
2
. Antharjanam’s “A Leaf in 

the Storm” deals with the fate of such “unattached” girl Jyoti who is a victim of multiple 

rapes. She is horrified to find out about her pregnancy and is in dilemma about giving birth 

to the child Antharajanam raises the issue of the identity of children that are born out of such 

violent encounters: “those children are indeed the citizens of India, the first citizens of a 

free India...” Jyoti who is in dilemma regarding her pregnancy muses: “How ironical that 

would be! Are they citizens of India alone? ... .The source of that blood is hate, not love 

... would it not run amok, driven by the intense desire for vengeance? Even break past the 

borders?”(142).  

However, what is empowering about these narratives is manner in which they delineate these 

women’s attempts to come out of the state of passive victimhood and exercise some agency. 

Antarajanam and Bedi focus not on the materiality of the event (rape, abduction and repatriation) 

but on what happens after it. They delve beneath the silent exterior into the woman’s 

consciousness, and in doing so explore the multifarious ways in which women cope with trauma, 

thereby, struggling to carry on with their lives. Bedi’s story explores the subtle way in which 

Lajwanti's self-perception is transformed. Her growing self-awareness regarding her 

powerlessness and loss is evident in the way she realizes that her relationship with Sunderlal has 

changed irrevocably and that “she had returned home but she had lost everything” (66).  She 

realizes that “she would never be Lajo again” (66). Thus, one can trace the trajectory of the 

protagonist’s life through the metaphor that has been used by Bedi in the title. Lajwanti, the 

beloved wife becomes untouchable after she is abducted and raped by other men. Lajwanti’s 

alienation is complete as she feels homeless not only in her abductor’s house but also in her own 

home after she is repatriated. Bedi makes his readers conscious of the pain and suffering that is 

often hidden as Sunderlal deifies her into a goddess, a “devi” who is beyond human touch, thus, 

she transforms to “Lajwanti”- the touch me not plant quite literally.  

While Bedi ends his narrative with the development of Lajwanti’s realization of her present 

situation and powerlessness, Sabiha Sumar in her film, Khamosh Pani, explores the manner in 

which Ayesha moves beyond self realization and attempts to combat victimhood. During the 

Partition she had exercised agency and refused to jump in the well on her fathers command. She 

                                                 
2
  This information has been taken from Damayanti Sahgal’s interview in Bhutalia’s The Other 

Side of Silence . (pp 269) 
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offers a “critiquing voice” that dismantles the patriarchal narrative that valorizes women who, 

according to males, always willingly committed suicide to save their honour. Gandhi once 

commented: “I have heard that many women did not want to lose their honour and chose to die. 

Many men killed their own wives... .When I hear all these things, I dance with joy that there are 

such brave women in India”(Gandhi, CWMG,vol 98, 202). His views reflect the general social 

intolerance and non- acceptance of women subjected to sexual violence and glorification of those 

who were “killed” or committed suicide either by choice or due to familial pressure. “Why 

women must yield their lives for an assault on their bodies is not a question that Gandhi raises” 

(Mookhejea – Leonard 11). However, Sumar in Khamosh Pani seems to be raising this question 

as Veero rather than following her father’s command to jump into the well in order to save 

her “honour,” decides to run away. She is abducted by a muslim who later marries her. 

Thus, she chooses to live and that too with a man of another religion than committing 

suicide. 

Khamosh Pani begins in 1979 in Pakistan under President General Zia-ul-Haq's martial law. 

Ayesha’s son becomes intensely involved with a group of Islamic fundamentalists. She opposes 

this and tells Saleem not to interact with fanatics as they misuse religion to achieve their political 

ends by promoting communalism. Her agency is evident in her interpretation of Quran which is 

different from the interpretation offered by religious fanatics. In response to a child’s comment 

that “jannat” is meant only for Muslims, she says that it is meant for all those who perform good 

deeds. This is in contrast to the Islamic fundamentalists who say that Quran is the key to attain 

heaven. She rejects this kind of “Islamicization” that was happening in the reign of Zia- Ul –

Haq( Sumar) and believes in brotherhood and communal harmony. 

Ayesha also exercises agency in refusing to meet her dying father as he was the one who wanted 

her to commit suicide. She says that she “chose” and “created” her own life without anyone’s 

help and she will not return. She tries to operate in the domain of free choice but is constricted by 

regressive political and social milieu. Ayesha exercises agency in refusing to meet her  dying 

father as he was the one who wanted her to commit suicide .She says that she “choose” and 

“created” her own life without anyone’s help and she will not return. “This rejection of a 

patriarchal mindset is clearly a feminist gesture” (Prakash105).  She tries to operate in the 

domain of free choice but is constricted by regressive political and social milieu. Her son asks 

her to announce in front of all that is a true Muslim but she does not do so. She decides to 
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commit suicide which seems to underscore her failure to cope with the circumstances. 

Nevertheless, Sumar successfully unravels that glimpse of agency where one sees Ayesha/ 

Veero’s desire and attempt to make a free choice. 

Unlike Ayesha, who commits suicide, Pooro in Pinjar is able to survive and emerges as an agent 

in the second half of the novel. She exercises her agency in saving an unnamed girl who was 

abducted and repeatedly raped by “different men” (35) for nine days. Pooru arranges for her to 

be sent to India as she leaves her in the custody of Ramchandra, who is part of a convoy of 

refugees going to India. Pooro also saves Lajjo, who was abducted by the man who had also 

occupied their house in Rattoval. She finds about Lajjo’s whereabouts, rescues her with the help 

of Rashid and gives her shelter till her husband comes to fetch her from India. At the climactic 

moment Pooru exercises her agency in deciding to stay back in Pakistan with her children and 

husband and says: “Whether one is a Hindu girl or a Muslim one, whosoever reaches her 

destination, she carries along my soul also”(50). 

Both Pinjar and “A Leaf in the Storm” trace the journey of their protagonist from being a passive 

victim to active agents of their will. Both the texts also explore the issue of Motherhood. Pooru 

displays her agency and maternal instincts by loving and nurturing children, like Kammo and 

new born baby of the mad woman, who have been abandoned and rejected by others. She herself 

has been marked by violence and rejection but tries to save others from undergoing the same 

fate. 

A similar concern can be seen in “A Leaf in the Storm” which is primarily an internal 

monologue revealing “Jyoti’s different intensely emotional and reflective responses to the 

baby in her womb” (Kumar102). Initially she feels anger and bitterness towards the child. 

After seeing the dead body of the new born baby in the toilet, she starts contemplating if 

she should kill the child or give birth to it. Once the baby is born, Jyoti starts developing 

warm feelings towards it as she begins to shed gory experiences from her consciousness. 

The moment she touches it and feels its warmth: “Did my body give it so much warmth?... 

Perhaps I should look at it... just once”(144). Finally, she decides to own up her child as the 

child arouses her maternal instincts. She gives the child the “refuge” that it was “seeking” and in 

turn acquires a new life and sustenance from the pregnancy that she had earlier hated (114). 

Kumar argues “it is not as if the violence and sexual assault on her is thus legitimized, but 

the woman has moved on - the denigrated woman enters the world of positive motherhood 
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rather than getting stuck in the mire of victimhood.” Her actions arise not out of 

forgiveness for her violators but out of an “awe-inspiring sense of sympathy for those who are 

more helpless and a refusal to inflict further wounds” (Bhalla xxvii). Thus, in Jyoti's decision 

one can see a step towards her own liberation. Furthermore, unlike the traditional patriarchal 

setup, the female protagonist seems to create a family that is engendered out of human sympathy 

and would be based on the principles of love, care and sustenance. 

To conclude one can say that these texts dealing with partition try to unravel the way in which 

women’s lives were affected by it. They show that Patriarchy cuts across the religious divide as 

violence against women was committed both by men of the other community who raped and 

abducted them and also by the male members of their own family who murdered them or forced 

them to commit suicide. These texts dismantle the patriarchal narrative that all women died out 

their own free will in order to save their honour. These texts problematize the cultural 

representation of home as a safe place and that of family as unconditionally loving. These 

authors highlight the psychological trauma of women as they lose their home, family and identity 

along with their loss of chastity. Furthermore, these authors do not depict only the victimization 

of women but try to trace their attempts to break out of the state of passive victimhood and 

exercise their will and agency. They unravel women’s consciousness and explore the ways in 

which women, like Lajwanti, attain self awareness and try to come to terms with their sense of 

loss. Khamosh Pani depicts a woman who perishes in the attempt to make her own choices in life 

but her attempt to exercise agency is nonetheless significant. Texts like Pinjar and “A Leaf in the 

Storm” move ahead and show the growth of the protagonist from being a passive victim to being 

active agents who make choices regarding their lives and also save others from undergoing the 

same fate. 
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Parameters and Politics of Anthologizing 
20th Century women writers in Telugu 

-R. Vennela 
ABSTRACT 

Every category is an act of exclusion and inclusion simultaneously. 

Likewise, every unification process is a prescriptive operation to erase 

differences. Extending this idea to an anthology, we already have many 

examples of how it works with an underlying ideology and agenda. For 

example, Norton anthology of Theory and Criticism, 2 ed., begins with an 

apology in the introduction which informs the reader of the fact that the 

anthology has not included the works of many Asians and other European 

countries. The implied reader accepts the apology and reads on. But the 

asymmetry in choice, politics of selection become quite evident in this 

context. An anthology reaches many literary avenues crossing even the 

international borders. Whom we send as representative of a literature, a 

community, a culture depends on how we have defined the prototype that 

qualifies as the representative. How does an author, a theme, the problems 

of a community become eligible to be a representative? What are the 

criteria for inclusion? These are a few questions that would be a part of 

this paper with the politics of inclusion and exclusion in an anthology as 

the context. 
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In my paper, I would attempt to examine the parameters that are visibly 

enforced in the choice and selection of women writers in the anthologies: 

20va Shatabdamlo Telugu Rachayitrula Rachanalu and Nalla Poddhu. 

Where 20va Shatabdamlo Telugu Rachayitrula Rachanalu written by 

Abburi Chayadevi is a mainstream attempt at anthologizing women 

writing in Telugu, Nalla Poddhu comes from a peripheral front. Nalla 

Poddhu mainly focuses on anthologizing Dalit-women experience. I 

would also attempt to examine the politics behind the choice of the writers 

in both the texts. This paper is also an attempt to examine the evident 

incompatibility of the western mode ‘anthology’ to unpack the caste and 

gender hierarchies in the making of 21
st
 century Telugu women 

anthologies. In order to review the above aspects, Shyamala’s anthology 

becomes an important pointer to understand the ways a dominant 

discourse of history could be constructed in ‘deviant’ narratives as Nalla 

Poddhu. Chaayadevi’s anthology also enables us to study how anthology 

is a literary space rife with the power dynamic that enables and disables its 

subjects with conscious selection criteria. 

An examination of this nature would also bring out the diversities of dalit-

women and non-dalit-women experiences. Not all Dalit women writers in 

the anthology Nalla Poddhu come from the same social, economic, class 

backgrounds. The variance not only highlights various female-experience 

but also diverse dalit-woman experience, thus making the discourse of the 

‘dalit woman’ a more inclusive space rather than a restrictive literary 

frame where only limited prototypes of Dalit women are admitted. 

Subscribing to the typical idea of what a dalit woman is not a part of Nalla 

Poddhu. Women from empowered castes, classes as well as the women 

from oppressed castes and classes are a part of Nalla Poddhu. The distinct 

difference economic empowerment can make is depicted strikingly in 

Shyamala’s anthology. Nalla Poddhu avoids the comparison of the ethos 

of an economically well-to-do woman to a woman who is economically 
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backward with only caste as the common criteria. Class differences and 

caste differences are depicted distinctly in this anthology by the means of 

the bio-profile which precedes each literary piece. 

Introduction: 

 In my paper, I will examine the politics and parameters of anthologizing the 20
th

 century women 

writers in Telugu. The attempts at anthologizing women writings in Telugu began as recently as 

the beginning of the 21
st
 century. A few examples are Noorella Panta, an anthology of 100 

women authors’ stories which was brought out in 2000. The next major mainstream attempt at 

anthologizing women writing in Telugu is 20
th

 century’s Telugu Women’s Writing edited by 

Abburi Chaaya Devi which came out in the year 2002. The anthology is a compilation of 53 

women authors. It is a mix of many women experiences including the upper-case, upper-class, 

the Dalit-woman, and that of the minority group’s women. The themes covered range from being 

a female, her role in a household etc. This anthology also talks about the myths of pregnancy, the 

sweet labor-pains, and motherhood. The anthology is an attempt at breaking the norms set for the 

female experience.  

 The next anthology that I would focus on is Nalla Poddhu (Black Dawn) edited by Gogu 

Shyamala. This anthology was brought out in 2003. The anthology consists of poems, non-

fiction writings, short stories and other activist writings of 54 authors. This anthology is different 

from its predecessor in the aspect that it focuses on the Dalit women experience taking sample 

writings from Dalit women writers from all parts of Andhra Pradesh. Nalla Poddhu also attempts 

to cover the indigenous, adivasi and other minority women experience.  

20
th

 century’s Telugu Women Writing edited by Abburi Chaaya Devi is an anthology which 

comes out as a reaction to another anthology of Telugu which does not give space to a woman’s 

voice. In her Foreword Chaayadevi says: 

“In 1978 Andhra Sahitya Academy published Early Telugu Writers. There is not 

one female author in this anthology.” (Chaayadevi). 

If a category like anthology is as subversive and radical as this in the context of canonizing the 

Telugu female experience for the academia, it is important to re-examine what anthology is. 
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The Editor as an Author 

 Anthology – the word is from the Western tradition. It can be traced as far as the Ancient Greek. 

The word ‘anthologia’ means a bouquet – came to mean a collection of poems. In today’s 

academic parlance, anthology also means a collection if writings that share a common theme, 

topic, discipline, person or historical period (Leo). I must highlight here that though there are 

many literary traditions that nurtured anthologies, the influence of the Western style of anthology 

writing can be seen in the anthologies of Chaayadevi and Shyamala. 

The common readers are not usually the target group for any anthology. It is almost always 

aimed at the academia for further use and study. The aspect of choosing the writings also has an 

element of aesthetic choice in it. A genre is a tool to subvert or to reinforce an existing literary 

trend. Much like translation, anthology also imparts inherent choices and ideologies. The 

following remarks of Chaayadevi’s reflect a predetermined aesthetic choice that is already in 

place for a female experience to qualify: 

“Only scholarly writings in terms of their object, and theme of both the early or 

contemporary writers would be seen in this anthology. The length of the narrative 

is taken into account; a work of importance and repute is still not selected if it is 

too long. Our aim is to present the most possible number of scholarly writings in 

the given space” (Chaayadevi). 

Here the agency of the editor as an author in the context of an anthology is quite evident. The 

editor actively composes the anthology in its content, in its sequence and most importantly 

places it in a discourse. The conscious decisions which are involved in the making of any 

anthology are accurately explained in Pauline Yu’s words. In her article on the canonization of 

Chinese literatures, she examines a poet’s unkind comparison of a zoo to an anthology. 

According to the poet, a zoo and an anthology have the idea of economy, selection and exclusion 

based on the ‘merit’, the best quality of a breed or a book in the appropriate context. But Pauline 

Yu differs with this kind of comparison: 

“This brings us to the equally important differences between these two types of 

assemblages. Regardless of size, era, or location, zoos are likely, with few 

exceptions, to aim at being representative-most cities only have one, so there is a 
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certain responsibility to accommodate all tastes, as well as a distinct lack of 

competition-whereas many collections may choose to be idiosyncratic rather than 

inclusive” (Yu). 

Pauline Yu goes on to break the analogy by underscoring the underlying power-structures 

involved in the making of an anthology: 

“Perhaps the most significant difference lies in the fact that zoos present animals 

alive, and whereas collections do not necessarily insist although many have-that 

their authors be dead, that is certainly a possible requirement for admission. In 

this important incorporation of diachrony, a historical dimension which can be 

manipulated and manipulative in many ways, anthologies may be likened more 

closely to museums, which share as well the choice between representativeness 

and specialization” (Yu).  

The essential nature of an anthology as a tool of rediscovery, in some cases discovery, as seen in 

Yu’s account is the integral function of the two Women Writing anthologies by Chaaya Devi and 

Shyamala.  

The two anthologies use different means to discover or rediscover as it varies in each context of 

the text. In 20va Shatabdamlo Telugu Rachayitrula Rachanalu, Chaaya Devi stresses on the need 

to rediscover the women writers of the gone era and recollect the lost knowledge: 

“Apart from discussing the lives and works of women writers we must also 

remember the diligence of women writers in their literary endeavor during pre-

independent, early 20
th

 century beginning” (Chaayadevi). 

Gogu Shyamala has a similar plea, but for a different cause. She seeks to unpack the mainstream 

female experience to show the different nature of tensions and problems of the Dalit woman 

experience. Shyamala’s anthology has three main points of diversion from the anthology of 

Abburi Chaayadevi. The first is the classical, mythological assertion that the goddess of 

knowledge, Saraswati is off limits to the Dalit daughter. So, she must strive hard to assert her 

own desire to write. The act of writing in itself is a refusal to conform to the norms set for her in 

her society. The notion of Dalit being ill qualified for education is powerfully depicted in one of 
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the stories in Nalla Poddhu. Here, the editor Shyamala points out the burden of every Dalit 

woman: to free herself from the upper caste oppression as well as the Dalit patriarchal system. 

An anthology as Nalla Poddhu becomes an important tool in negotiating the power structures 

that are in place by the inherently biased ways of the literary genre ‘anthology’. The second 

important divergence of Shyamala’s anthology is the alternative account of the history of Andhra 

Pradesh. Nalla Poddhu becomes a chronicle of various events that have happened over three-

quarters of the 20
th

 century. The happenings in their writings include policy making, natural 

disasters (Gujjarlamudi Nirmalarani, and Jajula Gowri – 1976 famine), intercaste marriages (K. 

Durga Devi), the moments of cultural renaissance (Gaddha Sarojini Devi), the ascension of 

various political parties and its implications. Nalla Poddhu becomes an important tool in writing 

a history of Andhra Pradesh through the Dalit woman’s experience, expressed over time, space 

and in diverse genres. The chronicling of a state’s history through a caste, gendered lens also is 

making an alternative history. The objective, linear, authorized versions of history do not 

comprise of the experiences of the women authors in Nalla Poddhu. History as a singular, 

unbreakable power structure comes under scrutiny and revision in the alternative versions 

presented Nalla Poddhu. The women authors of Gogu Shyamala’s anthology have experienced a 

world, a climate and a society which is not a part of the established accounts of history. In fact, 

the history found and acknowledged in formal contexts like history books, educational material 

and other forms of archives does not give space to alternative record such as Nalla Poddhu. The 

attempt to retell the history and the events of a state form the most important feature of 

Shyamala’s anthology. Anthology becomes a representative space which not only excludes but 

also accommodates previously unheard voices. Such subversions as Chaayadevi’s and 

Shyamala’s anthology are steps towards negotiating the extant powerful literary stereotypes.  

The anthology by Chaayadevi has an equally wide variety of depiction. The making of history is 

not quite empirical, pragmatic and evident in the writings of the authors in her anthology. The 

difference might have been due to the fact that Gogu Shyamala chooses to preface each author’s 

work with a short description of their profile. The author’s picture, a brief bionote, the most 

important challenges faced by her, her relevance/contribution to her society and her other areas 

of interest are the details which form the author’s profile. This profiling has an active role in the 

consumption of Nalla Poddhu. Before reading an author’s piece of writing, a reader would be 
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presented with her real-life persona which is not just a literary presence. The element of 

resistance, activism and participation in the causes they believe and fight for stand out even at 

the onset. This is the major difference with which Shyamala’s anthology chronicles a woman’s 

experience. Nalla Poddhu introduces each author as a person, a potent individual who is active in 

her life, career, her interest and pursuits.  

The act of profiling also lays out the author’s life in bare-sight for the reader to read and 

evaluate: 

“Gaddha Sarojini Devi is a singer, actor, collector of folk songs, and a radio artist. 

She has written many songs about women’s sociological chores like harvesting, 

weeding, Jaataras, decorations etc” (Shyamala). 

“Bhushi Hema joined her job as a bank clerk in the same year. Presently, she is 

working at the Malkajgiri bank. Her caste-profession is Hindu-priesthood in the 

Mala community. To perform priesthood education is necessary; so her ancestors 

sought education. That is why, everybody in her family are educated and settled 

in government jobs” (Shyamala). 

   The author’s introduction in this anthology acts as a part of the author’s writing itself. Though 

written by the editor, the juxtaposition of the author’s work with their life frames each Dalit-

woman experience for the reader. The placement of the bio-profile is a strong statement of how a 

women’s private is her public. The very aspects that make a Dalit woman make important part of 

her writings. If a woman is from a well to do economic background or an enabled caste, it is 

inevitable that these aspects would influence her writings. What Nalla Poddhu does is to project 

in this context, the African American text I Dream a World (Lanker) becomes relevant to 

understand how and why a woman’s profile is a powerful tool in building an alternative history 

of a country. I Dream a World and Gogu Shyamala’s Nalla Poddhu are similar in the way they 

profile the subject. While Brian Lanker portrays the subjects as a part of an ethnographic, 

anthropological, social world, Shyamala tries to introduce the authors as female identities which 

go beyond their literary identity. The similarity between Brian Lanker and Shyamala’s bio-

profiling is that they reinforce the gender, ethnic aspects of the subject. This profiling placed 

before the poems, stories and essays written are an important part of the narrative itself. Each 
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author becomes an important, strong, wholesome personality with diverse interests. The bio-

profile gives an indication of the respective advantages and disadvantages of the identities of 

gender, caste, and class. 

 

Bhasha literatures and Western Mode 

In December 2011, Oxford India brought out The Oxford India Anthology of Malayalam Dalit 

Writing. Susie Tharu and K.Satyanarayana’s edited anthology of No Alphabet in Sight: New 

Dalit writing from South India is another attempt at discovering various voices and experiences 

of the Dalit community emerging from South India. The second dossier of No Alphabet in Sight: 

New Dalit Writing from India focuses on writings from Telugu and Kannada. But what is 

common to all of them are that they are translated to English. Each volume has sub-categories 

which have language as the criteria for inclusion and exclusion. Again the politics of which 

authors and what kind of writing to include becomes a part of the discussion related to the 

‘Parameters’ of anthology. 

There are other ancient examples of anthologies in regional Indian Languages. Ettuthokai or the 

Eight anthologies is a classical work composed by almost 460 poets in the period of Sangam 

literature (200 B.C - 200 C.E). Anthology as a mode of compilation was also predominant during 

the Ming Era in China. Many women writers were anthologized by men from the late 16
th

 

century (Fong). I juxtapose these two examples to stress that the use of the term ‘anthology’ in 

the ancient context and the contemporary scenario has a marked difference.  

While we can be sure that ancient anthologies would never have been called anthologies at all, 

we can deduce that the present day anthologies follow the method and approach of a Western 

model of anthology.  The use of a European mode/genre/narrative in Bhasha literatures was seen 

by the late 18
th

 century in a few Indian Languages and earlier in others. Such usage has also been 

instrumental in the emergence of numerous Modern Indian Languages. But whether a category/ a 

frame/ a mode such as anthology can really represent the experience of a marginalized 

community: be it the mainstream women or the Dalit women is a question which requires critical 

attention. Surely, as we have seen in the given anthologies, with respective pitfalls, 

idiosyncrasies and exclusions, the compilation of the same is still a step of dissent, disapproval 
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and reaction of an oppressive predecessor. A more inclusive way of forming an anthology might 

be to device sub-categorization of various attributes. The rationale behind each sub-category 

would be more apparent. The arguments about inclusion and exclusion are circular. There is 

always scope for inclusion and there is always the mischance of exclusion. Publication measures 

such as dividing authors into sub-groups based on the themes they write about, their theoretical 

construct would enable their voices to be represented just as they want them to be. Another way 

to make anthology a more inclusive instrument that presents its readers with more voices is to 

make serial volumes with a range of authors. There are many issues such as feasibility, labour, 

funding which can make the production of the anthology an unproductive and unrealistic project. 

With proper guidelines and inferences from previous works or extant works from other 

languages might become the starting point to undertake similar, inclusive steps towards 

producing an anthology by Telugu women writers.  
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Study of Sitala Worship 
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ABSTRACT 

The paper discusses religious narratives about annual deity of Savara of 

South Bengal that can be conceptualized as myths, legends, and 

memorates according to folklore of ‘Sitalamangal’. These narratives 

confirm the power of deities to assist people in hardships and give warning 

examples of supernatural sanctions that follow the breaking of norms. In 

almost every part of India there is a goddess, known by a variety of local 

names, concerned with smallpox. Throughout most areas of northern 

India, from Gujarat in the west to Bengal in the east, there is found a 

smallpox goddess to whom is attached some variant of the name ‘Sitala’. 

This goddess is primarily associated with smallpox, yet she is occasionally 

given other roles and powers, including those as the protector of children 

and the giver of good fortune. The wide geographical and historical 

appearance of Sitala allows for examination of her personalities and 

attributes in a variety of cultural traditions.  
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Introduction 

The Savara is a marginalized scheduled tribe distributed both in North Bengal as well as in 

South West Bengal. In ancient medieval literature Savara was used as a generic term for the 

tribal population to mean non-Indo-Aryan population living in forest. From the literary 

evidence of Caryapada of 10-11
th

 century, it seems that the Savara have been living in the 

hilly terrains of Bengal –Bihar borders since 10
th

 century AD. Sitala is the goddess 

worshipped by the Savaras of South Bengal. Sitala is considered as the chief deity of the 

Savaras. She is controlling deity of epidemic diseases like cholera, small-pox and the like. 

Some tribal shrines were eventually changed to temples dedicated to her. Her protection is 

invoked when a village is attacked by any epidemic. She is also worshipped as the Village 

Goddess ( Gramadevata). 

                        

Origin and  History of  Sitala Puja 

Sitala is one of the many Hindu mother goddesses who are known for their benevolence and 

dangerousness. She is worshipped throughout the Indian subcontinent and is especially 

adored in the region of Bengal. Sitala is a pre Aryan goddess, worshipped by tribals of 

Bengal, Assam, Bihar and Orissa.  She is granted the power of visiting sickness on 

humankind and of curing and healing those already sick. Texts written in the 17
th

 and 18
th

 

centuries as paeans ( Mangalkavya) elaborated Sitala Saga. Her origins, insistence on being 

recognized and worshipped. She was the goddess of smallpox appeared in the Skandapurana 

and the Bhavaprakash , a Sanskrit ayurvedic medical text, allegedly quotes from  this Purana 

in discussion concerning the cure of poxes. The Bhavaprakash quotes a Sitalastakam from the 

Skandapurana and clarifies the nature of the Goddess herself. Sitala appears in nibandhas of 

the late medieval period. Those are low digests composed by Sanskrit scholars of Hindu law. 

The most popular topics of the digest writers was delineating the time of and rules for vratas 

and other rituals. kane in the history of Dharmashastra claims references to Sitala are found in 

the Nirnayasindhu of kamalakarabhatta ( composed in banaras in 1610). The Sitala cult is 
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unquestionably the most highly developed in Bengal. There are found major all village 

puijas, lengthy poems (mangal) written in her honor and numerous Sitala temples. 

 

 The Mangalkavaya tradition is an archetype of the synthesis between the Vedic and the 

popular folk culture of India. Indigenous myths and legends inherited from Indo-Aryan 

cultures began to blend and crystallize around popular deities and semi-mythological figures 

in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. Mangalkavaya were used to describe the greatness of 

particular Hindu deities known as "Nimnokoti" (roughly translating as lower) by historians, 

because they were absent or unimportant in classical Hindu literature such as the Vedas or 

Purans. These deities were based on indigenous to Bengal who had become assimilated in 

regional Hinduism. These deities are often depicted with unusually strong human qualities 

and they engage in direct interaction with humans. The Mangalkavyas were written to 

popularize the worship of a number of deities, mostly Shitala, Manasa and Chandi. 

 

Folklore of Sitala Worship 

Three stories of goddess Sitala popular among them. The stories depict mainly her terrible 

form and how devotees benefited through her worship. For them Sitala is always “the cool 

one”, a goddess who abhors heat and who seek coolness. It is coolness which links Sitala’s 

various personalities. They believed Sitala was born on cooled ashes. Sitala is by nature cool 

and she seeks coolness. When heated, she heats others and attacking them with dreaded pox 

or destroying their children. These are as follows 

1. The Goddess of Smallpox 

2. The protector of Children 

3. The Giver of Good fortune 

 

Sitala Katha : The goddess of smallpox 

Once upon a time, pox ( chechak) appeared on the oldest son of a king. At the same time in 

the city pox appeared on the son of farmers. The farmer was very poor and a devotee of a 
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Sitala. They used to keep houses very clean. Spread cow dung everyday on the floor. They 

serve only cold things to a pox victim. His son quickly got well. Elsewhere because of the 

appearance of the pox, the king sat in the shrine of Sitala and reading the hundred names of 

Chandi. Every day he performed sacrifices. They made various kinds of hot and spiced foods 

and also made meat with spices. Because of the adore of the cooking of spiced foods. The 

prince eats spice and hot foods. Sitala’s anger with the prince grew on his whole body huge 

itchy lore’s appeared and he began to burn up with fever.  The king and queen schemed to 

obtain the peace of Sitala but everything was futile. Then someone brought the news that 

along with the prime pox had appeared on a farmer’s son and he had been completely cured. 

The king became extremely jealous and he thought why Sitala been so unjust to my family? 

His anger was due to the fact that the farmer could not do any kind of puja and service but his 

son quickly got well. One day Sitala manifesting herself in a dream and said to king that she 

was satisfied with the shrine and for that reason his son is still alive. If he wants happiness for 

his family and for son, from today do not eat cooked food. Give only cold things to me for 

offerings and also to the prince.  The king saw Sitala in his dream was the seventh of the dark 

half of Chaitra . The king gave a proclamation to his people that on the eight day everyone 

should do Sitala’s puja with state grain and cold foods for offerings. From that day , the 

prince condition began to improve and after some days he was completely cured. 

 

Sitala Katha : The protector of children 

Sitala is associated with the Bengali goddess “Sasthi” whose domain is the bestowing and 

protecting of children. Sasthi is worshipped on the sixth day after the birth of a child and also 

on the sixth day of many lunar fortnights. A Brahman and his wife have seven sons. All were 

married but none had any children. One day old women gave the rules for having the sons 

and daughter-in- law do the fasts of Sitala Sasthi. The Brahman women had her daughters –in 

– law do the fasts of Sitala Sasthi. The Brahman women had her daughters –in-law do this 

fast with great faith and after a year all daughters-in- law had sons playing in their days.One 

day the Brahman women doing the fast negligently bathed with hot water and made fresh 

food. Along with her daughters in law she did this. Brahman women were started into 

awakening from a nightmare. She tried to wake her husband but he was dead. Looking 
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toward her sons and daughters-in-laws she saw that they too had all died. She began to 

scream with grief. Hearing her screams hers neighbors awake and came to her. These people 

said that this is the result of the anger of Bhagavati Sitala. The Brahman women ran toward 

the forest on the road she met a old women who was burning up with fever. Upon inquiring, 

she came to know that this was the reason for her sorrow. The old woman was none other 

than Sitala Devi herself. Bhagavati Sitala asked the Brahman women to bring a clay jar filled 

with curds to relieve her of the heat of the fever. She spread curds on the body of Sitala from 

this the fever was reduced and her body became healthy and cool. The Brahman women felt 

very sorry for her and she begged again and again for forgiveness for her bad actions and she 

prayed for the lives of her family. Then Sitala devi was pleased and told her to put curds on 

the heads of the dead. Then they being awakened from sleep and they all sat up. 

 

Sitala katha : The Giver of Good fortune 

There was a king in Hastinapur. His name was Indradumn. His queens’ name was 

dharmasila. Her faith in religion cannot be overstressed. The almighty had given the couple a 

daughter. Her name was subhakari. She too was religious like her mother and in beauty. Her 

parents got her married to Gunavana. After the marriage, Subhakari went to her home of in –

law and then back to home of the parents. After a few days, the prince Gunavana came to 

take Subhakari back. It was Sitala Sasthi day. Subhakari parents told her to stay here whether 

it is possible or not. Ma Sitala is going to bestow ‘Akhanda Saubhagya’.  

Therefore, you go after performing the vrat. Subhakari was sent to the pond for a bath with 

the priest and his wife. The three of them were moving from here and there in the forest but 

the pond could not be seen anywhere. Subhakari was exhausted. She had never walked so 

much. But even then she went on walking by taking the name of Sitala. The tired priest was 

lying under the tree. The Brahman wife sat nearby but Subhakari went ahead in search of a 

pond. In the meantime she saw old women. She managed to go under the old women and 

asked about the pond. The old women felt pit for Subhakari and she told her “it is good you 

have come on, I shall show you the pond to take a deep in the pond, perform the puja of Ma 

Sitala and your husband will live a long life”. 
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They came across a pond. Their subhakari took her bath. She performed the puja of the Ma 

Sitala. The Goddess was pleased and she gave her a divine favor. Feeling pleased Subhakari 

started going home on the way she saw the Brahman wife’s crying. The Brahman wife’s said 

to her “sister I shall be sati after my husband. My husband died from the bite of a sinful 

serpent and what is the worth of my living”? Meanwhile the Brahman said” till I go on the 

pyre do remain here’. She readied herself to become a Sati. The princess started to pray to 

Sitalama being, remembered. Sitalama appeared and said “Child, why did you remember me?  

While crying the princess said “ma, you are a remover of widowhood, please have mercy for 

me and give life to this priest. Sitalama told the princess, give the merit of the ‘vrata’ done 

today and her husband will come alive. After performing the vrata to the Brahmans wife and 

thereby the priest got life. Meanwhile the prince started to worry as the princess was gone for 

a long time. He left home to find the princess. After completing puja they all were going 

along the road. The princess saw her husband dead. She started cry. Seeing her crying, trees, 

animals and birds also started to weep. There upon Sitalama appeared and said “Child , the 

one who performs Sitalama vrata never get widowhood. So go and wake up your husband. 

While praying to Sitalama the princess awakened her husband. The prince wake up the way 

he would, after a restful sleep at home. Subhakari told the old women, “Ma give me such a 

favor that I would never get widowhood, not see poverty and not be separated from my 

husband. There on the old women took the form of Sitalama and said “So be it, wherever 

does the puja with complete faith and hears this katha shall never be occasion to be a widow”. 

On saying this goddess disappeared afterwards the princess worshipped Sitalama. 

 

Continuity of Tradition and Culture 

One of the remarkable features of the Sitala cult is its efficacy on the mind of the folk of 

Bengal. She is regarded as divine mother though Sitala is supposed to be a terror to the 

villagers. The attribution of widely varying personalities to Sitala is a result of continuous 

processes of communication between localized little traditions and the more widespread, 

continuously Sanskritzing great traditions. Her multifarious manifestations also reflect the 

influences of changing modes in the transmission of cultural data. In this respect, the shift 

from orally transmitted tales to popular printed literature is especially crucial, tied as it is to 
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processes of Sanskritization and standardization. Sitala is considered one of the lesser 

goddesses not part of the Great Traditions. She is most feared and appeased wherever due to 

lack of medical facilities or the money to offered treatment. The need to please her is the 

most urgent in rural areas and among the poor. She is worshipped largely by tribal and lower 

caste populations. Sitala priests are usually non Brahmin belonging to tribal or lower caste 

communities. It is interesting to note that almost all village deities like Sitala, Baram and 

Garam are regarded as "Mother" and usually worshipped by the women folk of India. The 

beliefs of the people in the spirits and demons have been interpreted by the priestly class in 

such a manner that a Sitala cult has evolved during the passage of time. Naturally, therefore 

the worship of Sitala is not done for any sense of gratitude or spiritual attainment, but due to 

a fear complex, the only desire being to get rid of the disease and for wellbeing of Children.  

Their origin, method of worship and folk-beliefs about their uncertain temper pose a 

bewildering complexity in explaining their relationship to the goddesses of the Hindu 

pantheon. Sitala in her primitive form was also aniconic and was only responsible for and in 

charge of small-pox. From the position of a disease deity, she has been transformed to a 

children's deity now. Of course, she is still regarded as the small-pox deity with additional 

responsibility as a protector of children.  

 

Conclusion 

As Savara had come closer to regional Hindu social system lying at the periphery along with 

the untouchables namely Dom, Chandal. Bagdi and other communities belong to similar 

hierarchical position but enjoying a superior position to the untouchables. The Savara, Lodha, 

Kheria and Bhumij ( Sinha  1957) have quite closer affinities in regard to socio-cultural and 

linguistic characteristics. All these communities forget their original dialects and their mother 

tongue is local version of Bengali. Sitala is worshipped by all classes but she tends to get the 

most patronage from the poor. Although Sitala, as a mother goddess, is expected to nurture 

the people of India, she is usually worshipped to avoid her wrath.Although the smallpox 

disease is thought to be eradicated the worship of Sitala still continues and this is seen as the 

reason why, in some regions, she has taken on different personalities that depict her as not 

only the goddess of disease but also the protector of children and giver of good fortune. 
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Another reason that Sitala is associated with so many different personalities is because of the 

changing modes of transmission of traditions and cultural practices among the Hindu 

religion. The custom of accompanying the puja of Sitala with a performance of her sacred 

text ‘Sitala mangal’ reflects the Brahmanization of this goddess is found in the Midnapur, 

Howrah, Hoogly and North 24 Parganas districts of Bengal. Isolated and tribal intensive areas 

do not associated the performance of the ritual worship. The Savaras worshipped Sitala to get 

rid of the disease, for wellbeing of Children and for fortune.  She is the mother of Savaras. 

Sitala was only one festival performed annually by the Savaras.  This festival was the social 

forum of the community and through which they maintaining social solidarity.   
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ABSTRACT 

  This paper is a comparative reading of the Malayalam movies Sancharam (2004) 

and Deshadanakkili Karayarilla(1986).The present paper argues that these two 

films at two historical contexts are trying to institutionalize Kerala public/private 

domain as the ideal realms of casteist patriarchy. Thus the movies seem to apply 

the politics of conventional movies even while locating them as innovative 

movies.  

 

While the representations of sexuality in literature, art, cinema, television and advertisements is 

one of the areas of public controversy in post-colonial India, the hegemony of a heterosexual 

society and the representations that are needed for the existence of a “morally right” Hindutva 

nation is given prominence everywhere. Many Indian feminists argue that sexualizing the female 

body is humiliating for a woman and demand for a greater censorship. Thus, India has Bills that 

stand against the “indecent” representation of women and the belief that the real Indian respect 

for women is to treat them as asexual prevails everywhere. As Jasodhara Bagchi points out” 

Indian womanhood is transfixed on an essentialist notion of “purity” that was used in a particular 

historical juncture to define Indianness”. (As quoted by Brinda Bose, 2002:21)   

 

Thus Deepa Mehta’s diasporic movie Fire (1996), the first lesbian movie in India, in which the 

Indian sisters-in-law Radha and Nita who are the “spiritual goddesses” of the Indian families 

love each other, leads to a great controversy in India. Fire seems to address the constructed 

history of heterosexuality, the family, and the asexual nature of Hindu women and thus questions 

the construction of heterocentricity of Indian nation itself. For this conceptualization of the 

movie, the story line in which the perspective of sexual pleasure as a part of life and thus the 
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women “come out”  from the failure of the heterosexual relationships seem to be important. 

Moreover, the rebellion against Fire proved that the identity of a woman works in the Indian 

society as a “culture-bearing one” other than “a rights-bearing individual”. The mainstream film 

texts try to appeal to the sense of the Indian audience by attaching themselves to the dominant 

Hindu ideology and view lesbianism as “unnatural”, and hence the characters that show such 

traits are shown as excluded from the “natural” heterosexual realm as in the Hindi movie 

Girlfriend. 

 

Hence for the cinema, which easily reaches all parts of the society, the ideology of the patriarchal 

society seems to be important and the stereotypical roles of women are always constructed for 

the existence of patriarchal society. This can be seen in Malayalam movies also. The identity of 

the woman does not seem to be a part of the Malayalam movies whereas the question of 

sexuality and sexual orientation of women are not shown as included unless they are for the sake 

of the male gaze. Moreover, the politics of caste seem to work more in the movies. When V.T. 

Nandakumar’s novel Randu Penkuttikal that deals with lesbian love was filmed in 1978, the 

aspect of lesbianism was absent.While dealing with the issue of lesbians, Kerala thus seems to be 

silent. However, the movies Sancharam and Deshadanakkili Karayarilla address the concept of 

lesbianism, but the modes of representing the lesbian identity as a part of Kerala identity seem to 

be an issue here. The main argument that the present paper tries to put forth is that these cultural 

texts are trying to institutionalize Kerala public/private domain as the ideal realms of casteist 

patriarchy.    

 

In his article Aravind Narrain suggests Sancharam as an important “cultural marker”. According 

to him it is a “critique of the institution of family and an incredible act of affirmation of queer 

desire”. (10 June, 2005).But while Sancharam, which is produced and distributed in the West, 

focuses on the rural setting and addresses the foreign audience and projects the ideals that hail 

Kerala as God’s own country and talks about lesbianism as a Western concept, it may not appear 

reliable to the Kerala audience. In this movie, a plus two student, Kiran, who is portrayed as an 

intellectual and a member of high-class modernity lives “in a land steeped in tradition”. She can 

understand her sexual orientation as “natural” and she prefers to live in Calcutta, as their life is 
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not possible in Kerala. Here the filmmaker might have chosen Calcutta, as it is “the centre of 

modernity” and due to the freedom offered to sexual minorities there.  

 

 The movie focuses on creating a matrilineal myth for the audience to construct the freedom of 

women. Thus, Kiran is from a traditional Nair tharavadu and her life itself is shown as a part of 

it. When the movie begins, the ancestral home that is inherited by Kiran’s mother is shown, 

where, a basil plant grows in the front yard, pictures of Kiran’s ancestors, swords and big rooms 

that show the aristocracy of the home are seen. Her mother tells her that their heritage should 

continue through her. (PS, 2004) 

 

Kiran’s life is shown as almost dominated by the tales told by her mother about her Nair 

heritage. Her identity is always a part of the ‘Nair identity’ and her unchangeable love to Delilah 

is constructed through this identity. Her mother is also shown as holding on to the Nair identity. 

Kiran says to her mother that she is a Nair girl, descended of warriors. She gives up home to find 

the space where she can be herself and it is due to the “powerful matriarch” who is her mother. 

To make her move “radical” the movie mainly focuses on the constructed myth of matrilineal 

Nair family and it seems that the movie idealises the mainstream institutions when Kiran breaks 

this myth with her Nair identity, where her identity as a doubly oppressed lesbian does not seem 

to be important here. Kiran’s father is silent when Kiran’s mother asks her to go and he says: “Is 

this what I raised my daughter for?” Thus the matrilineal tradition of Kiran’s mother, that has 

inherited her ancestral home and family estate, makes her powerful here and the “powerful” 

mother who is the head of the mainstream institution family is the cause of Kiran’s sufferings.  

As Ratheesh Radhakrishnan says, the construction of an emancipated “femininity” that is 

produced by the discourse of “masculinity” can be seen here when it is different in the 

public/private domain. 

 

 The construction of this old matrilineal tradition seems to be important here in the portrayal of a 

Kerala that is foreign to Keralites. Pullappally seems to portray a completely matriarchal 

tradition where women are very powerful, which can be new to Kerala culture. D. Renjini argues 

that the “matrilineal Nair women always suffered due to the rule of the colonial matriarch 

Karanavan and the new Nair women enjoy freedom only with the help of their fathers or 
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husbands” (44).Thus it seems that Pullappally valourises Nair matrilineal tradition which is 

hailed for its laws of inheritance by the Western critics. Surely, the matrilineal tradition seems to 

have differentiated Nair women from Brahmin women and other women in Kerala as 

Narikkattiri Devaki Antarjanam argues (2006) .But it does not seem to mean that they enjoyed a 

“great” status or freedom equal to the male members of the society. Ratheesh Radhakrishnan 

suggests how “the language and imagery of Kerala society” is inflected by the upper caste - Nair: 

 

… Although recent historical works have maintained that matriliny has never been 

exclusively a Nair system, I argue that popular historical memory still associates the 

caste and the system and that the circulation of caste-inflected technologies should be 

understood as working with these popular memories. (7). 

 

Thus, it seems that the movie tries to attempt a translation of the Western Queer politics by 

making a “new” Kerala society.  

 

 Kiran’s character seems to be attributed with the characteristics of the Hindutva hegemonic 

masculinity as parallel to other dominant film narratives that seems to be provided with her as a 

part of her Nair identity. Kiran thus appears as the “new feudal lord” (as in the mainstream 

movies she seems to talk about the welfare of their dependants and still enjoys her privileged 

position of caste and class as the generous lord ) who is generous to “other” classes of society 

even while talking about her Nair identity. She always corrects her mother, who considers the 

vendors and all as family tenants. But her fondness to her Nair identity is given prominence 

everywhere. In Deshadanakkili Karayarilla also, it seems that the prominence is given to the 

Nair caste. The movie talks about the relationships between Sally and Nimmy, Harishankar and 

Nimmy, and Devika and Harishankar, and the relationship between Harishankar and Devika 

seems to be shown as “ideal”. When Harishankar goes to see Devika, he is shown as sure about 

her caste as he used to get money orders in the name of P. Parameshwaran Nair. When he enters 

her house in the evening, he sees the basil plant grown in the front yard, the architecture that is 

common to a Nair tharavadu, Devika’s grandmother reciting Ramayana and Devika, who comes 

out in the traditional Kerala dress. Nair idealization is again stressed in the conversation between 

Devika and Harishankar, when they talk standing near the serpent shrine. 
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Nimmy’s identity, as a non-Nair seems to make her rejected by Harishankar, as Harishankar also 

appears as interested in her until he gets Devika’s photo. The movie seems to project a caste 

politics against the class politics. Thus, Sally and Nimmy are portrayed as rich girls who are 

“arrogant” about their monetary power. This can be seen when Devika teacher says about them 

as spoiling other children who come from the ordinary background. And Sally says that Devika 

teacher is a woman of jealousy and complex as she is from a poor family. The new rich class is 

shown as associated with drinks, odd behavior, malign nature etc where as the old disintegrated 

Nair families are hailed as “cultured”. The movie seems to talk about this heterosexual 

relationship as parallel to the homosexual relationship and the movie seems to use stereotypical 

notions of attributing the “bad” qualities to Sally, as she is a Christian. The same thing can be 

seen in the movie Sancharam also.  

 

  In the movie Sancharam, Delilah is not shown as romanticizing her life like Kiran. This can be 

seen in the conversation between Delilah and her grandmother .Delilah says: “In your school 

days you will have many friends. When school is over, they all leave and go their own way. It 

does not really mean much in the end.”(PS, 2004). Delilah tells Kiran about her idea of life at 

times. Delilah is portrayed as a traditional Christian whereas Kiran is portrayed as a secular 

Hindu, and the same thing happens in their life later, when Kiran calls Delilah with her. She does 

not go with her and says that they can continue their relationship after getting married and she is 

not ready to play with her life, as they have to live secretly without any money as lesbian couple. 

Delilah is shown as ready to continue the affair after their marriage where as Kiran cannot think 

about it. Kiran plans to commit suicide. But she chooses life instead. Here Kiran is idealized as 

even dying for the sake of her love whereas Delilah gets the stereotypical representation 

associated with Christian woman i.e. morally weak. Thus, Padmarajan and Pullappally seem to 

equate the “ideal” of Kerala woman to that of Nair woman and deal with the representation of 

Christian woman as the “other”. 

 

In Deshadanakkili Karayarilla, Padmarajan seems to define women in terms of the village and 

city. According to Anithakumari, Padmarajan’s fondness to village life can be seen in his works 

where he considers the village and village landscape as characters itself and he portrays the 

village and the city as binaries to show the beautiful village life with its culture, heritage and 
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orthodoxy (2007). Thus, Padmarajan seems to attribute innocence in his characters who are 

villagers, whereas the characters that are associated with the city stands as a symbol of lost 

innocence. Devika is portrayed as a villager whereas Sally and Nimmy “come out” to the city 

and Devika signifies the presence of home and Sally and Nimmy signify the absence of home. It 

works as a part of “inside/outside dichotomy”, it seems and the home/inside is glorified as the 

space of the women. Thus as Partha Chatterjee says: 

 

 The world is the external, the domain of the material; the home represents our inner 

spiritual self, our true identity. The world is a treacherous terrain of the pursuit of 

material interests, where practical considerations reign supreme. It is also typically 

the domain of the male. The home in its essence must remain unaffected by the 

profane activities of the material - world and woman is its representation. (238-239). 

 

The gender difference attributed to Devika can be seen in her occupation as the teacher. As 

J.Devika suggests:  

… by putting place gender as constituting the ‘internal’ quality of an individual 

engendering happened in the period of social reform in Kerala allowed for women to 

be teachers and nurses as these occupations were thought of as needing ‘feminine’ 

qualities such as tolerance, patience, love, kindness etc. (Radhakrishnan, 14) 

 

Thus Devika is credited with many qualities that make her subservient to patriarchal ideology. 

She possesses the home, family, innocence, culture, tradition etc whereas Sally and Nimmy lack 

all those. Devika can be also considered as the “new woman” defined in terms of “new 

patriarchy”, “ … who was quite the reverse of the ‘common woman’ who was coarse, vulgar, 

loud, quarrelsome, devoid of superior moral sense, sexually promiscuous, subjected to brutal 

physical oppression by males” (Chatterjee, 244) and Sally and Nimmy are thus shown as the 

“other” of Devika. The girls are shown as aware of the fate of women outside the city and hence 

they choose the outside realm as the “other” of the “new woman” whereas Devika is afraid of the 

fate of the grownup girls in the outside realm. This is seen in the conversation between sally and 

the Mother of the convent to get a room in the night. They are also aware of the concept of 

sexuality associated with women in the public space. This is evident when Sally and Nimmy 
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converse on Sally’s visit to a folk artist named Nambeeshan and Sally chooses a job for Nimmy 

in an antique shop owned by a very old man, as only foreigners visit that shop and Keralites do 

not come there. 

 

As a movie of 80s, when the discussions on sexuality and sexual orientation are not at all a part 

of Kerala discourse, Deshadanakkili Karayarilla seems to address the concept of lesbianism in 

the context of Radical Feminism. The critics like Anithakumari argue that Deshadanakkili 

Karayarilla is not a lesbian movie. But, it seems that, by using certain codes, Padmarajan talks 

about the concept of lesbianism, which is thus against the concept of “masculinity”. Sally is thus 

the dominant figure in whom Nimmy finds safety. Moreover, in the new city space Sally cuts her 

hair like that of boys and selects the dress code of boys and thus questions the notions of 

masculinity. Sally’s male bashing attitude can be seen when the magician asks her to drink a cup 

of milk. She says: “I won’t take anything from other men.”  She says to Nimmy “none of the 

guys can be trusted!”(PD, 1986). 

 

But Sally does not leave Nimmy. Through Sally, who is shown as jealous towards her teacher 

and as the companion who takes Nimmy with her to save her from the heterosexual world, 

Padmarajan seems to define the lesbian traits. In a scene, Nimmy is shown as lying in Sally’s lap 

under a tree in their school and the same cinematic codes used for heterosexual affair between 

Nimmy and Harishankar are used here. They talk about their future life and Sally consoles her 

that they will go to some safe places far away from there. Sally’s commitment to Nimmy and her 

identification with Nimmy’s sorrows are shown even as Sally knows that they will not get such a 

safe place. When they come to the youth hostel in Ernakulam, Nimmy asks her whether it is the 

safe place and Sally answers that it is their safe place until they are found out and assures her that 

they will go from there then.  

 

Padmarajan constantly reminds us that the public space does not belong to women. When the 

movie starts Sally and Nimmy are shown as punished by the Head Mistress for going for a movie 

without the knowledge of teachers. The teachers come to know about this only because they 

quarrel with the boys who disturb them and it becomes an issue in the theatre. They are shown as 

speaking English and acting as tourists to save them in the public space. A police man also 
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follows them and they say a lot of lies to save themselves. In the restaurant also, Harishankar 

comes to their life as an intruder. He does not come near them by thinking that it is a boy and 

girl. But when he understands that both are girls, he questions them by saying that he does not 

disturb them or complain about them to the police etc. Thus, the movie shows the “naturalized” 

association between men and power and it seems that public domain in Kerala is constructed and 

structured by various notions of hegemonic masculinities and girls do not have a “safe place” as 

they have dreamt and they need to commit suicide for the survival of patriarchy. As Carrigan, et 

al suggest: 

 Hegemonic masculinity is far more complex than the accounts of essences … would 

suggest … It is rather a question of how particular groups of men inhabit positions of 

power and wealth and how they legitimate and reproduce the social relationships that 

generate their dominance. (Vijayan, 84) 

 

The movie thus tries to institutionalize men’s dominance over women. 

 

While Sancharam tries to translate the desire in the realm of home and village and shows that it 

is “natural”, where the women who show lesbian traits are “unnatural” for the family, 

Deshadanakkili Karayarilla widens the space and locates how it is considered as “unnatural” in 

the new city space occupied by the girls. Thus when Sancharam talks about inside, which is 

considered as the “ideal” realm of femininity and locates lesbianism in the imaginary matriarchal 

discourse, Deshadanakkili Karayarilla talks about how the outside city space excludes women if 

they are not the “new women” defined in patriarchal terms. 

 

As a mainstream moviemaker, Padmarajan seems to talk about family and society in terms of 

women. Thus, the problem of Sally is shown as the lack of care from her mother who is a nurse 

in Bhopal and a divorcee. Here the “new woman” who has the job and financial security is 

questioned when she defines her own life. Her identity as a Christian nurse is focused here 

against the “ideal” Nair woman who lives for the family. Nimmy’s problems are shown as due to 

her “bad friendship” with Sally. Devika’s cousin Venukkuttan Nair becomes a drunkard and he 

commits suicide as his wife Lathika Kumari is “immoral” as the movie suggests. But he is also 
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portrayed as an “ideal” man who loves her like anything and his will suggests that all his wealth 

is for her who is responsible for the problems in the family. 

 

Harishankar defines the “good” woman in this movie and tries to change Nimmy from a “bad 

girl” to a “good girl”. Devika is defined as the “good” woman by him where as Sally is the “bad 

girl” for him. Thus, the movie tries to define femininity in terms of masculinity and tries to 

idealise the institution of family. This can be seen from the characters of the Major who becomes 

a drunkard after the loss of his family, of Lathika Kumari who make the problems in the family 

and society (as she is portrayed as a character who is responsible for Harishankar’s loss of job 

and the cause of Devika’s sufferings), and the character of Sally and Nimmy who create the 

problems that questions the existence of “good” individuals and society as they lack care from 

the family. Thus, Deshadanakkili Karayarilla tries to glorify home, marriage, family etc which 

are the institutions that hail the patriarchal ideology and thus the compulsory heterosexuality and 

explains authoritatively, the ethics for the woman as constructed by the patriarchy.  

 

Thus, Deshadanakkili Karayarilla and Sancharam almost seem to represent conventional 

politics even while talking about innovative issues. When these movies are written in certain 

periods the whole structure of the movies appears as following the conventional politics by 

following the dominant ideology by idealizing the politics of gender, caste, class and sexuality. 

So the dominant views are given focus in both the movies. According to Fareed Kazmi a 

conventional cinema: 

 

 is one which restates in an intense form, values and attitudes already known, which 

stresses the repetition or performance of something  already known  rather than the 

creation of something new, which guarantees that what is experienced in one film 

will not be very different from what has been experienced in most others (Kazmi:56). 

 

Thus, the conventional movies are portrayed for the sake of mainstream audience and both the 

movies can be viewed as conventional movies in their ideology and they do not seem to focus on 

lesbian identity politics. According to M. Navaneetha the mainstream movie Deshadanakkili 

Karayarilla talks more about the aspect of lesbianism as located in the contemporary Kerala 
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context and it  “queers the social space” and constructs the narrative freely than Sancharam that 

“queers the characters” that deals with the traditional Nair family(45). But when Padmarajan 

describes the contemporary Kerala and the space of free women in the outside realm he uses 

contrasting characters and contrasting scenes to locate the dominant ideology as the “ideal”. Both 

the movies seem to follow the construction of caste politics in the Kerala realm. Thus as Dilip 

Menon states caste works as a mode of self fashioning in South India as Religion works in the 

case of North India(2007). Thus, the existence of a Nair hegemonic masculinity/femininity that 

stands parallel to Hindutva hegemonic masculinities in Hindi movies can be seen in both the 

movies. 

 

However, Sancharam, which is celebrated as the first lesbian movie in Kerala and the first 

straight lesbian movie in India, does not seem to address India or the Indian lesbian. When the 

emergence of a political lesbian community is still at its infancy and the question of a sexual 

identity in India itself is a question, Pullappally has almost placed modernity in a high-class old 

household that is traditional and defined the dominant lesbian by applying “melodramatic 

politics”. Madhava Prasad in his article “Melodramatic Polities?” talks about melodrama as the 

genre that deals with the “vision of India combining its glorious past” and states the definition of 

Rajadhyaksha: “More than a genre, it was a mode of cultural production/assimilation’ which has 

intervened quite fundamentally in the formation of … the imaginary institution of India” (462).  

Thus, it seems that Sancharam, which can be considered as “the melodrama of feudal nostalgia”, 

is a politically wrong text constructed for the Western audience as it institutionalizes and defines 

only the dominant perspective while dealing with cinematic ideology and sexual identity even 

when it terms itself as a “self articulation”. The “self articulation” only asserts the viewer that 

Kiran does not commit suicide and when Kiran chooses another city space like Calcutta to find 

her realm, it seems that Pullappally also idealizes Kerala as God’s own country and heterosexual.  

 

Thus it seems that Malayalam do not have movies that seriously deal with the aspect of 

lesbianism. It can be due to the constructed historical power of heterosexuality or the asexual 

nature ascribed to the women. Thus these films are entirely constructed with the dominant male 

perspective for the identification of the male audience. The woman’s role in these movies is only 

to provide the male audience pleasure in both intellectual and emotional terms. Even if women 
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come to film making field, they are not seen as representing the “real” issues of women. Here, as 

Rajeshwari Sunder Rajan says:  

If we acknowledge (a) that femaleness is constructed, (b) that the terms of such 

construction are to be sought in the dominant modes of ideology (patriarchy, 

colonialism, capitalism), and (c) that therefore what is at stake is the investments of 

desire and the politics of control that representation both signifies and serves, then 

the task of the feminist critic becomes what Jacqueline Rose describes as the 

“critique of male discourse” born of “a radical distrust of representation which allies 

itself with a semiotic critique of sign.” What is required here is an alertness to the 

political process by which such representation becomes naturalized and ultimately 

coercive in structuring women’s self representation. (129). 
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Wanna be my Chammak Challo? 
A Commentary on the ‘New Age’ Bollywood 

Heroine 

Viswas Viswam KC 
 

ABSTRACT 

The claims of popular Hindi cinema being male dominated and the call to 

stop portraying women as mere ‘entertainment’ have been around for a 

long time. But what is interesting is the manner in which the cinematic 

texts respond to these voices by reinventing the heroine. The first decade 

of this millennium saw a ‘bolder’ and ‘hotter’ version of the Bollywood 

heroine. Being equally hip and trendy to compete with the heroes, the 

heroine essentially transformed into a self declared ‘chammak challo’(“a 

girl who is flashy in appearance”; can also be used in a derogatory sense) 

demanding an increased screen space in popular Hindi cinema. The 

augmented representations of the heroine as the über 

(“super/above”)woman with seemingly improved financial and as a result 

physical freedom acknowledges the market potential of the young 

educated Indian women working in the metro cities.  The kind of roles 

played by Kalki Koechlin (Dev.D (2009)) and Katrina Kaif (Zindagi Na 

Milegi Dobara (2011)) are representative instances of the chammak challo 

brand. This article examines the evolution of this empowered version of 

the new age Bollywood heroine who lives life her way and is assertive of 

her sexuality. She is essentially a consumer icon identified with and 

identifiable to the young Indian upper class women living in the metro 

cities. By taking Dev. D (2009) as a case study the article also discusses 

how the self-reflexive nature of these cinematic texts invites a reading of 
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the manner in which the patriarchal systems of power controls the female 

body although seemingly allowing it to assert its sexuality. The argument 

made is that the processes by which the chammak challo brand of the 

Hindi film heroine is shaped by the discursive structures of twenty-first 

century Indiais suggestive of the ways in which subjects are constructed 

and contained in a postcolonial society. 

 

Keywords: chammak challo, post-Foucauldian, Bollywood heroine, Dev.D 

 

The first decade of this millennium saw a ‘bolder’ and ‘hotter’ version of the Bollywood
1
 

heroine. Being equally hip and trendy to compete with the heroes, the heroine essentially 

transformed into a self declared ‘chammak challo’(“a girl who is flashy in appearance”; can also 

be used in a derogatory sense) demanding an increased screen space in popular Hindi cinema. 

The augmented representations of the heroine as the über (“super/above”) woman with 

seemingly improved financial and as a result physical freedom acknowledges the market 

potential of the young educated Indian women working in the metro cities. The kind of roles 

played by Kalki Koechlin (Dev.D (2009)) and Katrina Kaif (Zindagi Na Milegi Dobara (2011)) 

are representative instances of the chammak challo brand. The chammak challo lives life her way 

and is essentially a consumer icon. These women who are assertive of their sexuality play the 

part of the flaneuse with ease.
2
There is nothing much secretive about this mode of the Hindi film 

heroine when it comes to having fun. This freedom enjoyed by her has made the difference in the 

way the onscreen chammak challos are accepted by the audience. The massive body building 

phenomenon of the Bollywood heroes which started off with Salman Khan, acknowledges the 

presence of this female spectator. Heroes had to refashion themselves to accommodate this part 

of female sexuality, a fact even the ‘King of Khans’ accepted when he toned up to do the item 

                                                 
1
The term Bollywood is used to emphasize the postcolonial existence of popular Hindi cinema. 

 
2
According to the Merriam-Webster online dictionary, the word flâneur is of French origin and 

means ‘an idle man-about-town’. He is a connoisseur of the street; enjoying and consuming 

everything through his gaze, which includes the female body. Flâneuse is the female counterpart 

of flâneur. 
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number ‘Dard-e-Disco’ in Om Shanti Om (2007). It must be noted that though the objectification 

of the male body has had parallel readings in Queer theory and that this body building 

phenomenon could also be attributed to the resurfacing of the old patriarchal myth of the damsel 

falling for the well chiseled body of a Greek god, the existence of this powerful female gaze 

cannot be denied. While the claims of popular Hindi cinema being male dominated and the call 

to stop portraying women as mere ‘entertainment’ have been around for a long time, what is 

interesting is the manner in which the cinematic texts respond to these voices by reinventing the 

heroine. This article thus is not an attempt to isolate a ‘single stage’ in what could be called a 

voyerised continuum of the exploited female body with the term chammak challo. Rather the 

term is used to contextualise the apparently empowered version of the heroine, a consumer icon 

identified with and identifiable to the Indian women belonging to the upper class youth living in 

the metro cities. By taking Dev. D (2009) as a case study the article also discusses how the self-

reflexive nature of these cinematic texts invites a reading of the manner in which the patriarchal 

systems of power controls the female body although seemingly allowing it to assert its sexuality. 

The argument made is that the processes by which the chammak challo brand of the Hindi film 

heroine is shaped by the discursive structures of twenty-first century India is suggestive of the 

ways the subjects are constructed and contained in a postcolonial society.  

Dev.D (2009) directed by Anurag Kashyap is a postmodern adaptation of Sarat Chandra 

Chattopadhyay’s novel Devdas (1917). Having been refashioned to suit the needs of each era, the 

status of Devdas as the archetypal tragic hero in Indian cinema is irrefutable. Although Sanjay 

Leela Bhansali’s Devdas was released in 2002 the director’s attempt to locate it in the lineage of 

PC Barua’s (1936) and Bimal Roy’s (1955) versions, situated the plot and the characters in a 

distant past. It is here that Kashyap’s version is significant. The transition from the colonial text 

of Devdas to the postcolonial Dev.D happens as Dev (Abhay Deol), Paro (Mahie Gill) and 

Chanda (Kalki Koechlin) traverse from rural Punjab to the metro city of New Delhi. This film is 

unique as it has numerous cultural markers which portray the negotiations carried out by the 

cosmopolitan Indian youth in a postcolonial setting. The twenty-first century embodiment of the 

castrated tragic hero is portrayed as having nothing to fall back on as radical changes in gender 

perfomativity of the projected image of the so-called ‘new age’ Indian woman intrudes on the 

thousand year old traditional patriarchal belief system. While one possible reading suggests that 

Dev.D depicts the emergence of the new age Indian woman through a reinvention of the roles of 
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Paro and Chandramukhi, it simultaneously emphasizes how the so called transformed image of 

the Indian woman is a phallic product of the state sponsored surveillance mechanism. The term 

chammak challo is significant as it happens to be the assumed name under which Paro chats 

online with Dev. 

The origins of the chammak challo brand of the Hindi film heroine could be traced to the 

alteration that happened in her male counterpart at the birth of the century which was marked by 

the arrival of a series of coming of age movies. One of the earliest instances of this genre was Dil 

Chahta Hai (2001). It was the story of three friends, Akash (Amir Khan), Sameer (Saif Ali 

Khan) and Siddharth (Akshay Khanna). These three protagonists belonged to that section of the 

cosmopolitan upper class youth who were in their college years or had just finished college and 

were in the process of building a career. This also explains the film’s appeal to the young 

working class population employed by the IT firms in India. The financial success of Dil Chahta 

Hai highlighted a change that had happened among the Indian audience about the ‘expectations 

from the hero’. This change could be attributed to the entry of Shahrukh Khan in the nineties 

whose portrayal of Non Resident Indian (NRI) characters in movies like Dilwale Dulhaniya Le 

Jayenge (1995) and Pardes (1997) tamed the image of the Hindi film hero from that of the six 

feet tall ‘Angry Young Man’ to that of the charming, boy next door image. Hindi cinema has 

always shifted gears with that of the changing cultural tides of the country. This is evident in the 

dominance of various character types in their respective decades, the gentle loving roles played 

by Dilip Kumar (Aag) and the chaplinesque hero of Raj Kapoor (Awara) in the fifties, the 

charismatic Krishna type heroic portrayals of Shammi Kapoor (Junglee) in the sixties and the 

‘Angry Young Man’ of Amitab Bachchan (Sholay) in the turbulent seventies (The National-

Heroic Image 204-205). Although it is hard to point out any specific character type which 

dominated the eighties, the presence of monstrous villains in the plots ensured that the hero had 

to display his physical dominance on screen. The coming of age movies of the early decade of 

the twenty first century reflected the cultural changes that were happening in a postcolonial 

Indian society. Popular Hindi cinema was carving a niche fan base with these ‘dude heroes’, a 

term potent enough to carry a wide range of western cultural connotations. The lives of the 

Indian youth tuned towards a consumerist lifestyle dominated by capitalist icons in a 

postcolonial Indian society challenged the notion of ‘Indianness’ in their identities. The 

‘liminality’ associated with their identities was reminiscent of the crisis faced by the ‘mimic 
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men’ during the British rule famously flagged off with the introduction of Macaulay’s Minute on 

Indian Education (Bhabha 87). Cut off from familial ties and in essence devoid of any 

commitments to one’s nation, these guys (not ‘men’) over the course of the movie pass through a 

process of self discovery and maturation aided by their female counterparts. These movies thus 

represented a transition happening in the Indian youth who were willing to accommodate 

western values and lifestyles but had trouble in letting go of the patriarchal norms to which they 

were accustomed. These youth were all for free love but still cherished marriage as an effective 

system to retain power. The consistent negotiations happening between the Euro-American 

cultural discourses attained via a western education process and the numerous indigenous forces 

of tradition which consistently impinge on them could potentially generate an identity crisis for 

the hybrid mimic men of the twenty first century. This genre of movies which may be called the 

‘buddy or dude movies’ hence focused on the heroes fighting their inner demons rather than 

super villains. These heroes celebrated their aimlessness, were antinational and indifferent to 

familial responsibilities. For instance in Rang De Basanti (2006), Daljit "DJ" (Aamir Khan), 

Karan Singhania (Siddharth Narayan), Aslam Khan (Kunal Kapoor) and Sukhi Ram (Sharman 

Joshi) lead a carefree life vandalizing public property and indifferent to the happenings outside 

their milieu. It is only after the arrival of the foreigner Sue (Alice Patten) that they come to 

discover their ‘roots’ and mature as adults. While in the seventies, Amitab’s character might go 

on a revenge streak destroying villains for the atrocities done to his family, Karan Singhania 

pledge’s his allegiance to the nation by killing his own father in Rang De Basanti. The codes 

identifying the nation with the family were getting rewritten. The locus with reference to which 

the character of the hero develops was shifted from the traditional patriarchal family to his 

prospective family i.e. his love interest, which increased the screen space for the heroines. Even 

though these women belonged to a similar cultural background as the men, they were portrayed 

as being much more stable and capable of molding these wayward heroes in to adulthood. In Dil 

Chahta Hai, the maturation of Akash, Sameer and Sid happen during their interaction with 

Shalini (Preity Zinta), Pooja (Sonali Kulkarni) and Tara (Dimple Kapadia). A similar process 

was also observed in Delhi Belly (2011) and Zindagi Na Milegi Dobara (2011). It is into this 

lineage that Anurag Kashyap places Devdas, the embodiment of the Indian male’s escapist and 

chauvinistic tendencies in Dev.D. While in the buddy films mentioned above, the friends 

complemented and completed each other, in Dev.D the chief protagonist is singled out. He has to 
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sort out his anxieties all by himself. By locating the castrated hero in a postcolonial Indian 

society, Kashyap highlights the struggle of the contemporary Indian youth to compete with their 

female counterparts. It must also be noted that Kashyap’s protagonist quite appropriately uses the 

online name ‘The Dude’ to chat with his lady love.  

As the romantic lover, the subdued housewife, as femme fatales, as personifications of the 

Bharatmata, back to being the romantic lover and now the chammak challo, the on-screen 

representations of the Bollywood heroine have always been redolent of the development of India 

in the international scenario. The sheer number of non-Hindi speaking, rather ‘hybrid heroines’ 

in Bollywood is a concrete indicator of the impact of the international and the desi viewership of 

Indian films.
3
 The eroticization of these female bodies which are already hybrid in their origins is 

evocative of Homi Bhabha’s notions of postcolonial hybridity. The inability to speak Hindi and 

their simultaneous command over the English language seems to add a different aura to their 

public appeal. Katrina Kaif’s success as a heroine is a case to be noted. She made her entry into 

Bollywood through the film Boom (2003), a controversial skin show flick. After a dormant 

period she was seen in a series of blockbuster movies like Namaste London (2007) and Singh is 

King (2008) which were set abroad or had her play herself-- the foreign born and brought up 

Indian girl. Although this in effect did away with her inability to speak Hindi fluently, at a social 

level, it also pointed to the admiration the natives have towards the foreign locale. The 

geography of space was thus negotiated by bringing the international literally into the Indian 

cinematic space. Her success in the industry brought in other foreign born actresses and they too 

had their share of success. The image of the modern liberated woman was repeatedly imprinted 

on the minds of the Indian audience through these heroines who emanated an anglophilic aura. 

This essentially meant that they could delay the process of being pinned down by the weight of 

the Hindutva tradition in to idealized versions of the ‘dutiful docile Indian women’. The heroine 

thus became intrepid, outgoing and sexually liberal. It was a natural outcome as the castrated 

hero was in no position to ‘tame’ the heroine and lock her up in the prison house of tradition to 

                                                 
3
The term hybrid is used here to denote a person of mixed racial descent or whose on-screen presence 

functions as a cultural marker, informing the Indian spectator of their Euro-American cultural milieu. 

Desi is a slang used by the South Asian diaspora to refer to one another mainly in Euro-American locales. 
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which he himself had no key. The physical limits on the heroine were being consistently 

transgressed, as the über woman began frequenting pubs and night clubs. Such spaces where 

beyond limits for the ‘morally respectable heroine’ of the previous decades. Very rarely would 

the cinematic text allow the Indian heroine to inhabit such sequences. At the most she would be 

seen sitting with her guardian husband at a party looking at the spectacle as a distant observer. 

Her mobility was curtailed to setup the morally fallen vamp as her foil. The heroine’s staticity 

was thereby juxtaposed with the mobility and freedom of the vamp. Consequently the image of 

the ‘liberated woman’ popularized by the likes of Zeenat Aman and Parveen Babi in the 

seventies and eighties started becoming a commonplace phenomenon and more socially 

acceptable. The über woman and their onscreen representations, the chammak challos, are 

frequent visitors in pubs and discotheques. She parties, drinks and eats whatever she wants. Such 

roles reflected the boldness of the über woman and highlighted changes in gender performance 

roles in the Indian society. The definition of ‘Indian Love’ was being re-written as the women 

were taking charge. Thus if Rahul (Shahrukh) bowed to Tina (Rani Mukerji) in Kuch Kuch Hota 

Hai (1998),  as a matter of accepting her as his wife, in Zindagi Na Milegi Dobara (2011), we 

have Laila (Katrina Kaif) chasing Arjun (Hrithik) in a bike and kissing him to profess her love. 

The message written on the wall was clear, the Indian heroine had moved along. She was no 

longer just candy, the cute and subdued lady for the alpha man but the über woman who 

challenged the omega man in every aspect. This was the kind of ‘power’ that came along by 

locating the heroine in a foreign locale, away from the traditional Indian settings adhering to the 

Hindutva religious codes. This was a heroine who thought that the new age man must loosen up 

and let her enjoy a beedi as Katrina does in Mere Brother Ki Dulhan (2011) (Srivastava 97). The 

juxtaposition of the image of the traditional beedi with that of the hybrid subject is thus an 

instance of the postmodern subversion of the moral codes of the Indian society and of the role 

traditionally ascribed to the Indian woman. In Tees Mar Khan (2010), Katrina did an item 

number ‘Sheila Ki Jawani’. The lyrics of the song are interesting and reflective. Through the 

song what Sheila says is that she feels so complete and happy with herself, and hence does not 

want anybody (in effect a man) to love-- a declaration of freedom and independence?  In the 

nineties such a woman would have been tagged as one with suspect morals. But in the era of the 

castrated hero, the chammak challo is his perfect counterpart. By branding and tagging the newly 

emergent female power as a product for consumption, patriarchal power systems have made it 
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controllable and containable, compensating their own ‘lack’. This new icon of womanhood thus 

only serves as a merchandise of male dominated capitalist society. Such controlling mechanisms 

have only grown stronger and more efficient by finding better means to curb this newly found 

power of the Indian woman.    

Sanjay Leela Bhansali’s Devdas (2002) was faithful to the novel with regard to the narration of 

events and character development. The change in the portrayal of women in Bhansali’s and 

Kashyap’s versions is evident in the unfolding of events leading up to Paro’s breakup with Dev 

and eventually her marriage to Bhuvan. The scene in which Paro rolls up a bed and carries it to a 

field on a cycle in order to consummate her love with Dev is very potent. A jealous egoistic Dev 

shuns her and she returns home only to find that her marriage is getting fixed to Bhuvan. Paro 

objects strongly and after a heated conversation with her father storms out of the house, goes to a 

water pump and vents her anger by pumping water.  Even though educated, very rarely did 

women born and brought up in rural areas (even in cities for that matter) get to voice out their 

feelings or opinions. In Bhansali’s version, Paro is always depicted as the pleading, submissive 

lover of Devdas. She tries to talk her way into or out of situations but never is her physicality or 

sexuality shown onscreen. Kashyap’s Paro is the new age dominant über woman. She is 

expressive of her desires and opinions and is open with her physical needs. Though Dev.D is set 

in the twenty-first century, Chandigarh still retains its agricultural practices and beautiful fields. 

Thus the ‘traditional Indianness’ of Chandigarh serves as the perfect setting to draw out the 

tensions from the chammak challo and the dude. They have to constantly negotiate cultural 

territories and beliefs which have been present since time immemorial. Paro is rebelling against a 

very tight knit system of patriarchal power as is evident from her conversations. She is seen to 

converse mostly with men be it her father, Dev, his father or the servants of the household. 

Women very rarely speak and even if they do it is only to support the argument of the men. So 

when Paro, the über woman uses the water pump, what we are seeing is an act of transgression. 

The voicelessness of the Indian women is communicated through the water pump-- an age old 

symbol of rural Indian womanhood. The water pump has been absorbing the anger of the Indian 

women who are muted out by the authoritative patriarchal order. The über woman is a rebel and 

refuses to be dutiful. The question does remain as to how far the cinematic narrative succeeds in 

delaying the inevitable transformation of the dominatrix mode of the ‘new age’ women in to the 

awe-inspiring dutiful Indian woman.  
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Deepa Deosthalee in her article “The 'Sluts' of Hindi Cinema and the Price Women Pay on 

Screen” examines the various representations of Hindi film heroines over the years. She argues 

that in movies which proclaim to be female centered or with a feminist bend, the safeguarding of 

the female body as the sanctum sanctorum is more often than not considered of utmost priority. 

The role of the hero is to sacrifice himself to protect a woman’s virtue which underscores his 

duty to save and protect the honour of women and in effect that of the nation. The female body 

hence is always the site of struggle for the male to establish his authority and valor. Deosthalee 

cites that when Radha (Nargis) shoots and kills her son in Mother India (1957), she is essentially 

protecting her country by sacrificing her son, who has defiled a woman’s body. The same 

determination was earlier observed when she had defended the advances of the moneylender 

Sukhilala. Bollywood’s tendency to portray woman power by centering the stories of these 

female characters on a rape or an attempted rape shows the inability of the modern Indian society 

to let go of the objectification of the female body. Although movies like Ankur (1974), Bandit 

Queen (1994) and Fire (1996) can claim to have powerful woman characters, it is their sexuality 

that is being discussed and narrated. Each era witnessed a re-invented form of the female lead 

which reflected the social situation of that period. When India was reorganizing itself after the 

British rule, the Mother India image was in vogue and when discotheques and cabarets became 

popular in the sixties and seventies, the vamp reigned supreme. Although the female counterpart 

has always shifted gears with the hero, she has never failed to acknowledge the social constraints 

imposed on her over the years. The manner in which the seemingly empowered female body is 

subjugated via the phallic gaze is reminiscent of the increased rigor of the ubiquitous state 

sponsored surveillance systems. Kashyap’s depiction of the two central women characters-- Paro 

and Chanda/Leni in Dev.D is hence alarming at a socio-political level. The article concludes by 

invoking the much abused but vital metaphor of the dreadful all-seeing eye of the Big Brother to 

examine certain aspects of the power play as mapped out by Kashyap. 

Bollywood’s inertia in acknowledging the ‘female star’ is related to the allocated space for the 

female body which is intriguingly post-Foucauldian in its functioning. Ranjani Mazumdar in 

Desiring Women analyzes the manner in which ‘the women’s body is mediated via architectural 

landscaping’ (79). The Bollywood phenomenon of the ‘westernized vamp’ makes an interesting 

case study as it marks the first instance of tagging a particular female body (located in specific 

geographical locations like bars, night clubs etc) as the eroticised object to be ‘gazed’ at. The 
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cabaret dancing vamp as the femme fatale satisfied the voyeuristic fantasies of the spectator and 

served as the foil for the heroine.  Throughout the evolution of the Bollywood heroine the female 

body has been subject to ‘cubiclisation’ by consistently tagging gender specific roles to the 

female protagonist. Tags like ‘Mother India’, ‘Savitri’, ‘Sheelavati’, ‘Bazari aurat’, the ‘vamp’ 

and the chammak challo serve to contain and control female behavior. While watching a movie 

in the theatre the gaze of the spectator is guided by the camera onto ingeniously positioned 

bodies. Although the male body is also subject to the gaze of the audience, the ‘objectification’ 

of the female body is predominant in the cinematic world as supported by the studies of Mulvey, 

Guilliano Bruno, Friedberg et al.  In the twenty-first century, cell phone cameras and digital 

interfaces give mobility to this gaze as each individual is able to carry the means to view and 

record the representations of one’s self and others’ bodies. Digital technology provides a 

‘window shopping’ experience by taking Mulvey’s ‘spectator’ out of the theatre and into the 

streets as a flaneur whose gaze is mobilized (Mazumdar 80).  

Dev. D (2009) was released at a time when Shilpa Shetty was still basking in her fame of having 

won the Celebrity Big Brother TV Show. Reality television and MMS scandals had become the 

crème de la crème of Bollywood popular culture. Digital interfaces provided everyone a shot at 

their ‘fifteen minutes’ of fame. Dev.D depicts that we live in a society where various power 

systems continuously interact and influence the way one lives. Every system contains within it 

controlling mechanisms which keep the freedom enjoyed by the individuals in check. The new 

edition of the Hindi film heroine belongs to a digital epoch and although she is presented as 

much more sophisticated and liberal in her choices the cinematic text of Dev.D provides 

numerous instances of how the patriarchal system has succeeded in re-inventing the process of 

objectification of the female body. Through a systematic exploitation of the exhibitionist 

tendencies of the human body via the ubiquitous digital interfaces and recording mechanisms the 

individual is programmed to record one’s body and display it for others to watch. The human 

desire for the approval of the gaze of the ‘Other’ is exploited by the patriarchal system to 

circumvent the problem of the castrated male and police the movements of the female body.  

In “‘Can the Subaltern Weep?’ Mourning as Metaphor in Rudaali (The Crier),” Sumita 

Chakravarty questions the normative ways in which Indian women are assigned well defined 

tasks to perform, transgressing which raises pointed questions. Rudaali (1993) depicts how the 

society chastises a woman who is unable to perform the ‘womanly’ function of crying (1999). 
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Leni in Dev.D goes through similar stages of disciplining when she is taken to her paternal 

grandmother after the MMS sex scandal hit the air. She is seen reading Moravia’s Contempt 

when her grandmother and her uncle warn her that things over there go as they wish, i.e. the 

traditional way, where women never look at a man eye to eye. This sequence paves way for yet 

another momentous scene of the two chammak challos meeting in a train. Leni who runs away 

from home refusing to be ‘cubiclised’ by her family sees Paro, who in turn is on her way to send 

her nude picture as an exhibit to Dev. Both women submit their bodies as exhibits for the male 

gaze.  

By juxtaposing various sequences set in rural India with that of the rapidly changing urban life, 

Kashyap highlights the motif of the male desire to discipline and control the female body. The 

introductory scene showing Dev and Paro as kids is an enactment of the age old scenario of the 

wife serving food to the abusive demanding husband. Dev is looking at the turbulent sea as Paro 

is seen running. She is almost out of breath by the time she reaches him and hands over the 

parattas. The scene ends with Dev biting Paro’s hand when she refuses to bring water for him. 

The male disciplines the female. Dev, the troublemaker, is soon sent to London which his father 

believes will straighten him up. Paro grows up as the ‘traditional’ Punjabi girl.  Their online 

chats using the names ‘The Dude’ and ‘Chammak Challo’(suggestive names) respectively 

depicts that their love blossomed in spite of the physical distance. Her online persona of the 

Chammak Challo becomes a reality when she consents to Dev’s request of sending her nude 

image to him. Paro enrolls herself into the invisible system of surveillance controlled by the 

patriarchal ‘panopticon’ represented by Dev. Dev immediately informs Paro that he is returning 

to India. With due regard to their love, Dev’s decision to return taken after his lady love had 

given ‘solid proof’ of her loyalty points to the physical nature of their love. Dev’s arrival is 

concurrent with his brother’s marriage. We see him capturing the happily dancing Paro through 

his camera. Throughout the movie this motif of male desire to observe the female body is 

consistently strewn like bread crumbs in the Hansel and Grettel story.   

Chandramukhi, in the previous versions of Devdas never had a history. She is introduced as a 

good hearted prostitute who tries to win over Dev’s love. In Dev.D, history and context go 

together as Kashyap creates the characters from the news events of the past decade. The 

transformation of Leni to Chanda happens via an MMS scandal, a direct reference to the Delhi 

Public School scandal of 2004. Hunted by the public, Leni’s family goes into hiding. Her father 
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succumbs to the pressure and commits suicide. Deserted by her kith and kin she leaves home and 

ends up meeting Chunni, the pimp. Leni is given the best room in the whorehouse and is asked to 

pick her trade name. Appropriately the name Chanda is picked by her while watching Bansali’s 

Devdas. Chanda becomes the whorehouse’s chief attraction enacting various scenes from porn 

movies according to the customers’ fancies. Enclosed in the cubicle, a beautifully lit room with 

an in-house bar, Chanda lives out her life. This hyperreal cubicle is where her body is subjected 

by the eyes of the camera. The state provides platforms like social networking sites which invite 

individuals to upload photos and videos of one’s self and their friends. Uploading of one’s 

photos for others to view satisfies the exhibitionist urge as well as the voyeuristic tendencies of 

the individual. By giving digital space to display one’s representations in the virtual world the 

state eroticizes the human body and controls the individual. The subject is thereby integrated into 

the information flow. Once the body is initiated into the world of the social media, it is 

continuously monitored by ‘the gaze’. This gaze includes the gaze of the Other and the self-

policing gaze which the ‘patriarchal’ order has induced in the self.  

The eroticization of Chanda’s body is an instance of this post-Foucauldian means of surveillance 

in the digital world. Chanda’s life changes when her sexual life goes viral online. This 

exhibitionist urge to record one’s sexuality and display it is drawn out from the individual by the 

state. The way this scandal got shared illustrates the invisible manner in which the state’s control 

is mediated via surveillance. Chanda tells Dev that the MMS was never shown on the television 

nor was her photo published anywhere. The ‘whole world’ downloaded the video and then 

pointed their finger at her. This is the gaze of the state which controls such deviant behavior. 

With her sexuality curbed and individuality shattered Chanda is made to conform to the norms of 

expected behavior. The disciplining of the über woman and the possession of her body by the 

castrated male hero is an inevitable outcome of popular Hindi cinema. The chammak challo 

brand of the Hindi film heroine thus functions as a commodified version of the urban woman 

whose rebellious and self-assertive nature is a threat to the patriarchal networks of power. Not 

only do the cinematic codes which created the chammak challo validate the need to restrain 

female sexuality but also condone any attempt by the castrated male to forcefully subdue the 

female body. 

 

CHANDA. Agar Poori duniya ne mujhe dek liya tho mein kya karoon? (If  
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the whole world saw me, what can I do?). 

Sabko kaise patha chala ki wo mein hi thi? (How did they know that it  

was me?) 

Na tho MMS TV pe dikhaya tha, na meri photo kaheen publish huyi 

(The MMS was neither shown on TV nor was my photo published 

anywhere). 

Kyonki sabne download karke dekha tha. Sabne maze liye. (Because 

all of them downloaded the video and watched it. Everybody had fun 

watching it). 

        Then they turned around and called me the slut. (Dev.D) 
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Five Poems of Sambhunath Chattopadhyay 

Translated from the Original Bengali 

By 

-Amitendu Bhattacharya 

 

Thoughts on Rebirth 

Just now the grasshopper that sank into the beak of a bird, 

Will it ever appear on the serene field? 

On the shaded grass of a blue morning? 

The colourless leaf that was torn by the nails of the wind 

And blown towards the shrunken river of summer, 

Will it be born again on a new green day 

In the body of a distant tree? 

In a pleasant breeze? 

 

Or the human beings who go away, do they ever return? 
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Moonrise at Ramgarh 

 

Amazing—as if all of a sudden 

Someone has quietly placed over the hilltops 

A white and curved elephant tusk! 

 

The next moment I see the world is the 

Craftsmanship of this teeth—a doll-like celestial nymph! 

 

At midnight it seems a boat floats in the blue of the sky! 

 

Sickness 

 

Soaking in the rain I sometimes think 

How long has it been that I haven’t fallen sick? 

Haven’t gazed at the afternoon sky on the other side 

Of the window from my single bed? 

On a day when I’m sick, why doesn’t a cloud-shadow figure 

Appear in the doorway and call out to me by my adolescent name? 

In sharp reproach why doesn’t it say: Here! Take your medicine 

Don’t run away to the garden 
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Be a nice boy and lay yourself down 

In the evening I’ll give you grapes and pomegranates to eat... 

Sometimes I wish I could gambol around with the pleasure of sickness in my hand! 

 

Morning in Kalimpong 

Lies on a stretcher 

A blue lady... Cold night’s 

Dead body... 

A white shroud over her face—Morning! 

Beneath her feet a blood-bathed baby, 

New sun! 

 

A Man 

 

Sometimes happiness and sometimes dejection 

Echo in his heart. Customary sauntering 

Through the scenes of the earth. Strains of worldly concerns. 

Dreams and desires. The gulmohar flowers of his memory 

Quiver in the south wind. A captivated soul he is. 

Busy through the day. Working. On evenings 

The tunes of Rabindranath on guitar. Sees exquisite beauty 
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Of heaven in the body of a woman. Melody plays in the blood. 

 

But still, at birth his life was marred by the curse 

Of a cruel star. A miserable man he is 

Because of that. No satiety in any of his joys. 

No friends of his are those who talk about him 

All around. So to the world of poetry he came. 

Alone. To an uninhabited far-off land. 
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Translations from Ramesh Aroli’s collection-
“Name the New born Sin as You Please” (Eleya 
Paapada Hesaru Nimmiccheyante Ittukolli) in 

Kannada 

-Ravi Kumbar 
 

 I have to be deceived like yesterday night  

Please leave me now  

I have to be deceived yet again  

Like yesterday night. 

Don’t take away my wine cup-  

By promising heaven. 

I too have the news: 

People are thirsty to  

Taste some wine up there too.  

 

I can’t live like  

A fly sitting on the  

Blood spilled in a riot. 

 



164 
 

Volume 1, Number 1 ,September, 2013                                                         (IJCLTS)   ISSN:2321-8274                 
https://sites.google.com/site/indjournalofclts/ 
 

After realizing that all I see is not rosy,  

I have to fly  

Towards the perfume filled streets in front of brothels  

As it is the time when  

Chaste peoples’ homes close their ears. 

 

Like yesterday,  

I have to reach the ground  

By shedding the petals one by one   

So that the windows and doors of heaven  

Would close their eyes in shyness. 

Please, leave me, and let me go  

Before the lights of the madhu shala go to sleep! 

 

The jasmine creeper  

Of that street will bear more flowers today than usual. 

I, the one who is to be deceived 

Have to cross the same street once again!  

 

What can you answer? 

 

At the extreme you can point a gun  

At the heart and break me to pieces  
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Or else can expect me to die in an encounter 

 

The blue print of the mind can’t be deciphered  

You can report your boss about how you plucked my eyes 

 

The sighs can’t be banned by any laws 

You can raise the voice in front of a sprout that rives the earth  

 

You can pass orders to prevent crowds  

From gathering to cremate such tortured poor  

 

Training the minds in the heart’s way is a crime for you 

What will you answer to the forests standing in your courts?  

 

 Stenographer of Sorrow record this  

The papers of the book in the witness box are yours 

Both the pen and the ink share your blood   

Why should I then wonder?  

If you write the judgement in your favour. 

The joke is that you have security to admit it  

But I am left with memories of the feeble magnet  

Under your rusting balance scale. 
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That’s why your orders to point the gun  

At the young cheeks have ensured  

Your endless aims at my smiles  

 For the multiplication of  sorrows. 

 

For every scream of yours, I continue to reiterate that  

I drew the sky on the blackboard; and  

All that I know is truth. 

 

Leave aside, the ocean tides which are  

Indifferent in forgetfulness as usual. 

But, this time inscribe the name of the rebel  

Who has challenged the play-grounds  

On all the stones of this earth  

For, the fingerprints on the recovered gun  

Are just a three year old boy’s!  

(A poem about the three year old boy who was branded as the ‘World’s youngest terrorist’ by 

one of the Zimbabwe courts, and imprisoned along with his parents who were the activists of 

the ‘Members for Democratic Change’. It is told that the child hasn’t come to normalcy after 

incarceration, and is reported to hide behind his mother whenever any stranger visits them)    

 

 When they told it was yours  

When they ordered for my execution with an air  

I jumped in joy as they informed me that your hands would persecute. 
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I refused an evening the time when  

Dew kisses the honey after they told that the time belonged to you. 

 

Why should I be indebted to tomorrow at the time of intoxication? 

I would cup my hands even if it is poison when I know your hands will pour it. 

 

I have to breathe a while like the night queen  

For, the sorrow of forgetfulness is yours. 

 

Leave aside luck, “Aroli” knows  

The meaning of immortality when his death is yours!  

 

 An Unpublished Rumour  

You know that our love - a small report  

Was thrown into the dustbin. 

Even if it is not for sale  

Everyone asks for copies everyday  

And now it is news everywhere  

 

In your absence, I told that  

It was an unpublished imputation. 

The astonishment is that 
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 Now In all peoples’ tongue it has become a word  

And resonates in someone’s drum beats. 

Look, how it smiles  

As a rumour!  

 

About the Author 

As a first-generation graduate from his family, he started his literary journey right from the 

childhood though he did not write anything till the graduation but developed rigorous 

reading habits which had help him to recognize his ability and provide a way of expression 

for all his bitter childhood. Since he took active participation in the social, cultural and 

literary movements during all his college days, as a result his writing’s too reflect the vivid 

aspects of social life which has widened his understanding and empathy towards social 

happenings and issues. He has published poetry/articles in Kannada and English.( Aniketana,  

Mayura, Prajavani, Sankramana, Kannada Prabha) and presented research papers at 

National and International conferences. 
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Abani, are you home? 

-Nisha Kutty 

 

 Abani, are you home? 

 

Behind these bolted doors, the neighbourhood sleeps still  

And all I hear is the knocking of the night at my door.  

  

Abani, are you home? 

 

Here it rains twelve months around, 

While, 

Like grazing herds the clouds here drift along  

  

These green blades of grass  

Look askew as they come closing in upon my door  

But,   

Abani, are you home?  

  

My heart near-suffused with ache,  

Is bound for far away. 

   

And, I fall asleep   

To the bellowing knocks of the night.  

  

But,  

Abani, are you home?  

  

 

 

 

* Abani Bari Acho, the original poem is written by Shakti Chattopadhyay 
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The Stranger 

by 

-Bhanumati Mishra 

 

As the train tore into the silent night at forty miles per hour, the windows grew misty with 

fog. Despite pressing close to the glass, nothing was visible outside.  Occasionally light and 

dark silhouettes whizzed past giving me the satisfaction of having seen something; just 

enough to engage the heart.  

Without a wink of sleep, I wanted the train to come to a halt. When nothing is visible outside, 

at least there is one’s reflection to watch in the window. Besides mine, there were other 

images too. Like that of the man sleeping on the upper berth whose body shook with strange 

helplessness. The sad-looking woman sitting on the opposite berth had heavy eyelids, which 

would lift for a minute only to droop down. Besides these images, a cacophony of unheard 

sounds distracted my attention, giving a sense of the train crossing over a bridge or speeding 

close to a row of houses. A sudden shriek of the train’s whistle made the dark loneliness of 

the night seem deeper. 

 Moving my head away from the window, I glanced at my watch. It was fifteen past eleven. 

The woman sitting in front had lonely eyes. At intervals there came a wave in them, only to 

vanish. It seemed her eyes were not looking but thinking. Her baby, wrapped in a fur blanket, 

stirred and mumbled. The pink woollen cap had fallen off the little head. Banging her legs 

twice she lifted her tiny closed fists and suddenly started to cry. With a deserted look, the 

woman adjusted the baby’s cap and pulled her closer while holding the blanket. But when the 

crying didn’t stop despite rocking and cajoling, she finally put the child to her breast. 

 Leaning my head against the window once again, I noticed a row of lights approaching from 

a distance. Probably they belonged to some colony or a road. The train now moved at great 

speed. Being closer to the engine, the coach-windows got covered with smoke and mist. The 

reflections in the window grew darker than before. The woman’s eyes were shut and the arms 

of the man on the upper-berth now swayed vigorously. My breath spread over the window 

smudging the reflections further almost making them disappear at one time. I wiped the 

window with a hand-kerchief. 
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  The woman had woken up and was gazing steadily in front. There was a slight 

sweetness about her lips – not exactly a smile. Rather a kind of seriousness tinged with 

depression, as if her mind had suddenly conjured up the shadow of an unpleasant image. 

Faint wrinkles appeared on her forehead. 

 The child weaned away and thumping her mother’s chest gave a toothless grin. A speeding 

train passing in the opposite direction seemed to startle her, but the moment it passed, the 

child resumed its grin. She had a plump face with a short nose but deep eyes resembling her 

mother. Light brown hair peeped from under her cap. Having scratched her mother’s cheeks 

the baby looked at me, flaying her arms in the air, grinning all the while. 

 The woman’s sad eyes lifted to meet mine for a moment. Instantly I felt I was looking 

at a horizon with light and dark colours twinkling in its twilight and whose screenplay 

changed every hundredth of a second... 

 Seeing the child flaying her arms I extended mine and said, “Come child, come...” 

As I reached out for her, the child stopped moving and curled her lips as if about to weep. 

Kissing the child the woman said, “Go Bittoo, will you?” 

But Bittu’s lips drooped further as she clung to her mother. 

“Looks like she’s scared of strangers”, I said in a ruffled tone, pulling my hands away. 

The woman pursed her lips and her forehead went tense. Bringing her eyes back from a 

distant past, she said at once,” No, she isn’t scared. She’s just not used to it. Other than the 

maid and me, she’s never been...” saying so she bent over the clinging child who was now 

falling asleep. She patted and rocked the child as it closed its eyes. She kept looking at her 

baby, caressing all the while - brushing her lips against the child, suddenly she smiled and 

kissed her. 

 “My Bittoo is a good baby, she sleeps instantly”, she said, as if speaking to herself and then 

looked at me with joyful eyes. 

“How old is she?” I asked. 

“Full four months in another ten days, but looks younger, doesn’t she?” 

I gave an approval with my eyes. Her face reflected a strange trust and innocence. I bent over 

to caress the child’s cheeks. The woman’s face glowed with motherly pride. 

“Looks like you love children.” she said, “How many do you have?” 

My eyes left her face. They caught an insect flying close to a lamp. 
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“Mine?” I said, trying to smile, “Not yet, but...” 

“That means, married but no children yet.” She replied smiling, “You men are always 

escaping children, aren’t you?” 

Pursing my lips I said, “No, it’s not that...” 

“My husband hardly touches the child” she said. “Even ten minutes of holding her, irritates 

him. Anyway, now he’s far from this problem.” Saying so, her eyes suddenly brimmed with 

tears. Crying made her lips resemble that of her daughter’s. But the next moment there was a 

smile, just like a sleeping child. She blinked her eyes and said,” He’s studying in England for 

his Doctorate. I went to see him off at the Mumbai airport...It’s just a matter of eight to nine 

months before I join him.” 

Saying this she looked at me as if complaining that I was privy to her secret. 

“Will you travel alone later?” I asked, “You could have travelled together...”  

Her lips curled and the eyes became contemplative. Looking immersed in herself she replied, 

“I couldn’t accompany as there was no means. So, I sent him. I wanted to fulfil at least one 

wish of his...Dishi was keen to go abroad...I shall save something from my salary in a few 

months, take a loan from somewhere and make arrangements for my trip.” 

Steadying her swimming eyes, she looked at me complainingly for a second and continued, 

“Bittoo is too young. She would be old enough to travel in six to eight months. I shall finish 

my studies by then. Dishi is very keen that I should be an MA at least. But the idiot that I am, 

I’ve never fulfilled any of his wishes. That’s why I sold all my jewellery to send him abroad. 

Now, Bittoo is all I have”. 

Saying this she caressed the child with pride. 

Nothing changed in the darkness outside or in the continuous chucking of the engine. Peering 

deep into the window there was only desolate land as far as the eye could venture. 

 Lost in thought for many minutes, the woman’s eyes reflected affection. Taking a deep 

breath she wrapped the child carefully and laid her on the berth. 

The man sleeping on top started snoring. He almost fell off, but somehow shuffled and 

balanced himself. Soon his snoring grew even louder. 

 “I wonder how people sleep so soundly while travelling” she said, “Even if I travelled 

for two nights, I wouldn’t get a wink of sleep. It’s a matter of habit, isn’t it?” 

 “Yes, habit I guess” I said, “some lead a carefree life while some...” 
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“Can’t live without tensions!” completing my statement, she laughed child-like. She had 

small shiny teeth. I joined her in the laughter. 

“I have a bad habit of brooding too much. Sometimes I feel I‘ll go mad thinking so much. He 

says I should socialise, talk and laugh more; but I can’t tell you how quiet I get when I am 

with him. I am not much of a talker even while I’m alone, but with him around I get totally 

tongue-tied...look how I am chattering away here.” And she smiled with a hint of hesitation 

on her face. 

 “Talking becomes a necessity to pass time” I said “especially when one isn’t sleepy”. 

Her eyes widened. Bending a bit she said, “He says it’s difficult spending life with someone 

so mute. He’d rather live with a pet. I try my best to look happy and chirpy but to no avail. 

He gets annoyed and I start crying. He hates tears.” Saying this she wiped the tears welling in 

her eyes with the end of her sari. 

“I’m mad” she started again, “the more he stops me the more I cry. Actually he doesn’t 

understand me. I hate talking and he forces me to.” she said, holding her palm to her 

forehead. 

“Do you also force your wife to speak?” 

I leaned back folding my arms; watching the insect circling round the lamp. Tilting my head, 

I looked at her. She looked at me with eager eyes. 

“I?” trying to smile, I said “I never get a chance to say it. On the contrary, I’ve been trying to 

quieten her for the last five years. I feel one can convey a lot through silence. The tongue 

can’t express what a twinkle in the eye, a quiver of the lips or a line on the forehead can. 

Before I can tell her this, she elaborates on how pure at heart a talkative person is and that 

I’ve never been able to understand her affection for me. Actually, she’s a lecturer and is in 

the habit of lecturing at home too.”  

“Oh”, she said, “I don’t understand why it so happens. I too complain that Dishi fails to 

understand me. There’s so much I wish to convey with running my fingers in his hair or by 

resting my head on his lap with closed eyes; but he never likes it. He says it’s all a doll’s 

play; his wife should be a vibrant, full-of-life person. I try, but fail, always. He doesn’t like 

any habit of mine. I love walking in the fields on moon-lit nights, or sit for hours with feet 

dangling in flowing water, but for him these are distractions fit for an idle mind. He loves 

clubs, musical concerts and dinner parties. I feel suffocated there. I don’t experience any 

warmth in these places. He believes I must have been a frog in my previous birth as I love to 

hear them croak.” 

 In this short time I got accustomed to her various moods. I knew none of what she said was 

targeted at me but yet I was slightly saddened - she was addressing herself, my presence was 
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just an excuse. My sadness too wasn’t for her. All the while I was speaking to her I was 

actually thinking about myself. Passing through the various stages of a five year marital life, I 

each day waited for a tomorrow that would change the course of my life. On the surface 

everything seemed fine, nothing out of place, but deep down life was filled with misgivings 

and oddities! 

 Very early into the marriage I knew Nalini wouldn’t be happy marrying me as I could never 

help in achieving her ambitions. She wanted a house where she could rule; a social status in 

the society etc. She could never imagine her husband could have an emotional life 

independent of her. She considered my travels and my love for the ordinary as some sort of a 

psychological disorder that she wanted to cure with her superior philosophy. 

 She started life with the premise that by compensating for my weaknesses, she would 

catapult me into a successful society man. According to her my flaws were genetic which 

made me such an introvert that I had no urge to climb the social ladder. She wanted to 

improve the situation but it only worsened. We couldn’t match up to each other’s 

expectations. This led to frequent arguments and there were times when there was nothing 

left but to bang one’s head against the wall. After all this, Nalini would quickly recover and 

complain how I got unnecessarily bothered by such petty issues and brooded for days 

together. I could never free myself of the impact of those petty issues and when she would 

fall asleep; I would bury my face in the pillow and moan all night. 

Nalini found nothing odd about these quarrels, but took my sleepless nights very seriously 

and advised me some nerve-strengthening tonics. The initial years of marriage passed this 

way and then we started living separately due to work. Our problem remained the same. 

Whenever we met, the old pattern of our lives would return. Yet, Nalini’s optimism believed 

that one day I would learn the social mores and we would live happily ever after. 

 “What are you thinking?” asked the woman, cajoling her baby. 

Suddenly conscious I said,” Yes, I was thinking about what you said. There are some who 

cannot put on the facade of being civilized. You seem to belong to that category.” 

“I don’t know” she said, closing her eyes, “but I do feel like a stranger among friends - alone 

and alien. I feel the entire fault lies with me. As an adult, I could never learn certain simple 

things that people learn as kids. Dishi says I’m a social misfit.” 

“Do you also feel the same?” I asked. 

“Yes and no. I certainly feel an odd fish out in a particular kind of society. But....there are 

people amongst whom I feel happy. Before marriage when I was in college, I’d been on a 

mountaineering trip. Everyone complained that I didn’t move around much. I simply loved 

the hill-kids. I was friendly with their families too. 
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 I remember a particular family till date. I was very friendly with their children. I stayed for a 

couple of hours, bathing and playing with them. It took a lot of convincing to leave them. 

They were good kids. Oh! I can’t tell you how pink their faces were. I offered to take the 

youngest Kishnoo with me. The mother laughed offering me all her kids as they had nothing 

for them there. Their bones will start peeping through their skin in a few years; at least they’ll 

be healthy if they leave, she had said. I wanted to cry when I heard this....had I been alone I’d 

have spent more time with them. I love being with such people...I’m sure by now I may be 

sounding strange. He always said I needed to get treated by a good psychiatrist or else I 

would soon be roaming in the hills like a mad woman.” 

 “This depends on one’s own thinking” I said. “I too love to be with simple-natured people. I 

could never settle in one place neither will I ever in future. The most memorable night of my 

life was spent among the Gujjar tribes. That night there was a wedding in their hamlet. They 

kept drinking and dancing the whole night. I was shocked when I later came to know that 

these tribesmen could kill anybody for a mere ten rupees!” 

Mixing bewilderment and disbelief she asked, “Do you really love this kind of life?” 

“You must be pleased to know that you are not the lone candidate for madness”, I said 

smiling. She smiled back with emotion-filled eyes. I could see the world in her eyes – 

compassion, motherhood, guilt, fear, confusion, dilemma and friendliness. Her lips quivered 

to say something but just remained at that. I too kept watching her silently. 

For a few minutes I felt a kind of void in my mind. I had no clue about what I was doing or 

what I intended to do. Her vacant eyes filled up with a lost look, which increased to a point 

where I had to shift my gaze from her face. 

The insect clung to the lamp and perished. 

The child smiled in her sleep. 

The mist settled on the window and didn’t reflect any of our faces. 

The train was now slowing down. Probably some station was approaching. A lamp or two 

whizzed past. I raised the window a bit to look out. The cool winter air soothed my nerves. 

The train stopped at a low platform. 

“Can I get some water here?”  

Startled, I saw her holding a glass with expectation. The lines on her face grew deeper. 

“You need water?” I asked. 

“Yes, to floss or drink. I don’t know why my lips feel sticky despite the cold outside...” 
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I took the glass and got down quickly. I couldn’t figure out anything on the deserted station. 

The icy winds left my limbs numb. To protect myself I lifted the collar of my coat. A couple 

of trees towering over the platform rustled in the air. The steam from the engine gave a long 

shooing sound. The train probably stopped there to wait for a go-ahead signal. 

A few coaches away I spotted a tap. My footsteps on the brick-layered platform sounded 

strange. As I was walking, I looked at the train. Not a single face peeped out of any window. 

I filled the glass under the tap. Just then the train moved with a jerk giving a soft whistle. I 

ran towards my coach with the water-filled glass in hand. I felt I would never reach my coach 

and would have to spend a cold dark night on this deserted platform. This thought hastened 

my steps and somehow managed to reach the door of my bogie. When I looked up I saw her 

standing at the open door. She held out her hand and took the glass from me. As I stepped on 

to the footboard, I slipped for a second but the very next moment I balanced myself. Gaining 

speed, the train moved in jerks and the brick platform gave way to darkness. 

 “Get in” she said. Hearing these words I realized there was a destination beyond the 

footboard. My knees were shaking as I stepped into the coach. 

On reaching the seat I stretched my legs and leaned back. A few minutes later when I opened 

my eyes, I saw she had just washed her face. Yet there was a kind of lifelessness in it. My 

lips felt dry too. I gave a faint smile. 

“What’s the matter with you?” I asked. 

“I’m cursed...”, saying this she bit her lower lip. 

“But why?” 

“You’d have got hurt because of me...” 

“Oh, what a thought!” 

“No, I’m meant to be this way ...” she said, “I’ve only given trouble to everyone. Had you 

missed the footboard...” 

“So?” 

“So?” she said pursing her lips. “I don’t know...but...” falling silent she lowered her eyes. I 

could see her breath had quickened. I realised that for her imagining the impending danger 

was more fearful than actual danger. 

Cold, sharp wind blew from the slightly raised window. I pulling it down. 

 “Why did you go to get the water? Why didn’t you refuse it?” she protested. 

The manner of her questioning made me laugh. 
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“It was you who asked me to...” 

“I am an idiot. I say anything. You should have known better.” 

“Alright, I apologize.” 

This spread a smile on her limp lips. 

“You must be wondering what kind of a girl is she” she said, giving a deep smile. “Truly, I 

have no brains. I may have grown up but my brain is still immature –really.” 

I laughed. 

“Why do you laugh?” she almost complained. 

“I have a habit of laughing.” I said. 

“Laughing isn’t a good habit,” 

At this I laughed again. 

She kept giving me a complaining look. 

The train had picked up speed. The man sleeping on the top sat up in panic and started 

coughing. Relieved after a bout of cough, he pressed his chest and asked in a heavy tone, 

“What time is it?” 

 “A quarter to twelve.” I said looking at him. 

“Just quarter to twelve?” he said in disbelief and went back to sleep. In no time he was 

snoring again. 

“Why don’t you sleep for some time?” she said leaning back and thinking something. 

“In fact you seem sleepy. Go to sleep.” I said. 

“I told you I can’t sleep in a train. You sleep.” 

Pulling the blanket I lied down and kept looking vacantly at the dead insect stuck to the lamp. 

“Take the quilt. It’s cold.” She said. 

“No, I’m wearing enough warm clothes.” I replied. 

“Take it or else you’d be shivering later.” she insisted 

“I won’t” I assured her, pulling the blanket up to my chin. “Moreover, a little chill feels 

good.” 
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“Shall I switch off the lights?” she enquired after some time. 

“No, let it be.” 

“No, let me switch it off, sleep well.” She got up and put off the lights. 

Having stared at the ceiling for a long time I now started to fall asleep. 

 The heavy sound of the engine woke me up making my body quiver. It must have been past 

midnight. The engine had been changed in the previous station. As the train started moving, I 

lifted my head. The seat in front was vacant. I lifted the window to see if the woman got 

down at this station. But it was left far behind. Except for a row of lamps I couldn’t see 

anything. I pulled down the window. The lights inside were still switched off. Sliding back I 

realized I had a quilt tucked properly along with the blanket. 

Strange warm waves lashed through my entire body. 

The man sleeping on top kept snoring as usual. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

*Translation into English of “Aparichit” – a short story from Hindi novelist Mohan Rakesh’s 

anthology titled Naye Badal 
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THE GUILTY 

 by  

-Nida Sajid 
 

Is the world changing around him or does he need a pair of new eyeglasses? Nisar rubbed his 

eyes again and again. Things felt displaced, shifted away from their usual place. Known faces 

turning into strangers. Whenever he woke up at night, people shouting, crying somewhere in the 

endless darkness. Are attackers edging closer? What is this noise? Nisar sat up with a start in his 

bed.  

“I cannot hear anything; God knows why you have started feeling so scared,” Ameena gave a 

worried reply. “Yes, I am terrified. Is the door locked? Have you shut all the windows?” 

Once he opened the window to see the commotion in the street, the policemen saw him and came 

inside his house, “who was the killer – tell us?”  

‘You know the killer as well as I do,’ but Nisar could not open his mouth to utter these words. 

These days he was afraid to speak; what if people recognized him on hearing his voice. Everyone 

is scared these days, trying to run away from him. If anyone came and stood too close, his heart 

would start to palpitate – why is this man staring at me? Why did the car stop here? What is that 

boy hiding amongst the flowers? 

During the riots in the mahallah, Venkatesh called, “How are you, Nisar? Is everything alright in 

the neighborhood? I just called to check if you are home or not.” 

Why did Venkatesh call so late in the night? Why did he want to know whether I was at home or 

not? Whenever he saw the coverage of riots on TV, he could not help feeling responsible for the 

violence. People looking at him with eyes brimming with hatred. Running after him with 



180 
 

Volume 1, Number 1 ,September, 2013                                                         (IJCLTS)   ISSN:2321-8274                 
https://sites.google.com/site/indjournalofclts/ 
 

weapons of vengeance. No matter where the riot took place, no matter who the killers were, 

Nisar would always find himself standing in the dock as the accused.  

Stepping out of the house, he packed the unwavering belief in his briefcase that something 

terrible will happen to him today. A bomb can explode in the office; he can get murdered on the 

way. What if some goons abduct Maryam? 

“Baba, if the assailants ever enter our house, I’ll jump off the roof and kill myself.” One day, 

hearing this from Maryam, Nisar breathed a sigh of relief and felt comforted. 

“Listen Ameena, the insurance papers are in the bottom shelf of the almirah. Sadiq has still not 

returned the twenty thousand rupees. I think Ehsaan is a suitable boy for Maryam.” Instead of 

listening to Nisar’s plans in anticipation of death, another fear gripped Ameena. The curfew will 

resume in the evening and there is not even an ounce of atta in the house. It seemed as if 

Ameena could survive without Nisar but not without making rotis for dinner.  

In the lab, Ashwani kept repeating the same words over and over again – “there is terror 

everywhere.” “I don’t believe you,” Nisar said with great conviction, “unless you and I change, 

can the entire world go on a rampage? I have yet to see a friend kill a friend.” “Look at me 

carefully again,” Ashwani said teasingly. Earlier, Ashwani used to mix poisonous chemicals in 

the laboratory; now, he is spreading bitterness around him. Well, the mood of the entire office 

has gone sour: during the tea-break, the staff room no longer resounds with the boisterous 

laughter over jokes and occasional limericks. All that is over now; everyone just sits around 

silently with their heads down.  

Some would spread the newspaper to hide their faces; others would pretend to search their 

briefcases. Everyone looked up with hope-filled eyes from time to time, but would suddenly 

remind themselves with disappointment – we will never find it; it seemed all of them had lost 

something.  

Ufff ... this heat! This uncontrollable sweat! There is no air, as if all the oxygen is leaking away. 

Such unbearable suffocation! The acid of Ashwani’s words was seeping into them drop by drop. 

Even the silence felt like a crime. While sipping tea, Nisar cleared his throat and asked 

Venkatesh, “Where did you go during lunch time? I waited for you till 3 o’clock.” His words 
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startled Venkatesh. With trembling hands, he kept the tea cup on the table, lit a cigarette, and 

said in a low voice, “the doctor has told me to stop eating meat; I can no longer share your 

tiffin.” 

“Accha.” Nisar lowered his head with the weight of one more crime adding to his list. While he 

was talking to Venkatesh, he could feel Ashwani’s glare piercing into his skin. This is the staff 

room of gazetted officers working for the laboratory. Everyone sitting here is a genius scientist, 

known for distributing both poison and its antidote in the world. Each one has participated in 

prestigious conferences, traveled to every corner of the world. 

 These sensible, peace-loving intellectuals – who kept an eye on the changing climate of world 

affairs in order to uphold the universal spirit of reconciliation – could not bring themselves to 

mention last night’s riot that took twenty lives, reducing an entire colony to ashes.  

Dr. Reddy claims to be a staunch Marxist. He is the president of a committee for communal 

harmony and the secretary of a relief fund. Religion is the biggest sham in his opinion. He likes 

poking fun at rituals and calling religious slogans toxic weapons. But now he too has chosen 

silence. We had heard, one day, some goons took over his neighborhood and openly declared: 

whoever dares to oppose the Rath Yatra, will have to pay the price! Price? 

“Yes, I am paying the price – my wife has stopped stepping out of the house in fear. My children 

no longer go to their tuition classes. I have to take Pinky to her college with me.” 

Nisar taunted him, “and this is why you forgot to invite me to your place on Diwali, but 

remembered to send the sweets to my house next day.” 

“Of course not, Yaar,” Reddy clasped Nisar’s hand with affection, “It so happened...” “Time for 

office” – everyone got up to return to their desks. Nisar kept sitting. It was only ten thirty, but no 

one waited for Reddy to complete his story. 

Soon enough, all faces were hidden behind files. No one even looked up when Nigar entered the 

hall like a fresh breeze. Giggly, willowy, lissome Nigar was an enigmatic lure that could trap the 

most disinterested pair of eyes in the room. The shade of Nigar’s sari could envelop the entire 

laboratory, escape into the streets, and color everything that came in the way of its effusive flow. 
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Spreading to the sky, the delight of this vision would only fade when it reached apartments with 

closed windows and irate wives with disapproving faces.  

What made her laugh, did she speak with you today, whose joke did she like more, who shared 

his tiffin with her – Nigar’s name was enough to fill their hearts with joy. Men became school 

boys in her presence and their besotted laughter followed her everywhere. Today, it was 

different. Nigar entered the room and looked around. Sensing the gravity of the situation, she 

went back to her cabin and shut the door. 

Nisar noticed – instead of staring at Nigar, Ashwani was watching him. Nisar nervously wiped 

the sweat off his face and bent over his file. The night arrives early these days. These eyeglasses 

need constant cleaning. God knows if the number of the lenses has changed or the entire world.  

It is probably time for the curfew. Everyone is packing their briefcases hurriedly and heading for 

the door. When Venkatesh stepped out of the washroom, a huge crimson tilak was shining on his 

forehead.  

Nisar and Venkatesh were childhood friends. One day, Nisar asked him in bewilderment why he 

had started to apply tilak. Venkatesh told him he goes to the temple every morning; the tilak 

usually fades away or gets washed off during the day. But, today, Venkatesh had taken great care 

to refresh it before stepping out of the office. Every evening, he would leave in Nisar’s car and 

get dropped off at his house in BasheerBagh. “I am almost ready to leave,” Nisar said and started 

collecting his files.  

“No, you stay.” It felt as if Venkatesh had just pushed him aside with the force of both hands. “I 

am not feeling too well. I will go to the doctor first.” He could no longer tie the files together. 

With his head bent, Nisar started to wipe the invisible dust on his desk – something has surely 

happened; people are looking at me with suspicion. A friend like Venkatesh has left without me. 

The entire neighborhood was shocked to hear about what happened to Chacha Abba during the 

Aligarh riots. Everyone was suspicious in the office as if he was privy to the conspiracy for 

killing Chacha Abba. 
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One evening he saw Raman and Veena’s nanny prohibiting them from playing in his garden, 

forcibly taking them away. While on a stroll in the morning, he ran into Dr. Narayan’s daughter-

in-law who faltered at his sight and looked away, pretending to wait for someone else.  

Nisar raised his head and looked around him. It seemed as if he had lost the will to get up after 

Venkatesh’s departure. He had lost everyone in the office. The entire office was empty. Like 

always, the door opened quietly. Anand, the peon, came inside. He stared at Nisar sitting alone 

and went away.  

Nisar got alarmed. Why did Anand come inside? What did he want? 

In the entire office, Nisar was alone. Lonely Nisar Ahmad – alone.  

Should I lock the door from inside? How do I get out? Who all can recognize me; it is time for 

the curfew. He started the car, but there was no petrol; the petrol pump had been shut for two 

days. “Taxi ... taxi, stop! Take me home. I’ll pay whatever you want.” 

“No sir,” the taxi-driver said starting the car, “I cannot take responsibility for people reaching 

their homes safely these days. Your house will no longer be there, and you’ll make me drive 

around aimlessly.” My home will not be there – wiping the tears, he joined the queue of people 

waiting for the bus. There were two girls in burqa in front of him who, in his presence, became 

restless. A maulana standing next to them understood their predicament. He stepped in front of 

the girls and looked ready to be a martyr. Here again, I am in the ranks of the offenders, Nisar 

thought agitatedly. The bus had still not arrived. Somewhere close by, the riot started. He could 

hear the firing. People started to run. But there were some who were as helpless as Nisar. Those 

without refuge began to wait for death patiently.  

“The firing is taking place in Brahmanwadi,” a thirteen-fourteen year old boy was shouting. 

“Really?” Nisar asked in astonishment. He had been living with bullets firing around him for 

years, but he still cannot distinguish between a Muslim bullet and a Hindu bullet. Bitter 

experiences have matured these poor kids beyond their years.  

“Run! If anyone is seen on the streets, we will shoot them” – the custodians of law and order 

were shouting.  
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‘Will the bullets not reach inside houses?’ Nisar wanted to ask one of the soldiers. After a while, 

he realized he was walking with people who did not consider him as one of them, going to a 

place not meant for him. Go, go away from here. Where? Where do I go, he was asking everyone 

around him: those running to find refuge, the onlookers in high-rise buildings, the policemen 

showering batons on anyone in sight. When he regained consciousness, Ameena was talking 

with someone on the phone. 

“He fainted on the street yesterday. He has been depressed and nervous for days. Accha? 

Venkatesh bhai is also unwell. Give him my best wishes.” “What happened to Venkatesh,” he 

got up in shock. “Bhabhi is saying he is very sick. Hypertension-weakness,” Ameena gave him 

medicine with a glass of water. One week later, Venkatesh came to see him, feeble and weak – 

“are you very ill? You are not coming to the office? Everyone is worried about you,” he said 

breathlessly. 

“First tell me about you. You look so frail.” Nisar looked at him carefully. Venkatesh was sitting 

with a lowered head. His hands trembled while lighting the cigarette. After looking around, he 

said slowly, “I don’t know what has happened to me. I feel scared all the time. You will laugh 

when I’ll tell you that even with you ...” “Even with me?” It was Nisar’s turn to lower his head.  

“It feels like everyone is accusing me. As if I am the guilty one.” 

Nisar did not raise his head. The cigarette between Venkatesh’s fingers turned into ash. After a 

while, Nisar picked up his medicine and showed it to Venkatesh.  

“Has Dr. Singh given you this medicine?” 

“Yes ... this one ... you too?” 

This time, both lowered their heads together.  
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*Mujrim, an Urdu Short Story by Jeelani Bano 

 

About the Author 

Jeelani Bano (1936) is one of the foremost women writers in Urdu. She has written many short 

stories, novels, radio-plays, screenplays, and essays over the last fifty years. Her writings have 

been translated into many Indian and foreign languages. She has received many prestigious for 

her work, including the Soviet Land Nehru Award in 1985 and Padma Shri in 2001. She lives in 

Hyderabad, and her intimate knowledge of the city and its idiom is reflected in many of her 

stories, including the one translated here.  
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WORKSHOP/CONFERENCE/SEMINAR REPORT 
 

International Autumn Translation School: A 
Report 

Rindon Kundu 

 

An International Autumn Translation School was organized for students as well as amateur 

and professional translators by Centre for Translation Studies of Indian Literature (CENTIL) 

and Centre of Advanced Study in Comparative Literature (Phase 2) of Jadavpur 

University, India between September 2 and 9, 2013 in collaboration with the British Centre for 

Literary Translation (BCLT) of the University of East Anglia, UK and the Writing and 

Society Research Centre of the University of Western Sydney, Australia. 

This Autumn School was based at Jadavpur University, India and comprised of a series of 

workshops focusing on consensual translation as well as a number of talks and panel discussions 

on practice of translation in India, the UK and Australia. The aim of this Autumn School, as 

conceived in its brochure, was ‘to enhance dialogue between translation traditions across 

borders’.  This workshop addressed the need for translation particularly in India and engaged 

into scholarly exchanges that were aimed at benefitting all the three partners – India, Australia, 

and the UK including the participants.  

The school was supported by the Sahitya Akademi and Rammohun Library Foundation. This 

project also got assistance from the Australian Government through the Australia Council for the 

Arts, its arts funding and advisory body. Prof. Kunal Chattopadhyay and Dr. Sayantan Dasgupta, 

Department of Comparative Literature, Jadavpur University, were the coordinators of the 

Autumn School. 

The first day's proceedings were conducted at the Anita Banerjee Memorial Hall of Jadavpur 

University. In the Inaugural Session, presided over by Dr. Shouvik Bhattacharya, Honourable 

Vice-Chancellor of Jadavpur University, Kate Griffin, International Programme Director of the 
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British Centre for Literary Translation at the University of East Anglia, UK, Dr. Mridula Nath 

Chakraborty, Postdoctoral Research Fellow with the Writing and Society Research Centre at the 

University of Western Sydney, Australia, Prof. Kunal Chattopadhyay, Department of 

Comparative Literature, Jadavpur University, inaugurated the conference. In his welcome 

address Dr. Shouvik Bhattacharya, Vice-Chancellor, Jadavpur University, emphasised the 

significance of the humanities and the relevance of translation for present-day society. He was of 

the view that the humanities and the social sciences hold the key to the progress of India. Prof. 

Kunal Chattopadhyay, one of the Autumn School convenors, outlined the aim of the event in his 

brief thematic introduction. Kate Griffin spoke on recent developments in the partnerships and 

projects in Asia, Europe and the Middle East based on translation. Dr. Mridula Nath Chakraborty 

presented a report of the translational activities of the Writing and Society Research Centre at the 

University of Western Sydney, Australia. The session ended with a vote of thanks by Dr. 

Sayantan Dasgupta, the other convenor of the Autumn School. 

This Autumn Translation School was designed into three parts which were inherently and 

inseparably linked with each other, viz., panel discussions, seminar talks and the main workshop 

on practical translation. The participants of the workshop were divided into four groups lead by 

an expert translator and tried to work out the translations being in close conversation with the 

author/poet of the works that were being translated. The major achievement of the workshop was 

that it could bring together the author figure and the translator and created an atmosphere where 

the both could work in close co-operation. The four groups were: 

a) Bangla - English: This group was formed with the aim of translating Jatin Bala, 

Bengali Dalit Writer, consensually into English under the supervision of Dr. Sayantan 

Dasgupta and in the presence of the author, Jatin Bala. 

b) English (Australia) - Bangla: Nunga Poet, Ali Cobby Eckermann, was translated 

consensually into English by the participants of this group under the supervision of 

Dr. Seemontini Gupta, Special Sub-editor, Ananda Bazar Patrika and Dr. Mridula 

Nath Chakraborty, in the presence of the author, Ali Cobby Eckermann. 

c) English (UK) - Bangla: Novelist Andrew Cowman was translated consensually into 

English under the supervision of Daniel Hann, National Programme Director of the 

BCLT and Alex Valente, Phd scholar in Literary Translation at University of East 
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Anglia, UK and in the presence of the author, Andrew Cowman who graced the 

occasion with his presence. 

d) Nepali (India) – Bangla – English: An Indian Nepali writer Padma Shree Sanu Lama 

was translated consensually under the supervision of Dr. Ananya Dutta Gupta, 

Department of English and Other Modern European Languages, Visva-Bharati in the 

presence of the author, Padma Shree Sanu Lama. This is a special workshop 

supported by the UGC University with Potential for Excellence (Cultural Resources 

and Social Sciences) and is meant to produce two publishable manuscripts of Indian 

Nepali language short stories in Bangla and English translations. 

The theme of the academic sections of the Autumn School is “Translation: Roles, Rights and 

Responsibilities.” The talks, panels and discussions in these sessions, as claimed in the brochure, 

focussed on 'delineating the status and function of the translator in the context of author, work, 

publisher and reader in different spaces - viz., in Australia, in the UK, and in India”. 

In the academic session named 'Authors Speak', four authors from different parts of the world-  

Indian Nepali writer Padma Shree Sanu Lama, Benglai Dalit writer Jatin Bala, British Novelist 

Andrew Cowman and Australian Nunga Poet Ali Cobby Eckermann talked about their works 

and presented papers debating the issues, i.e., 'voice', 'language' and 'structure' from different 

perspectives. This session was chaired by an eminent scholar, translator, and writer Professor 

Manabendranath Bandopadhyay who taught for several decades at the Department of 

Comparative Literature, Jadavpur University. 

Another academic session was held on the second day where the panel was set for the translators. 

Daniel Hann, a former chair of the UK Translators Association and currently National 

Programme Director of the British Centre for Literary Translation at the University of East 

Anglia, in his paper entitled “Being a Translator (Translation not Included)” discussed about the 

changing profile of the literary translator in the UK over the last few years. Prof. Rimli 

Bhattacharya, University of Delhi, presented her paper “Bringing into Translation: Script Sound 

Signification” spoke of the need to understand the significance of sound while translating. 

Sarmistha Dutta Gupta, an independent scholar, a literary translator and an activist of the 

women’s movement in India, spoke on Translation from feminist perspective in her paper 
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“Translating Women’s Writing and Feminist Literature”. This session was chaired by Samik 

Bandyopadhyay, eminent critic of Indian art, theatre and film. 

The theme taken up for the following session on the next day was “Translation: Roles Rights and 

Responsibilities”. The discussants for this session were Mandira Sen, partner of Bhatkal and Sen, 

who discussed how translation have played a major role in Stree-Samya’s publishing programme 

and Dr. Samantak Das, Department of Comparative Literature, Jadavpur University. Alice 

Grundy, Managing Editor at Giramondo Publishing and Editor-in-chief and co-founder of 

‘Seizure’ presented a paper entitled “Climate Change: Australian Publishing in a New 

Environment” where she spoke on how the Australian publishing industry was responding at a 

time when the Australian economy was struggling and the digital revolution was making a severe 

impact on the economy of the printed book. This session was chaired by Prof. Nilanjana Gupta, 

Department of English, Jadavpur University. 

On the next day the same theme was debated from another perspective. Prof. Sanjukta Dasgupta, 

Department of English, University of Calcutta presented a paper “Building Bridges: Translation 

as Fine Craft”. Mini Krishnan from Oxford University Press read a paper which she named 

“Translating to Understand, Reading for Enjoyment, Studying to Integrate” with an enthralling 

audio visual presentation, where she argued that translation of modern and contemporary Indian 

thought and literature into India’s link language, i.e., English, could be window through which at 

least a section of Indian society might be linked in a grid of understanding to save the idea of 

India as a nation. Kate Griffin from BCLT traced the ‘role and responsibilities of a British Centre 

for Literary Translation within global translation flows’. This session was presided over 

Ramkumar Mukhopadhyay, Director, Visva-Bharati Granthana Vibhaga. 

The last academic talk was held on the last session of the very last day where Mridula Nath 

Chakraborty in her paper “What Good is Translation?” debated the issue of the continuing 

hegemony of the English language as a global lingua franca and looked at some examples of the 

ways in which other languages, - viz., Arabic, Greek etc. have entered the regional sub-

continental modes of expression and then transformed the way in which human consciousness 

and literary imagination works. 

All the workshop sessions and academic panels and talks were well attended and the discussions 

were interactive and insightful. The International Autumn Translation School was finally bade 
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adieu by the enthralling performances by the students of Jadavpur University at Vivekananda 

Hall, Jadavpur University. Their performances bathed the entire Autumn Translation School in 

the colours of Nepali songs. Subsequently the valedictory session was held at the same venue. 

Prof. Kunal Chattopadhyay and Dr. Sayantan Dasgupta jointly delivered the Valedictory Address 

in an illuminating manner. The School was attended by over four hundred delegates from all the 

participating institutions. It allowed the younger scholars and aspiring translators to interact with 

senior translators as well as writers and critics from Translation Studies and able to generate 

discussion and debates on a large number of issues related to the practice and theory of 

translation. As the organizers had hoped, this Autumn Translation Workshop was successful to 

make ‘the dynamics of translation more visible’ 

The proceedings of the last day came to an end with a feedback session of which the present 

author could collect a few insightful comments which is given below for a complete 

understanding of the rigorous intellectual exercise into which the participants entered and 

enjoyed for a week in autumn 2013 in Jadavpur, India. 

 Dr. Ananya Dutta Gupta describes in her feedback how rewarding her experience was. She says: 

The Autumn School turned out to be a very rewarding experience. It stood out on two 

key points: the principle of consensual translation around which the actual workshops 

were run and the dual programme accommodating hands-on translation and end-of-

the-day seminars featuring a rich cross-section of speakers. The views they expressed 

were often refreshingly provocative and subversive. The combination of the anecdotal 

and the academic in their presentation reminded the audience all over again about the 

distinctiveness of translation as a process. It is both creative and critical, subjective 

and objective. The rigidly academic approach would be just as inadequate in 

addressing the issue of translation as the purely personal. The extended opportunity 

given to the participants to present their work and their views on the final day 

provided an ideal way of taking stock of work done and rounding off the intensive 

week-long experience. The inclusion of poetry and fictional prose across workshop 

groups was well-conceived. The scheme of simultaneous translation into two 

languages involving an interpreter in the case of the Nepali-English-Bengali workshop 

in particular afforded the participants fresh ways of thinking about the process called 

translation and its ramifications. The relaxed refreshments breaks allowed participants 

to interact with the very distinguished resource persons from Britain, Australia and 

closer home, as also with gifted fellow translators, some of them still postgraduate 

students. A general ambience of genial camaraderie and humour prevailed throughout. 

There was a genuine sense of international intellectual and cultural engagement. One 
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hopes that the net output of actual translations will soon see the light of day and will 

reach the wide target readership envisioned by the autumn school. 

 

Kate Griffin, being a part of the British Centre for Literary Translation, sees the workshop from 

an angle of extending its collaborative efforts and network in the countries of Asia.  She remarks: 

The British Centre for Literary Translation at the University of East Anglia was 

delighted to work with our colleagues at Jadavpur University and the University of 

Western Sydney to run the international literary translation autumn school in Kolkata 

in September this year.  

BCLT has had a strong interest in translation between Indian languages, having for 

many years hosted the Charles Wallace India Trust translation fellowships at the 

University of East Anglia. We also promote Indian writing through our support for the 

South Asian Literature Festival, sponsoring and hosting events about translation. It 

was therefore very exciting for us to explore the challenges of literary translation 

between English, Nepali and Bangla through the workshops, with such enthusiastic 

and talented translators who showed great commitment to the process. It was 

particularly fascinating to have the authors with us to delve into their writing in such 

depth, and we found the presentations at the end of the week very memorable. 

We hope that this autumn school is just the starting point for a deeper collaboration, 

between translation faculty and students at our universities. In the longer term, we 

hope to explore the role that a centre like BCLT might play in the process of 

translation between Indian languages and English, and to look at ways of bringing 

more Indian literature to the UK. We believe that literary translation can enhance 

writing in English, encouraging writers to engage with other literary styles and to push 

at the boundaries of language. 

 

Ananyaa Bhowmik, another enthusiastic participant describes the thrill of being a part of the 

grand event and tries to capture her emotions in the following lines: 

The International Translation Autumn School was a seven day program that I had the 

honour and pleasure of being a part of. It was innovative in its approach towards 

translation and the many dilemmas it presents to the amateur and the professional. 

Working with professionals and authors, we, the amateurs, became acutely aware of 

our many faults and shortcomings. Our insecurities were probed and answered, and 

questions rose in places where we were once most secure. We had walked in, hoping 

to translate works from one language to another and instead had ended up questioning 

our own grip over the said languages, questioning whether we were really ready to 

translate. It taught us to work in groups and in spite of the many differences and 

arguments we had as a team, we formed a bond which helped disperse the image of 

the lone translator in a dark room, his veins buzzing with caffeine, typing away at his 

https://www.facebook.com/ananyaa.bhowmik
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worn keyboard. Overall, while we entered the workshop the first day feeling confident 

in our skills, we found ourselves learning, discovering and sharing. I walked out 

feeling much more positive and satisfied than I had felt in the last decade and I 

sincerely hope that the initiative is taken up again and annually, and that I get to be a 

part of it again. 

 

Alice Grundy, a participant all the way from Australia, summarises her delight and excitement of 

being a part of such a fruitful endeavour saying: 

The Autumn School at Jadavpur University at the beginning of September this year 

might have only had a duration of one week but its impact was much greater. I was 

one of three Australians attending and was present to talk about Australian publishing 

and offer feedback on the translations. Over the course of the week I was impressed by 

the work of the translators and so pleased to see the rousing response to my 

compatriot, Ali Cobby Eckermann's poetry. The repercussions of the Autumn School 

will echo through my professional practice as an editor working with translations and, 

on a personal level, I was delighted by the people that we met and my first 

introduction to Kolkata. 

  

The above mentioned comments and the overwhelming response from the participants from both 

India and abroad not only proves how successful the workshop had been but also indicates the 

crying need for such academic engagements on translation in the present day scenario of 

globalization where translation assumes a pivotal role in communication. 
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