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EDITORIAL

Until recently, mainstream scholarship would often turn a “blind 
eye” to minoritarian and marginalised subjects of all kinds: territorial 
marginality, linguistic, sexual, gender, caste and disability related 
marginality. Far from being sensitive towards subjects of diverse kinds 
of otherness, everyday life appeared to be supportive of oppressive 
and discriminatory regimes. Academic disciplines continued to be 
indifferent towards such discrimination and exploitation. Whereas 
matters related to social justice were considered as belonging to 
practical politics, writers and artists continued the age-old practice of 
representing the subjects in conformity with the everyday practices. 
Literary studies were accordingly unconcerned with these matters. 
Of course, a writer with a liberal humanist orientation would offer 
“sympathetic” portrayals of many an “other.” But these latter would 
be “marginal” to their principal concerns: the heteronormative, 
upper caste, patriarchy, the healthily heroic, or—in the context of 
the West—WASP. Otherwise, the order of the day was to portray 
the black, blind, one-eyed people, hijras, bisexuals, flat-nosed races 
either in demonized form, as subjects of ridicule or as source of 
humour as the case may be. Also, there was a time when one could 
freely use such idioms as “turning a blind eye to” or metaphors such 
as the “limping hero,” “Tribe,” “lower caste,” “negro” with impunity. 
In contrast, thanks to the frequent claims for rights among the 
marginalized groups and their identarian politics, we are nowadays 
more likely to question ourselves before deploying such terms, as 
indeed I have done above while punning on the idiom by putting it 
within quotation marks. 

“Minorities” do not pre-exist; but are created through law: be it 
Manusmriti or be it the Indian Constitution or simply the new and 
ever-growing number of ancillary laws. Whereas the Constitution is 
a stable document with clear guidelines (even though judges are 
sometimes called upon to interpret words and clauses in it), the 
ancient Sanskrut text is unstable as it has numerous versions. Many 
readers of it trust the English version after the European scholars 
tried to fix it in terms of textuality. The text that Amdedkar set fire 
to may not have been the text that Gandhi had read and supported 
in part.1 Scholars who read the original version/s suggest that 
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different versions are contradictory. Manusmriti offers an internally 
inconsistent and conflicting perspective on women’s rights.2 It is a 
fact that the text has been mis/used in phases of Indian history to 
redefine and exploit as well as discriminate against certain castes. It 
is only when the colonial law makers fixed the text and made it the 
source of their Hindu law that the text was treated as the villain of the 
piece. Thus, when independent India decided to form its constitution 
and Ambedkar was entrusted with the scripting that justice and 
equality became his key points of reference. The constitution 
guarantees equality for all irrespective of caste, creed, religion etc. 
But in a nation state known for its cultural, ethnic and topographical 
diversity, otherness keeps proliferating. As a conceptual category, 
“minority” is of recent origin, a product of modernity. After all, it was 
only when modern democracy was institutionalized in the early 19th 
century that majoritarian government came into being and then the 
question of numerical minority arose.  Our concern and sensitivity 
towards various minorities and their exploitation and suffering has 
also been mediated by colonial modernity. Attention to disability 
and the more recent discipline of disability studies is also of Western 
provenance. 

The term “minority” is mostly deployed in its common sense, 
no doubt. But as a piece of postmodern academic jargon it is used 
as a philosophical concept developed by Gilles Deleuze and Félix 
Guattari. In these texts, they criticize the concept of “majority”. For 
Deleuze and Guattari the “minor” does not refer to minority groups 
as described in ordinary language. For them, minority groups are 
defined by identities that are “molar configurations” belonging to the 
majoritarian State Machine. Deleuze and Guattari argued that the 
concept of a “people,” when invoked by subordinate groups or those 
aligned with them, always refers to a minority, whatever its numerical 
power might be. There is a connection between “minorities” and the 
conception of the minor as per Deleuze and Guattari’s formulations. 
The past practice of apartheid in South Africa or the caste system in 
India provides an illustration of how the concept of “minority” is used 
by Deleuze-Guattari. While, numerically, there may be more blacks 
or Dalits than whites or upper caste people, white men and upper 
caste men still constitute the majority whereas Black men or Dalits 
formed a minority.  It is possible that the State and its apparatuses 
need to address the needs of these minorities to start making them 
believe that they are treated as equals and equal stake holders in the 
national enterprise.  

This special issue of SHSS explores the question of minorities 
from different disciplinary perspectives by engaging with different 
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minority identities in India. It focuses on such minorities as the 
Thankul Nagas, people with disability, Dalits, and migrants. How 
are minorities identified, defined, and categorized by legal and 
institutional processes? It is not unusual for a group to which more 
than one category can be applied. So, such categorizations become 
the basis for the struggle for rights. The essays here question the 
relationship of minority and majority. As editor, I am proud to say 
that almost all the contributors to the issue belong to the groups and 
identities they write about. Three are actively involved in issues of 
transgender rights and the use of effective pedagogy among learners 
with cognitive disability. Anil Aneja’s essay is about Rights of Persons 
with Disabilities Act (RPwDA) which advocates inclusive education. 
His analysis addresses the salient provisions under the RPwDA 
(2016) which can directly or indirectly impact development and 
practices of inclusive education in India. In three specific sections 
he outlines the philosophical basis, the historical perspectives to 
policy formation and the provisions of the Rights of Persons with 
Disabilities Act with reference to inclusive education. He concludes 
by arguing that in order to realize desirable outcomes of the present 
provisions concerning inclusion, it becomes mandatory to negotiate 
through many of the concerns he raises. Provisions under the Act 
should have considered the possible challenges and complications 
and subsequently the guidelines for a feasible mechanism would have 
added strength to the RPwDA. R. Lalitha Raja’s essay “Implications 
of cognition on language learning in children with dyslexia,” 
highlights the language problems of Tamil children with dyslexia 
both in learning Tamil and English in all aspects of language relating 
it to their cognitive processes. Researchers estimate that dyslexia is 
the most common reading problem that affects nearly 10 to 30 per 
cent of the population.

Akhilesh Kumar’s study is also about disability; but his concerns 
are more about their literary representations. Going back in time 
he analyzes works by two Bangla writers: Bankim and Tagore. In a 
patriarchal set-up, he argues, being female is in itself a disability. 
Bankimchandra Chatterjee (1838-1894) in his novel Rajani (1877) 
and Rabindranath Tagore (1861-1941) in his short story “Subha” 
(1918) seem to be thinking along these lines. Akhilesh Kumar 
tries to explore the struggle of the visually impaired protagonist 
of Rajani in a male-dominated society, and shows similarities and 
contrasts between Rajani and other characters in the novel. By 
juxtaposing the characters in Bankim and Tagore he looks at the 
literary representations of disability by focusing on the individual 
formulations of the disabled subject in their works.
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Kuhu Chanana moves to the domain of popular culture and her 
primary focus is on the consumption of the trans-cinema by the 
non-static spectator who participates and reorients the meaning of 
the trans-identity. She argues that the mobile and fluid meaning 
of the term ‘trans’ needs to be understood in that light as well. 
Secondly, she argues that to catalogue trans not as a monolithic and 
linear term but as a circular and protean in nature is all the more 
desirable. Though hijras at one level are quite different from the 
global trans identities (due to the very distant cultural codes) there 
are multiple overlaps because of the ever dynamic and multi-layered 
interpretation of certain others. Ahona Roy, similarly, writes about 
gay life in Mumbai.

Yuimirin Kapai’s paper tries to problematize the socio-political 
changes from the colonial to the postcolonial transition by bringing 
in other factors such as the beginning of print culture, introduction 
of money and the tension between tradition and modernity. The 
thrust of the paper is, however, not so much an attempt to analyse the 
changes as to set down the contextual and conceptual frameworks. 
He identifies the contact with the outside world as an important 
catalyst in the process of “disembedding.” Till as late as the end of 
nineteenth century, each village constituted the centre of the world. 
By the middle of the twentieth century, groups of villages had started 
to identify themselves as a tribe and later on groups of tribes as Nagas. 
Besides, disembedding also implies disengagement of individuals 
from community. The paper also looks at the production of spaces, 
and concludes by drawing our attention to the movement from 
“darkness to light” or “head-hunting to soul-hunting.” These terms 
were not merely metaphors but a reality. This shift was “a necessity to 
attain the life of eternity in the heaven.”

Three essays in this issue are pertaining to Tribal and Dalit 
identities. First, Raj Kumar begins with the general proposition that 
the Indian society has for centuries been one of the most hierarchical 
among known civilizations with a clear gradation in the exercise of 
power and privilege. But, he says, the literatures of this country, until 
very recently, have never focused on this problem of inequality as 
“the pen has by and large been in the hands of those who wielded 
power, and those outside the grid of authority and agency have 
generally been rendered invisible in the canonized literary texts of 
India.” Raj Kumar offers a cogent analysis of the term, “Tribe.” Then 
he proceeds to study the literary representation of ethnic oppression 
through a close reading of Gopinath Mohanty’s Paraja. He alludes 
to the controversy in sociological and anthropological thinking on 
tribal people about the degree to which their cultural autonomy 
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can remain intact in today’s world. He concludes by saying that 
the “unspoken message of Gopinath Mohanty’s Paraja is that the 
intrusion of outside forces can only bring in ruin and devastation to 
these children of nature.” But he says such a position is scientifically 
untenable. It is emotive rather than rational. Narender Kumar takes 
up the work of the Panjabi Dalit writer Gurdial Singh. He complicates 
the caste and women question and says, “In a caste society like India, 
the question of gender equality becomes more complicated because 
caste determines one’s socio-economic position in the society. And a 
woman’s position determines her subjection in the male dominant 
society.” He asks how do in Gurdial’s works women of both categories 
(landlord and peasant) get exploited by men? How do Dalit women 
get exploited by the upper caste landlords as well as by Dalit men? 
How does patriarchy work among the Dalits? He argues “The nexus 
between the upper caste landlords, government and police reveals 
that the whole state is under the control of landlords. The landholding 
castes determine which political party will make the government. 
Being economically sound, the landholding caste, directly or 
indirectly, controls government and government machinery to 
some extent. So, the nexus of landholding caste, government and 
government machinery always suppress the voice of the marginalized 
groups. Such use of the government machinery by the dominant 
caste raises the question about the function of democracy.” In 
her fascinating and comprehensive account of indentured labour 
in the late 19th century, Judith Misrahi-Barak delves deep into the 
migrations in the context of indentureship, caste and crossing of 
the Kala Pani, focusing on the communication that took place then, 
across lands and oceans. In the second half of her paper, she offers a 
hypothesis about the epistolary exchanges that happened at the time 
of indentureship from India to the Caribbean. Finally, she points 
out how, “just like the addresser, we are confronted by the ghostly 
text of the addressee who does not respond, who cannot respond, 
or chooses not to respond. Through the disengagement one can 
also see a form of agency and empowerment.” She concludes by 
saying that crossing the Kala Pani and “shedding one’s caste meant 
suffering. But it was also, for many, an act of emancipation, of social 
equalizing, looking forward to the annihilation of caste.” 

I am sorry that the issue could not carry articles on certain other 
marginal categories such as the nomads. This lacuna could have 
been addressed if only we had enough time at our disposal. Before 
signing off, however, I wish to thank the former Director, Professor 
Chetan Singh who entrusted me with the responsibility of editing 
three issues of SHSS which were part of a huge backlog. I am happy 
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to have cleared these. I am especially grateful to the IIAS that I was 
entrusted with the editorial responsibility of this special issue. I am 
also grateful to the current Chairman, Professor Kapil Kapoor and 
the Director Makarand Paranjape for allowing me to carry out the 
responsibility given me by the preceding team.

Notes

 1. Gandhi had said, “I hold Manusmriti as part of Shastras. But that does not mean 
that I swear by every verse that is printed in the book described as Manusmriti. 
There are so many contradictions in the printed volume that, if you accept one 
part, you are bound to reject those parts that are wholly inconsistent with it. 
(...) Nobody is in possession of the original text.”

 2. Patrick Olivelle (2005), Manu’s Code of Law, Oxford University Press.



Gopinath Mohanty’s Paraja:  
a study of Ethnic opprEssion

raj Kumar

although the indian society has for centuries been one of the most 
hierarchical among the known civilizations with a clear gradation in 
the exercise of power and privilege, the literatures of this country, 
until very recently, have never focused on this problem of inequality. 
the pen has by and large been in the hands of those who wielded 
power, and those outside the grid of authority and agency have 
generally been rendered invisible in the canonized literary texts of 
india. it is only towards the end of the nineteenth century that a few 
unusual novels take up the theme of social oppression as their major 
concern, and in the twentieth century there is a gradually growing 
awareness in literature of those who have so far remained outside the 
threshold of mainstream indian society: the outcastes, the landless, 
the dispossessed and the tribals. 

My attempt in this paper will be to study the literary representation 
of ethnic oppression through a close reading of Gopinath Monanty’s 
Paraja (odia: 1945, English translation: 1987). as an odia reader, i 
have an advantage of reading the novel written in odia. But for the 
analysis i will use the English translation of the text. the limitations of 
a translation, as we all know, are many, and have to be acknowledged. 
But my objective in this paper is to look at the representation of 
oppression — hence, the focus will be thematic rather than stylistic, 
and i would prefer not to take up issues regarding the quality or 
adequacy of translation in this limited space.

Paraja highlights the predicament of a tribal community today 
and the varieties of exploitation that the people belonging to it 
have to suffer. Gopinath Mohanty has firsthand experience of the 
tribes of Koraput region where he has lived, and he writes his two 
famous novels, Paraja and amrutara Santana (odia: 1947, English 
translation: 2015). they are moving accounts of the clash between 
two worldviews—tribal and non-tribal, the indigenous people 
confronting the commercial and the bureaucratic forces with 
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bafflement and in comprehension. Before i take up the novel for 
critical analysis it will be necessary to give a proper background to 
the term ‘tribe’ and also the ways tribal worlds are interpreted by the 
academics.  

defining the term ‘tribe’

defining the English word ‘tribe’ is not an easy task as it has been 
changing its connotations over the centuries. the word originates 
from Latin ‘tribuz’ referring to the three divisions into which the 
early romans were grouped. The Oxford English Dictionary defines 
the contemporary meaning of the word thus: “a race of people; now 
applied especially to a primary aggregate of people in a primitive or 
barbarous condition, under a headman or chief”.1 romila thapar 
has pointed out the word ‘tribe’ in its “precise meaning refers to a 
community of people claiming descent from a common ancestor”, 
but has been “used to cover a variety of social and economic forms 
not to mention claims to biological and racial identities; and this 
tends to confuse the original meaning”.2 andre Beiteille defines the 
‘tribes’ as “people who were considered primitive, lived in backward 
areas and did not know the use of writing”.3 Barun de and nripen 
Bandhyopadhyay define tribes as ‘groups of people who use a 
common dialect and also observe certain common taboos but whose 
principal characteristic is that they have not been absorbed into the 
dominant culture of india, but which remains as social enclaves of 
under-privilege with the national fabric”.4 Last but not the least, 
surjit saha defines the  “tribes” which can be appropriately applied 
to the tribals in Gopinath Mohanty’s novel Paraja: “the tribals are 
population groups which were able to resist effectively the pressures 
of unequal incorporation into hindu society and thus remain outside 
the parameters of social control by the Brahmin elite. societies which 
grew in these zones of exclusion from hinduism created their own 
separate ethnic and cultural identities, subject to differentiations 
partly imposed by natural environment and ecology. these zones of 
exclusion were not only socio-cultural but also territorial”.5 

today many anthropologists, administrators and scholars prefer 
the word ‘aboriginal’ to ‘tribal’. despite divergent definitions and 
different views of experts there are some common features possessed 
by all the tribal groups which have been resisting acculturation or 
absorption. a. r. desai makes a list of these: 

(1) they live away from the civilized world in the most inaccessible 
parts of both forests and hills; (2) they belong either to one of the three 
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stocks — negritos, austoloids or Mongoloids; (3) they speak (same) 
tribal dialect; (4) they profess a primitive religion known as ‘animism’ in 
which the worship of ghosts and spirits is the most important element; 
(5) they follow primitive occupations such as gleaning, hunting and 
gathering of forest produce; (6) they are largely carnivorous or flesh or 
meat eaters; (7) they live either naked or semi-naked using tree barks 
and leaves for clothing; and (8) they have nomadic habits and a love for 
drink and dance.6 

thus conceived, tribals are a self-contained community: they have 
a common history, common culture and common government. 
since the members of a tribe consider each other to be related by 
ties of kinship the relationships of production are also homogenous. 
as a corollary to this, it follows that tribal societies are unstratified. 
tribal economy by nature is non-monetized. for a society based on a 
domestic economy, where producers are themselves the consumers, 
the role of money is peripheral. one must remember that not all 
societies labelled as tribal are in the same stage of development 
within their boundaries, nor do they have the same relationship with 
the larger society in which they are situated. the santals in West 
Bengal, the thodas in nilagiri hills and ooty, the Jenukurubas in 
Biligiriranga hills in Karnataka, the different hill tribes of the north-
East and the Kondh and paraja tribes of odisha have very different 
internal organizations and their interaction with the so-called 
‘mainstream’ life is not uniform or similar. 

at present, due to developmental activities, there are very few 
tribal communities which are in total isolation. new roads and 
communication facilities have opened up the remote areas and 
people have developed contact with the modern world. Most of 
the tribes, at least in odisha, Bihar, Jharkhand, andhra pradesh, 
telengana, chhatishgarh and Madhya pradesh or even in Meghalaya, 
nagaland, Manipur and tripura have adopted technology or 
modern agriculture, though not on a very large scale. But this 
contact may lead to the rapid disintegration of tribal society and the 
absorption of the aboriginals within the surrounding population, 
or it may result in conscious and self-chosen seclusion. these two 
possible alternatives lead one to ask: should the aboriginals be free 
to follow their inclination in accepting or rejecting the cultural and 
social patterns of the majority groups around them or should they be 
compelled or coaxed to abandon their own cultural traditional and 
values for the sake of a uniform ideal of economic development? 

Most of these communities had their own traditional systems 
of education that socialized the member of the tribe into its own 
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mode of living. the standardized form of education that is now 
being imposed from above disturbs some of its ethical, moral and 
cultural norms of the community but is in some ways inevitable if 
these people want to get out of their isolation and aspire to a better 
standard of living. 

this tension may be articulated in many scholarly debates in 
abstract terms, but only literature can give us the nuances of the 
predicament in a way that our sympathies get directly involved. 
Whether the autonomy of the tribal society be protected or not is a 
very troubled issue. 

that the hindu culture, otherwise known as ‘Great tradition’, 
tries to incorporate the tribal cultures or the various ‘Little 
traditions’ is generally known. on the other hand, the tribal people 
have been in various ways resisting the dominance of high caste 
culture. history offers evidence of these indigenous people fighting 
against the ‘outsiders’ and the new developments in historiography 
have succeeded in bringing out into the open more such struggles 
that had not been highlighted earlier. it is this conflict, the tribals 
against the non-tribals, the slow strangulation of the tribals by the 
bureaucrats, moneylenders and the destruction of the aboriginal 
way of life that sets the ground for Gopinath Mohanty’s novel Paraja. 
What makes Mohanty to write on the tribals? Being an outsider to 
the tribal world what does he write about them? Let us address these 
questions to understand Mohanty’s views on the tribals. 

Gopinath Mohanty’s Literary World

it may be mentioned here that among the major novelists in odia, 
Gopinath Mohanty is remarkable for his epic representation of the 
changing rhythm of tribal life in his novels Paraja, amrutara Santana, 
Dadi Budha, Sibu Bhai, apahancha, etc. as a government officer, he 
was posted in different parts of odisha including the tribal district 
of Koraput. he spent the most energetic years of his life among the 
tribes especially parajas and Kondhs trying to understand their ways 
of life and their worldview. his total absorption in the landscape 
and customs of these people gave him a perspective that people 
outside the tribe seldom acquire. Bikram K. das in the translator’s 
introduction to Paraja emphasizes Mohanty’s first-hand knowledge 
of the people he is writing about and his involvement with and 
participation in the lives of the people of the paraja tribe: 

the characters he creates are very real people set in a three dimensional 
landscape. he has known the sounds and smells of jungle he so lovingly 
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evokes; what is more, he has obviously suffered and exulted with sukru 
Jani and his tribe, drunk rice-bear with them, sung their songs, danced 
at their harvest festivals and starved with them when the rains failed. the 
author’s intense personal involvement is unmistakable even if one were 
ignorant of this background of lived and shared experience, and it lends 
Paraja surging power that very few indian novels have.7

Mohanty’s concern for the tribals may be further testified from the 
following extract which was a petition sent against him to the prime 
Minister Jawaharlal nehru in January 1951, by the landowners and 
moneylenders of Koraput where he was posted as a special assistant 
agent combining the powers of s.d.o. and sub-Judge under agency 
rule: “to our great calamity and disaster sri Gopinath Mohanty is 
posted here as the special assistant agent at rayagada. he is always 
fond of hill-men and behaves like hill-men himself. he very little 
respects other classes of people before them. he behaves as if only 
born for adivasis”.8

as a writer, Gopinath Mohanty’s literary career is quite impressive. 
apart from writing on tribals, he has also written about other subjects. 
Managahirara Chasa (1940) was Mohanty’s first novel. subsequently 
he wrote 22 novels out of which 20 have been published, and in 
addition his short stories have been collected in eight volumes. he 
also has a two-part autobiography. his fictional work, particularly 
novels, can be divided into three main groups. the first group 
corresponds to his early service period when he was posted in the 
tribal district of Koraput. the novels are Dadi Budha (1944), Paraja 
(1945), amrutara Santana (1947), Sibu Bhai (1955), apahancha 
(1961) all of them dealing with tribal life. in the second group of 
novels, he focuses on the people living in towns and brings out the 
social nuances that differentiate the different castes and classes and 
highlights the predicaments of both individuals and communities. 
these novels are: Harijan (1948), Sarata Babunka Gali (1950), rahura 
Chhaya (1952), Sapana Mati (1954), Danapani (1955), Laya Bilaya 
(1961), etc. in the last phase he wrote only one novel Matimatala 
(1964), which is a saga of rural life in odisha. 

the novel Paraja deals with the tribal people and begins at a point 
where their world is still whole, unstratified by the forces from the 
outside world. they are depicted as simple people, with modest 
aspirations and carefree lives. the details about the tribe emerge 
through an account of a small family in a paraja village at some 
distance away from Koraput town. it is the saga of how this family, 
unable to confront the devious forces of the so-called ‘civilized’ world 
- bureaucracy and greed - gradually faces ruin and devastation. 
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amrutara Santana depicts the lives of the Kondhs, a more ancient 
and more populous group having a philosophy of their own. the 
simple and lineal features of paraja are now replaced by a complex 
organization and shifting relationship which give a deeper and more 
intense experience of life. the novel basically talks about puyu, the 
heroine, who sacrifices herself for the sake of the family and for the 
hope of a new life to come. 

Harijan deals with dalits who stay in dirty hovels in derelict part 
of cuttack town. dalits in Harijan are contrasted with the rich upper 
castes, who exploit them and finally drive them out of the limits of 
the town. in the novel, puni, a dalit girl, is seduced by aghor, the 
son of a rich contractor who occupies the land of dalits driving them 
away. 

Danapani narrates the story of a man’s rise to a high position and 
in the process, he employs all means including the use of his wife’s 
beauty and youth. in both the above-mentioned novels, the novelist 
exposes the so-called “civilized” veneer of the urban man to reveal 
his selfishness and greed.

Laya Bilaya is also set in an urban locale. a family from calcutta 
comes to puri for a short visit. the contact with the sea rejuvenates 
them and they feel nourished as they have never felt before. they 
have to go back finally into the drab lifelessness of the metropolis. 
While the dominant tone in the tribal novels was compassion, the 
urban characters are handled with sharp and biting irony. 

Matimatala traces the life story of a committed young man rabi, 
who decides to dedicate his life to serve his fellow villagers instead 
of taking up a salaried job. his father, a local zamindar, does not 
approve of this. But rabi sticks to his decision and the rest of the 
novel deals with his continuous attempts at organizing the village 
life and the resistances he has to face. in the process, the changing 
structure of rural odia life, its strength and weaknesses are laid bare 
in unique totality. 

though Mohanty’s literary world can be interpreted in many ways 
and although apparently he seems to be dealing with many different 
worlds, he is really concerned with a single theme in almost all his 
novels — the conflict of cultures and impact of new civilization on 
the old. that is why his fictional world is full of tensions. this epochal 
experience that almost the whole of our country has gone through 
during the twentieth century with regional and class community 
variations is captured by Gopinath Mohanty with reference to odisha, 
specially highlighting the collision of agrarian and technological 
world views. 
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reading the text

“paraja”, the name of a tribe (pronounced ‘paroja’ or ‘poroja’ 
in odia), is derived from the sanskrit word ‘praja’ which literally 
means the subjects or the common people, as distinguished from 
the rajas or the zamindars of the pre-independence time. in odia 
language, the word “paraja” denotes ‘tenants’ or ‘royats’.9 Befitting 
the meaning of the term the tribesmen in the novel are thrifty, 
hard-working cultivators in comparison to their relatively primitive 
counterparts inhabiting adjoining territory. sukru Jani and his elder 
son Mandia, strong and hard working, are eager to improve their 
lot with whatever means of betterment of living that the depths of 
Koraput jungle can offer. the author in the beginning presents a 
pre-lapsarian world untouched by the acquisitive tendencies of a 
complex urban life and its people. the parajas practice barter system, 
a relatively self-sufficient village economy and are on the whole 
tuned to a harmonious rhythm of life. the agents of change, who 
enter this world of innocence to cause devastation, come from the 
outside. they are the forest guards, the foresters, the excise officials, 
the magistrates and the other representative of the administrative 
and bureaucratic machinery. 

in most of thomas hardy’s novels, as in Paraja, we find strangers 
entering into the unspoiled and unadulterated world of innocence. 
for example, farfrae in Mayor of Casterbridge (English: 1886) is an 
alien who brings about a tragic end to the life of henchard. in 
The Woodlanders (English: 1887) Edgar fitzpiers and Mrs. felice 
charmond are outsiders who carry with them an urban value system. 
When they enter, the static world constituted mainly of Mr. Melbury, 
Giles Winterborne and Grace disintegrates. 

there are two causes which bring about the disintegration of 
society that we find in both Paraja and The Woodlanders. first, it is due 
to the arrival of urban values in an innocent world and secondly, it is 
the desire for the social upliftment from within the Woodlanders and 
the paraja people. Mr. Melbury in The Woodlanders is an established 
businessman. But he continually wants to raise his status and sends 
Grace to town for higher education. he wants to marry Grace above 
status so that people will respect him. in Paraja, sukru has his own plot 
of land but he wants more to make real his dreams for comfortable 
position. he wants to get his sons and daughters married and hopes 
to see his grandchildren. he sees even further: 

his grandsons are already fathers and the chubby urchins crowding 
around him are his great-grand children. his line has multiplied. he 
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has a big herd of cattle too; there they are-he counts sixty fine animals. 
and there in front of long row of houses which are all his, is a large 
cattle-shed, and this too is his. and there is… etc.10

in Paraja, sukru Jani’s travail begins with the brush with the forest 
guard, a lecher who covets sukru’s elder daughter Jili. selling a 
daughter for money means violation of the essential values of that 
tribe, its integrity and honour. sukru Jani’s angry response to the 
forest guard’s proposal has unfortunate repercussions. the message 
of refusal, sent through Kau paraja, triggers off a course of ruthless 
vindictiveness on the part of the forest guard who brazenly reneges 
on the permission earlier given to sukru to cut the trees. some 
revenue officers also come down on him with notices of a fine, the 
non-payment of which would land him in jail. 

there is no choice left for sukru. at last he chooses paying the 
fine by borrowing money. and that choice yokes him inexorably to 
slavery. he becomes the sahukar’s goti or bonded labourer. his agony 
of being reduced to serfdom is brought out in the aging father’s cry as 
he puts his arm around his son: “Gotis, tikra! from today we are gotis, 
slaves!”11 slavery for the self-respecting paraja is virtually death, yet 
he will not go to prison which is the only other alternative. Gotihood 
is horrible but imprisonment is an inconceivable ignominy. in their 
calculation, a jail sentence is eternal disgrace, eternal damnation. 
Mohanty describes that prison is the greatest terror in the lives of 
tribals: 

for the ignorant tribemen, there is no terror greater than the terror of 
the prison. it is altogether beyond his comprehension for it belongs to 
a system in which he has no part, though he lives in its fringes. Labour 
he understands, even unpaid labour under a tyrannical moneylender, 
for this he is born into, but anyone who goes to jail is forever stamped 
a criminal and ostracized. it cripples him socially and economically, the 
law never relents once it has you in its toils.12

the terror arises out of a total incomprehension of the judicial 
and penal system under which the tribal officially lives, but which 
remains as mysterious and malevolent to him as an evil fate. 

the emergence of the money-lending class can be traced back 
to the British rule in india. the new British revenue system of 
eighteenth century turned land into private property and in the 
process a new type of society evolved in our country. With the 
coming of the British to india there came industry and it partly 
replaced the agricultural set up. in the agricultural set up land was 
a matter of life and death to the peasants. But the introduction of 
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commerce changed the relationship between man and man to that 
of tenant and the landlord. again the introduction of money as 
the only medium of exchange led the peasants to abject poverty. 
the British Government would no more take five bags of rice as 
was the practice with the kings and local zamindars, but demand 
cash. the natural calamities and especially the famine of 1866, 
which broke the backbones of most of the odia farmers, gave rise to 
the moneylenders who ultimately started grabbing the land of poor 
peasants. as a result, the farmer became either a landless labourer 
or a migrant worker in the town. several indian writers, including 
premchand, have dealt with this theme.

the oppression of the moneylender follows the same pattern in 
the tribal village as it does in any other village in india including the 
village Belari in uttar pradesh which premchand had introduced to 
us in Godan (hindi: 1936). in Paraja, ramachandra Bishoi initially 
started a liquor business and the tribal people sold their land to 
buy liquor. Later he became a moneylender, giving money for the 
mortgage of land. he charged such a high interest on the loan taken 
that there was no possibility for a poor tribal to ever pay up the capital 
as well as the interest which was computed in a strange complicated 
manner. as a result, he became his goti, a bonded labourer for 
his whole life. Mohanty graphically describes the process in the 
following: 

a tribesman comes to the sahukar for a loan of mandia, and the sahukar 
agreed to let him have it. the deal is closed and as the man is about to 
go, the sahumar asks him: 
‘have you taken your grain’?
‘yes, sahukar’, the man says.
‘how much are you taking’?
‘one putti’.
‘all right. now go and tell my clerk that you are taking a putti of mandia. 
he will write it down in his books’.
the loan is entered in the clerk’s ledger.
‘have you informed by clerk?’ the suhukar asks again. 
‘yes, sahukar’. the man prepares to leave. 
‘Wait, the sahukar says. you haven’t informed my wife. she is inside the 
house. 
Go and tell her. and tell my servant also.’  
the poor Kondh or paraja has to inform three other persons, besides 
sahukar himself, that he is borrowing a putti of mandia, at fifty per cent 
interest. and each time one entry is made. 
next year, the borrower returns with a putti and half of mandia which 
should clear him of the debt. 
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‘is that all?’ the sahukar asks, looking at the pile of the grain. 
‘Why, yes, sahukar. i took one putti, and the interest is half a putti.’
‘one putti! are you mad? you took one putti from me, one putti from 
my clerk, one putti from my wife, and one putti from my servant. how 
many puttis is that? there, count: one and one and one and one makes 
four. and the interest of four puttis? two puttis. so you should have 
brought six puttis in all; instead of which you have brought one and a 
half. Why, even the interest is more than that! do you understand?’
‘no, sahukar,’ the bewildered tribesman says. ‘But, you must be right.’
and the poor man is hooked. a goti is born….13

the chronic indebtedness of the tribals is certainly due to rampant 
poverty and subsistence economy. reliable ethnographic evidences 
prove that tribal people were not that much handicapped in their 
struggle for living a carefree life when their places of habitation 
were isolated and devoid of middlemen and contractors. they were 
living in self-sufficient economic conditions. they had forest wealth 
at their disposal to sustain themselves. But unfortunately when their 
abodes were thrown open as a result of economic development all 
around, they found themselves completely ill-equipped to enjoy the 
fruits of development. outsiders, the so-called ‘civilized’ people, 
exploited their vulnerability in the absence of any concerted efforts 
on the part of administration. With the passage of time, their plight 
continued to worsen and they have been reduced to the position we 
find them in today. 

the modus operandi of the traditional moneylender is very simple 
and convenient to the tribal debtors. Whenever a tribal needs money 
for whatever reason he has to walk a few furlongs or less to reach the 
moneylender’s house where he is always welcome — day in and day 
out. the moneylender provides him money without any condition, 
sureties, guarantees and guarantors since an average tribal has very 
little to offer in the way of movable or immovable property. all that 
he has is his honest desire to fulfill his loan obligations out of his 
earnings and some land that he may possess. the moneylender 
recognizes these as good security, and demands mortgaging the 
tribal’s land against the loan. By way of any formality the only thing 
a debtor has to do is to affix his thumb impression on a blank piece 
of paper or under a draft which he cannot read. 
since most of the tribal people are illiterate they have no idea of 
what is being entered in the account books of the moneylender. 
they put their thumb impression very submissively wherever desired 
by the moneylender and that seals their fate forever. in many cases 
these transactions are oral and they cannot afford to approach a 
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court of law for seeking redress. But even those transactions, which 
are recorded in the account books, are nothing but legal fictions 
because of the wrong entries of inflated amounts and the most the 
poor can do is to call the village panchayat which usually serves the 
interest of the moneylender. the indebtedness leads to bondedness 
and land alienation which is exactly happened in Mohanty’s Paraja. 

thus, the size of the problem of indebtedness is enormous. 
indebtedness among tribals does not only have economic dimensions 
but social and psychological ones too. the term ‘goti’ defined by 
Bikram nanda as follows: 

Whatever may be the nature of bondedness, every goti is attached to 
a particular household that exercises direct control over his labour or 
products of labour… the indebtedness always multiplies in some kind 
of geometrical progression. Bondedness is like an autograph in arrear 
so that once signed it can rarely be erased… children of goti are in debt 
before they are born. a goti is, of course, assured of the bare minimum 
of diet and a roof. he is forbidden to possess means of production (land, 
plough, cattle, etc.). the sahukar may decide to pay the goti a small 
amount of cash to buy luxuries as a token of his goodwill and allow an 
off day or so on a festive occasion.14

the oppression of the moneylender in Mohanty’s Paraja is not a 
new phenomenon in odia literature. the historicity of this can be 
traced back to the colonial rule in odisha during the nineteenth 
century when the traditional odia society was undergoing structural 
changes through the incorporation of many new professions. 
ramachandra Bishoi’s appearance in the paraja community is not 
sudden. in literature, it is a gradual process continuing from fakir-
mohan senapati’s Chhamana athaguntha (odia: 1898). ramachandra 
Mangaraj who grabs the land of innocent Bhagia and saria in 
senapati’s novel appears in a different garb in Kalindi charan 
panigrahi’s Matira Manisha (odia: 1931) as hari Mishra, a shrewd 
Brahmin who becomes the chairman of the village panchayat. hari 
Mishra tries to divide a happy and prosperous joint family and to 
destroy the integrity of the village life for his selfish end but finds that 
people are becoming conscious of their rights. their revolutionary 
protest eventually endangers his safety. it is as if hari Mishra escapes 
from the world of Matira Manisha into the safer and more profitable 
world of tribal odisha as depicted in Paraja. and then appears 
ramchandra Bishoi in Gopinath Mohanty’s Paraja. here, he serves 
as the middleman, establishing a link between the tribal people and 
the revenue inspectors appointed by the government. thus, the 
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predatory mediator between the market economy of the capitalist 
world and the pre-monetary values of the self-sufficient tribal village 
turns out to be a recurring presence in odia fiction. 

colonialism, commerce and corruption

as we have seen earlier, the advance of the commercial frontier into 
a relatively simple, self-sufficient tribal economy was inaugurated by 
British colonialism. as a result tribals had to depend on the non-
tribals who are basically exploitative by nature. in this connection 
Bikram nanda writes:

the steady decline of the self-sufficiency of tribal produces increased 
he dependence of the tribals on the non-tribals. these non-tribal men 
and women who were peddlers in the highlands considered themselves 
“higher” in social status than the highland dwellers. this group of higher 
status hindu men and women found an intermediary place between 
the product and consumption in the highlands. in years of bad harvest 
and during months of scarcity, the prices of grain were extraordinarily 
high and the tribals faced hardships in meeting their requirements 
of subsistence. this resulted in wide spread tribal indebtness in the 
highlands … 15

in Paraja, market value is penetrating into a world where no markets 
existed. in the very beginning of the novel, we find the adhikari, an 
outsider as well as a government agent, imposing a fine of 80 rupees 
on sukru Jani for whom the amount is exorbitant. sukru then runs 
to ramachandra Bishoi, the moneylender who eventually succeeds 
in keeping sukru as his goti. Later sukru’s two sons, Mandia and 
tikra also remain as gotis under the same moneylender. sukru also 
mortgages his land which is never returned by the sahukar. thus, 
the intrusion of money into a non-monetary society slowly destroyed 
a peaceful and happy family. there are some characters in the novel 
who in the beginning resist the market value system. Jili and Bili, 
daughters of sukru Jani resisted tooth and nail the proposals of 
the forest guard, a bureaucrat, and the first ever representative of 
the outside world to enter into the tribal world in the novel. But 
they are so helpless in the face of a value system that was engulfing 
their society that they had to play the roles of concubines to the 
road contractor and later Jili had to elope with the moneylender 
ramachandra Bishoi.

We also see there is a progressive loss of individual liberty due to 
the market value system. Bishoi is purely a moneylender and not a 
zamindar like Mangaraj in Chhamana athaguntha. he lends money to 
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the needy people and turns them to bonded labourers, a process of 
which sukru and his two sons Mandia and tikra are victims. freedom 
becomes a commodity and only money can give them freedom. 
the situation is something different in hardy’s The Woodlanders. 
in The Woodlanders, Giles loses his piece of land but becomes an 
independent labourer. in England, the landless people were free 
to sell their labour because the industrial revolution had opened 
up other opportunities of employment. But in a predominantly 
agrarian indian society, land is often the only source of living and 
that is why it is imbued with so much emotion in our culture. the 
tribals in the novel try to get back their piece of land and in the end 
out of frustration and disappointment they killed the moneylender. 

the killing of the moneylender in Paraja is a clear instance of 
tribal resistance. it shows that Mohanty’s description of tribal world 
is not purely romantic, nor is it mainly a nostalgic evocation of 
pristine innocence. a comparison of the world of Paraja with Bhhe 
agabat panigrahi’s odia short story “shikara” (1936) will bring this 
point out clearly. in Shikara, Ghinua, a santal hunter, is so innocent 
that after killing Govinda sardar, an oppressor very much like 
ramachandra Bishoi, he waits for the reward which he thinks he will 
receive from court for a brave and socially useful act. instead of a 
reward, he receives a death sentence. in Paraja, on the other hand, 
the tribal people know that the killing of ramachandra Bishoi, 
although morally right is nevertheless a criminal act. they are aware 
of the legal norms and they go to the police station to surrender 
themselves and await punishment. 

the tribal world has now been sucked into the administrative 
network of bureaucracy, jurisprudence and penal system. But the 
court and the police station in Paraja are crucial sites of corruption 
and exploitation. that is why tribal people shudder at the very 
mention of words such as law courts. Mohanty describes the tribals 
attitude to courts in the following words:

they had seen from a distance the world of law courts, packed with 
buzzing crowds of clerks, peons, policemen, and lawyers carrying thick 
books under their arms, and it was a nightmare world for them. in the 
court there was always someone growling at you: what are you doing 
there; who asked you to come in? Who is that smoking? stop that noise! 
and people ask you not only your name but also your father’s name and 
the name of his father and his father, back to the fourteen generations, 
and everything that was spoken was written down in the books. the 
tribesmen lived in terror of the court, and the stories they heard only 
added to their fear.16
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the alienation of the people from the system that administers 
them justice arises out of the superimposed nature of the judicial 
system. it has not evolved indigenously, it is a graft from above, and 
it is meant to intimidate and mystify rather than help and redress 
genuine grievances. the court is a terror not only to the tribals but 
also to the non-tribals, especially to the common men of the villages 
who are also uneducated like the tribals and are terrified of the 
magic potency of the written word on which the legal system rests.17 
another novel by Mohanty, Matimatala, which is an epic of odisha 
village life, tells us how the common people perceive the law court 
and its complexities: 

so many incidents occur in the village, it is not possible to go to the court 
for each and every thing. the experienced villager feels odd and afraid 
at the very mention of the word. it is said that entering the court is like 
the outbreak of cholera ….18

the tribal’s fear of the court, the prison or any government official 
comes out of incomprehension. anything unknown is mysterious and 
terrifying for a tribesman. sukru implicitly attributes magic power to 
these administrative agencies. he addresses the court in the same 
way he addresses the sky and dharmu, his God, the Just one. the 
literate people represented by the revenue and also the sahukar in 
the novel as a class exploits the innocent and unlettered tribesmen. 
sukru is intimidated and threatened by this literate world:

sukru Jani stood like a criminal in the dock and when he saw the officials 
writing, he felt as if the point of knife was being dragged across his 
heart; for he had the tribesmen’s instinctive dread of writings made on 
paper. he also heard them speak to each other in some dialect which no 
tribesmen could understand and this added to his terror.19

the tribals’ culture is based on orality. they never maintain any 
records or any written document. Whatever deal they finalize, it is 
only through a verbal agreement. that is why the cunning sahukar 
could swindle them very easily since there is no written evidence 
available to them. 

Mohanty presents a tribal world as an uncorrupted paradise 
before the outside forces began to enter it and subvert its values. 
in one way this is an over-simplification, a kind of stereotyping that 
is not unknown in literature, that constructs a binary opposition 
between good and evil or the natural and artificial to polarize two 
communities and two cultures. Bengali literature (for example, 
aranyara Din ratri: 1960 by sunil Gangopadhyay) is replete with texts 
where santal tribe is imbued with qualities of simplicity, honesty, 
robust health and enjoyment of life to provide a counterpoint to the 
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decadent urban Bengali. Even in premchand’s Godan a tribal woman 
is introduced into the text merely to highlight her vigour, vitality 
and spontaneity in opposition to the fragile debility of Miss Malti, 
the urban woman. the tribals, thus, have had a tradition of being 
represented as “the other” in indian literature. 

Gopinath Mohanty cannot, however, be accused of total 
romanticization because he knows the tribal world far too well to 
realize that not everyone in a tribe is the repository of positive values. 
there are pimps like Kau paraja and Madhu Ghasi who emotionally 
and sentimentally exploit their victims. Even the lumpen characters 
in the text: Barik, dhepu chalan, faul domb, chambru domb, 
shama paraja, rami are portrayed realistically and their petty corrupt 
ways are exposed. thus, we see that within the tribal community also 
a man is being exploited by his fellow man. 

conclusion

there is a controversy in the sociological and anthropological 
thinking on tribals about the degree to which their cultural autonomy 
can remain intact in today’s world. Whether the changes brought 
in through development are undesirable because they upset the 
ecological balance of their lives is an issue on which endless debate is 
possible. the unspoken message of Gopinath Mohanty’s Paraja is that 
the intrusion of outside forces can only bring in ruin and devastation 
to these children of nature. this is not a theoretical or scientific 
position, but an emotional view based on the author’s compassion 
for the tribes. this romantic notion ignores the dimension of 
change that is inevitable in any living society. instead of thinking of 
an evolving society where the tribals can be accommodated along 
with the non-tribals, Mohanty dreams of a world where a paraja’s 
life can be presented in a museum-like stasis. While the reader is 
touched by the author’s empathy for the predicament of the tribes 
when confronted with alien values, there remains a doubt whether 
the implied vision of an unchanging continuity of tribal culture is 
at all a desirable or possible in our complex and competitive world 
today. 
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indEnturEship, castE and  
thE crossinG of thE KaLa PanI

Judith Misrahi-Barak

setting the stage 

in the context of the British Empire, Kala Pani is often associated 
with the ‘cellular Jail’ the British had established in port Blair, on the 
andaman islands. to be sent there implied the loss of caste/varna 
because of the voyage across the sea, and hence, social exclusion 
and tremendous psychological distress.1 the risk of being sent 
across the sea was enough for the hindu soldiers of the British raj to 
launch revolts and mutinies. yet, in contrast to this association with 
punishment, exile and sin, the Kala Pani must also be connected 
with the crossing of the ‘dark waters’ that took almost one and a half 
million indian people across the indian and the atlantic oceans, to 
fiji, Mauritius and the caribbean. 

Large scale migration out of india began in the 1830s when 
hundreds of thousands of indians, both willingly and unwillingly, 
left the subcontinent and crossed the Kala Pani (the ‘black waters,’ 
the ‘forbidden’ sea between india and the americas) to work in the 
sugar colonies as indentured labourers, or bound coolies, not only 
in the British Empire but also in the french and dutch colonies. 
these emigrants were responding to the need for labour on the 
plantations after african enslavement was legally abolished in 
1834 and fully terminated in 1838. some 1.250.000 emigrants were 
taken to fiji and Mauritius, as well as the British, french and dutch 
caribbean (suriname, Guadeloupe and Martinique).2 indians were 
also recruited later in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries 
to work in south and East africa on the railways and in other 
industries, going mainly to Kenya, uganda and tanzania, but this 
is better known because of Gandhi’s involvement with indentured 
labourers in natal in the late 1890s.

it is difficult to imagine the scope of these migrations, and how 
they were organized. however, the archives in Kolkata, in port of 
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spain and London do provide material that allows us to imagine 
what these migrations must have been like, dispensing a host of 
direct and indirect details about each stage of the journey. starvation, 
chronic debt, domestic violence, caste oppression and other such 
factors pushed the hopeful emigrants away from their villages. they 
were recruited by the arkatis, the recruiting agents working for the 
British, eventually reaching calcutta by train from remote places in 
Bihar, Bengal, uttar pradesh. they were sometimes kidnapped or 
lured onto the ships heading to the caribbean, Mauritius, or fiji.3 
they had to communicate through interpreters and translators, 
and submit to the selection tests to see if they were fit to work in 
the sugar colonies. their emigration passes stated their name, sex, 
approximate age, marks of identification, village of origin, next of 
kin if any, their caste, and the ship they were boarding as well as the 
exact date of departure. Whether they all knew if they were boarding 
for Mauritius, fiji, or the West indies is not entirely certain. however, 
looking at the river hoogly, picturing in one’s mind’s eye the Garden 
reach depots, and seeing what is left of the dockyards in Kidderpore 
[Khidirpur] certainly feeds one’s the imagination.4 

some three months were required to cross the Kala Pani, the black 
waters of the indian ocean and the atlantic. it was long enough for 
all castes to mix and mingle on the ship, upper caste and lower caste, 
from Brahmins to shudras to untouchables. this intermingling 
was so pervasive that one of the scholars doing extensive work on 
indentureship and the crossing of the Kala Pani, Brinsley samaroo, 
has coined the phrases ‘Brahmin by birth,’ or ‘Brahmin by boat’: 

Men and women from the villages of uttar pradesh and Bihar, looking 
around in the receiving depot and seeing no one who could attest to their 
true origins, gave themselves new names which indicated the upward 
direction which they now wished to pursue. they were now Singh (lion), 
Sher (tiger), raj Kumari (princess), Maha raj (Great King) or Maha Bir 
(Great Warrior). there were now many new Brahmins by boat rather 
than by birth5 (20). 

Borders and boundaries were crossed, identities reshuffled and 
reinvented. only a minority made the crossing back to india at the 
end of their five-year contracts. Multiple reasons can be mentioned. 
at the end of the nineteenth century, indentured labourers often 
had to pay for their passage back to india but they could not afford 
it.6 five years is a long enough period to settle down and start raising 
a family. once they had become acclimatized to a society where 
caste did not exist, or at least not with the same implications, it 
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was difficult to adjust to india again, and the returnees were often 
rejected by their communities, precisely because they had crossed 
the Kala Pani. in Metiabruz, not far from Garden reach, there was 
even an area where returned emigrants were stationed, waiting 
for the ships from the caribbean and looking into re-indenturing 
themselves. repatriation occurred until the mid-1950s, a time when 
india was already finding it extremely difficult to manage the flows 
of post-partition migrants.7 as samaroo notes, “this loss of caste 
meant rejection and social ostracism upon return causing many to 
opt for tapuha (island) status rather than Maha Bharat (Great india) 
ascription” (20).

the descendants of these early migrants now constitute a substantial 
and fascinatingly diverse diaspora that takes its roots in the social 
equalization that took place on the ships, making the emigrants into 
jahaji bhai and jahaji bhahins (brothers and sisters of the boat). Many 
writers and scholars have explored the perception of the ancestral 
space, the manifold representations of ‘Mother india’, its place in 
the imagination of the descendants of indentured labourers, and its 
impact on the way contemporary identities have been shaped. stories 
have become deliberately constructed narratives of a homeland one 
hardly remembers and sometimes has no first-hand knowledge of. 
new sovereign identities that have developed horizontally and not 
vertically are now accommodated in fluid and multiple ways.8 

indo-caribbean literature per se did not emerge in trinidad and 
Guyana before the 1960s and 1970s in the independence period 
even if one can trace pioneers as early as the late nineteenth century 
and early twentieth century and then again in the 1940s.9 But unlike 
the african-caribbean novels that in the 1990s emulated the original 
slave narratives from the eighteenth-nineteenth centuries and the 
african-american neo-slave narratives from the 1960s, there was 
no such process with the indo-caribbean narratives.10 no original 
first-hand, full-fledged accounts were written between the 1830s 
and 1917 at the time of indentureship. there were letters written to 
journals and local newspapers, but they did not have the same scope 
as the original eighteenth century atlantic slave narratives.11 oral 
testimonies given by the indentured servants themselves or by their 
descendants were, only much later, transcribed and archived.12 indo-
caribbean writers in the latter part of the twentieth century took up 
fiction to try and give their voices back to the voiceless descendants 
of indentured labourers, sometimes getting their inspiration directly 
from the memories of the people who had been indentured servants 
one or two generations before. a few fiction writers are particularly 
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representative of this early period: for trinidad, V. s. naipaul (a 
House for Mr Biswas, 1961), ismith Khan (The jumbie Bird, 1961) and 
harold sonny Ladoo (no Pain Like This Body, 1972). for Guyana, 
one should mention peter Kempadoo (Guyana Boy, 1960) and raj 
Kumari singh (‘i am a coolie’, 1973). 

it is only fairly recently, in the past generation, that indo-caribbean 
literature began to catch up with african-caribbean literature that 
had tended to be in the foreground and contributed to having the 
caribbean defined through its Black atlantic connection rather 
than its indoceanic one. among the next generation of indo-
caribbean writers, many names are now well known, such as cyril 
dabydeen, david dabydeen, Mahadai das, ramabai Espinet, arnold 
itwaru, shani Mootoo, sam selvon, Jan shinebourne and ryhaan 
shah, among others. four novels are particularly representative of 
the late twentieth century production: Jan shinebourne’s The Last 
English Plantation (1988), david dabydeen’s The Counting House 
(1996), shani Mootoo’s Cereus Blooms at night (1996) and ramabai 
Espinet’s The Swinging Bridge (2003). in all four novels, the detour 
through history is what enables self-awareness in the present day. 
all four writers continue to be prolific. Gaiutra Bahadur recently 
entered the stage as a journalist and a non-fiction writer, publishing 
Coolie Woman: the Odyssey of Indenture (2015).13

indentureship, caste and crossing of Kala Pani

i seek to develop the thread i started with, that is the migrations in 
the context of indentureship, caste and crossing of Kala Pani, with a 
focus on the communication that took place then, across lands and 
oceans. We all know that on top of the atlantic triangular slave trade 
that started at the end of the sixteenth century, and on top of the 
wars of conquest, the nineteenth century saw a massive development 
of the world as a global place because of those exchanges between 
continents: raw and manufactured products, and people. We also 
know that the construction of European nations and of the so-called 
new World at the time was inseparable from imperial conquest, 
forced transportation and enslavement, indentured labour and 
migration. it was also inseparable from global telecommunications, 
relying on the railway and postal services — invented in 1477 in 
france, in 1635 in England and in 1775 in america. in france, it was 
Louis Xith who created ‘Les relais de poste’ in 1477. in England, 
charles icreated the ‘royal Mail’ in 1635, and it was an essential tool 
of development of the British Empire, just like the railways in the 
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early years of the nineteenth century in australia, canada, india and 
south africa, that was used to carry weapons and organize control 
and armed repression.14 postal services can also be implemented to 
counter the imperial attempts at domination: in america, the ‘postal 
service’ was created in 1775 to support the move towards freedom 
from the British. Benjamin franklin was the first postmaster General 
until 1776. 15 there, it was the first transcolonial move, granting 
oneself the means to communicate without having to go through 
the British centre. the nineteenth century was the century of the 
worldwide development of telecommunications.16 the device that 
is used to unite and engage the community can also be used to 
disengage from the community.

the construction of the British Empire was of course a collective 
endeavour but it was also the story of families and individuals 
who migrated to flee famine, domestic violence, wars and caste 
oppression, to make a better life for themselves and their people. 
Migrating did not necessarily mean severing all contacts: after 
having been the privilege of the men and women of letters and 
of the powerful during the Enlightenment in eighteenth-century 
Europe, exchanging letters often became for ordinary families the 
only means to remain in contact. families who had stayed at home 
wanted to hear from those who had left, possibly join them. the 
ones who had left wanted to write back. But the families perhaps 
could only guess about the persons they had become, or could have 
become. 

Epistolary writing has become the object of a whole field of 
academic studies, particularly among french scholars as regards 
the epistolary novel of the seventeenth, eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries, whether the letters were ‘real’ or ‘fictionalized’.17 ovid, 
petrarch, seneca, but also heloise and abelard, Madame de la 
fayette, La Marquise de sévigné, Montesquieu, Voltaire and rousseau 
are not the names i would have expected to use in a paper entitled 
“indentureship, caste and crossing of the Kala Pani”. nor would i 
have expected to mention richardson, Goethe, Virginia Woolf or 
Jane austen. these names immediately bring in associations with the 
antiquity, the seventeenth, eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, 
and its unavoidable connections with European Enlightenment and 
the privileged life of social, philosophical and intellectual exchanges. 
they do not bring associations with colonial, postcolonial, diasporic 
writing. Beyond their many differences, all these writers and thinkers 
have in common the practice of the epistolary genre and through 
the letters they wrote, received and responded to, fictionalized or 
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‘real’, they elaborated their own thought and the way they wanted 
to construct their relations to society, to themselves and to their own 
literary and philosophical work. Letters have empowered a genesis 
of the invention of the self and of the inter-personal relation in a 
global world, be it through the exchange of real letters or the use 
of the letter as a literary device and an aesthetic mode. it became a 
laboratory, and the best possible translation of the self on the global 
stage, at least for the powerful, and for the men and women of 
letters, in all meanings of the term.

over the past 30 years, scholars have also been using letters 
exchanged between migrants and their families, interpreting them 
from a historical and sociological point of view and gaining insights 
into the conditions of the migration, of integration, of work and pay, 
of social relations, of political engagement or disengagement, of the 
preservation of the bond with the mother country, or the destruction 
of that bond. these letters are also fascinating to read from the point 
of view of the aspirations and emotions that are expressed, always 
from the angle of a very specific context. private epistolary collections 
have been archived and made public, sometimes digitalized.18 

What is so interesting is that letters take place in an asynchronous 
yet generally reciprocal relationship, and function as a presence 
beyond the absence, aiming at abolishing the distance in space and 
the separation in time, and remaining that quintessential diasporic 
artefact, sent across land and water when bodies cannot meet in the 
same time and space.

transcolonial Epistolary Exchanges:  
the case of india and the caribbean

yet, the context of colonial domination and transnational migration 
is radically different, and not enough attention has been granted to 
the transcolonial epistolary exchanges between colonies. addressees 
and addressers may well have been in a situation in which they would 
never see each other again. in many ways, whether it was sent, and 
received, and read, and responded to, which was far from always 
being the case, the letter paradigm gives to understand something of 
the complexities of transcolonial migration. the bond, yes; memory, 
most probably; the reaffirmed commitment, maybe, but not always. 
Migration has always meant physical severance. it has sometimes also 
meant complete disengagement, the reasons being diverse and never 
straightforward. the exchange of letters, or lack thereof, shows the 
complexity of the relationship. i have written elsewhere about the use 
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of letters in contemporary caribbean and indo-caribbean fiction.19 i 
want here to have a look at the preceding stage, at the pre-conditions 
at the time of the colonial migrations because it seems that the 
writers’ desire to include letters in their fiction has been feeding on 
the historical letters exchanged or not between the indian and the 
atlantic oceans, playing with and signifying on them.20

in the second half of this paper, i want to articulate a hypothesis 
about the epistolary exchanges that happened at the time of 
indentureship from india to the caribbean. one may have to revise 
some of the general ideas about epistolary exchanges that are most 
often interpreted as reaffirming a personal commitment and a 
collective bond. it may have been true in the European context of 
the ‘republic of Letters’ mentioned earlier, or of the emigration 
towards the new World, but as regards the million plus emigrants 
who boarded the ships that took them from calcutta mostly, and 
from Madras sometimes, across the indian and atlantic oceans as 
indentured labourers between 1838 and 1917, my hypothesis is 
that the epistolary device of engagement becomes in certain cases 
a device of disengagement. the history of the bond is also the 
history of the breaking of the bond, and the same device is used 
in both cases. the reciprocal conversations one finds so fascinating 
between the home country and the host country may also happen 
to be asymmetrical and non-reciprocal. sometimes it is the lack of 
reciprocity that proves to be empowering.

in the case of the emigrants who boarded ships in calcutta and 
disembarked in Georgetown, Guyana, or port-of-spain, trinidad, 
which is my focus here, one is struck by the paucity of archived letters, 
be it in calcutta of course or even in port-of-spain. yet, even if it is 
fascinating to focus on the gaps and the lacunae in the archives, it is 
just as interesting to focus on the archives for what they are, for what 
they do contain and how they have been conceived and organized. 
the letters to be found are generally not written by the emigrants 
themselves, and are not in the original languages. historians and 
anthropologists most often resist the idea of working on anything 
but the original documents, in the original language. We have to be 
ready to deal with the gaps and the blanks, with the ghosts that haunt 
those letters, and to interrogate the issues faced by the addressers and 
the addressees in the new place that was cleared by the improbable 
epistolary exchanges across the Kala Pani. 

at both ends of the Kala Pani, the protectors of Emigrants 
complained about the lack of letters exchanged between indian 
emigrants and their families back in india. the protectors of 
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Emigrants/immigrants in calcutta and port-of-spain referred to 
the reports on the conditions of emigration written by Major d. G. 
pitcher in 1882 and by sir George a. Grierson in 1883. there are 
obvious reasons why there were so few letters exchanged, for instance, 
the lack of education of addressers and addressees combined to the 
deficiencies of the postal services:

[t]he immigrants when writing give their address imperfectly, and their 
friends in india direct the replies with even greater imperfection; hence 
the letters sent through the post seldom reach their destination in 
the colonies. the construction of the hindustani language is in great 
measure answerable for the confusion in the addresses, all English words 
having to be spelt phonetically. the coolies pronounce and spell the 
names of places in Jamaica, of the ships, and of the Managers of Estates 
in an extraordinary manner; for example, pashuha for fort stewart, 
natabe for annollo Bay, jukegail for duke of argyll, lall lambar for Loch 
Lomond, ulbari for Lincelles. sometimes the combination of bad writing 
and bad spelling makes it impossible to decipher the addresses. […]

i fully endorse [the] opinion that facilities should be afforded to the 
immigrants for transmitting letters and money. […]21

Both reports by pitcher and Grierson were sent to the colonial 
administration and suggestions were made to try and change the 
situation, hoping favourable reports on the conditions of emigration 
would encourage more emigrants to indenture themselves. 
suggestions were also made by the protectors of Emigrants/
immigrants to implement schemes that would make the collection 
and transmission of letters and remittances easier:

i would suggest […] that notice be given by the inspectors of immigrants, 
through the headman on the estate, that on a stated day when they shall 
visit the estates they will take the letters for transmission to india. in 
each letter they should enclose an envelope on which the name of the 
immigrant, the name of the ship that has arrived, and the ship’s number 
should be written.  […] i am persuaded that we should soon hear no 
more of the relations of those who have sailed for the colonies being kept 
in ignorance of what has happened to them; remittances would probably 
be more frequently made by those in the colonies to their friends in 
india, and i have no doubt that it would have a powerful stimulus to 
emigration.22 

the result was probably not satisfactory since before the end of 
the nineteenth century (c. 1897) the free passage back to india was 
cancelled from the indentureship contract in a move to encourage 
labourers not to apply for repatriation.
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another element that made it difficult to write back and forth 
between colonies is of course the language component. again, this 
may be obvious yet it is near impossible to picture the complications 
of the situation. Even if it was not only low castes that emigrated, 
the high rate of illiteracy among the emigrants and their relatives 
made it compulsory to resort to interpreters and translators before 
the emigration passes could be issued and, eventually, any letters 
written. the importance of the interpreters surfaces obliquely in all 
the documents and sometimes quite directly in the contracts they 
signed:

you will, on the morning of embarkation of the Emigrants, go on board 
the ship Canning and report yourself to the surgeon superintendent, 
and assist him in receiving and arranging the Emigrants below. you are 
specially under the orders of the surgeon superintendent, and will attend 
to such instructions as you may receive from him during the voyage. 
you will also, in your capacity as [interpreter / topaz / compounder], 
make yourself useful to the captain and officers of the ship, and exert 
yourself in promoting cleanliness, discipline, and cheerfulness amongst 
the Emigrants.23  

frequent mentions are made of the difficult situations they 
found themselves in sometimes when it was not clear under which 
administration they were placed, or when they were stranded, unable 
to come back to india once their employment period on board was 
over:

Much inconvenience has arisen from compounders, interpreters, and 
topazes engaged in coolie Emigrants ships from india to the West 
indies, finding their way to this country, and demanding a back passage 
to india, either on the ground, in some cases, of an alleged promise 
to that effect on the part of the Emigration agent in india, or on the 
ground of destitution, appeals are made not only to this Board, but to 
the secretaries of state for the colonies and for india, and the result 
usually is, that we are directed to send the applicants back to india at the 
expense of the colony in whose service they were originally engaged. 
this, it is obvious, is a state of things that ought not to continue.24 

i forward herewith a copy of the letter from Lieutenant-colonel 
hughes, honorary secretary to the strangers’ home for asiatics, 
regarding the case of two natives of calcutta, by the names shaik noor 
Mahomed and francis cretelle, who state that they were engaged to 
accompany Emigrants to demerara in the coolie ship atlanta in Jannary 
[sic] last; and whilst residing in that place their agreements were stolen 
and were left destitute. they came to England in the atlanta, and are 
now maintained in the strangers’ home for asiatics.25 
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it was then up to the protectors of Emigrants/immigrants to write 
the letters on behalf of the emigrants or of their families trying to 
renew contact. it was up to them to try and translate some of the 
emotions expressed, or indicate there was something else than the 
purported emotions. official language can sometimes be heavily 
destructive, it can sometimes come in handy. once the emigrants 
had arrived in the caribbean (it was also true for the ones who went 
to fiji or Mauritius of course) it may have been even more difficult to 
find interpreters and translators to write back to their relatives. But 
in any case, on both sides, the translations had to be multiple and 
layers of interpretation inserted themselves between the families and 
the emigrants, the result being very far from the original emotion 
the addressers tried to put into words.

yet, it was not only because postal services did not function 
properly, or because emigrants and their families were illiterate, 
or because the words on paper did not match the emotions in the 
heart, that there was a shortage of letters exchanged. a majority of 
the letters may have escaped the containment of archives, having 
been exchanged directly, or smuggled on to the ships and then lost. 
one may also have thought that there was no need for the letters 
to be translated into English, that they could have been written in 
the local indian languages and ‘posted’ on the ships. But because 
of the illiteracy of most emigrants, the scribes were still needed. 
allowing letters written in indian languages to be transported on the 
ships cannot be imagined: how could the colonial authorities allow 
communication that had not been read, verified and approved? it 
was after all the British raj and, as is obvious from the archives, the 
Empire did control all the details of the emigrants’ lives.

there are also other reasons for the fact that ‘the colonial 
Emigrant is notoriously out of touch with his people at home in 
india’, 26 which was such a problem for the colonial administration. 
some of these reasons can be understood through the letters that 
were sent from india, received, or not, in the caribbean, read, or 
not, responded to, or not. indeed, it is the families back in india 
who seemed desperate not to lose contact with their relatives who 
had chosen to leave of their own accord, or who had been lured into 
migrating by the notorious arkatis. the migration, be it the result 
of free will, of fraudulence or abduction, was not always known to 
the families, especially if the emigrant had fled a forced marriage, 
domestic violence, chronic debt, a family feud, etc. Most of the 
letters that can be found in the archives were written by the families 
back in india, trying to reclaim the link with the ones who had left. 
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such attempts at reclaiming can have multiple goals: activate 
or reactivate memory, request to hear back a few months or a few 
years after migration, inquire whether the emigrant is still alive, 
plead for their repatriation. i want to highlight just a few examples. 
sometimes the protector of Emigrants translates such simple requests 
as the family’s request for a photograph so that the emigrant can 
be recognized when he repatriates: “please ask ramadhin to have 
himself photographed so as to be recognized by his acquaintances 
in india and to hand you the photograph for transmission to the 
Maharaja of rewa through our agent at calcutta.”27

Most often the requests came from india, a father looking for his 
son, a mother for her son, a wife for her husband — very few, by the 
way, were looking for a daughter, a sister or a wife. in a few cases one 
can recompose the whole story:

My dear father, this is to inform you that i have received 5 letters in 
all from you and wrote to you twice. i am working now on the above 
estate as a field labourer earning from 12/- to 20/- a fortnight. i am 
anxious to return to india, i have no means to pay for my passage — i was 
robbed of £12 which i had saved. about 18 months ago i got married to a 
young woman (Musulman) but unfortunately we have separated. i have 
nothing more to say — please give my salaams to my mother, brothers, 
sister and all friends. 

i remain, 
your affectionate son,

(his sig: in urdu)
ashaq husain his own signature.28

the protector of Emigrants becomes the interpreter, the scribe 
and the messenger for tasaduq husain looking for his son, ashaq 
husain. tasaduq complains in 1918 that he hasn’t received any 
responses to the letters he wrote to his son after his departure in 
1911. the response arrives from trinidad three months later. ashaq 
did receive five letters and sent two, he gives some news that will be 
of interest to his father: he is independent financially (works as an 
indentured labourer on picton plantation), has made efforts towards 
the constitution of a family (got married even if he separated), has 
been keeping his religious faith (his wife was Moslem and he gives 
his salaams). Most important, he manifests his desire to repatriate 
although he says he cannot afford it, and requests money to be sent 
for his passage. the bond is, therefore, reasserted but one cannot 
forget that ashaq is not a hindu and no element pertaining to caste 
is brought forward.

through ashaq‘s case, one discerns some of the other, more 
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pragmatic and specific, reasons behind these searches. Many letters 
are written in the hope the passage back to india will be paid by the 
family, or that inheritance will be granted. the families had to know 
if they were entitled to any inheritance, and how it could be claimed, 
when they had heard the emigrant had disappeared, or was dead, 
maybe had even become ‘mad’:

i have the honour to request that you will be so good as to cause enquiries 
to be made as to whether ashraf, son of Lal Mohamed, of village damri, 
thana pachperwa, district Gonda, india, who emigrated to trinidad and 
entered into the service of sheikh Miah dymally, merchant, cedros, in 
trinidad, has become mad, and if so whether he left any property to be 
handed over to his relatives.29 

Verification by the colonial authorities, thus, had to be done, 
the administrative conversation intersecting with the private one, 
the administrative and colonial language superimposing itself on 
the private tongue that was reduced to a ghostly presence-absence 
between the lines of the document. in all cases, it was up to the 
colonial authorities to check who was telling the truth among the 
different members of the family across the oceans. there were family 
feuds to be investigated:

in reference to your n° 581 dated 24th ultimo, i beg to state that you 
will be good enough to let me know whether the piece of land of my 
late brother herakh singh, situated at trinidad, has been sold or not: 
a money order for rs. 120/- was received nearly a fortnight ago but 
my youngest brother sahadeo narain singh intended to take the full 
amount of the order and not to give my half share, hence, the amount 
has been returned and hope you will kindly separate the amount from 
your office and to issue the same by means of money order under the 
following care for which i shall ever pray to God for your long life and 
prosperity.30 

and many stories were spun. Khoda Baksh’s father wanted to 
have his son repatriated because he could not work after having 
had both his hands cut off in a work accident. the colonial global 
web operating its control on both sides of the oceans, the yarn was 
revealed: 

i visited Brechin castle and found that the indentured immigrant Khoda 
Baksh is not only in full enjoyment of both his hands but is also in the 
best of health. Khoda Baksh admits that he gave a false story; because 
he wished to go back to india and did not think that enquiries would be 
made before the necessary permission would be granted.31 
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When the emigrant did not answer for several years, postponed his 
voyage back to india several times, explained that he needed more 
time to settle his affairs, etc, one can understand the difficulties 
attached to repatriation: repatriation was sometimes desired by 
the families but not by the indentured labourer. the protector of 
Emigrants was even sometimes summoned to contribute to the 
search, even if it meant using force. “Lock him up!” is what an 
exasperated mother asks the protector of Emigrants to do with his 
son:

[o]n hearing that you are the only Gentleman to help the poors i appeal 
to your honour’s clemency [sic], similarly, if your honour also, arrange 
to lock him up 2 days before the steamer is to leave and return him to 
Madras and redress us from our suffering for a long time in 15 years.32 

other cases have to do with the name changes, so very crucial in 
the indian context:

i beg to submit that one Bishun dayal, alleged to be the son of Wazir 
Mahto of village tilaiya, thana silau, district patna, who had been 
registered at patna on the 3rd January, 1912, embarked for trinidad as 
n°116 in the s.s. “chenao” on the 27th January, 1912. i am sure that he 
is my son, and that he gave out the name of Wazir Mahto as his father, 
simply to evade enquiry and detection. he is a minor of about 15 years 
of age, and i am his lawful guardian and entitled to get him back into 
my custody as he was taken away without my permission and knowledge. 
i therefore pray that your honour may be pleased to take the necessary 
steps to bring him back as soon as possible and to send me the estimate 
of costs for the above purpose at your earliest convenience.33

fleeing the family, changing names in order to shed for good 
the caste that had already been lost after crossing the Kala Pani, 
wanting to start a new life away from indian social frames and 
traditions, all these elements compose the painful and complex 
story of indentureship as it surfaces in the letters exchanged, or not 
exchanged between the indian ocean and the atlantic ocean but 
sent only one way. one Bansi dhar is searched for by his family in 
india. one of his co-labourers, having repatriated to india, mentions 
seeing him on the plantation they were working on together, except 
that he had come to be known as Lala instead of Bansi dhar: 

With reference to the correspondence resting with your letter 
n°450a/1914 of the 9th June last, i have the honour to say that Bansi 
dhar is also known as Lala and that one Bhagat Kumar, who returned 
from the colony in february last, asserts that he saw him working at the 
place mentioned in my letter n°1141/129 of the 23rd March last. i shall 
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be obliged if you kindly cause fresh enquiries to be made for Bansi dhar 
and inform me of the result.34

as letter unfolds upon letter, one is left with interpreting the 
official language, possibly translated several times. one has to read 
between the lines and understand the desperation of the family 
that is expressed behind the sentences. it is only matched by the 
desperation of the indentured labourers who did not always want to 
repatriate even when they had the opportunity of doing so, to the 
point of, possibly, committing suicide. such is the story of rampher 
that can be imagined through one of the official letters written about 
him. it is believed he committed suicide during the repatriation 
voyage: 

athough his mental condition may have appeared dull at times owing 
to his general debility, at no time he show any symptom or sign of a 
suicidal tendency. on the 28th. august he was permitted to sit on the 
main deck outside the hospital cabin and appeared bright and cheerful 
at the prospect of arriving at calcutta at an early date. […] after this, the 
hospital attendant was engaged cleaning utensils in the female ward for 
about half an hour and sirdar shibashai went between-decks. Veerappah 
the hospital attendant, on his return to the Male ward did not find 
rampher so he reported the matter to the chief sirdar puran n° 580. 
after five sirdars had made an unsuccessful search for the missing man 
among the other emigrants, the compounders were informed of it just 
before day-break. a general search of the ship was then made with the 
same result. at 6.30 a.M. i visited the hospital and was informed that 
rampher could not be found. […] With the assistance of the captain of 
the ship an enquiry was held at which the above facts were obtained and 
the conclusion drawn was that rampher had jumped overboard.35

Many stories point to how badly the returnees wanted to go back 
to the caribbean (see previous mention of Metiabruz). Very few 
scholars have focused on the complexities of such return migration, 
debunking the myth of the indentured labourers only wanting to go 
back to india.36

from Loss and separation to renewed agency  
and Emancipation

the majority of these documents were not written by the addressers 
themselves but on their behalf. they have been interpreted, translated 
and transcribed. the letters are often monophonic discourses, going 
one way, pleading one way, not getting any response. these exchanges 
that are not reciprocal exchanges force us to revisit the traditional 
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categories of the epistolary genre. the materiality of the graphic 
space cannot exist in the same way since the handwritten letters 
cannot be, in most cases, handled physically. Most of the original 
documents have been lost. only a few have been archived. the letters 
are still a presence in the absence but it has created a new imaginary 
place, for the addressers, the addressees, and for us today. the chain 
of communication is also radically different because in a traditional 
epistolary exchange the letter is rarely meant to be conceived by the 
addresser, interpreted or translated by the interpreter or translator, 
transcribed by the protector of Emigrants, archived by the colonial 
services and read by the contemporary reader who is none of the 
entities mentioned above, and is yet again another interpreter and 
translator. in so many ways, the epistolary exchanges in the Kala Pani 
context have become a collective enterprise, one that is polyphonic 
in spite of appearances to the contrary. Many interventions have 
been needed to reach the final stage of the letter sent across the 
oceans. it is a whole chorus of voices, diasporic and transcolonial, 
that can be heard. 

finally, i would like to point out that, just like the addresser, we are 
confronted to the ghostly text of the addressee who does not respond, 
who cannot respond, or chooses not to respond. through the 
disengagement one can also see a form of agency and empowerment. 
the epistolary device that traditionally highlights a bond of affection 
or love, a high degree of commitment or engagement, becomes a 
strategy of disengagement. in the same way, pointing to the multiple 
reconfigurations of the migrating self, the indentured labourers 
often chose to re-indenture themselves to another colony. By not 
writing back, they also wrote their own story of the breaking of the 
bond with the mother country, and of the creation of a new form of 
agency. it is always fascinating to examine what holds people close 
to their native land and people. in the present day, examining what 
drives them away and keeps them away is even more fascinating, 
especially at a time when caste is splitting india apart, with caste lines 
having become much more rigid than it used to be in the nineteenth 
century. today is the moment when it is most difficult to go back to 
the days when Mother india was pushing its children away from its 
fold, but it is the moment when such scrutiny may be most needed.37 
crossing the Kala Pani and shedding one’s caste meant suffering but 
it was also, for many, an act of emancipation, of social equalizing, 
looking forward to the annihilation of caste.
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and to that of the neo-slave narratives written by African-American writers from 
the 1960s-1980s. For more details about this revisiting, see J. Misrahi-Barak, « 
Post-Beloved Writing: Review, Revitalize, Recalculate ». Black Studies Papers 1.1 
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fraMinG sociaL transition of thE 
tanGKhuL naGas: disEMBEddinG 
MEchanisMs and oraL cuLturE

yuimirin Kapai

in a tangkhul myth, which explains why the earth is not flooded 
despite all the rains, Manipur valley is located adjacent to the edge of 
the world. all the rain water, the myth says, flowed into the valley and 
then to the rim of the earth, which is bordered by two mountains; 
sometimes the mountains shift away from each other to create an 
opening for water to flow out and the wind to blow in (Luikham 28). 
a common proverb suggests that having seen the valley is a source 
of pride, an experience worthy of boast: “Like the claim of a quail 
that perched on a vegetable plant said that he had seen the Meitei 
valley.”1 and a folksong, which sings praises of a rich man named 
shongphung, posits Meitei kings in a faraway land:

shongphung is rich, so rich
he erects stones on every road. 
shongphung is rich, so rich
the world all over knows him
Even Meitei kings have heard of his riches.

the myth, the folksong and the proverb represent Manipur 
valley (called Meitei chihui in tangkhul) as a distant land. in their 
imagination, so it appears, the valley marks the limit of the world 
or the boundary of their “conceived space” to use henri Lefebvre’s 
term. 

from this notion of self-contained world, colonial encounter 
opened the eyes of the hill peoples, as it were, to the existence of 
other human races and of the outside world in which hitherto the 
fabulous land, the Meitei kingdom, paled in comparison to the 
immense European empires. the experiences like expansion of 
administration to the hills in 1919, and the journey to france, as part 
of Manipur Labour corps2, forced them to reassess their position in 
the world. By signalling the need to adopt a new conception of the 
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world in which they lived, the discovery or rather the revelation led to 
a major shift of worldview (albeit gradually). the changes in the first 
half of the twentieth century were so dramatic that they imparted an 
appearance of easy transition. primarily seen through the religious 
prism, the discourse of transformation is overloaded with religious 
meanings. christianity is pegged as the instrument that guided the 
society from “tradition to modernity” and the transition is colourfully 
expressed in such terms as “from headhunting to soul hunting”, and 
“from darkness to light”. 

the paper intends to problematize the socio-political changes 
by bringing in other factors such as the beginning of print culture, 
introduction of money and the tension between tradition and 
changes. the thrust of the paper is, however, not so much an attempt 
to analyse the changes as to set down the contextual and conceptual 
frameworks. i identify the contact with the outside world as an 
important catalyst in the process of “disembedding.” till as late as 
the end of nineteenth century, each village constituted the centre of 
the world, by the middle of the twentieth century, groups of villages 
had started to identify themselves as a tribe and later on groups of 
tribes as nagas. Besides, disembedding also implies disengagement 
of individuals from community. therefore, the paper also looks at 
the production of spaces.

Village space and connectedness to place

 it is generally accepted that nagas inhabited hilltops in consideration 
of their strategic location. this seems more like an ontological 
explanation than an account of lived experience. if security is 
uppermost in their minds, it hardly makes sense insofar as they 
had to spend almost half of their lives traversing between the fields 
(farmstead) and the village (habitation area). if ambuscade was a 
common technique of warfare, nothing can be more dangerous 
than negotiating narrow paths from the fields in the evening. 
another explanation commonly found in folklore is that mosquitoes 
made low-lying areas inhabitable (see hodson 8, 10; Luikham 44; 
ngakang 9; peter 9). in any case, once they had settled on watersheds 
and made the ridges their home, they were tied to the area of 
habitation, the woods, the paths and the fields down the streams. 
in an effort to understand the process of humans’ attachment to 
place, “humanistic geographers” like Edward relph insisted on 
adopting a research method called “a phenomenology of place”, 
which preserves an intimate engagement between space, place and 
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experience as theoretical framework; and yi-fu tuan maintained that 
geographers must take upon themselves the “burden of awareness”, 
that is, the awareness of the ways in which humans experience the 
world as it is known in the everyday life. tuan’s assertion captures 
tangkhuls’ relation to land, a feeling that relph called “insidedness”: 
“rootedness in the soil and the growth of pious feeling toward it 
seem natural to sedentary agricultural peoples” (156). 

rootedness was an ideal among the tangkhuls. as a saying goes, 
“home is where one’s umbilical cord is buried, one cannot move 
away from it” (Luikham 41). the belief that one had to be buried in 
one’s birthplace is drawn from a “habit” of an animal: a porcupine 
is believed to crawl back to its burrow no matter how fatally it is 
wounded (Luikham 40). if a person died in a faraway land, his head 
had to be brought back to his birthplace. in an article on thisham 
festival, William pettigrew colourfully described the way in which 
a head was brought home. it was believed that a person who was 
not buried in his birthplace journeyed alone to Kazeiram (Land of 
death). the connectedness with land is closely tied to their belief 
system. the natural world is believed to be alive with spirits. a house, 
a field, or a river has a soul. one cannot simply own a land or dispose 
it. What Bourdieu said of the algerians may well be applied to the 
tangkhuls: “the bond which unites the fellah to his land is mystical 
rather than utilitarian. he belongs to his fields much more than his 
fields belong to him” (103). one has to perform certain rituals in 
order to propitiate the spirit of the land, so that the soul of the owner 
may become one with the spirit of the land. it was inauspicious for 
a person to reclaim the land he had abandoned, for the unity of 
soul once severed cannot be bonded again. in a poem called “Land 
of the tangkhul”, which became the school anthem, y. K. shimray 
celebrates the landscape and the site of settlement:

With tall buildings on the hill tops 
and flowers its splendid garments  
With refreshing air, wholesome springs 
how privileged are your offspring (73).

Just as they inhabit the hilltops, their children would occupy high 
stations in life: “your hills are always the highest/ …your children 
always the tallest” (73).

a village is often assumed as strictly referring to an area of 
settlement.3 far from it, it includes, besides “estate” (the habitation 
area), “range” (hunting and foraging ground), “farmstead” 
(agricultural land) and unused land called ngalei khamor.4 hodson 
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also noted that “each village possesses a well-defined area which is 
sometimes demarcated with regular boundary stones and within 
which the villages possess paramount rights of hunting, of fishing … 
and of development of cultivation either my making new terraces or 
jhuming” (105). the territory of a village is concretely identifiable as 
it is marked with perceptual “imageability” like monuments, paths, 
and tracts. in fact, any distinguishable part of the surface of land 
within the territory and any distinctive landmark bear local names. 
an elderly person would be able to identify all the places by names; a 
hunter could remember every nook and corner of the land like the 
back of his hand.

the tangkhul word for village is kha. sometimes, ram is used 
interchangeably. Whereas pettigrew translated both kha and ram as 
village, Luikham differentiated between the two terms: kha as village 
and ram as “country, a village in the country”. although Luikham 
did not clearly bring out the differences, the etymology of the word 
“country” may help clarify the terms. country, according to the 
online Etymology dictionary, refers to “native land” from the old 
french contree. Likewise, ram is used in the sense of one’s native land 
or village. therefore, to say “my village”, the tangkhul use “iram” 
(“i” meaning “my” and “ram” signifying “village”). My point is that 
whereas kha refers to a village as a political entity with its citizens and 
territory, ram connotes an abstract sense of a village —its “perceived 
space.” 

  the way in which spatial practices structure everyday life may 
be illustrated by looking at production of space between village 
and fields. it may be noted that a good part of a villager’s life was 
engaged with agricultural activities. put differently, almost half of 
their lives were occupied with travelling between the village by the 
ridges and the fields down the drainage area or hillsides in the case 
of jhum cultivation. obviously, the paths that connect the two spaces 
were important. therefore, they bear the marks of commemoration 
and of testimony to honour. one would find erected monoliths by 
the sides of paths; these are “stones of Maran or maranlung.”5 at a 
viewpoint, a resting place, one would find a stonework structure 
called Wonra; it was built in honour of a dead person by his family for 
the dead to rest in their journeys. Maranlung are signs of honour and 
Wonra is a signpost to stroll down a memory lane. (a resting place is 
a fitting space to engage in moments of reminiscence.) Both require 
constant reminding; they were, therefore, built on the paths that 
link village and workplace. the paths were scripted with memories. 
they were spaces where people indulged in gossip, where various 
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issues were deliberated, and where lovers stole rare moments for 
themselves.

residing near the fields would have made their lives much more 
easy and convenient. tangkhuls seemed to have deliberately chosen 
a life of hardship by doggedly maintaining the two spaces. in ancient 
china, according to tuan, people moved from city to villages during 
working seasons. he did not mention if it was existential demands 
that alone determined the seasonal movement or it had something 
to do with social aspect. to the self-contained, geographically 
isolated villages, both village and field provided exclusive spatiality 
of associations and spaces with different boundaries. Whereas tang 
(khel)6 was the most important structural unit in estate, in fields it was 
luikai (group of fields); whereas longshim (morung) was a significant 
institution in village, in fields yarnao (age-set) became the most 
important social group. for the locals, the entire territory of a village 
constitutes what Lefebvre called “representational spaces”: “[space 
that is] directly lived through its associated images and symbols, and 
hence the space of ‘inhabitants’ and ‘users’, but also of some artists 
and perhaps of those, such as a few writers and philosophers, who 
describe and aspire to do no more than describe” (39). that is to say, 
the space of a village is an inhabited one. Besides rice cultivation, 
they were engaged in other activities such as cultivating crops (like 
arum, sesame, millet, corn, chilly, and tobacco), seeking for food 
and fruits, laying traps, and hunting. obviously, all these activities 
intimately linked them to the land. put differently, time and space 
were essentially linked to their immediate location.  

disembedding and its Mechanisms

the idea of their world as a self-contained whole was to change 
dramatically. concreteness of experience in familiar village space 
began to dissipate as traditional social relations and practices lost 
their grounding. slowly removed from the immediacies of local 
context, relations were now being stretched over time and space. 
central to the changing worldview is the idea of “gradual movement 
from the concrete and tangible to the abstract,” which anthony 
Giddens called “disembedding”. he defined it as “the ‘lifting’ 
out of social relations from local contexts of interaction and their 
restructuring across indefinite spans of time-space” (21). dissatisfied 
with the conventional sociological approach towards the analysis of 
“the transition from the traditional to the modern world” in terms of 
such concept as “differentiation,” he pointed out the need to address 
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“ the boundary problem” and “the issue of time-space distanciation” 
(21). 

the contention for the need of rooting the study of changes 
on cultural-spatial context may be substantiated by the shifting 
relations of the tangkhuls and the “Khongjai.”7 When chassads 
raided chingsui village killing 52 in 1880, they were assisted by a 
neighbouring tangkhul village called chattric (Johnstone 185). 
similarly, chassads were again helped by neighbouring tangkhul 
villages in their bloodiest attack on chingjaroi village in which, 
according to robert reid, 286 were slaughtered (78). Local source 
put it at 297 (CBC Thotchan iv). if local accounts were taken as 
true, about 100 tangkhuls took part in the raids. a. porteus, who 
investigated the event, fined the three implicated villages – panwi 
(paoyi now called peh), phungam (phungcham) and huining 
(halang). peh headman was reported to have helped the chassads 
in reconnaissance four days prior to the attack (porteus’s Tour Diary). 
similarly, never had tangkhul villages joined forces in their defense 
against the Meiteis. on the contrary, they conspired with the Meitei 
kings in the attempt to subjugate each other. according to s. Kanrei, 
humphum manoeuvered the Meiteis to attack hunphun (45). a 
letter written by Governor’s secretary expressed regret over “a simple, 
if barbarous” policy which had been guiding the administration of 
the hill tribes of Manipur, which was, “if any village failed to pay the 
taxes demanded, other villages were armed with guns by the state 
and allowed to go in and decapitate as many of the inhabitants as 
they could” (reid 88). My point is that Kukis were simply regarded as 
khami (strangers) as though they were from another village and not 
as the “other”. in short, each village was the centre of their world, not 
merely in a metaphorical sense, but it constituted the self-contained 
whole of their world. 

the transitional process (from the concrete village space to 
an abstract “imagined community”, from their everyday dealings 
with primary group to secondary social groups in their new 
conceptualization of identity) was wrought with tensions and the 
struggles for power were largely enacted in the evolving public 
sphere. Before taking up the forces of change, i want to discuss 
“the disembedding mechanisms” intrinsically involved in the 
development of “modern” institutions – the church and naga 
nationalist Movement. Giddens specified two types of mechanisms, 
“symbolic token” and “expert system”, to which i want to supplement 
with another important contributory factor toward the creation of 
abstract world and molding of a new mode of thought and expression 
— the beginning of writing and print culture. 
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Giddens focused on money as a symbolic token which enables 
transactions abstract and imposition of “standardized grid onto a 
large area” possible (Ericson 21), because it brackets time and lifts 
“transactions out of particular milieux of exchange” (Giddens 24). 
such mode of deferral would have been unthinkable if it were not 
for the intervention of the British government as the guarantor of 
value. for the tribes of Manipur state, it all began with the political 
agent Maxwell’s announcement of rs. 3 as house tax in the hills 
on the day of the investiture of churachand singh as the raja in 
1892 (reid 73). Eastern and northern tangkhuls used to trade at 
homalin, in Myanmar, which was a day’s journey from a village 
in eastern tangkhul region called chatric on foot. tangkhuls 
would carry maize covers, cotton, and forest products to exchange 
particularly for iron.8 the imposition of tax in money altered the 
direction of trade and trade partners. Giddens also specified what 
he called “expert systems” as a disembedding mechanism. “By 
expert systems”, he means, “systems of technical accomplishment or 
professional expertise that organize large areas of the material and 
social environments in which we live today” (27). professionals like 
lawyers, and doctors are obvious examples. Like symbolic tokens, 
Giddens maintained, expert systems “remove relations from the 
immediacies of context” and thus foster the distanciation of time and 
space (28). Likewise, colonialism introduced mediators between the 
people and the state like lambus9 and clerks and professionals like 
dobashis,10 petition writers, educationists, and evangelists. they were 
soon to become the principle agents of the newly evolving public 
sphere and form the elite class of the society. 

Both the standardization of a medium of exchange and the 
establishment of expert systems introduced a notion into their 
relationships strange to them – trust towards stranger, which Giddens 
called “faceless trust”. Life of isolation and lack of contact with the 
outside world cold have impressed upon a simple attitude in their 
dealings with people — trust towards people they know (shimkhur or 
kinsmen and "am"a or friends) and distrust towards strangers (shingnai 
or people who were not related to them and khami or people from 
other villages). this is not to say that they did not have capacity for 
trust. to be sure, ethnographers noted their naively trusting nature. 
however, in the purview of their ethical sense and hospitality, one 
was either a shimkhur/"am"a or shingnai/khami and s/he was treated 
accordingly. they soon had to learn to break away from this “limited” 
mindset when colonialism ushered in print culture, perhaps, the 
most crucial factor in disintegrating the traditional social practices 
and relations and in shaping the “modern” mind.
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psychodynamics of oral cultures

in one of his provocative contentions, scott argued that hill peoples’ 
“dis-acquisition of literacy” was a logical consequence of a retreat 
from the state and of adopting the life of fragmentation and 
mobility. Writing is an indispensable “technology of administration 
and statecraft” so as to keep records of contracts and agreements, 
decrees and legal codes, and map out taxable land, and keep the 
registration of labour and receipts. in the hills, all of these became 
pointless: “Leaving behind the lowland centers meant stripping 
down the complexity of social structure in the interest of mobility. in 
this context, literacy and texts were of no further use and died out as 
a practice, though not as a memory” (scott 226).

the myth of lost script commonly found among hill peoples seems 
to suggest retention of the “primeval” memory for the loss of literacy. 
Whether or not it was a “loss by design” is another argument. What 
pertains is scott’s insight that “the practice of literacy is superfluous 
in the hills.” a simple explanation as to why it becomes a superfluous 
practice could be: writing and print are forms of abstracting from 
“the situated immediacy of speech”. Writing separates utterances 
from the “utterer” and owing to their relative permanence, they can 
“travel independently of a given person” (Erikson 17). the quality 
of permanence, according to scott, has a disadvantage of reifying 
certain written text into a standard account and thus paved a way 
for establishment of orthodoxy (227). Written religion, for instance, 
has “a clearly delineated set of dogma and principles, and with 
authorized, ‘correct’ versions of myths and narratives”; besides, 
morality became “embedded in written legislation” (Erikson 18).   

on the contrary, in what Walter J. ong called a “primary oral 
culture”, the question of an authentic or a standard account does 
not arise. Edmund Leach said of the Kachins, “Where there are rival 
versions of the same story, no one version is ‘more correct’ than any 
other” (265; see also scott 230). indeed, there is no original version 
that could serve as a point of reference to ascertain veracity of other 
versions. When there are griots with rival versions, as Leach said, 
there cannot be a version which serves as a yardstick. instead of the 
content, therefore, status of the story-teller reflects on the authority 
or credibility of stories (Leach 266). scott also draws attention to 
non-diegetic aspects of oral traditions: 

oral culture exists and is sustained only through each unique 
performance at a particular time and place for an interested audience. 
these performances are, of course, far more than the transcript of the 
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words spoken; each includes the setting, the gestures, and the expression 
of the performer(s), the audience reaction, and the nature of the 
occasion itself. (230)

hannah arendt underlined theatrical dimensions of speech and 
action by analysing dramatic motifs in public action of the ancient 
athenian politics. political action, she said, is embodied in the concept 
of “virtuosity”, which is an excellence attributed to the performing 
arts “where the accomplishment lies in the performance itself and 
not in an end product” (153). tangkhul’s traditions have stories of 
men who performed speech in public discourse. Besides, some rituals 
showed how an act had to be reenacted so that a private deed might 
become an honourable one. in such practices, it was not the content 
of speech but the performance that was prioritized. performance 
was not restricted to public sphere. in the days when intelligibility of 
languages created a barrier to interactions, performance of folksong 
was used as a means of communication. Even business, as ong said, 
is not a simple economic transaction, but “a series of verbal (and 
somatic) maneuvers, a polite duel, a contest of wits, an operation in 
oral agonistic” (68) as though one is enacting a scene.

arts of performance, according to ong, impart originality to 
oral narrative. to be original is not to make up a new story, but to 
manage “a particular interaction with this audience at this time – at 
every telling the story has to be introduced uniquely into a unique 
situation” (41). creative retelling requires deployment of various 
techniques of performance and reshuffling of formulas and themes. 
Many ethnologists and anthropologists, however, noted how oral 
genealogies altered to adjust to new situations or changed social 
relations (ong 46-48). recognition of performance in speech 
and action opened rooms for play-acting. owing to the possibility 
of generating variations, adaptability and deniability, there were 
many sh"arra (taboos) meant to preempt fabrications and give false 
witnesses. a common maxim says, “the word is song and the song is 
word.” commenting on the precept, p. r. yangkahao noted, “from 
the traditions of forbearers, one might distinguish the good from 
the bad and the truth from falsehood.” stephen angkang saw it as 
a caveat to refrain from distorting history of a clan and a nation. 
Without written contract, in the traditional tangkhul society, words 
of mouth were the only proof of legal deeds and transactions. and 
it was only through words that people could be reminded of debts 
and obligations. therefore, oath-taking was a serious affair usually 
conducted by invoking the name of “heaven and Earth”. taboos 
reinforced the gravity of oath-taking: “the name of heaven and 
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Earth shall not be invoked”; “if a big promise is deceived, a big man 
dies; if a small promise is deceived, a small man dies”; “those who 
saw something and said they did not see would become blind; those 
who heard something and said they did not hear would become 
deaf”; and “those who bear false witness are struck by lightning.” 
When asked why an oath cannot be breached, they would simply 
say, “the word is the power.”11 ritualistic words were transmitted by 
word of mouth since time immemorial. in a way, therefore, they were 
residue of “the lost words”. according to the “myth of lost words”, 
humans and all other living things used to speak the same language. 
it was the time when humans lived in harmony with nature. one 
day, a man drowned his wife while helping her ford a river in spate. 
her brothers held him responsible and sought for vengeance. so he 
took refuge among the trees. When the trees refused to give up, they 
started to fell trees despite protest. Brothers avenged their sister’s 
death but from that day onward, all living things refused to talk to 
humans and gradually humans forgot the words.12 My interviewees 
were not sure if ritualistic words were the residue of the mythical 
primordial language, but they believed that taking an oath was an act 
performed before humans and nature. 

in “primary oral cultures”, sound was singularly important not 
only because of the belief in animated nature, but words were 
nothing less than sounds without visual representation. he who 
sees the blue sky might say that he sees “nothing”, but to him who 
hears a sound in a pitch dark night, the space has “become alive” 
(Zuckerkandl 283). “May we not assume,” Victor Zuckerkandl asked, 
“that it was the sounds in nature – the sound of wind, of water in all 
its forms, of electric discharges, the rustling of leaves rather than 
the sight of their growth and fall – which aroused in sensitive minds 
the idea of a nature alive in all its parts?” (2). animistic form of 
belief system is characteristic of a culture that privileges sound over 
sight. the invisible was not something abstract, but something that 
they encountered and responded to in their everyday lives and the 
intangible was not opposed to the tangible; they were part of the 
whole of their world. it was natural that god communicated with 
humans and prophesied things to come not only through signs but 
also through sounds (not voice because such type of religion does 
not conceptualize god as an Entity). therefore, the important type 
of divination, if not the most common, was “the sound of nature” 
in which different acoustic expressions of certain birds, animals 
and insects were believed to indicate future events. tellingly, “to 
take vengeance” in tangkhul is athut h"angkasang, which literally 
means “to speak into vengeance”. taking vengeance was a form of 
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communicating to the dead. in other words, the act of vengeance is 
expressed in synaesthetic metaphor of sound. as Malinowski said, 
among the “primitive society”, language was “a mode of action”, 
because meaning of words was believed to be “rooted in the pragmatic 
efficiency” (297). from this sense of word as necessarily effective, he 
suggested, began the belief in “magical potency” of words. to sum up 
in ong’s words: “oral peoples commonly, and probably universally, 
consider words to have great power” (32). 

the condition of orality seems to naturally explain the “primitive” 
association of words with power. While absence of writing remains 
an important factor, their experience within the confine of actual 
spatial field needs to be considered. that is, whether or not spatial 
experience and conceptualization of the world have a substantive 
bearing on the condition of orality? With respect to perception of 
space, Zuckerkandl drew attention to two important differences of 
visual and auditory modalities. first, whereas sight discloses space 
by excluding the perceiver from the object, sound discloses space 
by positioning the hearer at the centre in which the space, as it 
were, streams into him (291). ong called this characteristic “the 
interiority of sound” (70). second, sight orients an observer towards 
the object; in the case of tone (unless the sound in consideration is 
noise) spatial position of its source is inessential.13 the experiential 
differences foster specific mode of connection between the self 
and the world: “the space experience of the eye is a disjunctive 
experience; the space experience of the ear is a participative 
experience” (Zuckerkandl 291). plato’s cave allegory may illustrate 
the points. as revealed by the faculty of sight, for the prisoners of the 
cave, reality was “nothing other than the shadows of artificial things” 
(515c). in connection with the cave inmates, to the degree that their 
perception is regulated by sight, their spatial experience is essentially 
limited to the wall on which images of the artifacts are projected. the 
cave allegory is meant to be read symbolically without advertence 
to verisimilitude. however, if we could imagine that the prisoners’ 
knowledge of reality is founded on the faculty of sound and not on 
that of sight, their idea of reality could be markedly different insofar 
as humans’ knowledge of the world is dependent upon perceptual 
experiences (o’callagan v; Bregman 1).

situated on hill tops, each tangkhul village is walled in, as it were, 
by the hills on all sides. Before the British occupation of the hilly 
terrains, each village used to live like a self-contained entity more 
or less isolated from the outside world. as said, an average person 
knew the physical features of the village territory like the back of his 
hand. Every year, they would hunt in the forests, scour the woods for 
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fruits and foods, till the lands to grow vegetables and crops, cultivate 
the fields, and fish in the streams and the rivers. as revealed by the 
eyes, the visible world, say the landscape, held little fascination to the 
people, perhaps except the month of april when the hills and forests 
turned green. therefore, the month between March and april was 
called mayo kach"ang, which means a pleasant month. sound, on the 
contrary, was a source of fascination and mystery. the sounds of 
wind would give away its direction and if accompanied by rain the 
direction of the rain and thereby their intensity. the localization of 
the sound of thunders towards the beginning of a year would foretell 
whether the year would be dry or rainy. it is amazing how sound 
can help elderly tangkhuls not only identify birds and animals but 
also determine the state in which they are. in short, their perception 
of the world was not “visuocentric”. as a source of knowledge, 
auditory system was an equally important modality. to a remarkable 
extent, they represented the world through the sensitivity to sound. 
perception of seasonal changes in terms of sound is a case in point.14 
in a sense, they had a naturally trained sense of hearing. it is not 
surprising that they learnt hymnal songs with ease much to the 
surprise of missionaries.15 

in addition to mnemonic, formulaic and patterned forms of 
expression, ong elaborates on the relationship between orality and 
thought and expression. a primary oral culture, he says, tends to 
cultivate additive and aggregative modes of expression and thereby 
rendering redundancy a marked feature of oral expression. such 
characteristics enable continuous transmission of body of religious, 
political, legal, familial regulations (havelock 370). copiousness in 
thought and expression promotes agonistic milieu both in the sense 
of argumentativeness and exaggerated verbal performance. for 
instance, proverbs and riddles are forms of “intellectual combat”. in 
order that knowledge might be conserved in memory, conceptualized 
knowledge needs to be retold. on the one hand, repetition 
imparts homeostasis and, on the other hand, inhibits “intellectual 
experimentation.” coupled with the hardship of existence and 
inherent deficiency of oral literature to handle elaborate and 
abstract categories, a primary oral culture has a deficit of critical 
and analytic thinking. for them philosophers are eccentric pariahs. 
therefore, an oral culture is often a self-congratulatory culture: 
towards it own society it reserves uncritical admiration sometimes 
accompanied by fulsome praise and towards others, it reserves 
suspicion sometimes accompanied by inflated condemnation. the 
culture, so to speak, is conditioned by the mode of existence. orality 
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cannot efficiently cope with a diverse society spread out on a vast 
geographical area. similarly, in a “closed society” enclosed within a 
limited space, writing is almost redundant and orality plays primary 
roles in the everyday context of such culture. despite the existence 
of writing (chirography) and print (typography) for about a century, 
it is not surprising that tangkhul society largely remains an oral 
culture. practice of book publication, for instance, is wedded to 
oral performance in some ways. tangkhul literatures, in general, 
and literature on customs and traditions, in particular, abound in 
plagiarism. Many publications did not mention date of publication 
as though the contents speak of timeless truth and therefore need 
not be grounded into the socio-historical contexts. 

oral cultures conceptualize and verbalize knowledge with “close 
reference to the human lifeworld, assimilating the alien, objective 
world to the more immediate, familiar interaction of human 
beings” (ong 42). trades were learned through apprenticeship and 
specialized knowledge transmitted through family lines. on the one 
hand, the practice perpetuates concentration of knowledge and, on 
the other hand, it inspires closer communitarian ties. in such cultures, 
the mode of thought was operational rather than categorical or 
situational rather than abstract. “that is to say, oral societies live very 
much in a present which keeps itself in equilibrium or homeostasis 
by sloughing off memories which no longer have present relevance” 
(ong 46). ong gives numerous cases of “structural amnesia” in which 
the present demands dictates the past remembrances through oral 
traditions, or as a chapter title of Edmund Leach’s Political System of 
Highland Burma says “myth [is] a justification for faction and social 
change.” 

Both ong and Leach raised the question of whether or not the 
instrumentality of myth is an inherent feature or a response to social 
change. if oral cultures tend to maintain homeostasis, how do they 
account for change? By definition, in a perfectly homeostatic culture, 
there is no change and without perceptible changes, historical time 
does not exist. in his characteristic style, scott suggested, “if an oral 
history and genealogy provide more room for maneuver than a 
written history and genealogy, then perhaps the most radical step of 
all is to claim virtually no history or genealogy at all” (234). 

conclusion

the analysis of the principles of a primary oral culture raises some 
questions: Was the traditional tangkhul society characterized by 
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denial of history and genealogy? how did the coming of writing 
change the perception of time and space? What effects did writing 
and other disembedding forces had on individual and village-
community? What are the socio-political contexts within which the 
forces of change like christianity and modern education operated? 
My argument is that these questions need to be situated within the 
contextual and conceptual frameworks of the primary oral culture.

rather than critically engaging with the theories of diverse thinkers, 
i have employed them to understand the traditional tangkhul 
community. it is, therefore, pertinent to ask how applicable are the 
theoretical tools to the specific case study. following Giddens, for 
instance, i have drawn attention to the social implications of changes 
in spatial practices and the “stretching” of social relations over time 
and space. since Giddens coined the notion of disembedding in 
the context of globalization, it may be asked if it is applicable to a 
small-scale society. i think the principles remain equally pertinent. 
having dealt with “abstract mechanisms”, i want to draw attention 
to another closely related concept called distanciation through an 
example. the establishment of sub-divisional headquarter at ukhrul 
in 1919 led to a process of system integration in which various “parts” 
(villages) are combined and coordinated thereby removing the local 
practices from the “immediacies of context” to an “abstract system”. 
Lawsuit in the sub-divisional court is a case in point. in 1923, 34 
offenses were brought to the sub-divisional court.16 in 1938, that 
is 15 years later, the number of cases in the court jumped to 753 
(471 civil suits, 26 criminal cases and 256 misc. cases).17 needless to 
say, the court increasingly “emptied out” the significance of village 
courts, the local practices, which were “specific to particular time 
and space”.    

Besides the undermining effect on the edifice of traditional moral 
system, the process of system integration and the introduction of 
writing facilitated the reconceptualization time and space. as 
John thomas has pointed out, christianity also contributed to the 
reorientation of time and space: 

the missionary religion was also one that insisted on prioritising spatiality 
over temporality. the existing moral and spiritual universe of the nagas 
was very much centred on land and how a balance was to be maintained 
among all those who shared that land through principles of reciprocity 
and respect. (35-36) 

the movement from “darkness to light” or “head-hunting to 
soul-hunting” was not merely a metaphor but a reality, in fact, a 
necessity to attain the life of eternity in the heaven. in the traditional 



 framing social transition of the tangkhul nagas 51

eschatological belief, human life continues after death in the 
underworld and when they die in the underworld, they again go 
to another underworld, and so on. the future, as they saw it, is 
a repetition of past; so the eternity is a repetition of life in many 
worlds. the new year festival was markedly non-existent in many 
tribal societies, for the end of a year did not make way for a new 
beginning, but a repetition of the past.18 if time is used as a reference 
point to measure distance (by the time taken to cover a distance 
or by counting the number of occurrence of a certain action) or 
area (by the time taken to complete a task), it is not a continuous 
flow of time that is taken into account, but a period or a particular 
point of time in which socio-cultural life of the people are intimately 
woven into. so, the distance between two villages may be put at five 
cigarette rolls or between a village and field at five rests. Likewise, 
a year was elaborately structured with festivals, rituals and seasons, 
because time (like space) was reckoned “for a concrete and specific 
purpose” in relation to events and routines.

it is from this immediacy of experience tied to the land, emphasis 
on specific period or point of time, and certainty of their ways of life 
that the inexorable forces of change began to dislodge individuals 
and communities as the tangkhuls moved from their erstwhile 
isolated existence to an increasingly interconnected world.    

notes

 1. In Tangkhul the proverb reads, “Zaimukna maja tungli ngashan laga Meitei chihui 
theiya kaji katha.” Quails, being terrestrial birds, generally live on the ground 
and maja is a vegetable plant. What the proverb says is that a quail perching 
on a vegetable plant cannot get a view of Meitei valley. It is applied to someone 
who claims to have seen many things, like Meitei valley, although he spends his 
life in a village.  

 2. In 1917, 1200 Tangkhuls were conscripted as labourers and sent to France. 
Young educated Christians were employed as interpreters, headmen, and mate 
(leader of a unit of 30 labourers). Upon their arrival, many of them initiated 
socio-religious movement like the abolition of celebration of Thisham festival, 
renunciation of many rituals and objects of traditional material culture, and 
the launching of what is locally called as the great revival of 1923.

 3. Manipur State Darbar, for instance, defined “Hill Village Reserves” as “area 
within ¼ mile radius of any Hill Village” within which they were allowed to cut 
fuel and wood. “State Forest Reserves” consisted of “a few large forest areas 
in which there are few or no villages” (D. R. No. 10 (A) 0f 20.7.32). The law 
remained only in name during the British rule. When Manipur Government 
passed Pine Forests Control Order which prohibited the use of pine trees 
without permit and use with payment of fees, there was an agitation in Ukhrul 
in 1954. Other tribes like Anal took up the issue by demanding withdrawal of 
the “order for reservation of forest in Anal Naga areas.” 
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 4. According to T. Luikham, it is a piece of land which is not included in the 
jurisdiction of Luiyan, which is a body formed by neighbouring villages (131-
132). Literally, ngalei means “land” and khamor means “mold, rotten, or useable” 
(Luikham, Transformed Headhunters 21). The concept and its implications on 
the notion of territory and boundary disputes are dealt with in detail in the 
next chapter.

 5. Maran is an honour-attaining ceremony in which a rich man lavishly feasts the 
villagers and friends for many days. Hosting of the ceremony entitled a person 
to wear certain attire and tattoo pattern in some Naga tribes. Among the 
Tangkhuls, the host acquired the right to build a certain type of house called 
Lengchengshim, and his wife got a certain pattern of tattoo. The celebration was 
symbolized by erection of stones mostly practiced by the western Naga tribes 
like Mao, Poumei, and Angami, whereas the eastern Naga tribes erected post 
like Khiamniunga, Yimchunger, Konyak, etc. Tangkhuls practiced both the 
customs. 

 6. A village is divided into localities called tang, also called khel in Assamese. Among 
such Naga tribes as Angami and Mao, each tang used to be walled inhabited 
by a single clan. Among the Tangkhuls, there was no rigid division. In fact, 
small localities came together to form a longshim, which is a dormitory system 
in which boys and girls from the age of about 7 lived till their marriage. Unlike 
many Naga tribes, among the Tangkhuls even marriage men can become a 
member. There were separate houses for boys and girls: mayarlong housed boys 
and ngalalong housed girls.

 7. Following Meiteis, Tangkhuls also call the Kukis as “Khongjai”. According 
to Thadous, they were so called because the first Thadou village with which 
the Meiteis came into contact was called Khongsai (Shaw, William 47). Shaw 
divided the waves of Thadous movement in Manipur into three categories: 
those who moved along the Barak (who were employed to check the Angamis); 
those who moved along the hills between the Barak and the valley (who were 
settled among the “Kacha Nagas”) and those who moved along the eastern 
range (who were used as buffer against the Burmese) (46). The clan head of 
Haokips called Chassads mostly constituted third category and they were the 
ones that attacked the Tangkhuls particularly the villages situated along the 
eastern and northeastern hills of Manipur state.   

 8. Interview with Ningthar Kashak of Chatric village. Personal Interview. 20 April 
2016.

 9. Lambus were intermediary agents of the government. In Manipur state, they 
carried out “both the duties of police and of messengers of the State” (Crawford 
8). They were paid about Rs. 8 per month, an equivalent salary of a sweeper, yet 
the hills men perceived them as powerful government agents. 

 10. Dobashi means one who knows two languages. They were the interpreters 
between the colonial masters and the natives.

 11. Arim Shimrah, Thingring Kashung and Nalui Kashung. Personal interview. 
1 Nov 2014. To ethnographers’ question of “Why is this ritual effective?” the 
usual reply, according to S. J. Tambiah, is “The power is in the ‘words’” (116). 
The three elders from Peh village echoed the idea.

 12. As narrated by Ngahanshai Kapai. Personal Interview. 20 Oct 2014.
 13. Wordsworth’s poem “The Solitary Reaper” may illustrate the point. As long 

as the song of the “Highland Lass” is localized, the sound that the poet hears 
remains a song. The song becomes musical only when “it was heard no more.”
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 14. As Maiya Gachui maintained, Tangkhuls observed seasonal changes in a year 
in terms of the sounds of birds and animals. In the month of Tharao (January) 
“comes” the seasonal bird called sampheirok that heralded the beginning of the 
year: the month of Marun (February) “brings” cuckoo’s songs; in the month 
of Mayo (March) “comes” the bird called hurshung phakhok; in the month of 
Kharam (May), the cry of an animal called kharamva was heard; in the month 
of Makha (June), the woods and forests resounded with the sound of cicadas 
(2-3). The sounds of nature (birds, animals, and insects) used to be a marker 
of calendar.

 15. A report of William Pettigrew’s speech at Minister’s Conference reads: “These 
people [Tangkhuls] are head hunters and dog eaters; very superstitious, 
degraded and filthy … The faithful labors of Rev. and Mrs. Pettigrew are reaping 
the reward of remarkable transformation in the character of this people, in 
purity of speech, and of cleanliness, in development of mind by the power of 
the gospel. It is also of interest to know that they have capacity for music …” 
(Mission Reports, 18).

 16. Administration Report of the Manipur State, 1922-23.
 17. Administration Report of the Manipur State, 1937-38.
 18. Luira is now considered as the “Tangkhul New Year Festival”. It is celebrated in 

the beginning of a year. However, instead of thanking God before stepping into 
a new year, it is a time of invoking God before sowing. Therefore, the festival is 
commonly, and more accurately, described as “Seed-Sowing Festival”.  
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rEadinG GurdiaL sinGh: a rEfLEction on 
castE and GEndEr in punJaB

narender Kumar

introduction

the indian constitution has emphasized the equality of men and 
women. But the constitutional equality does not have much space in 
the house where traditions have more importance than rationality. 
the very origin of family is based on gender inequalities. Woman is 
always expected to perform all household chores while man enjoys 
freedom from such household responsibilities. the division of work, 
which women do and men do not do, is legitimized by the religion and 
culture which discriminate between men and women. the problem 
of gender inequality lies in the religion and culture which propagate 
one’s superiority over the other.1 right from the beginning, children 
naturalize the idea of superior and inferior gender by observing 
their parents performing their duties. in a caste society like india, 
the question of gender equality becomes more complicated because 
caste determines one’s socio-economic position in the society. and a 
woman’s position determines her subjection in the male dominant 
society.

in the hindu social order, women and dalits are the most 
marginalized groups. their marginalization is propagated and 
legitimized in the name of religion. undoubtedly during the 
medieval period Bhakti poets such as Kabir, ravi das and many more 
contested the legitimized marginalization of dalits and women in 
hindu social order.2 But it was only during the colonial rule that 
the issues of dalit and women began to be addressed. the educated 
indians like raja ram Mohan roy, Jotiba phule, M. G. ranade, 
ishwarchandra Vidyasagar and many more, who got benefit from 
colonial education policy, realized a need for social reform. it was 
the result of social reform movement that the British raj introduced 
certain laws like the prohibition of sati (1829), and Widow 
remarriage act (1856).3 the social reformers also emphasized on 
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women’s education and towards the end of the nineteenth century 
women began to speak against the patriarchal social system. tara Bai 
shinde’s Stri-PurushTulna (1882) is a critique of patriarchy and caste 
hierarchy. the tract “serves to mark shinde’s polemic as one of the 
first feminist critiques of caste.”4

in the beginning of the twentieth century, a group of educated 
women had emerged on the indian political horizon. “the formation 
of the all india Women’s conference in 1927 was a crucial event in 
women’s march towards equality.”5 such educated women, who were 
aware of their economic position in the family, pressurized the British 
raj for certain rights in the family property. the hindu Women’s 
right to property act of 1937 was the result of women’s struggle for 
economic right in the family property. according to this act “the 
widow of the deceased, the widow of the predeceased son and of 
his grandson and great-grandson – they were all made simultaneous 
heirs along with the son.”6 the hindu Women’s right to property 
act of 1937 had certain ambiguities regarding the share of daughters 
in the family property. to sort out such ambiguities the government 
appointed rau committee in 1941. this committee recommended 
that “the hindu personal law should be reformed and codified . . .”7 
due to problem of clarity on the matter “a second rau committee 
was appointed in 1944, they reiterated their recommendation . . . 
and presented the government with a draft hindu code.”8

after independence ambedkar, the first law minister, presented 
the hindu code Bill (1951). the Bill was proposed to protect the 
interests of girls in the family property as ambedkar writes: “the 
only innovation that we are making is that her [daughter’s] share is 
increased and that we bring her in the line with the son or the widow.”9 
But the Bill could not get passed because of the lack of support.  
Later on, under hindu succession act 1956 (hsa) equal property 
rights were given to daughter, mother and widow. since then, “the 
states of punjab and haryana made several attempts to abolish or 
amend the 1956 act.”10 it is interesting to observe that punjab and 
haryana always wanted not to implement the hsa because in these 
states the structure of patriarchy exists more strongly than any other 
indian states. 

contextualizing Literature: Emergence of caste  
and Gender issues 

towards the end of the nineteenth century, religious identity became 
an issue of concern between the sikhs and the hindus. Emergence 
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of singh sabha (1872) and arya samaj (1877) represents the 
construction of religious boundaries between the hindus and the 
sikhs.11 such issue began to be reflected in literature as Bhai Veer 
singh who wrote the first punjabi novel Sundri (1898) raised the issue 
of separate sikh identity. Later on charan singh shahid in his novels 
Daler Kaur (1910) and ranjit Kaur (1913) and Mohan singh Vaid 
in his novels Ik Sikh Gharana (One Sikh Family 1913), Shushil Vidva 
(Cultured Widow, 1917), and Shreshth Kulan Di Chaal (Good Family’s 
Tradition, 1911) represented the issues of identity and women’s 
exploitation. 

Before the emergence of Gurdial singh on punjabi literary 
horizon nanak singh (his novels Chitta Lahoo, 1932, Tuti Vina, 1946, 
and Gangajali Vich Sharab, 1946), amrita pritam (Doctor Dev, 1948, 
and Pinjar, 1952), Jaswant singh Kanwal (Civil Lines, 1952 and Hani, 
1997), sant singh sekhon (Lahoo-Mitti, 1949) and surinder singh 
narula (Pio-Puttar, 1946) have raised the issue of caste discrimination 
and women’s exploitation in punjabi society. Gurdial singh, right 
from his first novel Madi Da Diva (1964), attracts our attention 
to marginalized subjects like dalits and women.  his other novels 
like Unhoye (1966), aathan-Uggan (1974), and anhe Ghode Da Daan 
(1976) also sensitize the exploitation of women. the specificity 
of Gurdial singh’s novels is that they bring into light the socio-
economic difference that exists among the women of various castes 
and classes. for example, there is economic difference between the 
peasants and landlords. his fictional world raises questions such 
as: how do women of both categories (landlord and peasant) get 
exploited by men? how do dalit women get exploited by the upper 
caste landlords as well as by dalit men?  how does patriarchy work 
among the dalits?

Earlier, the problems of dalit women and upper caste women 
were addressed with the same perspective but by the 1990s the 
scholars realized that there is a difference between the subjectivity 
of dalit women and upper caste women and because of difference 
between subjectivity and socio-economic position; the issues of dalit 
women and upper caste women cannot be addressed with the same 
perspective. understanding the position of women in various socio-
economic categories p. G. Jogdand writes: “…it would not be realistic 
to presume that the women in any society are a homogeneous lot—
culturally, socially and economically. the problems of women vary 
from one social stratum to another, one cultural group to another 
and also from one economic stratum to another.”12 Later on scholars 
like Gopal Guru raised the issue of dalit women’s separate subjectivity 
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and specificity. Guru argues that dalit women have specific social 
situation and subjectivity; their issues cannot be addressed as 
“common” with the issues of the upper caste women.13 By the 1990s, 
a group of educated dalit women has emerged and because of their 
‘lived experience’ this group has recognized the specificity of dalit 
women in indian society and “an independent and autonomous 
assertion of dalit women’s identity found its first expression in the 
formation of national federation of dalit Women (nfdW) at delhi 
on august 11 [1995].”14

Before the emergence of nfdW, dalit women’s issues had been 
addressed by the upper caste women. in other words, the upper caste 
women used to speak on the behalf of dalit women. in this regard 
sharmila rege writes: “social location determines the perception 
of reality and therefore the representation of dalit women’s issues 
by non-dalit women was less valid and less authentic.”15 it was only 
after the foundation of nfdW that dalit women began to raise the 
issue of patriarchy and inter-caste marriage among the dalits. Earlier 
such issues of caste and gender among the dalits have not been paid 
much attention by the scholars. 

Gurdial singh’s novels Madi Da Diva, Unhoye, aathan-Uggan, and 
anhe Ghode Da Daan are located in the 1960s and 1970s. these novels 
represent the situational difference between the upper caste and the 
lower caste women. the victimization of dalit women sensitizes the 
caste and gender issue in punjab.  

arranged Marriage: an imposed decision

Gurdial singh’s novel Madi Da Diva represents a rebellious woman 
Bhani, who even after being married, falls in love with a lower caste 
Jagseer. in arranged marriage, a girl does not have any right to 
choose her husband; rather her husband is selected by her family 
members, either by father or brother. arranged marriage is a system 
in which the girl/woman hardly has any say. the system of arranged 
marriage is an imposed decision upon girls. under social obligation 
girls accept the boys ‘selected’ by their families. But the desire for 
a husband of their own choice always remains repressed in their 
unconscious mind. and even after marriage, if they find a man of 
their choice, openly or secretly they develop a relationship with such 
a person of their choice. 

the social normative, tradition, culture and popular image of 
woman in a society do not allow them to cross the threshold of 
patriarchy. But exceptions are always there. the character of Bhani 
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in Madi Da Diva represents such an exception, for she does not 
accept any imposed decision. as soon as Bhani comes in contact 
with Jagseer, she finds it difficult to repress the desire for a man of 
her choice. her relationship with Jagseer touches its peak when she 
provokes Jagseer for physical satisfaction: “if you have some desire 
speak directly, a coward cannot be a lover…” 16

But unfortunately her mother-in-law listens to Bhani’s conversation 
with Jagseer and informs nika, Bhani’s husband. her extra-marital 
affair does not suit to the popular image of a married woman. a 
married woman is expected to be faithful to her husband. as per 
the instructions of scriptures even the thought of a man, other 
than her husband, is considered a sin for her. and an affair with 
an untouchable is considered worse than a sin.17 Bhani has to face 
the consequences of her inter-caste extramarital affair. she is beaten 
up by her husband and mother-in-law. nika’s mother says: “Kill this 
chandri. Beat, beat and cut her into pieces.”18 the word ‘chandri’, 
which nika’s mother uses for Bhani, has cultural significance. the 
word chandri is used for prostitutes or the women who used to do 
mujra. chandri, therefore, signifies prostitute. Bhani has not only 
crossed the boundaries fixed for a married woman but also the 
limitation of caste hierarchy. Bhani belongs to the nai community 
but she has an affair with Jagseer, a man who belongs to the chuhra 
community. the chuhra is considered to be at the bottom of caste 
hierarchy.  her affair with Jagseer is against both the norms of 
marriage and caste hierarchy. one of nika’s relatives, who notices 
Jagseer at nika’s house, raises the question: “this is very bad nikiya! 
an untouchable comes to your house, this is not right. it is okay if 
someone is from our own caste, if he is from the neighbour. how can 
a camel have a relationship with a buffalo-calf?” 19

his statement indicates two points: first, caste hierarchy; second, 
control over woman’s sexuality. since Jagseer is an untouchable, he is 
not supposed to visit the house of a nai. Jagseer’s presence, especially 
in the absence of nika, is a threat to Bhani’s chastity. his statement 
indirectly suggests that a woman can have relationship only within 
her caste. that is the reason he metaphorically said: “how can a 
camel have a relation with a buffalo-calf?” these words camel and 
buffalo signify two different castes, which Jagseer and Bhani belong 
to. as these two animals (camel and buffalo) have nothing to do 
with each other, likewise, nai and chuhra can have no association. 
such a statement reflects social hierarchy according to which an 
untouchable cannot have access to the house of an upper caste. 
Especially, an untouchable is not expected to have a dialogue with 
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an upper caste woman. covertly it is a question of caste hierarchy 
but it is more concerned with the issue of woman’s chastity. so it is 
woman’s chastity in the guise of caste hierarchy that nika’s relative 
wants to protect by prohibiting the entry of a lower caste.   

Lower caste Women as commodities

control over the means of production generates multiple modes of 
exploitation.  the upper castes’ control over land, which is the major 
source of income in rural punjab, enslaves the lower castes. there was 
a time when social relation of production between the landholding 
and landless castes was known as jajmani system under which the 
lower castes used to work for the landholding castes.20 Gurdial 
singh’s novels are located in the 1960s and 1970s punjab. during 
this period, because of mechanization of farming, the jajmani system 
had already begun to decline. the landholding castes had realized 
that hiring labourers on a daily wage was better than the jajmani 
system which proved more expensive.  the specificity of the system 
was that the male members of the lower caste families used to work 
in the fields of the upper caste and female used to do odd jobs in the 
house of the upper castes. under such social relation of production, 
women from the landless castes used to be more vulnerable to sexual 
violence. Because of economic insecurity, the lower castes women 
had to do a favour to the upper caste men. the feudal tradition 
such as muhdikhai (showing the face of a newly married lower caste 
woman) was the result of hegemonic control of the upper castes over 
lower castes. Gurdial singh makes a reference to this tradition of 
muhdikhai in his novel Madi Da Diva. the upper caste (Jatt) Ghela 
and Gheba with Jagseer go to the house of a common friend, nika, 
who belongs to the nai community. nika is newly married and Ghela, 
Gheba and Jagseer want to see the face of nika’s newly married wife. 

seeing the face of a newly married woman was a common practice 
in punjab as it happens, two upper caste boys (Gheba and Ghela) 
pressurize nika to show the face of his wife.  the language which 
they use for nika’s wife and their attitude to nika reflect their upper 
caste psyche:     

“how are you, oye! Looking like a spinning post. Just escape to show 
your wife, you do not talk to us. is she a Pari (fairy) of indra’s court? 
Marrying a Barber woman of two and a half anna, you consider yourself 
alexander the Great! Look at brother-in-law’s monkey face.” Ghela said 
by making a face.21

this joke is not an ordinary joke; rather it reflects the collective 



 reading Gurdial singh 61

consciousness of the upper castes. since nika belongs to the nai 
community which used to work as subordinate of the upper caste 
landlords under jajmani system in north india; not only nai but 
almost all the castes used to do be assigned job for the landlords. 
Jajmani was a system under which the lower castes were completely 
dependent on the landlords. for example, if a male nai would do 
the job of a messenger, his wife would do domestic work at the house 
of the landlord. Ghela’s comment that “marrying a Barber woman 
of two and half anna, you consider yourself alexander the Great” 
suggests caste subordination. caste rule is the ultimate determiner 
of nai’s occupation in the indian society. Bhani is a nai woman 
and being a nai woman she is obliged to serve at landlord’s house. 
Ghela’s words “a barber woman of two and a half anna” indicate the 
caste superiority complex. it also points out Bhani’s economic status.  
for survival the Barber women used to do menial work in the house 
of upper castes: 

[a] barber woman renders personal services to the women of the jajman’s 
family—or a family which engages the barber woman on cash payment—
which include the cutting of nails, the decoration of feet (with special 
colored solutions), a special oil massage and a bath for a new born baby 
and its mother, the supplying of leaf cups and leaf plates for feasts and 
the role of companion to the bride during the wedding ceremony.22

Being the domestic helper they were easily available to the 
upper caste men. Ghela’s statement about nika’s wife has sexual 
connotation. Because of economic vulnerability of the lower caste 
women, it is a common perception among the upper caste men that 
the lower caste women can be easily won for a sexual favour. this 
perception is almost common among the upper caste men without 
regional disparity. 

Ghela and Gheba are not satisfied with a momentum look of nika’s 
wife. Ghela reflects his dissatisfaction in the following words: “this 
is just a glimpse; we could not have a proper look. it was a worthless 
exercise.”23 Ghela was dissatisfied because he could not enjoy the 
beauty of nika’s wife for a long time. his dissatisfaction reflects his 
desire for a lower caste woman. nika’a mother understands Ghela’s 
dissatisfaction and tries to console him by saying: “My son, how long 
she will stay like that! only for two or four months she will stay in the 
house. after that she has to work in your house at the occasion of 
marriage and other ceremonies.”24 nika’s mother understands the 
power imbedded in the personalities of Ghela and Gheba, as they are 
the sons of landlords. she, being a Barber woman, also recognizes her 
family’s economic vulnerability as well as the unspoken agreement 
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under which a lower caste woman is expected to offer her services 
to the upper caste men.  that is the reason she consoles them with a 
hope that after few months nika’s wife would work in their houses. 

here in the context of Ghela and Gheba, the tradition of 
‘muhdikhai’ is an exercise of power. there would hardly be any lower 
caste man who could dare to pressurize any upper caste friend to 
show the face of his newly married wife. only the upper caste men 
have this privilege. caste hierarchy does not permit a lower caste man 
to have a look at the upper caste women. this is not because Ghela 
and Gheba are young and at this growing age men generally have 
desire for women. rather having a desire for lower caste women is 
part of the upper caste feudal culture. the similar desire for a lower 
caste woman’s body can be noticed in an old man Buta, who looking 
at a Barber woman, recalls his past:  

“this nain [nai woman] was so beautiful in those days. perhaps, you did 
not see dasondiya.” 

“now she has lost her beauty; in those days she had so sharp nose 
like sword. Whichever side she looked, men used to run after her. four 
hands long height. When she walked, she walked like an elephant. . . .”25

Ghela and Gheba’s desire for a look of nika’s wife and Buta’s lusty 
narrative of a nai woman focus on the sexuality of nai women. Buta’s 
narrative exposes how the nai women would have been treated by 
the upper castes, especially by the Jatts. Buta’s “gaze” is not a normal 
“gaze” with which men generally look at women. rather Buta’s “gaze” 
represents the upper caste men’s “desire” for the lower caste women. 
in the context of ‘gaze’, Laura Mulvey writes: 

[s]copophilia arises from pleasure in using another person as an object 
of sexual stimulation through sight.  . . . in a world ordered by sexual 
imbalance, pleasure in looking has been split between active/male and 
passive/female. the determining male gaze projects its phantasy on to 
the female figure which is styled accordingly.26

While recalling the beauty of santi, Buta enjoys the sexual 
pleasure.  Looking at her body, Buta not only narrates the beauty 
of different parts but also turns her into a sexual object. this is not 
a common practice in punjab that the elder and younger brothers 
discuss a woman’s sexuality as openly as Buta does with his younger 
brother dasonda singh. Especially an old man would never talk in 
such a derogatory manner about women of his own caste. But here 
in this context, Buta and dasonda singh discuss the sexuality of a 
lower caste woman without bothering about the existing moral code. 
so the “gaze”, with which Buta looks at santi, is determined by caste, 
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class and gender. in case of Bhani and santi (both are nai women), 
caste is the ultimate determiner. it is the caste rules which make them 
a resourceless class. Being a resourceless class they survive on the 
castes which have control over the means of production. Lower caste 
women’s economic dependency determines their subjection. they 
find it difficult to resist against the advances of the upper caste men. 
Lower caste women’s silence strengthens the ‘desire’ of the upper 
caste men for the lower caste women’s body. under such hegemonic 
relationship men from the landholding castes always expect a sexual 
favour from the lower caste women and such traditions exist in the 
society in the form of an unspoken compromise between the so-
called upper castes and lower castes.   

Ghela and Gheba’s desire to have a look at nika’s wife and Buta’s 
erotic narrative of santi’s beauty are also part of the upper caste feudal 
culture. Both narratives represent the subjection of the nai women 
in two different times and in two different relations of production. 
under jajmani system Ghela and Gheba pressurize nika to show the 
face of his wife. nika’s mother herself accepts the fact that after a few 
months Bhani (nika’s wife) would work in Ghela and Gheba’s house 
during the marriage ceremony and other auspicious occasions. in 
such social relation of production between the landholding caste 
(Jatt) and landless caste, a nai woman is not completely engaged 
with the domestic work of the landlord. rather she would work in the 
house of the landlord only during the marriage and other auspicious 
occasions. such engagement of the lower caste woman with the work 
in the house of the upper caste points out to the presence of the 
jajmani system. 

Madi Da Diva was published in 1964 and 1960s was the time 
when Green revolution had already begun in punjab. With the 
mechanization of farming, such social relations of production had 
already begun to decline. the landholding caste, Jatt had realized 
that jajmani system was expensive while the lower castes had realized 
that it was an exploitative system. But to some extent jajmani system 
was still in practice. therefore, Ghela and Gheba exercise the 
unspoken agreement to pressurize nika to show the face of his newly 
married wife. 

Buta’s statement about santi is taken from aathan-Uggan which 
was published in the 1974. there is a gap of 10 years between 
the publications of these novels. during this period the mode of 
agricultural production got changed along with social relations. the 
lower castes are no more engaged with the upper castes under jajmani 
system. for instance, santi is hired by landlord dasonda singh on 
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a monthly salary. this new mode of work such as salary system or 
daily wage did not liberate the lower castes and rather generated 
new modes of exploitation.  

Both novels Madi Da Diva and aathan-Uggan expose the sexual 
exploitation of the lower caste women. though caste hierarchy does 
not permit sexual liaison between the upper caste men and dalit 
women but such norms are limited only to the hindu scriptures. 
in everyday life the upper castes do not follow such rules. the 
sexual liaison between rati, a young dalit widow from the chamar 
community and Bachchna, an influential Jatt in the novel aathan-
Uggan, is not an imaginary account. such sexual liaison points out 
to social reality. rati lives an independent life and does not have any 
connection with anyone from her community. Being an influential 
landlord, Bachchna has easy access to rati. 

undoubtedly, rati willingly has sexual relationship with Bachchna. 
But sometimes “will” is not “will”; it is rather a socio-economic 
compulsion.  this is what happens to rati who being a landless 
dalit widow does not have any other option but to oblige landlord 
Bachchna with a sexual favour. rati’s sexual favour is a means to 
survival rather than an act of her will. Bachchna not only keeps a 
sexual liaison with rati but also invites another landlord Jarnail to 
share rati. Bachchna through his invitation wants to make Jarnail 
realize that he has access to dalit women. his access to dalit women 
is a way of power projection.  here a dalit woman’s body signifies a 
site on which the landlords exercise power. Keeping dalit women as 
concubines is a symbol of power practice.

for survival sometimes dalit women have sexual relationship 
with the upper caste landlords. such economic vulnerability can be 
noticed from rati’s words: “Welcome! Welcome! today, how does 
the God put his feet into the house of an ant? come, come and have 
a seat! it is a fortunate for me, an unlucky woman!”27 the popular 
image of God is as the protector of everybody. God is one on whose 
mercy everybody survives. Jokingly rati addresses Bachchna as God 
but her joke reflects her unconscious mind. for a landless dalit 
widow like rati the image of a landlord, on whose resources dalits 
survive, cannot be less than God. the socio-economic power, which 
Bachchna carries in his personality, turns him into a God for rati. 
By addressing Bachchna as God, rati accepts Bachchna’s power 
and surrenders herself to him. her humility, which she shows to 
Bachchna and Jarnail when they come to her house, is the reflection 
of her socio-economic compulsion. 

the socio-economic vulnerability of dalits generates exploitative 
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social relation of production. it is under such social relation of 
production that the exploitation of dalit women continues till date. 
Bachchna is familiar with rati but the way he looks at rati’s body 
raises the question of male gaze: “he begins to look at each and 
every part of her peanut like round body. her sound shoulders, full 
breast, heavy hips, and strong thighs like wrestler. he feels a sense 
of heat coming out of her body.”28 Bachchna’s excitement can be 
noticed from the way he takes pleasure in looking at rati’s body.  in 
the context of visual pleasure freud writes:      

Visual impression remain the most frequent pathway along which 
libidinal excitation is aroused; indeed, natural selection counts upon 
the accessibility of this pathway—if such teleological form of statement 
permissible—when it encourages the development of beauty in the sexual 
object. the progressive concealment of the body which goes along with 
the civilization keeps sexual curiosity awake. this sexual curiosity seeks 
to complete the sexual object by revealing its hidden parts.29

Being the influential landlords both Bachchna and Jarnail sexually 
exploit rati. in the day, social norms and practice of untouchability 
do not allow the upper caste men to enter into dalit localities. night 
is the safest time for the upper caste men like Bachchna and Jarnail 
to visit to the house of dalit. at night there is darkness everywhere 
and in dark, human beings feel free from all social norms and rituals. 
taking advantage of the night, human beings perform all such acts 
which they cannot perform in the day. this is what Bahchna and 
Jarnail do. and this is how observing such sexual relationship we 
realize that whole discourse of caste is hypocrisy.    

furthermore, there is no scope of resistance against such sexual 
liaison which happens with the consent of dalit women. in the 
context of rati, the sexual liaison happens with her consent and 
the landlords Bachchna and Jarnail take her to the farmhouse. But 
as soon as dalits come to know about the incidence, it becomes 
a question of prestige for them. they try to bring the issue to the 
notice of the village chief. their efforts do not bring any positive 
result. rather, Bachchna and Jarnail, with the help of police and 
government, implicate them in false cases.  

the nexus between the upper caste landlords, government and 
police reveals that the whole state is under the control of landlords. 
the landholding castes determine which political party will make 
the government. Being economically sound, the landholding 
caste, directly or indirectly, controls government and government 
machinery to some extent.  so, the nexus of landholding caste, 
government and government machinery always suppress the voice 
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of the marginalized groups. such use of the government machinery 
by the dominant caste raises the question about the function of 
democracy. democracy is considered the government of the people, 
by the people and for the people. in the context of indian democracy 
Vivek Kumar writes: 

indian democracy is the maintenance of monopoly of certain ‘jatis’ 
over the institutions of governance, production and education. for the 
real analysis of the role of ‘jati’ in indian democracy, therefore, we will 
have to analyse the social composition of the aforesaid institutions. . . . 
these institutions are polity, judiciary, bureaucracy, industry, university, 
civil society and media. . . . the present data of the composition of these 
institutions does not indicate that these institutions are democratizing.30

in the indian context, democracy, if we analyse on the basis of 
the above mentioned paragraph and increasing atrocities against 
dalits, can be categorized as caste democracy. the dalit novels 
such as Joseph Macwan’s The Step Child (1988), which is located in 
colonial Gujarat, exposes how the landholding community before 
india’s independence had established its control over bureaucracy 
in Gujarat. such dominance of the upper castes in politics and 
bureaucracy is nicely represented in the novel: “dehlavala is now 
the member of the regional assembly. [dehlavala is a landlord and 
he has played a major role in atrocities against dalits] these are all 
signs of the so-called swaraj for us. Look at it. Even i do not want 
foreign rule to last, for us it will be like the thugs have gone, and 
left the robbers behind”31 similarly, p. sivakami’s The Grip of Change 
(2006) narrates the collaboration of the landlords, bureaucracy 
and politicians. Basically it is the landholding community which 
determines the action of both the politicians and the bureaucracy. 
With their political influence and capital, the landlords never get 
punished whatever injustice they have done to the dalits. as in the 
novel paranjothi udayar an upper caste landlord, even after raping 
and badly beating a dalit woman, manages a deal with the police: 

‘Money is not a problem,’ paranjothi quickly assured them. ‘i’m willing 
to spend. please solve this problem for me.’ ….as the two policemen rose 
to leave, paranjothi disappeared into a room. they could hear the sound 
of a safe being opened. he soon returned with two 10-rupee bundles. he 
handed one bundle to each policeman.32

undoubtedly, the indian constitution provides certain provisions 
for the protection of dalits. But the political power and government 
machinery always remains in the hands of the upper castes. “an 
unofficially established trend exists today of police collaborating 
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with dominant caste perpetrators to file false cases against the dalit 
women or their families in order to pressurize them to withdraw 
cases or make out-of-court settlements.”33  this is what happens in 
the case of rati. instead of investigating the case the police inspector 
implicates those dalits into false cases who raise voice against the 
landlords. for this favour Bachchna and Jarnail not only bribes 
the police inspector but they also plan to make rati sleep with him 
(inspector). however, they could not succeed in their plan: 

Bachchna had already sent one person to ask rati to come to the 
farmhouse. But she has not come; they keep on waiting till the dawn. 
again they send one person but he returned with a message that she is 
not feeling well. then Bachchna and Jarnail went themselves but they 
were surprised to see that rati was not there in her house. When they 
enquired, they came to know she was sleeping in the house of sadhu 
Baba.34

Bachchna eagerly looks for rati as he considers her as a commodity 
that can be shared with anyone: either with Jarnail or with police 
inspector. the caste hierarchy privileges the upper castes in such a 
way that they assume a right over dalit women. the search for rati by 
landlord Bachchna and Jarnail is a reflection of such an assumption.  
rati is not the only dalit woman who has been subjected to sexual 
exploitation by the landlords. the novel aathan-Uggan further 
underscores the prevalence of dalit women’s exploitation. Munder, 
the protagonist in the novel, narrates how his mother was abducted 
by nehru fauji:     

this happened 20 or 22 years earlier. there was law and order situation 
in the state. nehru fauji took advantage of such a volatile situation and 
took his mother somewhere. they did not get any news of her till five 
months. Leaving him alone at home for 10 days, his father visited to 
police station, tehsil, unknown villages and cities but he could not trace 
her.35

this narrative points out to the volatile situation after independence. 
Lal singh dil, a punjabi dalit poet, in his autobiography Dastaan 
(1998) also narrates the kidnapping of the lower caste women by the 
upper castes.36 in fact the novel aathan-Uggan exposes the subjection 
of dalit women in two generations. in the previous generation, when 
Munder’s mother was abducted, his father, as narrated in the passage 
above, went to police but police did not trace his mother. now in the 
case of rati, instead of investigating the case in a fair manner, the 
police collaborate with the landlords. there is a gap of almost 22 
years in these two incidents. But during this span of more than 20 
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years, there is no change in the police’s role. Earlier, police did not 
help dalits, as it cooperated with the landlords. 

conclusion

dalit women’s rape, exploitation, murder and atrocities were 
the common practices in the pre-independence india. in post-
independence india, the situation could not change even after the 
constitutional provisions, protection of civil right act 1976 and 
the scheduled castes and the scheduled tribes (prevention of 
atrocities) act 1989. undoubtedly, change takes place at a very slow 
pace, especially in terms of traditions and mentality.  But the supreme 
court’s recent order regarding the sc, st prevention of atrocities 
act said that the act is misused and there must be a preliminary 
inquiry before registering a case under the act.37 though national 
crime record Bureau’s latest report shows that the crime against 
scs increased by 5.5 per cent in 2016 while crime against sts has 
increased by 4.7 per cent. the highest numbers of cases recorded 
were against women, including cases of sexual assault and rape.38 
such contradiction between the supreme court order and ground 
reality will hamper the change which is taking place in the upper 
caste mentality.  
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rEprEsEntation of disaBLEd WoMEn 
in thE WorKs of BanKiMchandra 

chattErJEE and raBindranath taGorE

akhilesh Kumar

an argument often presented in literary works is that in a traditional 
society any type of disability, be it physical, mental or visual, would 
make it difficult for the disabled person to survive in the world. in a 
patriarchal set-up, for example, being female is in itself a disability. 
this has been shown by Bankimchandra chatterjee (1838-1894) in 
his novel rajani (1877) and by rabindranath tagore (1861-1941) 
in his short story Subha (1918). in this essay, i shall try to explore 
the struggle of the visually impaired protagonist of rajani in a 
male-dominated society. i will attempt to draw parallels and show 
contrasts between rajani and other characters in the novel. in this 
process i will also discuss chatterjee’s view about disabled people. 
By juxtaposing their (chatterjee’s and tagore’s) representations 
of disability in rajani and Subha, it is interesting to focus on the 
individual formulations of the disabled subject in their works.

chatterjee’s novel was published in book form in 1877, although it 
had been serialized in Bangadarshan four years previously (1873-74). 
the protagonist of rajani narrates her visually challenged life in the 
first person. hence, the text directly explores the subjectivity of an 
impaired woman, in addition to and as opposed to the construction 
of the same in narrations of other characters like sachindrababu, 
amarnath and Lavangalata. sisir Kumar das in his book The artist in 
Chains: The Life of Bankimchandra Chatterjee observes, “the character 
of rajani was suggested by the blind girl nidia of the Last Days of 
Pompeii by Lord Lytton” (das 92). chatterjee gives voice to the 
disabled characters from the very beginning, when in the opening 
chapter rajani asks the reader whether she or he can understand 
her misery. thus, she raises the voice of disabled people. in this 
way, it could be argued, that ‘normal’ people can only sympathize, 
they cannot really ‘empathize’ with the sufferings of the disabled. 
chatterjee makes it a universally acknowledged fact that no person 
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can experience the pain of another in its entirety when his central 
protagonist rajani says, “our happiness and misery cannot be 
compared to your happiness and misery. We and you belong to a 
different order of reality. you cannot understand our happiness or 
our miseries.” (chatterjee, 119)1 

Like other female protagonists of chatterjee’s novels, rajani 
is portrayed as being very beautiful but her visual impairment 
undermines her beauty, as conventionally, it is the eyes that are praised 
by poets and writers to describe the beauty of a woman. similarly, 
emotions (love among them) are also believed to be expressed and 
communicated primarily through the eyes. the logical conclusion of 
such thinking would be that visually challenged people are therefore 
‘handicapped’ when it comes to expressing and feeling emotions. 
the idea is that disabled people are passive receivers rather than 
givers in emotional exchanges. however, as Bhabatosh datta in his 
essay “rajani: a novel by Bankimchandra” argues: 

the awakening of a young girl blind from birth and the transformation 
of her feelings into love and gratitude may naturally suggest that Bankim 
wanted to examine to what extent love was dependent on a sense of 
beauty . . . to what extent was rajani’s attraction towards sachindra 
shaped by beauty? Bankim was certain of one thing; desire for love is a 
natural human inclination. But does that love germinate from what eyes 
see? rajani’s feelings for sachindra were not shaped by what she saw, but 
from her touch. attraction could take shape through physical beauty but 
equally it could be born of touch. Love is sensual. rajani’s young heart, 
eager to love came alive at sachindra’s touch. (datta 7-8)2

in this novel, the writer portrays a blind girl’s feelings of love and 
beauty in a vivid manner. this portrayal, to some extent, subverts 
social conceptions about blind people. We witness rajani trying 
to conceptualize and define beauty according to her own notions. 
she tries to understand the world at her own terms, by comparing 
for instance, the senses of hearing and sight. she says, “you feel 
happiness by looking at faces while i experience pleasure by hearing 
words” (chatterjee, 119). in the same essay, datta discusses rajani’s 
perception to judge beauty in this way:

the girl who was blind from birth created a world of her own. as 
she couldn’t see herself, the world of her creation was not of visual 
perception. her happiness, her sorrow, her love were articulated through 
her sense of touch and sound. she loved the child Bamacharan as she 
loved the monument in her imagination. her love for these could not be 
compared with an intellectual attraction. But she made a religion of her 
desire to love. the English poet had said, ‘love is their whole existence’ 
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and Bankim begins rajani’s story with a description of this unusual love. 
(datta, 7-8)

in the essay, datta informs about what chattarjee says in the 
preface to the novel, “rajani’s character has been based upon those 
intellectual and moral theories that the novel purports, to represent, 
as it was felt that the character of a visually challenged young girl 
would help enhance them. chattarjee did not make clear those 
intellectual and moral theories” (datta 7), in the preface to the 
novel, chatterjee seems to challenge the social norms as we see that 
rajani, instead of being dependent on others is self-dependent and 
it is her family which is dependent on her economically. she makes 
flower garlands that her father sells them door to door.  

rajani demonstrates that visually challenged people have a 
different way of experiencing reality. she describes that she feels 
pleasure by touching and smelling the flowers. When she falls in 
love with sachindra, she longs to hear his voice each day. she longs 
for just a word from him, lovelorn and unable to understand the 
nature of her blossoming love, her sense of hearing is integral to 
a sensuous experience of the world for her. detailed descriptions 
by other characters are the other means of experiencing the world 
for her which ignite her imagination. after listening to her father’s 
description of the Victoria Monument, rajani says, “i got married to 
the monument in my imagination” (chatterjee, 120). one can see 
in her imagination of the Monument the qualities that she desires in 
her husband. she describes the Monument as “high, determined and 
stable” (chatterjee, 119). rajani further exclaims, “Who is stronger 
than my husband?” (chatterjee, 120) after her first meeting with 
sachindra, she desires the experience of sight. this reflects rajani’s 
desire to compare and judge her sense of hearing against her sense 
of sight. from nature she demands her right to see. she addresses 
Mother Earth and says, “What do you look like? the infinite power 
you have beyond our thought, strange, unique living beings, what 
does all this look like? that which people describe as beautiful, what 
does it look like? countless natural beings roam on you, tell me 
mother, what are they like? show me, mother!” (chatterjee 123)

the nineteenth-century indian society bears a close resemblance 
to the Victorian society. as was in nineteenth-century England, 
marriage was the ultimate destiny of an indian woman too. Beauty 
and property were necessary qualifications for women to establish 
themselves in the matrimonial market. rajani possesses no property 
and her beauty is rendered useless owing to her blindness. in the 
initial part of the novel, Lavanglata’s and rajani’s relationship is 
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determined by the former’s charity towards the latter. When rajani 
sells her flower-garland to Lavanglata, rajani is over-paid for her 
labour. though rajani dissuades Lavanglata repeatedly from doing 
this, her protestations are playfully dismissed time and again. 

Lavanglata often ordered flowers from me. she always gave me two 
rupees for flowers worth twenty-five paise because i was blind. taking 
the garland, Lavang would abusively say, ‘Why do you give me such a 
bad garland?’ But while paying she would give me a rupee instead of a 
pice. When i would return the rupee to her, she would say ‘this is not 
mine!’ When i would insist she would curse and shoo me away. if i would 
mention charity she would try to hit me (chatterjee, 121).

in this novel, the visually challenged protagonist-narrator uses 
a sensory metaphor in the sense of touch. for instance, when 
sachindra touches rajani’s chin to examine her eyes, she compares 
the touch of his hand to that of the flowers. “this touch was like that 
of a flower….it seemed as if flowers were all around me, flowers on 
my forehead, flowers on my feet, flowers in my soul...” (chatterjee, 
123). this metaphor is also significant due to the erotic desire it 
connotatively awakens in rajani. it points out that such desire is 
not only a pertinent state for those with eyesight but also one which 
animates the differently abled.3 

Lavanglata and sachindra initially try to arrange rajani’s marriage 
as a social necessity and out of a moral compulsion to bring stability 
to her life. however, by the very fact that this is revealed to be the case 
by the writer, it is necessarily brought in ironic view of the reader. this 
irony is further enhanced by the narrative’s revelation that the real 
owner of the house, ram sadaiv, inhabits with his family.  not only is 
it accentuated, but it is given a murky twist by the end. When sadaiv 
learns that rajani is the rightful owner of the house, Lavanglata plots 
a matrimonial alliance between rajani and sachindra. not only as 
a lower class woman but also as a visually disabled one, rajani is 
dehumanized and objectified, viewed either as a victim or as a means 
to acquire property. not once do others view her as an assertive, 
independent woman who works to make ends meet. her disability 
is noted as akin to poverty and vulnerability even requiring poetic 
intervention to aid her towards self-realization.

amarnath, another narrative voice in rajani, constructs himself as 
a victim of society. his parents are no more and he has been unlucky 
in love. to fill the vacuum in his life, he resorts to charity work. in 
Kashi, he hears of rajani and her family. he begins to search for 
the girl, in order to rescue her from a cruel fate. rajani eventually 
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inherits the property she is entitled to, because of amarnath’s efforts. 
amarnath also wishes to marry rajani, although this compulsion 
arises from compassion rather than love. rajani reciprocates his 
feeling insofar as she wishes to repay his kindness by accepting his 
offer of marriage. it is Lavanglata who severs this relationship and 
its possibilities, for her own selfish interests. Lavanglata accuses 
amarnath of being compassionate to rajani only because of rajani’s 
property.  Lavanglata also reminds amarnath of his efforts to gain 
her love against her wish. Lavanglata also manages to arrange a 
matrimonial alliance between rajani and sachindra. rajani is seen 
as incapable of taking her own decisions. her decisions have been 
influenced by Lavanglata’s advice. 

sachindra’s attitude towards rajani is based on compassion. in the 
novel, he tries to arrange a bridegroom for rajani. But it is obvious 
that he wants to keep himself away from rajani. for sachindra, 
trying to bring stability to rajani’s life is an act born out of charity 
but when circumstances compel him to marry rajani, he hesitates 
because of her blindness. on the other hand, rajani is deeply in 
love with sachindra. she tries to recreate him in her imagination but 
she cannot express her feelings to sachindra for two reasons – first, 
because she is a woman and it is presumed that a woman can hardly 
express her feelings in front of a man; second, because her visual 
disability becomes an obstacle for her to express her feelings. it is 
the psychology of disabled people that they always hesitate to express 
their feelings in front of those whom they like. they always think 
about the result of this expression. throughout the novel, rajani 
is in a psychological dilemma – she wonders why sachindra should 
marry a poor and disabled girl like her. if the hermit had not cured 
rajani’s eyesight, sachindra would not have married her. in reality, 
although people help each other, their reasons or motives may be 
different. it is not necessary that someone helps a person because he 
or she loves him or her. for Lavanglata, property is a very important 
and therefore she ignores rajani’s blindness. towards the end of the 
novel, Lavanglata shows her concern for rajani’s eyesight because 
rajani is about to become a member of Lavanglata’s family. in the 
initial chapters of the novel, only sachindra tries to explore whether 
rajani’s blindness is curable or not, but does not show any outward 
concern. 

in nineteenth-century india, women’s dependence on their male 
counter parts was in itself a disability. therefore, it can be argued 
that rajani’s victimization is threefold. Meenu Bhambani, in her 
essay “societal responses to Women with disabilities in india” in the 
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book Disability and Society: a reader (2009), edited by renu addlakha,4 
reflects on the condition of those women who are triply inferior:

it would be a cliché to state that women form the ‘marginal component’ 
of society. We suggest that, within this component, there is a subgroup 
of disabled women which is even more marginalized. What is ironical 
in the case of this group is that it is virtually ignored, not only by their 
able-bodied gender but also by disabled men. despite their significant 
numbers, women and girls with disabilities, especially in the developed 
countries of the Escap region, remain hidden and silent, their concerns 
unknown and their rights overlooked. throughout the region, in urban 
and rural communities alike, they have to face triple discrimination 
because of their disability, gender and economic status. prejudice prevails 
even within each of the three categories. among women, disabled 
women are seen as inferior, resulting in isolation and marginalization. 
they become the poorest of the poor. (addlakha et al, 233)

in other words, rajani is ‘disabled’ in terms of womanhood, 
blindness and poverty. Men in a patriarchal society try to seduce 
women and succeed too. and blind women are more vulnerable. the 
story of rajani and hiralal is an acute example for this argument. at 
the advice of his sister champa, hiralal tries to seduce rajani. rajani 
is against the matrimonial alliance arranged for her by sachindra 
and Lavanglata. in order to avoid this alliance, her only option is to 
run away with hiralal. on the boat, hiralal tries to compel rajani 
to marry him, a proposal which she firmly rejects. hiralal abandons 
her in an unknown place where a stranger from a lower caste tries to 
rape her but amarnath rescues her. from this incident, it can be said 
that it is very difficult for women to find security in unknown places. 
and this task becomes far more difficult for a visually challenged 
woman like rajani as she cannot even walk a few steps without asking 
for directions. rajani feels helpless and tries to commit suicide. 

chatterjee’s novel featuring a blind protagonist is comparable 
to rabindranath tagore’s representation of a speech-impaired 
girl in Subha. chatterjee’s rajani’s condition is parallel to tagore’s 
subhashini. But a close reading of the short story enables the 
readers to realize that subhashini’s condition is more precarious 
than rajani’s. subha is mute and it is ironical that her situation is 
exactly the opposite of her name’s meaning. “When the girl was 
named subhashini, ‘she who speaks sweetly,’ who could have known 
that she would be dumb?” (tagore, 104)5 it could be argued that 
mute people face many more problems compared to the visually 
challenged. Visually challenged people can express their feelings 
unlike the mute. this statement is applicable in the context of subha, 



76  shss 2017

“Many people do not realize that one who does not speak might 
nevertheless feel, and so they would express their anxiety regarding 
the girl’s future to her face” (tagore, 104). however, subha expresses 
her feelings through facial gestures. “the language of her eyes who 
has had no other language since birth than the expression of her face, 
is limitless, generous, of unplumbed depths” (tagore, 105). tagore’s 
ideology is critical of the society which he inhabits. the writer 
appreciates the depth of subha’s gestures by allotting her gestures a 
place superior to language. “What we express in language has largely 
to be constructed by our own efforts, somewhat like a translation; it 
is not always adequate, and though lack of skill may often be wrong. 
But dark eyes do not have to translate anything” (tagore, 104). here, 
it is worth mentioning that literary representations of the differently 
abled often champion the sensory experience of one disability at the 
expense of another — as the emphasis on the eloquence of subha’s 
dark eyes here suggests.

disability impacts subha’s psyche by depleting her sense of her 
worth and thus, discouraging her from social interaction. her 
peers too, are largely afraid of attempting to communicate with 
her. despite her parents’ regard for subha, even they see her as a 
dead weight on their minds and hearts. she comes to understand, 
“from childhood that she had been born in her father’s house as a 
curse sent by God” (tagore, 104). subha’s mother comes to view 
this disability as some personal shortcoming on her own part. here, 
tagore gives a vivid picture of the modern Bengali society. although 
they appear to be modern but certainly they are conservative. in my 
view, not only disabled people but the society in which they live, also 
thinks that they are a curse on the society.

as everyone knows, social status and beauty are the qualifications 
required of a woman in the matrimonial market. however, even 
beauty and good social standing are not enough in the case of 
subha. as the initial part of this short story informs, subha’s elder 
sisters are married but she remains single because of her disability 
of speechlessness. tagore notes, “the youngest now remained like 
a silent weight on her parents’ hearts” (tagore, 104). after much 
tribulation, when her parents are finally able to find a match for her, 
they must do so by deceiving the prospective groom. once subha’s 
muteness is found out about in her marital home, the beauty for 
which she was earlier recognized is no longer valued. this physical 
disability then goes on to disqualify her in every arena of social life. 

the trouble as tagore tries to suggest is not with subha but with the 
societal modes of understanding her condition. While this is merely 
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suggested at the outset of the story, it is made increasingly blatant 
as Subha progresses. of the rest, her parents represent the kindest 
members in the society for subha. somehow, they manage to find a 
groom for subha but it is only possible by duping him about subha’s 
condition. as a daughter, subha is a burden on her parents, and as 
a mute daughter, especially so. the manner in which her wedding 
takes place, where even subha is not told about the upcoming 
nuptials by her parents, suggests that they wish to fulfill their duty 
sooner rather than later. she is not treated with respect nor does the 
story suggest any sadness that the parents feel at the prospect of her 
marriage. rather, “her mother scolded her repeatedly lest the girl’s 
weeping leave her eyes swollen and spoils her looks” (tagore, 109).

subha’s closeness to nature is similar to that of rajani’s. her 
situation is likened to that of the mute cows that are her closest 
friends. the relationships she forges with nature are selflessly 
generous when compared to the exploitative and demanding 
relations she has with her family. she is unable to share a satisfying 
relationship with anyone else, especially in her marriage. the story 
suggests that after her wedding, she is overlooked much more than 
she has been so far in her parental home. While the nature and 
society in which she grew up could understand her mute language, 
after marriage she is alienated from any source of communicative 
comfort. this is not only suggested by the narrative voice, but it is 
also revealed by the actual closure of subha’s communication with 
people around her in her husband’s home. this becomes clear 
when the narrator comments, “in the young girl’s ever-silent heart, 
an endless inexpressible weeping reverberated, but no one except 
God could hear it” (tagore, 109).

after a close study of both chatterjee’s and tagore’s texts, it could 
be argued that compared to the former, tagore’s portrayal of subha 
is closer to reality. in chatterjee’s novel, the female protagonist 
acquires a place in society only when her eyesight is miraculously 
restored.  chattarjee also portrays societal reality in the context of 
disabled people but this portrayal to some extent is dominated by 
its near ‘happily ever after’ fairy-tale ending.  Most probably, unlike 
tagore, chatterjee would have explored the probability that unlike 
western countries, in india, many disabilities are curable through the 
use of indigenous herbal remedies. however, in present-day india 
there are many visually disabled people whose eyesight is irrevocably 
lost. in the context of rajani, this probability is rendered problematic 
by chatterjee’s own sense of poetic justice. such a strategy on the 
part of the author, in addition, blunts social critique—reconciling 
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the readers to the status quo. in my opinion, chatterjee would 
not have given space to the issue of disability. according to him, 
marriage, property and the woman’s role in marriage are the major 
issues which he has portrayed in most of his works. therefore, the 
disability of rajani is not the only issue that has been discussed in 
detail. tagore, however, by concluding his story in a realistic manner, 
authenticates the edge of his critical apparatus. the readers of 
tagore’s short story are made to confront their prejudices head-on 
instead of being reconciled to unpleasant social realities by the use 
of improbable turns of the plot. 

however, on the other hand, rajani as a character is stronger than 
subha who is more vulnerable. unlike subha, in the initial chapters 
of the novel, rajani is poor and blind. her status is very close to the 
social norms. in present times, society assumes that any disability—
either mental or physical—is a part of poverty. according to society, 
only money is the source which can overcome a disability. But this 
stereotypical conception is arbitrary. in this world, there are many 
disabled people who belong to rich families and still have to face 
discrimination in society. therefore, it would be unfair to judge 
or to draw a connection between disability and poverty. But many 
authors have described disabled characters from poor families. in 
addition to chatterjee and tagore, one can see these examples 
in Munsi premchand’s rangbhoomi (1924), srilal shukla’s raag 
Darbari (1968) and phanishwar nath renu’s Maila anchal (1954). 
But in my view, there are many visually challenged people whose 
economic status is high. for instance, Ved Mehta was the first visually 
challenged indian who went to usa with the support of pt. nehru, 
the first prime Minister of india. Mehta has described his journey in 
his autobiography, Face to Face (1957). dharmvir Bharati’s character 
dhritrashtra from andha Yug (1954) also belongs to a high social 
status.

through a close study of rajani and Subha one can deduce that, 
although, rajani is the protagonist of chattarjee’s novel and through 
her the novelist brings to light the difficulties faced by women with 
visual disabilities. it is obvious that chattarjee’s main concern in 
the novel was to address the gender inequality that was prevalent 
in nineteenth-century india. tagore’s Subha possesses many a poetic 
quality but at the same time it runs closer to reality. subha gets 
married with her disability and she continues to suffer even after her 
marriage.
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notes

 1. all the textual quotations of rajani have been translated by me from 
the hindi translation of the novel done by s. n. Mukherjee originally 
written in Bengali.

 2. all the quotations from this essay have been translated by saswati 
sengupta from Bengali to English. this translation remains 
unpublished.

 3. i have used the terms ‘visually challenged or disabled’ in order to 
highlight the specific nature of individual characters’ disability. in 
addition, the term also connotes the disability these characters face in 
social relations due to their physical impairment. 

 4. Disability and Society: a reader, edited by renu addlakha,  stuart Blume, 
patrick devlieger, osamu nagase and Myriam Winance, orient 
Blackswan, 2009.

 5. all the textual quotes from Subha have been translated by supriya 
chaudhuri.
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thE oVErLappinG of spatiaL dynaMics, 
GaME of cricKEt and nEcropoLitics  

in BOL

Kuhu sharma chanana 

Before delving into any detailed discussion on transgender cinema, 
it is imperative to understand the context in which we aim to locate 
the prefix ‘trans’. drawing upon the noted transgender cinema 
critic, Wibke straube, here in this article the trans is used not as a 
noun but as a verb which means transing. to quote his words: “using 
trans as a verb also introduces donna haraway’s critique of fixed, 
bounded categories…through her investment in ‘getting at the 
world as a verb which throws us into worlds in the making’ (haraway 
2004: 330). transing is a worlding, it makes new meaning, opens 
up the reading to multiple meanings (dyer 2013: 2) and ultimately 
generates possibilities to imagine alternate worlds. following 
haraway’s intervention on ‘worlding’, transing as a reading strategy 
for trans cinema becomes a term that allows processuality, the 
constant becoming and changing in the practices of embodiment” 
(41). 

since the primary focus of this article is on the consumption of the 
trans-cinema by the non-static spectator (who in term participates 
and reorients the meaning of the trans-identity), therefore the 
mobile and fluid meaning of the term ‘trans’ needs to be understood 
in that light as well. secondly, since transgender studies largely draw 
upon queer theories, cultural studies, sexuality and gender studies 
and also to some extent trans-feminism, therefore to catalogue trans 
not as a monolithic and linear term but as a circular and proteus 
in nature is all the more imperative. though hijras at one level 
due to the very distant cultural codes are quite different from the 
global trans identities yet there are multiple overlaps and because 
of the ever dynamic and multi-layered interpretation of transgender 
existence, they definitely have lot of common intersecting zones 
and shared concerns with transgenders. indeed, there is a risk that 
hijras can be subsumed by the Eurocentric transgender entities if 
their issues are addressed synonymously with transgenders. But 
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despite the differences, there is also a lot of overlapping between 
trans lives and hijras and that cannot be ignored. talking about this 
sort of risk, susan stryker and aren Z. aizura state: “it concerns, and 
it would acknowledge, that the relationship between highly mobile 
medicalized categories such as ‘transsexual’ and culturally specific 
terms that tend to travel shorter distances, is not a monolithic one 
in which the purity of an ethnic practice is polluted and diminished 
by the introduction of a standardized modern import; culture makes 
their own uses of those things that find their way to them. We also 
think it must concern itself with how various local phenomena 
imagine their own relationship to those things that ‘transgender’ 
accomplishes locally and globally—whether ‘ transgender’ is 
experienced as a form of colonization, as an avenue for alliance 
building or resource development, as a way of resisting local 
pressures, as an empowering new frame of reference, as an erasure 
of cultural specificity, as a counter modernity, as an alternative to 
tradition, or as a mode of survival and translation for traditional 
cultural forms that are unintelligible within the conceptual double 
binary of man/woman and homo/hetero associated with the 
modern west” (9-10). thus, an ingenious method of mixing of trans 
lives and hijra entities is required to create that third space where 
the unique cultural dispositions of hijras are not compromised and 
yet useful linkages are built between hijras and transgenders. that is 
why i have used the cross reference of The Crying Game, a cult trans 
movie, while cataloguing cricket as a metaphor to negotiate gender 
and sexual deviancy.

 in the West, the trans movies have wide range of variety in 
terms of having elements of melodrama, romantic comedy and 
tragicomedy. there are also instances of Western trans movies falling 
into the realm of road movies, martial art, coming-of-age movies, 
thrillers and musicals but most of the hijra movies borders on the 
melodrama genre. surprisingly Tammana, Daayraa and Bol are about 
male hijra protagonists which is a remarkable variety considering 
the fact that in the West where trans cinema was revamped as 
early as in 1990s, we have just a few examples of male transgenders, 
like Boys Don’t Cry (1991), romeos (2011), Orlando (1992), Hook or 
by crook (2001), Open (2010) and 52 Tuesdays (2013). apropos of 
this, straube states that “even though trans masculinity has been 
more present in cinematic representations during the last 20 years, 
it remains small as compared to the larger range of trans feminine 
representations…the comparably smaller number of films featuring 
trans male characters is also accompanied by different forms of plot 



 the overlapping of spatial dynamics 83

construction and narrative tension in these films. in films in which 
the trans male character is grown up, the character(s) are most often 
exposed to sexualised violence enacted by cis male characters and 
contextualised through the passing and the failing to pass of this 
character (romeos, Boys Don’t Cry, Tomboy ), featuring a child character, 
closely links its character to a continuous fear of being discovered 
as passing and for the “knowing entrants” this directly links to the 
fear that the character will become a victim of (sexualised) violence” 
(38).

yet another significant aspect of the trans cinema is that it works 
on the framework of fear and impending dangers. in fact, Jonathan 
Williams, in his interview-based study Trans Cinema, Trans Viewers 
(2012), has emphatically talked about the impending feeling of risk 
and danger that surrounds the absorption of trans cinema by the 
spectators. he talks about as how it gives impetus to the “collective 
risk management strategies” (115). Quoting Williams, Wibke straube 
states that “in this context, the respondents’ risk management 
strategies include the altering of behaviour, the avoidance of 
particular spaces and areas, attempting to pass as cis, trying to become 
unnoticeable, and avoiding flirting with strangers. in addition to this, 
the queer film scholar Julianne pidduck argues on violence in trans 
films, particularly in relation to Boys Don’t Cry, that “[a]ctual attacks, 
threats and near misses, a familiarity with the continuum of hatred 
and violence, can intensify the disturbing recognition (‘that could 
have been me’) of watching such an event” (45). and it refers to 
both sexualized and non-sexualized violence. Little wonder that the 
hijra movies, Bol, Darmiyaan and Shabnam Mousi are saturated with 
these sexualized and non-sexualized violence and the consequent 
risk management strategies which include a specific strategy of being 
a male hijra instead of a female one. the hijra protagonists like 
tikku, immi, and saffi are primarily shown as males and the scenes 
in which they are dressed as females, they are subjected to violence 
and consequently they go back to the male attire. the hijra movies of 
india in this context are specific as unlike their western counterpart, 
these cinematic spaces are saturated with trans-masculinities. this 
lack of trans masculinities have been succinctly charted out by both 
Jan Wickman and Wibke straube. they also talk about the complete 
absence of the trans embodiments that are neither male nor female. 
Wibke states: “interestingly, trans embodiments that are explicitly 
neither female nor male-identified (stated through dialogue or direct 
positioning) are fully absent in feature-length fiction films. this 
area of trans male/female/gender disidentifying representation in 
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cinema, the imbalance of representational frequency and the forms 
of representation of these differently gendered positions have so far 
not been addressed within queer and trans studies” (39). in this light 
the cinematic representation of hijras is quite progressive and fills 
this gap beautifully. Hijras, by dint of their very identity position, are 
neither men nor women and bridge this fissure of trans person who is 
neither man nor woman, and solve the issue of gender disidentifying 
representations in cinema as raised by the noted western critics like 
Jan Wickman and Wibke straube.

spatial dynamics and trans-identity 

Before delving into a detailed discussion on Bol, let me briefly sketch 
the outline of the plot of this movie. the story of Bol revolves around 
a male patriarch who in his desire of having a male child makes his 
wife pregnant again even after having 14 daughters and this time a 
hijra is born. the father wants to kill him/her but the mother rejects 
the idea vehemently and then a hijra known in a Muslim community 
as khusro comes and wants that child. on being spurned for being 
a hijra, he uses the tool of inversion and asserts that s/he will come 
with five hundred naked khusros in front of the patriarch’s home 
and then they will curse him which can be really ominous. thus, 
by using the same naked body that is a means of subjugation, they 
are able to revert power and justify what foucault states that power 
elicits its own origin. the father beats his wife and compels her to 
keep on producing children and confines the women of the home 
inside the four walls. no education has been given to them. due to 
the large family they suffer from penury and finally they are forced 
to send saffi (the trans-boy) to work where he gets raped. in order 
to find work, saffi tries to get associated with hijras that enraged his/
her father so much that he kills the trans boy. though the father 
goes to a prostitute and produces a daughter from her but kills the 
poor hijra child in the name of honour killing. finally, the eldest 
daughter annihilates patriarchy by killing the father and is sent to 
jail. she narrates her plight just before she is about to be hanged. 
this scene is indicative of the deep-rooted patriarchy of the society. 
in this scene, a woman who has been convicted of a murder narrates 
her side of the story inside the confines of a jail. it is symbolic of the 
fact that any kind of narration against the patriarchy is possible only 
within the bounds of the spatial confinement. however the film ends 
on a happy note as she gets acquitted and opens a restaurant and the 
family lives in a much empowered state without the patriarch though 
the poor trans-boy has been sacrificed in the process. 
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the seclusion of saffi (the hijra boy) starts early on. When it 
comes to the naming of the child, the father states that “he is not 
going to be educated in a school, so why to give him any name”? 
it, thus, points towards the emergence of a nameless trans-identity 
who is neither recognized by the family nor by the state. saffi used 
to stay at a secluded room on the roof. in older cities, roof specially 
presents a very interesting intersection of private and public space 
because roof is a part of the home yet it is outside the home and in 
old mohallas the roofs are inter-connected. in this movie also, the 
roof of saffi’s home is connected with the roofs of the other homes 
too and thus presents an interesting liminal space between the public 
and the private. and non-normative desires, entities and things that 
cannot find space in normative household are generally discarded 
at roof as like roof they are part of the home and yet not part of 
it. Generally as Griselda pollock contends that the heterosexualized 
public spaces are encoded as masculine while the domestic domains 
are conceptualized as feminine. thus, in this sense also the roof 
becomes an ideal space for the exploration of the liminal identity of 
saffi and it throws an interesting light on the gendered organization 
of the urban spaces. however, it does not pose any challenge to the 
stereotypical spatial relations. 

safi’s initial oppression comes in the form of sexual subjugation 
inside the home by the very trusted teacher who is supposed to 
evolve him. this whole metaphor of fear and consequently the safety 
issues are negotiated through keeping gender minorities in the safe 
confines of the private spaces, specially at a particular time. saffi’s 
sexual exploitation takes place within the safe confines of the home 
and he even gets severe thrashing by his own father because of it, 
despite being a victim of sexual violence. this bursts the myth that 
private spaces are safe and one gets victimized only by an outsider. 
Moreover, there is sufficient data available to indicate otherwise. 
this ‘constraining scene’ is immediately followed by ‘exit scapes’ 
(term used by Wibke straube in Trans Cinema and its Exit Scapes: a 
Transfeminist reading of Utopian Sensibility and Gender Dissidence in 
Contemporary Film) in the form of song and dance sequence which 
once again shows saffi’s mobility in the courtyard and aangan only. 
courtyard is once again an interesting intersection between the 
public and the private sphere as it is inside the home where a lot of 
collective activities like washing, at times cooking, grinding spices 
and even playing and chatting among the family members of the 
household take place but it can be viewed by the people of the other 
households as well because it is an uncovered open space. 

the liberal neighbours of these girls are shown asking them: “chat 



86  shss 2017

per jaakar mauj mela kar (go and have fun at roof)”. throughout 
the movie, there are scenes where the female bonding takes place 
at roof especially through the exchange of food. But roof has not 
been shown as a gender excluded space only, as evolved and non-
patriarchal men also occupy it. in one of the scenes, another man 
from the next household shouts: “ye mauz mela khatam kar do police 
aa rahi hai” (stop this enjoyment as the police is about to come) 
as soon as the patriarch of the household enters the home. all the 
non-normative relations like the two love-birds singing together 
also take place on the roof only. the negotiation of non-normative 
sexual leanings on chat or roof is indicative of the homoerotic spaces 
hidden within the heterosexual matrix. it also postulates the idea 
that there is a possibility of a third space where homo and hetero 
desires can co-exist without any antagonism. there is a scene where 
Murataza, saffi’s sister (who is Murataza’s love interest), and saffi 
are there on the roof. the romantic rendezvous between Murataza 
and saffi’s sister takes place and saffi looks at Murataza with the 
passionate intensity of a lover and this whole scene gets unfolded 
within the confines of the roof. 

this movie is also remarkable for its delineation of the poignant 
situation of gender minorities and how significant linkages can be 
built between feminism and trans identities, and i am documenting 
few scenes in this regard. in the scene where the eldest daughter 
deliberately takes mother to get operated so that no more children 
should be there in an already poor household, the father’s treatment 
of wife as a children-producing machine is conspicuous. the 
daughter remarks: “i wish, i become God and ask every man to give 
birth to at least one child so that they know what it takes”. thus, the 
myth of the glorified notion of motherhood (which at times results 
in the consequent valorization of motherhood without taking into 
account the burden and the hazardous effects of it on health) bursts 
here. When the father tries to strangle the daughter, she finds a 
solace in brother saffi’s arms on roof (again the spatial dynamism of 
roof is quite conspicuous here) and this scene beautifully illustrates 
the idea of coalition politics between hijra saffi and his sister against 
the oppression of a patriarch father. 

art as a means of liberation also finds manifestation on the roof. 
in this connection the song that is being sung by the two lovers on 
a roof and saffi’s painting that has been drawn once again on roof 
further establish it as a site of liberation. Bol bears a close semblance 
with global trans cinema like Ma vie en rose. also the dance scene 
bears a close parallel with the scene where Ludo and his grandmother 
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dance together in Ma vie en rose. saffi, along with his sisters and 
neighbours, claps, watches them, moves rhythmically and forms 
a flow through shared looks, clap and rhythmic movements. this 
provides ‘exit scape’ and evokes a sense of liberation in otherwise 
gloomy saffi.

 however the use of the roof as a site to transgress the heteronorm 
is not new and one can find the inter-textual references in many 
literary texts that depict same-sex love ceaselessly such as in the works 
of the writers like Mridula Khosy (“such a Big Girl”), Geetanjali 
shree (Tirohit) and suroopa Mukherjee (across the Mystic Shore) and 
a detailed discussion of it can be found in my book, LGBTQ Identities 
in Modern Indian Literature. 

in this way, the spatial dynamics of roof in reimagining and 
reinvesting the gender and sexual identities has been effectively 
used by the creators of the movie Bol. Little wonder that in Bol 
all affirmative transgressive actions and desires, be it singing, 
playing cricket, love glances of saffi, food exchange between the 
neighbours, discussion of secret marriage between the two lovers, 
murder of a patriarch and the escape of women, take place on the 
roof only. saffi’s non-acceptance at a public place is visible from the 
fact that the moment he steps out of his home for work, he has been 
mutilated at that space and the only safe refuge for him remains 
(that is too only temporarily as he has been ultimately killed there) 
the liminal space of the roof. in this connection, anne Enke asserts 
that “social spaces that depend on identity categories—as most do—
are constituted through the constant surveillance and policing of 
those within. the presence of ‘difference’ from the operative identity 
category is simultaneously invoked and erased: social spaces suggest 
that all people within them pass as really being members of the social 
category that the space thereby helps to produce thus, normative 
social spaces are structured around the presumed absence of the 
disabled, queer, trans, and other marginalized subjects, which is to 
say that such spaces inscribe exclusion” ( 243).

cricket as a Metaphor to Blur the Gender  
and sexual Boundaries

 in an interesting scene, the grown up saffi is shown playing cricket 
with sisters though in the bounded confines of the roof. cricket is 
considered a highly masculine game and bears a metaphor of various 
significances. in the cultural psyche, it has been crystalised as a 
panacea for lot of problems. Quoting robert foster, Boria Majumdar, 
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in “opiate of the Masses or one in a Billion: trying to unravel the 
indian sporting Mystery”, highlights the metonymic significance of 
cricket as a vehicle for transcending identity crisis. he talks about it 
primarily in terms of diasporic global indian who wishes to have a 
sense of rooted identity but it can be true of other identitarian crisis 
as well. to quote his words: “cricket in india is no longer a vehicle 
for merely imagining the nation, but has become one by which to 
transcend the nation—to escape the troubled country, even through 
a form of ‘imagined cosmopolitan’. foster says that such imagining 
conjures a utopian vision for the future, one where… an indian, can 
engage with the world on a level playing field. in india, however, 
cricket provides far more than an opportunity for imagination. the 
sport allows post-colonial india to assert itself on the world stage. for 
a short while, india’s craze for cricket succeeded in hiding the grim 
realities confronting many of the region’s countries, particularly 
with regards to poverty” (246). thus, the scene where the camera 
focuses on a caged bird and then shifts to saffi playing with his 
sisters is of great significance as cricket is not only used as fantasy 
laden tool to transcend the miseries related to identities but also as 
a sign of highly masculine world. apropos of this quoting deborah 
L. Brake and connell, radhika Gupta states, “sports plays a key role 
in creating and maintaining conceptions of hegemonic masculinity. 
Boys and men have long used sports as a way to achieve a hetero 
masculine identity. an important aspect of hegemonic masculinity 
is defining masculinity as ‘not feminine’” (105). thus, this highly 
masculine game played by the two gender minorities, women and 
hijra saffi, works as a subversive tool against patriarchy. similarly, 
later the narrator tells as how most of the women of the household 
seem to be interested in cricket. When the patriarch of the house was 
listening to a radio commentary, in the middle of the conversation, 
the two girls accused each other of having a crush on tendulkar and 
afridi respectively, the father yelled “in ladikoyn ne cricket mein bhi 
bahayai dhoond li”. it confirms the transcending nature of cricket in 
the sub-continent. this scene is immediately followed by the elder 
sister’s bitter reaction that in a home like this, where even breathing 
is regulated by the father, the only way to escape is to pray that his 
favourite team wins. When his team loses, hell breaks loose at home 
and he states that since these wicked women had not prayed properly, 
his team had lost the game. this is followed by an argument on the 
team’s performance, which further escalates the crisis finally resulting 
into cricketing discussion being a means to counter masculine 
subjugation. in the asian subcontinent, the game of cricket is hugely 
associated with a gendered nationalism, and patriotism is primarily 
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considered a man’s domain. this collective masculine kind of sports 
patriotism as reflected through cricket is deeply entrenched in both 
indian and pakistani citizens. the sports writers like sharda ugra 
has constantly talked about cricket being a barometer of national 
pride and self-worth to the extent that it assumes the role of fantasy 
laden means to mitigate and divert attention from other pressing 
concerns like dismal economy. prashant Kidambi in Hero, Celebrity 
and Icon: Sachin Tendulkar and Indian Public Culture talks about the 
fact that cricket is seen as a symbol of nation itself to the extent that 
a victory in a cricket match is seen as a national triumph and defeat 
as a national calamity. 

thus, the overlapping of masculine patriotism with cricket evokes 
the issue of legitimate citizenship rights too, though in a symbolic 
fashion. this provides a legitimate kind of citizenship rights to men 
primarily through sports patriotism. thus, it is not a monolithic 
unidimensional issue of simple marginalization of women and 
trans identities in sports but has a more sinister agenda of forging 
a profound claim on nation through masculine sports patriotism. 
hence, relegating the role of women and trans identities to mere 
spectators, cheer-leaders and presenters just to add the glamour 
quotient is just tokens. it further assigns the role of mere ‘helpers’ 
to every gender other than the male one. this kind of inclusion is 
indubitably counter-productive, especially in the wake of the fact that 
cricket is indeed seen as one of the sites where nationalism is shaped. 
another important factor is that the miniscule roles women play in 
cricket are also policed whether they are presenters, spectators or 
cheer-leaders. Quoting Mudgal, shamik Bag, Kanishk tharoor and 
rohini iyer, radhika Gupta argues (though written in the context 
of indian women but it is equally true of pakistani women too) that: 

While many women in cricket retain agency, female only cheerleading 
objectifies women, detracts from women players, and reinforces gender 
stereotypes. further hiring predominantly white and foreign women 
reinforces indian perceptions both of the sanctity of indian womanhood 
and promiscuousness of foreign women. at the same time, the largest 
opposition to cheer-leading has been based on its foreignness to 
cricketing culture being vulgar and indecent and contrary to the indian 
culture. these objections …reflect a denial of women’s agency by not 
taking into account views of either cheer-leaders or women spectators 
(102). 

the above-mentioned scene of Bol, where the two sisters talk 
about their crushes on the male cricketers, the father objects to it 
vehemently and yells that they have found a means to be shameless 
even in cricket. it is indicative of the policing of the female spectator 



90  shss 2017

by a patriarch. using cricket as space of cultural imperialism and 
patriarchal subjugation is quite evident here. thus, even the 
spectatorship is not gender blind forget about the playing. not 
only the active participation in terms of playing but also the passive 
participation in terms of spectatorship and ways of consuming it will 
be negotiated via a male spectator and a player as it is considered to 
be a male only domain primarily. Mariah Burton nelson effectively 
postulates in this connection that “{s}ports is a women’s issue because 
female participation empowers women thereby inexorably changing 
everything” (9). in this light, hijra saffi’s playing of cricket along 
with his sisters where the hero is a male spectator clearly reverses the 
paradigm. 

the game of cricket as a tool to negotiate the convoluted trans-
identities has been effectively portrayed in yet another movie entitled 
The Crying Game and just like Bol, it also uses cricket as a metaphor to 
destabilize the binaries of class, race and gender. in fact the symbiotic 
relationship between the game of cricket and identity has been 
catalogued in the editorial of The Guardian. the constructed notions 
of masculinity (hence a kind of a gender construct), identity and 
nationalism all brought together through the metonymic signifier 
of the cricket have been described effectively in the editorial of The 
Guardian through these words:

imperial cricket metaphors have a long history, even before henry 
newbolt cemented the association with his call to play up and play the 
game whether on the school cricket field or in the sands of the desert 
sodden red. But the connection has endured. ‘they played the game,’ 
says the inscription at the oval below the names of the surrey players 
who fell in the first world war, while in 1942, General Montgomery urged 
his soldiers in north america to ‘hit rammel to six’. politics, like war, 
sometimes reaches for a handy cricket metaphor. sir Geoffrey howe’s 
resignation speech in 1990 complained that Margret thatcher’s anti 
Europe views left ministers feeling ‘their bats have been broken before 
the game.

(http://www.theguardian.com/commensfree/2013/jun/28/
unthinkable-cricket-metaphors-editorial). 

the gender and sexual politics also bear the oppression caused by 
the imperial metaphor of cricket as till very late it has come to signify 
a game by the powerful and for the powerful. in this connection, 
another trans movie, The Crying Game, also lays bare the intricate 
web of gender, nationalism and cricket. this movie is about an 
ira (irish revolutionary army) fighter fergus who believes in the 
cause of ireland’s fight for freedom from England and captures a 
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black soldier, Jody who has played for his native country as a bowler 
but ever since he has joined the British army, he can no longer be 
associated with the national team of his country. since in an oblique 
fashion national games and patriotism have a potent overlap and the 
game of cricket has been seen as a universal marker of Englishness, 
therefore it works as a powerful signifier for postcolonial and colonial 
undecidablity as has been effectively used by various film-makers and 
writers. in this regard, it is pertinent to quote Eila rantonen’s words: 

national sports have traditionally been powerful symbols of patriotic 
sentiments and national identity. they can even be seen as ‘tamed’ 
versions of national struggles. fergus and Jody also talk in the ira’s 
hideout about the British and irish national sports, cricket and hurling…
cricket is an international marker of Englishness. on the other hand, 
hurling is a traditional marker of irishness. for instance, British or 
protestant players have not been accepted in hurling teams in northern 
ireland. in The Crying Game cricket becomes a central symbol in the film 
when we are shown montages of Jody bowling a ball on a cricket pitch in 
his white clothing. in fact, the status of cricket reflects postcolonial irony. 
today cricket can also be described, as Jody does, ‘as the black man’s 
game’, since cricket is very popular in the commonwealth. England, for 
instance has often beaten by the West indies team. 

(https://www15.uta.fi/kirjasto/nelli/verkkoaineistot/yht/rantonen.
pdf). 

The choice of games by these two characters works as an emblem of 
national identity in a very interesting way, especially when it intersects 
with the gender fluidity of Dil and Saffi. Sports is a world saturated 
with masculine bonding and no wonder the two arch enemies, Jody 
and Fergus, bond over their national games and create fissures in 
their racial identities that further escalate into creating ruptures 
into the queer identity of Dil. Aspasia Kotsopoulos and Josephine 
Mills in “The Crying Game: Gender, Genre and ‘Postfeminism’” 
contend that “the choice of these games is significant because each is 
representative of a national identity and reinforces other differences 
between the two men that distracts from their differences in race. 
Jody’s black masculinity would be too threatening if that were all 
that attracted Fergus. Cricket, as a sign works like Dil’s ambiguous 
gender to provide distractions from blackness and still allow race 
to function as a ‘spice’.” (http://www.ejumpcut.org/archive/
onlinessays/JC39folder/CryingGameK-M.html.). 

However, Bol, the hijra movie, makes a radical shift when the 
game of cricket is used to negotiate the trans identity. In Bol, Saffi 
is shown actively playing cricket and dismantling the exclusive 
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masculine identity associated with this game. However, in The Crying 
Game, the transsexual Dil is not shown actively playing the game 
and appropriating the masculine territory by redefining the game 
through playing and measuring it up to her trans identity. In fact, 
she has been just used as a tool to ward off attention from the latent 
homoerotic desire that seems to grow between the two men bonded 
over the game of cricket. Dil is shown in loose-fitted cricket attire 
only as a reminder of Jody. Every time when Fergus makes love to 
Dil, Jody is being shown in the background wearing white cricketing 
gear and throwing a ball of cricket. Thus, the trans-identity and the 
masculine game of cricket do have a connection but primarily it 
is being treated as a symbol for the homoerotic bonding between 
the two male protagonists Fegus and Jody. Contrary to this in Bol, 
the appropriation of the game of cricket through trans identity 
takes place without any male intervention. It is significant to quote 
Kotsopoulos and Josephine Mills: 

dil plays the woman’s role in this boyhood world of games. she is not 
one of the active men, one of the guys on team. for added emphasis, 
her unnaturalness in Jody’s cricket clothes proves this because they are 
too big and obviously do not suit her. instead, she is one of the girls who 
facilitate male bonding. as in traditional war movies, Jody shows his new 
buddy fergus a photo of his one true gal waiting back home. dil serves 
as the buffer between male homoerotic desire: Jody and fergus can talk 
about sex and love without having to talk about themselves, and fergus 
can sublimate his impossible desire for Jody by pursuing dil (http://
www.ejumpcut.org/archive/onlinessays/Jc39folder/cryingGameK-M.
html). 

Moreover, it is also linked with gender undecidability as catalogued 
in the movies, Bol and The Crying Game. this is evident from the two 
scenes; first, hijra saffi’s playing of the masculine game of cricket 
with his burka wearing Muslim sisters and secondly in The Crying 
Game every time fergus makes love to Jody’s transgender girlfriend, 
dil, he has been hallucinating of Jody throwing a ball at him in white 
gears. in fact, when fergus accidently falls madly in love with dil and 
wants to hide her from ira soldiers, he dresses her in a cricket dress. 
thus, cricket as a layered and convoluted symbol which is capable of 
creating fissures in the stringent boundaries of race and gender has 
been used conclusively in these cinematic texts. 

trans-citizenship and necropolitics 

the sexual violence and the issues of safety of a trans person outside 
and within the household find manifestation in a quite concrete 
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fashion in this movie. saffi’s efforts to find work outside home result 
in his horrible rape which ultimately ends in his murder by his father 
in the name of family honour. also, this scene is specially important 
from the perspective of the trans body’s contribution to the domestic 
economy and nation-building by being a viable economic subject 
and productive body. hence, the projection of gender variants as 
‘working body’ is imperative. according to dan irving: 

constructions of transsexuals as viable social subjects by medical experts, 
transsexual individuals, researchers and allies were, and continue to 
be, shaped significantly by discourses of productivity emerging from 
and reinforcing regimes of capitalist accumulation. to move towards 
achieving social recognition, the transsexual body must constitute a 
productive working body, that is, it must be capable of participating 
in capitalist production process. this legacy impacts the trajectories of 
political organizing to achieve social justice for trans communities (16-
17). 

this entire scene is saturated with saffi’s efforts to do his work with 
utmost sincerity amid constant sexual harassment by his co-workers 
but ultimately he ends up being raped and not being paid for his 
artistic endeavours. this scene clearly builds linkages among the 
idea of legitimate productive body, transphobia, issues pertaining to 
citizenship and discourses veering around the economic welfare of 
the nation. Quoting Jo hirschmann, dan irving argues: 

…the binary system of sex/gender naturalized the devaluation of 
women, as well as of non-normative masculinities (i.e. effeminate gay 
men or ftM transsexuals who do not pass as men). this sex/gender 
based degradation, which resulted in systematic oppression was not 
practiced only by governmental and institutional bureaucracies. it was 
also appropriated within spheres of capitalist production, and it is within 
sites of commodity production where we can witness the amalgamation 
of exploitation with relations of domination. oppressed sex/gender and 
sexual minorities such as women, trans people, gays and lesbians have 
always been overrepresented within low-wage, part time, nonunionized, 
and precarious sectors of the labor market (20-21). 

Little wonder that at the end of the day saffi is shown not being 
paid but raped and brutally mutilated. all the efforts to establish saffi 
as a legitimate citizen by making him enter into the category of well-
catalogued labouring body get thwarted here. regarding asserting 
the rights on nation as a trans citizen by being so-called productive 
bodies (and it is used in an inverted sense here) aren aizura writes: 
“citizenship here means fading into the population …But also the 
imperative to be ‘proper’ in the eyes of the state: to reproduce, to 
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find proper employment; to reorient one’s ‘different’ body into the 
flow of the nationalized aspiration for possessions, property, [and] 
wealth” (295). from this point of view saffi’s failed efforts at work 
cannot be understood from the unidimensional point of view of sexual 
subjugation of gender variants only, but have a deeper significance 
of holding back a trans body from asserting citizenship rights on the 
nation. thus, the claims to rights and equality get subsumed within 
the hyper-exploitative aspects of economically productive bodies. 
dan irving talks about as how the notion of deserving citizen has gone 
through a sea change under neoliberalism because there is a major 
shift from the idea of ‘social citizenship’. social citizenship caters 
to the idea of state providing economic reliefs to its citizens in the 
times of economic hardships but the neoliberal ideas of citizenship 
do not cater to the same expectations; rather the idea of ‘deserving 
citizens’ gains momentum, and it defines the legitimate citizens as 
those who can incessantly contribute to their nation’s progress in 
terms of global political economy. irving argues: 

“….media, state, and community institutions continuously construct 
socioeconomic and political discourses that represent segments of 
middle and working class populations as innocent victims and upstanding 
citizens while simultaneously (re)constructing others as enemies, 
threats, and drains on the system. it is through the predominance of 
these discourses among the majority of middle-and working-class society 
that transsexuality is rendered suspect. therefore many commentators 
and LGBt (Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and transgender) organizations 
deliberately emphasize the transsexual individual as a contributing 
member of society when appealing for recognition of trans subjects 
and for access to employment. the understanding of transsexual body 
as productive provides the subtexts for differing representations of 
transsexuality (25-26).

further in this particular scene saffi’s efforts to work and earn 
money like other fellow painters are being thwarted and his 
integration as a productive trans-body who has legitimate claims 
of a citizen as a nation-building entity (specially in the context of 
neoliberal economies) gets negated. Later after his rape he has 
been rescued by a hijra and there is a suggestive indication that now 
the means of earning will be through dancing which is seen as an 
extremely humiliating modes of earning by his father. however, 
ironically enough it tends to locate saffi as a so-called parasitic entity 
(to quote dan irving who has used it in a sarcastic sense claiming that 
no work is unproductive and should not be viewed from the lens of 
middle-class respectability) who drains the system by unproductive 



 the overlapping of spatial dynamics 95

works like dancing, begging or may be even prostitution and thus he 
needs to be annihilated. 

the issue of interrelatedness of biopower and necropolitics (a 
term used by ahille Mbembe) comes to fore through the death 
scene of saffi, whose unruly body must meet death in the service of 
sanitization of the state. Mbembe invented this term to evoke the 
political potential of the death of the marginalized communities. 
apropos of this snorton and haritaworn state in Trans necropolitics: a 
Transnational reflection on Violence, Death, and the Trans of Color afterlife 
that “necropolitics enables us to understand how biopower—the 
craving out of subjects and populations (foucault 1978)— can profess 
itself at the service of life and yet generate death, in both quotidian 
and spectacular forms” (66). saffi’s failure to contribute effectively 
must end in his death in the era of neo-liberalism where the death 
of the ‘other’ is imperative for the so-called healthy maintenance 
of the privileged productive citizens. according to snorton and 
haritaworn, henry Giroux calls it “‘biopolitics of disposability’, a 
new kind of politics in which entire population is now considered 
disposable, an unnecessary burden on state coffers, and cosigned to 
fend for themselves’. thus neoliberal ideologies provide biopower 
with new ammunition in the creation of life-enhancing and death-
making worlds, and offer an insidious addendum to rationales for 
population control. the consequences of this logic effaces the way 
power and life are maintained and reproduced through the deaths 
of certain others” (69). 

thus, from the perspective of creating significant slippages, by 
exploring the issues of spatial identities of hijras, necropolitics and 
employment of cricket as a metaphor to negotiate trans identity, Bol 
is indeed a significant specimen of trans cinema. its affirmative and 
progressive stance can be seen from the fact that as opposed to the 
sparse representations of ftMs (female to male trans-persons) in 
the Western cinema, we have a full grown male transgender in this 
movie. Gayatri Gopinath, shohini Ghosh and ruth Vanita suggested 
that the representation of the gender and sexual variants as hijras in 
mainstream hindi cinema has always provided that elusive space for 
the negotiations of not only gender minorities but also for sexual 
deviants. so in one way, hijras were the flag bearers for queers in more 
than many ways and bore the negative and comic representations for 
queers at their own expanse. also because the gender segregated 
spaces are rampant in the indian society, the invasion of the 
homosocial places are possible only through cross dressing and in 
that sense the numerous such scenes in the hindi cinema work as, 
to quote chris straayer’s term, “temporary transvestite film” which 
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“offers spectators a momentary vicarious trespassing of society’s 
accepted boundaries for gender and sexual behavior” (strayyer 44). 
thus, in these respects Bol is indeed a highly progressive movie as it 
helps in changing the contours of the popular imagination vis-a-vis 
both the sexual and gender minorities and this article is an humble 
attempt to excavate those progressive leakages.
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MuMBai faBLEs: cosMopoLitanisM and 
thE sEXuaL Ethos

ahonaa roy

the paper identifies and describes the qualities and characteristics 
of cosmopolitanism in broad with the discursive and the material 
process of consumption, city and city-spaces, culture, identity, 
citizenship and politics. the paper, in a way, attempts to identify the 
geographies of the transnational locality with the new configuration 
and relationships within a specific subculture. the new form of 
cultural articulation and the public life that Bombay generates, 
resembles a strong impetus to what Binnie et al., (2006:8) calls 
‘cosmopolitan urbanism’ – reflecting to a sense of neoliberal cultural 
trait and a form of urban life with a specific form of consumption, 
lifestyle and cultural sensibilities (see also, Burns and davies, 2009). 

to start with the organizing principles of ulrich Beck’s (2002:17) 
understanding of cosmopolitanism that reflects the radical 
constellation of the flows of capital, people, image, identities, 
ideologies and structures, that fundamentally develops a new form 
of consciousness –Beck reveals that cosmopolitanism brings into the 
evidence of a new situation of the world that fundamentally sets to 
identify a new form of modernity that triggers the conflation of varied 
projects of the capitalist framework, to corporate reorganization, 
new transfer of labour and people, free trade, leading to a situation 
of cultural progress that transcends political boundaries to a domain 
of interlocking institutional framework of people, region, space 
and context (Bell and Binnie, 2004; rantanen, 2005; Leahy, 2013; 
Mythen, 2013). 

similarly, arjun appadurai’s (1996, 2001) anthropological study 
of transnationality with special reference to Bombay, provides an 
interesting trope to the logic of ‘disjuncture’. in his essay, ‘disjuncture 
and difference in the Global cultural Economy’ (1996), appadurai 
emphasizes the analytics to ‘disjuncture’, as relating to the constant 
flow and movement of people to new global cultural economy (32-33). 
it further adds to the idea of a radical shift to a larger transnational 
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imagery that materially shapes the meaning of human action (pp. 
44-45). further, appadurai’s specificities to his analysis on ‘flows’ 
and mobility in shaping relations, profoundly conceptualize the 
importance of the concept of ‘deterritorialization’, that holds the 
meaning to break with the past, with a critical anthropological notion 
to his analysis of ‘new order’, which is formed with the convergence 
of cultural styles, thus forming a global cultural uniformity (pp. 47). 
further, the homogenization of the western practices, yet develops 
certain ethics of transnational politics to the locality, where the rubric 
of modern life is significantly driven to market consumer choices 
(Xavierinda and rosalando, 2002: 22).

the growing cosmopolitanism of the city of Bombay is bounded 
with the analysis of the postcolonial analysis of the city to that of its 
emergent economy; characterizing a city with a sign of modernity that 
appeals to a nativist contours of its own image of the land, religion, 
politics, migration, business, trade in one hand, to that of the growing 
presence of the multinational space that emphasizes the capitalist 
production and the cultural representation of the city (hansen, 
2001; dossal, 2009; Vicziany and Bapat, 2009; ashcroft, 2011). as 
swapna Banerjee-Guha’s (2002, 2009) important articulation of the 
metropolises in the global south in the time of ‘neoliberal urbanism’ 
–emphasizing to the notion of ‘market ethic’ and the emergence of 
the enterprise culture that notably figures the neoliberal characters 
as ‘sovereign consumers’ (see also, Gooptu, 2009). 

the cosmopolitan ethos of the city in relation to sexuality, svati 
shah (2015) argues to the evidences of locating the sexual politics 
in india in the 21st century from the lens of neoliberal economy. 
her analysis of the economic liberalization that occupies the 
fundamental organizing rubric in determining and shaping these 
identities and subjectivities. to her understanding, the sexual politics 
to neoliberalism in the ‘Global south’ marks an era of emphasizing 
the intersection of identity and wealth, thus constituting a notion 
of ‘privacy’, as transmitting cultural dynamics from the West to 
non-West. What she means by saying here, is the newness in the 
formation of sexual identity that reifies the class-based sexual 
politics to the analytical formation of urban non-heteronormative 
representations. hence, the rich and the wealthy gay subjects in the 
global south follows certain normative social forms, that conditions 
their ‘aestheticization’ of identity –forming a brand new form of 
cosmopolitan connoisseurs, as reflecting the neoliberal agendas of 
hyper-consumerized material geographies and spaces. 

the gay clubs, bars and other gay entertainment spaces frames 
the emotional geographies of gay-space that charts the boundary 
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and fixity to the apparent consumption ritual of these identity-
categories (Bakunina, 2012; Boyce, 2007). the space becomes 
sociable with the complex performances of fun, dance, intimacy, 
pleasure –as displaying a network of individuals who interacts with 
a gendered class with realization of affluent, savvy, gay consumers 
who fundamentally constructs a ‘gay habitus’ and are openly and 
comfortably gay. furthermore, the gay solidarity-movement and 
activism brings into the evidence as how david harvey (2005) calls 
it as ‘cosmopolitan citizenship’ as adding to the evidence of the 
performative representation of certain political practices, either by 
means of street activism like gay parades, or collective association of 
gay-groups, like community-based politics.

the importance of space and its negotiations as leading to the 
claiming of ‘sexual citizenship’occupies a particular space that 
conditions the expression of the gay individuals and to transgress 
the hegemonic heteronormative space. these movements, further 
represents the politics of spectacle and visualization: a space that 
dominantly represent the heteronormative arena; the gay parade 
temporarily crosses the boundaries and destabilizes the ‘normative’ 
locale of the public arena (Leachy, 2013; Mythen, 2013). at the same 
time, community-based discussions add to the understanding of new 
participation in the decision-making, a new ideology of equality that 
underscores the formal membership of the individuals as adding to 
a form of collective sentiments (Bakunina, 2012; fadaee, 2011). the 
dialogues in participation, becomes a form of collective movement, 
a type of political participation that mobilizes the gay individuals. 
its further, deeply conditions the new movement-politics, that aids 
a deeper understanding of citizenship –projecting a meaning to the 
transnational solidarity of the gay populace where there is overlapping 
imperative to the movements’ ideology to gay citizenship rights. 

cosmopolitan Ethos and the Making of Bombay 

the recent theorization of cosmopolitanism aims to build ideas as 
responding to neoliberal globalization that proposes a framework of 
the market-driven regulation on a global level. cosmopolitan theory 
(appaduai 2002[a][b]; Beck, 2005, Leachy, 2013) by anthropologists 
and sociologists reminds us to reimagine a political community 
which is not bound by borders but to adopt discrete democratic 
ideals globally as articulating a ‘cosmopolitan order’. immanuel 
Kant acknowledges a ‘cosmopolitan community’ that supports to a 
form of ‘law’ and ‘order’ that states to a legitimate participation of 
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human beings across societies that erases to the cultural differences 
and create liberal democratic ideals. Kant’s ‘cosmopolitan order’ 
adheres to the elements of state sovereignty as a basic moral principle 
of universal human dignity that would allow again a ‘cosmopolitan 
order’ that rise above the particularities to a framework constructed 
to the logic of the complex multidimensional relationship between 
global and local forces. this implies further to a unique condition 
of understanding territoriality in which, different locales are 
interconnected with the intensification of interaction. further to 
this, the idea of ‘territoriality’ in a cosmopolitan cultural climate 
that conflates to the various projects of global interconnectedness, 
with varied globalized perspectives in the understanding of ethnicity, 
technology, finance, media, ideology and so on and so forth. this 
kind of imaginative landscapes relates to arjun appadurai’s (1996) 
framework of ‘disjuncture’, shaping to a condition of modernity that 
transcends the very spatiality of the ‘local’ with the interplay of the 
varied globalized perspectives.

renegotiating appadurai (2002[a]) characterization of 
‘disjuncture’ to his understanding of Bombay – that strongly 
provides the city’s images of the globalising modernity coupled with 
the elusive histories and its evolving finance: crafting the shifting 
economies to a global scale of rising financial capital (pp. 55). further 
linking to his argument as relating it to ‘hypermodernization’ with 
the cosmopolitan ethos that Bombay installs from the post-World 
War ii. appadurai recalls 1970s as the period of ‘sudden’ economic 
regulation and new mobility of labour with the growing migration 
bringing in white and blue collar workers that eventually builds the 
commercial and political core of the city, with its employability in 
the fort area of south Bombay (pp. 50). this slowly creates to the 
notion of ‘circulation of cash and work’ with the growing impetus 
of ‘business’, further addressing to the ‘new markets’ as operating 
to the entrepreneurial energy to the city. appadurai relates the 
‘new market’ syndrome to a complex capitalist niches of the 
transnational space, wherein in other contexts appadurai evokes to 
his theorization of multiple ‘scapes’ (appadurai, 1996), conflating 
to the incorporation of the disjunction with its economic and 
cultural specificities, as situating to the newness of the global epoch 
that moves out of the local situations to the new attention to the new 
attention to global circulation (see also, anna tsing, 2002: 455-456 
‘the global situation’). 

again, appadurai’s analytical trope of ‘disjuncture’ (1996:32) 
constantly tells us the ‘new global cultural economy’ with special 
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emphasis to his concept of ‘deterritorialization’ (pp.37) –as thinking 
to the interplay of the semblance and difference of new visions of 
culture that challenges the bounded imaginaries. this further says 
to the formation of new geographical spaces and the erasure of fixed 
nation-state units, but a new form of political project which is highly 
contingent with new forms of political participation and new ways of 
creating citizenship. 
James holston and arjun appadurai (1996) has sought to mark the 
core meaning of modern citizenship that expands to their political 
meaning of modern public life, and to erode the understanding of 
it which is historically situated with the primacy of the nation and 
its national boundaries. as they suggest, citizenship repudiates the 
constitution of many distinguished representations with a culture of 
difference appropriates an urban space that profoundly provokes a 
new notion of membership and solidarity. this erupts a new social 
condition that deeply contributes to new conditions of work, living 
and sustenance as concerning to the new claims of civic components. 
thus, it is possible to observe the complexities of governance and law 
that builds the context of new relations to urban governmentality. 
in saying so, the modern citizenship entails the intensification of 
the city’s space as rendering to the politics of democracy –further 
articulating the political economy of mass migration, globalization 
of economy, rights-based discourses, and many more –evoking an 
ideology of universal equality. 

social history of Bombay since 1970s 

arjun appadurai characterizes the city of Bombay to those other cities 
like Bangkok, hong Kong, sao paulo, Mexico city –to those efforts as 
particularly saying is ‘seduced’ to the global capital. conceptualizing 
the city’s character as ‘disjuncture’ provides shifting economies 
of manufacture and industry to economies of trade, tourism and 
finance –yet retaining to its histories and temporalities. Bombay as 
the city with its interesting history of fisherman’s village, and named 
after the local goddess; eventually turned into a set of colonial 
government that eventually oriented with a bourgeois’ ethos as to 
calling it a ‘fordist city’ that is dominated by trade, commerce and 
manufacturing -1950s marked the mergence of the cosmopolitan 
spirit of the city’s economic proliferation. appadurai states here, 
the city’s significance to port that has a long site for commerce, 
imperial trade and colonial power as enabling to shape the industrial 
capitalism –the communities, like parsi, Muslim, hindu, Bagdadi Jew, 
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syrian cristian, armenian, and many more. as eventually, Bombay 
after World War ii and the importance of commerce enabto the led 
to create the manufacturing sector with automobiles, textiles and 
chemicals, in one hand, and the powerful trade, and quintessentially 
the complex web of economic relations and the ‘business’ in Bombay 
installs to the entrepreneurial energy operating in the city to the 
increasing factors of capitalist production (appadurai, 2001:62). 
appadurai adds to the idea of ‘cash’ that implies to the circulation 
of various kinds of capital, relating to the new and its contradictory 
manner. in one hand, it registers to the ‘post-fordist Bombay’ (pp. 
69), as characterizing a broad megacity project of multinational 
consumptions and its materiality, consumption and modern 
domesticity –creating a ‘global’ new middle class. on the other 
hand, ‘cash’ also solicits the ‘parallel’ or the ‘black’ economy (pp. 
60), as appadurai further suggests the Bombay’s ratio is probably 
higher that also finances the Bollywood film industry. these money 
is invested on the entire cultural economy producing a serious 
business that steadfastly channels an arbitrary character in ‘business’ 
via means of smuggling goods, racket-payments, illegitimate state 
protection, and many more. the ‘business’ here, revolves around 
large cash transactions within the economy of the black money, so 
as to mean otherwise, the deep circulation of the currency that goes 
hand in hand with the materiality, that appadurai states strongly 
as ‘the commodification of flesh’. Knitting together the complex 
edifice of cash that circulates in the hugely disorganized sectors, that 
he calls ‘house-related hysteria’ and its brokers and dealers whose 
subculture and networking constitutes the fibre of ‘black economy’ 
and the underworld (pp. 68). these fluid dealings manufacture 
grossly a notorious space of violence, risk in which the key players 
are the mafias as the solicitors and financers in a discreet pattern of 
market-making. 

further to the traits of violence, stages the local ethno-politics and 
hindu nationalism of the shiv sena from the 1960s- Maharashtra’s 
ethno-history and the Maharashtrian self-consciousness, portraying 
an indigenized strategy to domesticate the local vernacular 
consciousness in the region (hansen, 2002: 14) [wages of violence: 
naming and identity in the postcolonial Bombay]. shiv sena and 
its vernacular rendition holds a counter-Bombay imagery, or a 
niche to its cosmopolitan fervour that translates a ‘hinduized’ city 
–its ideologies as much as politicized with neo-religious strategies 
of india, that is intensely market-driven. the indigenizing strategy, 
further gains its impetus with the erasure of the anglophone 
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name; Bombay to adopt Mumbai to the ‘metonymic’ interplay as 
envisioning regional and vernacular geography of Maharashtra and 
ethnonationalism, and and conversely, multicultural niches to build 
a specific form of urbanism (pp. 79). 

cosmopolitanism thus, becomes a water career for neoliberalism. 
the corporations’ visions for united, borderless world ruled by 
commodity in which geographical differences are conveniently 
erased by the magic of what david harvey (2005) calls, ‘free market’. 
this vision is found for instance, in steady, unabated march of 
deregulatory policies and privatization across the planet, welding 
the world-people as consumers and wreaking devastation on cultures 
and ecosystem everywhere.

as harvey puts it: ‘’neoliberalization has created a flat world for the 
multinational corporations and for the billionaire entrepreneur and investor 
class, but a rough jagged, and uneven world for everyone else’’ (harvey, 
2009:52). 

harvey proposes a reformulated cosmopolitanism, one that takes 
seriously location, place, space, and the biological realm –in short, 
one that foregrounds the spatial politics of difference and engages 
conscientiously with ‘the banality of geographical evils’. he thus seeks 
to ‘remove the mask that so conveniently and effectively conceals 
and protects the particularities of the class or ethnic nationalist 
power hiding behind the noble universal principles’ (pp. 107). 

cosmopolitan sexuality: Bombay and beyond

 the indian scene of the ‘transnationalization’ of non-normative 
sexualities is related to the economic liberalization of the economy. 
1980s onwards, the city and the city’s space reifies the conceptual 
representation of identities and sexualities that mediates the 
understanding of that space (cronin and oakley- Brown, 2010). 
While, much indebted to the scholarship of Elizabeth Grosz’s Bodies- 
Cities (1995:104) that says that the body has a direct nexus with the 
city and is mutually interrelated; their interrelations involve a series 
of disparate system of entities as bringing together the linkages 
of the spatial niches to the complex intersection between desire, 
representations and self-consciousness. the 1990s shows a multiple 
ways of india and its gender transgressive political representations 
and movements (cohen, 2005; reddy, 2005; Bhattacharya and 
Bose, 2006) –imagining, indian urbanism that potentially cultivates 
that imbrication of sexuality with capital (shah, 2014; patel, 2007) 
–accounting to the critical stance of the economic liberalization, 
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structural adjustment policy and the formation of new economic 
order that centres the articulation of new ideology (simin fadaee, 
2011; alina Bakunina, 2012). adding to this, the market reform 
calls for an aspirational consumption of a culturally marked self 
and the formation of ‘new india’ as reflecting a world of enterprise, 
technology, consumption and market-based opportunities (Burns 
and davies, 2009; Jackson, 2009; see also, Bakurina, 2012).

the urban gay elites in the neoliberal context fundamentally 
showcases a rubric of self-representations as suggesting the economies 
and sexual geography of the symbolic ability to emerge as a specific 
form of ‘class’. the ‘new middle class’ in india as stated by the 
scholars focus on its emergence since the economic liberalization, 
and the rise of cultural consumerism; adding to the distinct lifestyles 
that promises a new ‘national mode’ yet with a global outlook 
(fernandes, 2000, 2006). 

svati shah (2014) in her essay, Queering Critiques of neoliberalism 
in India, states that, indian urbanism locates the non-normative 
identities and representations in a broad range of spaces that 
produce a subjective relation to the way it represents. in other words, 
as sated earlier, the tacit relationship of the city and the body broadly 
thrives in locating the production and contestation of a presumed 
‘normative’ sexuality, but the manifestations of the varied shifts and 
framework of the analytical representations of bodies and sexualities. 
it is important to note that, 1990s and the aftermath, galvanized 
organizational and political ties, in terms of the ‘globalization of 
law’ and movements’ solidarities in the non-heteronormative sexual 
space (patel, 2006). this transnational organizing remains the 
dominant frame that interprets the homogeneity of the activism. 
in addition, the political and the institutional exchange liaised with 
print media and advertising –as articulating a very meaningful way 
about the political and the cultural representation of these non-
normativity (Vanita, 2002).

on the other hand, the transnationalization of campaigns, cites 
the ‘LGBtQi’ collective as a movement-driven discourse that sets 
back to the support networks like telephone helplines, informal 
milieu, and its gradual attempt to the governmental and non-
governmental agencies, as linking it to the ‘language of risk’ and 
(trans)national establishment of health paradigms, parameters in 
the name of ‘project intervention’, ‘empowerment’, ‘development’, 
and so on and so forth (patel, 2006, see also: Bacchetta, 2002: 950; 
shah, 2014). 

as the analyses encodes significantly to the vast structural 
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differences that segregates city’s space in one hand, and the social 
and economic position on the other –largely points to the (non)
conformity of the (non)normative sexual representations based on 
social class. so as to say, the fact remains on the particular ‘LGBtQi 
communities’ and the middle and upper-middle class English-
speaking individuals that instantiates a geography of segregation 
with their embodied western lifestyles (cohen, 2005; Boyce, 2006, 
2007). 

therefore, the city figures a site of consumption as a transnational 
space that claims a newly formed sexual universe as contouring the 
homoerotic possibilities of seduction and eroticism. the transgression 
once, becomes a sexual decorum to a particular subculture and 
their expressions of desire that remains ‘semi-secretive’ (parker, 
1999:10). dennis altman (2001) points out that, however seductive 
the phrase, ‘the pleasures of the body’ cannot be separated from the 
world outside. he continues to remark that ‘only when political and 
economic conditions allow can engage pleasures…indeed, bodily 
pleasures are often shaped by political and economic conditions’ 
(pp 2). feminist and gay scholars have long pointed to the ways 
sexuality is structured by the economic system (see, d’Emilio, 
1992; see also, cohen, 2005; Benedicto, 2008) adds to commodified 
sexuality (Bollestorff, 2005: 21-25, 2007). sociologists of sexuality 
have taken up the political economy of sexuality more recently 
because political transformations have shaped sexual experiences, 
identities, politics, and desires. in addition to those, who look at how 
transnational processes rely on and affect sexualities, some focus on 
the specificities of the transformation of gay and lesbian movements 
into markets which others look at sexuality to study intersections 
between market transformation and sexual morality. 

as altman (2001) further argues, sexuality is affected by the 
global political-economic phenomena such as commercialization, 
aids, women’s groups, international trade, tourism and inform-
ation technology. altman traces the global flow of sexual identities- 
for example, gay and lesbian identities has supplanted other 
sexual categories (pp. 86). correa and Jolly  (2006) traces the 
transformation of the gay and lesbian movement into a niche market 
of greater visibility for gay men and lesbian women with money is a 
sort of unintended disenfranchisement (on the basis of race, class 
and gender), which in turn, is an effect of conceiving political rights 
as a market-based rights. she elaborates this critique by pointing to 
the market’s articulation of identity that gives primacy to sexuality, 
thereby ignoring ‘differences among gay men and lesbian women’ 
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(see also, chandiramani, 1998). 
this leads to another dimension of the sexuality studies in the non-

West, that influences the non-West with the mobilization, intervention 
and researches generated by the hiV/aids epidemic. this introduces 
a new dimension to the debates about sexuality –possibly, with the 
epidemiological analysis of the virus and the epidemic. dennis altman 
(2001) further states about the programmatic intervention around 
hiV/aids that has made use of identities such as ‘sex workers’ or 
‘gay/bisexual men’, or ‘men-who-have-sex-with-men’, and thus plays 
a role in the formulation of the globalization of identity-categories 
(see also, parker, 1999). in the south asian context, Lawrence cohen 
(2005) charts the aids prevention interventions since the early half 
of the 1990s, that builds to the cultural appropriateness among male 
to male sexualities; mapping to the ‘local’ categories of ‘desire’, 
‘comportment’, ‘practice’, that further leads to empowerment and 
the reduction of risks to hiV infections. cohen adds to the analysis 
of how intervention strategies are shaped in lines of ‘mapping’ 
desires, gendering relationships and sexual acts within a particular 
male same sex model – ‘the kothi and the panthi’. the gendering 
of the identity-category develops a model –‘kothis’, the receptive 
partners, the effeminate homosexual men, and the ‘panthis’, who 
are the boyfriends or clients; the male, masculine counterparts 
in sex (Khan, 2001). the model thus demonstrates a pan south 
asian cultural frame being central to the contextualization of aids 
prevention practice. cohen (2005), further adds to the evidence as 
how dennis altman’s view on the ‘globalization of the cosmopolitan 
category of the gay’ through trans-local circuits of ‘signs’, ‘space’, 
‘bodies’, ‘capital’, ‘virus’ and ‘governance’, becomes a programmatic 
gaze of the aids enterprise in the late 20th century. further to this 
analysis, the aids cosmopolitanism in south asia witnesses the new 
articulation and effects of the bilateral development agencies, like the 
Who, unaids and others, who cultivated ‘new leaders’ as activists 
to build ‘local’ foundation on research on aids. thus aids builds 
in to the vehicle that generates the global flow of the ‘developmental 
capital’ in the purview of re-negotiating marginality, space and 
nationalism, in the context of which local and global morality were 
re-configured to attenuate on the rationale of epidemiological and 
sexual sovereignty.  

this further allows to understand the non-Western homoerotic 
desires, as relating to peter a. Jackson’s (2004) idea about the 
significance of ‘local’ male same-sex sexuality by further emphasising 
the importance of cultural and social interplay in the specific locality 
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that shapes these identities within a specific cultural context. in his 
own ethnographic study of the Kathoey (‘lady boys’) in thailand, 
Jackson asserts the historical pedigree of thai identities and the 
intrinsic ways in which these non-normative sexual representations 
are entangled within the cultural characteristics of the West, and also 
to their own –thus highlighting the politics of appropriation and 
embodiment, based on the two cultural traits. 

plurality of sexual expressions: the Bombay Metaphor 

in the case of india, Gayatri reddy has stated that ‘a new class of 
‘gay individuals’ has appeared with regard to global identification of 
gay identities in india (reddy: 2005: 216-217). this representation is 
linked to the global solidarity of the cultural and sexual expressions, 
enabling a social environment of self-reflexive representation. in 
other words, the idea of social class is entangled with community 
sentiments that further initiated the same-sex expression in india. 
community-based organisations like Humsafar Trust in Mumbai and 
the Bombay Dost magazine – relates to the advent of the early gay 
discourses in india since the 1990s with (open) gay discernibility. 
this significantly asserts the urban gay scene in Bombay in the 
early 1990s –an idea of a class-based gay identification of upper 
middle class sensibilities with English-speaking capabilities, serving 
the purpose of building solidarity among the educated urban gay 
population –signifying ‘class’ that builds their space for negotiation, 
consumption, and their subjective formation. 

at the same time, the ‘cultural liberalisation’ of Bollywood films 
and the introduction of ‘parallel cinema’ have introduced the 
themes of homosexuality, homo-eroticism and homo-sociality. for 
example, the hindi film director, Kalpana Lajmi, and her film 
Darmiyan, talks about ‘the inter-gendered, auspicious and playful 
thirdness’, whereas, deepa Mehta’s film, Fire, portrays female same-
sex love and relationships; the increasing cinematic representation 
of non-heteronormative love and affection (Vanita: 2002: 218; 
Ghanta: 2012). ruth Vanita also charts as how the advertisements of 
undergarments and jeans creates the increasing inclusivity of same-
sex emotions, that adds to mark non-heteronormative space (Vanita, 
2002). 

Locating body to the city’s space adds an understanding to the 
interrelationships of aesthetic value of the body and the political 
meaning that it renders (reddy, 2006). anthropologists and gender 
theorists has theorized body in relation to appearances, as stating that 
gender transgressors or ‘transgender’ individuals render a political 
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goal as a site of its dynamic embodying practices (Wilson, 2004). 
the feminine embodiment of the ‘trans’ identification, produces an 
intersubjective meaning of the body and its appearance –the body 
becomes the agency to feature the ‘presentation of her self’ via means 
of face, dress body parts, behaviour, mannerisms, and so on –further 
rendering the stylization of the body as the primary mode of its beauty 
and consumerism. to understand the political economy of desire 
and its corporeality –varied ways of gender transgressiveness that 
is rooted in the principle of embodiment, i have argued elsewhere 
that how the hijras (the traditional transvestite population of south 
asia translates the cultural form of body, beauty and its aesthetic 
representations in the city of Bombay (roy, 2017). Moreover, the 
‘bio-political strategy’ of the body, its spatial politics that is linked to 
the ideological representation of the consumer capitalism, provides 
a site of the socially constituting feature of the modern erotic world 
– ‘the body’ and the body parts provides the logic of the two political 
meanings of the feminine (gendered) transgressiveness. firstly, 
the symbolic representation of mapping the body and its physical 
marker that reinforces the sexing of the body. this further adds to 
the meaning of gender(ed) ambivalence (un)acquiring the ‘female 
body’ as opposed to ‘the feminine body’ –the particular grotesque 
sphere and the physical mark, or the boundary as dividing multiple 
‘trans’ identification. 

the complex relationship of the bodily symbols thus becomes 
the ritualized discourses as mediating the political constellation 
to re-interpret the ‘trans’ representation in india. and secondly, 
situating this contemporary sexual politics as how market economy 
and sexual culture provides a bourgeois way of representation –the 
body and its politics of trans(cending), installs ‘market’ analysis of 
the desires and desirability; the way in which gender transgressions 
are institutionally repudiated via law, medicine, surgery –those 
particular strategies that translates technological rationality to build 
body and gender ideals. 
Quite significantly, the self-representations of femaleness frequently 
called attention to the existing texts and to particular scholarship 
on the care of their body. this further concerns female dresses, 
ornaments, western clothing, to the irreversible move to the processes 
of beauty, body and its consumption practices –like injecting and use 
of industrial hormones into the body (see also, Kulick 1998; pieur 
1998). further, that to marks the gendered bodily meanings that 
earn more physical capital (Bourdieu, 1986,1990) as becoming the 
culturally acceptable (feminine) body, as attempting to approximate 
feminine semiotic signs to re-claim gender through various processes 
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of sexed embodiment. 
My thoughts to gender transgressiveness, their lived experiences, 

the fluidity of the gender and the plurality of their gender(ed) 
expressions, moves away from the essentialist and the social 
constructionist idea of gender –transgresses the society’s 
naturalization of sexual differences. the transgression is a political 
stance, as quite radically democratic to understand sex and gender 
that constitutes the dominant binary of its force. the transgression 
further conceptualizes the role of self-construction as a narrative 
process with its interaction with the social and the environment. 
Evelyn Blackwood’s essay on ‘Gender Transgression in Colonial and 
Postcolonial Indonesia’ (2005), wherein she employs the concept 
of ‘gender transgression’ rather than ‘transgender’. according 
to her, historical accounts do not portray the ‘desires’ of gender-
transgressiveness; rather what they do is to enclose those practices of 
behaviour and embodiment to a box. What i mean here, is to non-
essentialize transgressiveness –subvert the already-given historical 
model of subjective constructions. Blackwood adds by saying that, 
‘gender transgression as read by the Western audience is a violation 
of gender’. But what is important to explore here is to look at 
the gender(ed) practices that exceeds beyond the boundaries of 
‘normativity’. this sort of transgressiveness entails the individual 
stake as linked to all fantasies and desires, as how an individual 
constructs their perception of self. to ‘transgress’, is an embodied 
practice of ‘becoming’ the self that does not corroborate to an 
external imposition of self but those interpersonal relationships and 
inter-subjective roles as constituted by the everyday lived experiences, 
bodies and materiality, cultural and political positions. 
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a LiGht of hopE or darKnEss rEinforcEd? 
diMEnsions of incLusiVE Education in 

thE contEXt of thE rpd act, 2016

anil K. aneja

the educational strategies concerning persons with disabilities 
and the challenges confronting this critical area of intervention 
have been the subject of interrogation for nearly two centuries. 
noteworthy distance has been covered from a position when such 
persons were hardly considered capable of receiving education to a 
scenario when many persons with disabilities are performing equal to 
and at times better than their non-disabled counterparts. Evolutions 
in socio-cultural values together with globalization have, along 
with other aspects, impacted the manner and mode of educating 
persons with disabilities. the rights-based approach governing the 
empowerment of such persons has helped to bring about significant 
shifts in this sphere.

this change has been particularly visible with respect to the 
education of children with disabilities where the prevalent trends 
have shown significant shifts from special education to integrated 
education and further, culminating into the current trends, of 
inclusive education. despite there being continuous debates 
about the effectiveness of such different paradigms related to the 
education of students with disabilities, international as well as 
national discourses on education have recently been more in favour 
of inclusive systems. these shifts can be clearly witnessed in various 
indian educational policies and in disability related documents 
as well. Most recent in this regard has been the rights of persons 
with disabilities act (rpwda), 2016 which advocates inclusive 
education. along with the justified call for required changes in the 
education system, it is essential to study this latest act concerning 
disability from the perspective of inclusive education with a view to 
examine whether this legislation has opened up fresh opportunities 
for this significant segment of society or is yet one more attempt to 
reinforce stereotypes concerning the education of disabled persons? 
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the following analysis hopes to address the salient provisions 
under the rpwda (2016) which can directly or indirectly impact 
development and practices of inclusive education in india. towards 
this end, this study contains three specific sections outlining the 
philosophical basis, the historical perspectives to policy formation 
and the provisions of the rights of persons with disabilities act, 2016 
particularly with reference to inclusive education.

i. inclusive Education: underlying philosophy and 
conceptualization

the inclusive education system provides a need-based education to 
students with disabilities, whereby they can learn together with other 
students in regular schools instead of getting segregated into special 
schools (sanjeev and Kumar). in comparison to the integrated 
education system, which demands students with disabilities to adapt 
and accommodate according to the school structure, inclusive 
education calls for the restructuring of the school system to best 
suit the requirements of students with various disabilities. successful 
practice of inclusive education entails a radical restructuring of 
educational institutions and their functioning at the micro and 
macro levels (chimhenga). to be more specific, it demands changes 
in several aspects of the education system such as the removal of 
infrastructural obstacles, shifts in the perspectives of learning, 
the curriculum modifications, and instructional and assessment 
approaches. the fundamental principles of inclusive education are 
primarily based on human rights and the rights of equality from a 
sociological perspective. although these are quite well-accepted, 
yet there are other paradigms —such as psychological and socio-
psychological which attempt to analyse the concept of inclusion 
from different angles and sometimes raise rather critical questions 
regarding the practice and effectiveness of the current trends of 
inclusive education.

ii. historical roots of inclusive Education

it was the salamanca conference on special needs Education, which 
was held in spain from 7-10 June in 1994, by the united nations and 
the Government of spain that marked a milestone in the history of 
inclusive education internationally. the conference highlighted that 
regular schools with an inclusive orientation were the most effective 
means of combating discriminatory attitudes, creating welcoming 
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communities, building an inclusive society and achieving education 
for all. Moreover, such a system has the potential of providing effective 
education to majority of children and to improve the efficiency and 
ultimately the cost-effectiveness of the entire education system. it 
further states that:

…schools should accommodate all children regardless of their physical, 
intellectual, social, emotional, linguistic or other conditions. this should 
include disabled and gifted children, street and working children, 
children from remote or nomadic populations, children from linguistic, 
ethnic or cultural minorities and children from other disadvantaged or 
marginalized areas or groups (para 3).

india is a signatory to this declaration. further, the World 
Education forum (2000) at dakar in senegal also reiterated the 
concept of inclusive education. 

at the national level, the directive principles of the indian 
constitution direct the state to provide education for all children up 
to the age of 14 years but there was no explicit mention of individuals 
with disabilities; however, it can be assumed that the term includes 
all those with disabilities. similarly, the first Education commission 
(1964–66) known as Kothari commission, even though, stressed 
the need for common school system; the category ‘individuals with 
disabilities’ was not mentioned explicitly, but one can argue that the 
concept of common school system embraces all children including 
those with disabilities. incorporating the recommendations of 
Kothari commission, the national Education policy (1968) specified 
educational provisions for students who are physically and mentally 
handicapped (the term handicapped indicates the prominent 
nomenclature of that time), following which a scheme for integrated 
Education for disabled children (iEdc) was launched in 1974.

the national policy on Education (npE), 1986 can also be 
considered as significant for its focus on the removal of inequalities 
in education and also for focusing on the needs of students with 
disabilities (singh). in comparison to previous provisions, the 
npE (1986) was loud in advocating the feasible integration of 
students with disabilities into regular schools, making provisions for 
accommodation facilities for severely challenged students; vocational 
training for students with disabilities and reorientation of teacher’s 
training programmes. following the npE (1986), the programme 
of action (poa) in 1992 accounted the various challenges for 
integrating students with disabilities in regular schools and on that 
basis offered a significant range of provisions which covered in-
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service teacher training programmes and orientation programmes 
for different stakeholders, empowerment of resource institutions at 
different levels and several incentive provisions. the poa (1992) also 
suggested the placement principles for students with disabilities with 
a preference of integration in regular schools and transfer to regular 
schools after acquiring the requisite basic skills if initially placed 
in special schools. the provisions under poa were strengthened 
through rehabilitation council of india (rci) act, 1992. taking a 
serious note of the issue of lack of mechanism related to training 
of professionals in the field of special education, several training 
programs were developed under rci act, 1992 for strengthening 
the professionals working with students with disabilities.

in 1994, the district primary Education programme (dpEp) was 
launched which added to the ongoing efforts for inclusion of students 
with disabilities. in 1995, the indian disability act popularly known 
as the persons with disabilities (pwd) act (1995) provided legislative 
support to the framework of inclusive education and provision of 
free education until the age of 18 years to children with disabilities 
came into force. seven disabilities namely blindness, low vision, 
hearing impaired, loco motor impairment, mental retardation, 
leprosy cured and mental illness were covered under this act. this 
act prominently focused on promoting integration of students with 
disabilities in regular schools. section 26 of chapter V of this act 
deals with education and mandates the appropriate government and 
local authorities to plan schemes for improving educational support 
facilities for students with disabilities, overcoming infrastructural 
barriers, provisions for free educational materials and transport 
facilities, curriculum restructuring and evaluation modifications to 
cater to the needs of students with disabilities. in 1999, the national 
trust for Welfare of persons with autism, cerebral palsy, Mental 
retardation and Multiple disabilities act, a landmark legislation, was 
passed by the government (it is popularly known as national trust 
act). although this act does not deal directly with the educational 
aspect of students with disabilities but it specifically focuses on the 
economic rehabilitation of individuals with disabilities through 
various means.

operational since 2000-01, the sarva shiksha abhiyan (ssa) 
has attempted to achieve universalization of elementary education 
(uEE) by year 2010 and it was another milestone which supported 
the efforts towards inclusive education. focused on all children 
from 6 to14 years of age, the ssa aspires to achieve three objectives: 
access, enrollment and retention. following a zero rejection policy in 
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schools, the ssa offers a significant range of provisions for education 
of children with disabilities which also covers early detection and 
identification, the educational placement, the provisions of aids and 
appliances, the support services at different levels, teacher training 
and resource supports, guidelines for individual educational 
plans, parental training and community mobilization, removal 
of architectural barriers, research, monitoring and evaluations 
(Mohanty).

under article 21a of the indian constitution, the right of 
children to free and compulsory Education act known as right 
to Education act (rtE), 2009 provides the provision of free and 
compulsory education for all children in the age range of 6-14 years. 
Enactment of this legislation made education a fundamental right 
for every child in the specified age range. it further specifies several 
norms and standards for schools. in reference to inclusive education, 
it mandates the reservation of 25 per cent seats in all private schools 
for children belonging to different disadvantaged groups—a 
provision which has significantly benefited, among others, children 
with disabilities. 

II. i. Shift in Perceptions 

over the years, there has been a significant paradigm shift in the 
way disability has been perceived and it is also reflected in policies 
and acts. narayan and John regard this shift from a social welfare 
view towards a human rights perspective. also, how disability has 
been defined and what constitutes the conditions of disability has 
undergone significant changes over the period. for example, the 
number of categories of disability has increased from seven in pwd, 
1995 to 21 categories in rpwda (2016). narayan and John consider 
the shift of principles in rpwda (2016) from the pwd act (1995) as 
“a paradigm shift in thinking about disability from a social welfare 
concern to a human rights issue” (17).

II. ii. Status of Inclusive Education in India

no doubt, inclusive education has been perhaps one of the most 
conferred contemporary themes in the indian Education system. 
unfortunately, despite so much discussion revolving around it, 
its implementation still has not taken place completely. Bakhshi, 
Babulal and trani (2017) point out that the entailment of inclusive 
education in an indian context is exigent due to several factors, 
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which range from unjust social structures, census irregularities, the 
lack of material and human resources and faulty conceptualizations 
around learning in inclusive set-ups. they further posit that unusual 
social structures and other contextual factors lead to a very different 
context of inclusive education in india than in the western world and 
thus call for an urgent need for comprehensive policies to overcome 
the barriers in this sphere.

iii. inclusive Education in rights of persons with  
disabilities act (rpwda), 2016

the preamble of the rpwda (2016) defines inclusive education as a 
“system of education wherein students with and without disabilities 
learn together and the system of teaching and learning is suitably 
adapted to meet the learning needs of different types of students 
with disabilities” (3).

along with this clearly stated definition of inclusive education, the 
rpwda (2016) also states unambiguously the responsibility of the 
appropriate and respective government authorities to take actions 
and implement inclusive education. section 16 of chapter 3 of the 
rpwda (2016) states that the “appropriate Government and Local 
authorities shall endeavor that all educational institutions funded or 
recognized by them provide inclusive education to the children with 
disabilities…” (8).

it also mandates the provision of imparting inclusive education 
by all the educational institutions which are recognized or funded 
by the government. section 16 under chapter iii of the act sets 
out the provisions on inclusive education ranging from admission 
without discrimination, equality of opportunities at educational 
sites, accessible infrastructure and facilities, necessary individualized 
support, appropriate modes of communication, early detection 
and requisite measures, monitoring the educational progress and 
provision for transport facilities. further, in order to realize the 
provisions specified above, various sub-sections of section 17 denote 
several measures which includes required surveys, training of 
different professionals involved in education domain, establishment 
of resource centers and availability of necessary resources, provisions 
of scholarships, modifications in the education system to cater to the 
needs of students with disabilities and research to enhance learning.  

in comparison to earlier documents, the rpwda (2016) positions 
the provisions and measures to achieve those provisions more 
comprehensively, yet the lessons from past caution us to be mindful 
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of the fact that the provisions of the act might well remain more of a 
rhetoric than reality because the act lacks any kind of transition plans 
to attain the requisite needs for achieving the goal of an inclusive 
education system such as having adequate trained professionals and 
appropriate infrastructure. section 17 (g) mentions the provision 
of free books, learning materials and assistive aids only till the age 
of 18 years and section 31 provides the right to free education to 
every child with a benchmark disability in a neighborhood school 
or a special school of his/her preference. however, in contrast to 
the earlier policies and acts, this act gains added significance for 
laying down the redressal mechanisms for ensuring the mentioned 
provisions related to education.

When it comes to higher education however, the rpWd act does 
precious little. it mandates the reservation of 5 per cent seats in higher 
education institutions under section 32, but does not lay down any 
procedures for distributing this reservation among 21 categories of 
persons with benchmark disabilities. further, there is no mention 
of support systems for such persons directly under the section 
concerning higher education. the strong emphasis on school-
education in this act will be unable to yield the desired outcomes 
unless our colleges and universities receive the much-needed focus 
for providing support systems for students with disabilities.

a positive aspect of this act is the mandatory provision for the 
universities to open centres for disability studies—a relatively recent 
academic and research area. a number of universities have already 
commenced initiatives towards this end.

the rpwda (2016) has received mixed responses. it received 
applauses from different sections for including a vast number of 
disability categories and being vocal on specifying the responsibilities 
of different stakeholders and agencies. While the act clearly 
advocates inclusion and outlines the responsibilities, it neither 
reaches beyond the provisions of structural changes nor pays any 
attention to several other important aspects related to the prevalent 
socio-cultural contexts, unfavorable structures of education, 
insufficient associations among different stakeholders and others. 
inadequate attention to these crucial aspects points towards a lack 
of a comprehensive understanding of the philosophy of inclusive 
education (Bhattacharya).

the present act has also been criticized on several other more 
explicit domains.  choudhary and thomas (2017) criticized the act 
from the perspective of mentally ill persons and posit that it does 
not address the needs of persons with mental illnesses. ignorance of 
family support, threat of mistreatment by authorities and assumptions 
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of capability to seek much needed support by individuals with mental 
illness are some of the cited loopholes. Bhattacharya (2017) posits 
that inclusion has never been an important agenda in any of the 
indian acts or policies including various educational policies as well 
as the most recent rights of persons with disabilities act, 2016. this 
holds true at all levels of education and truer in the case of higher 
education as most of the clauses pertain only to school education 
and domains of higher education, adult education and continuing 
education have received meager mentions and lack appropriate 
attention in the act.

Bhattacharya (2017) asserts that even the so-called significant 
educational policies and documents such as the persons with 
disabilities (Equal opportunities, protection of rights, and full 
participation) act of 1995, the national policy for persons with 
disabilities (np), 2006 and the rights of persons with disabilities 
act (rpwda), 2016, fall short on the parameters related to inclusive 
education and sadly, none of them can be considered significant 
in relation to the provisions of inclusive education in the indian 
education system.

in reference to inclusive education, the rpwda (2016) can be 
further accused of heavy drawbacks because of its insufficiency 
in mapping the mechanisms to attain the desirable targets which 
require significant improvement of resources, changes in mindsets 
and modifications in many aspects of the education system.

III. i. Creating Favourable Environment for Change

Lessons learnt from the outcomes of various previous policies and 
acts loudly speak about the need for creating an environment for 
change along with related provisions. in the context of inclusive 
education, it seems pertinent to set the grounds in terms of the 
accessibility to educational institutions, consideration of prevalent 
socio-cultural contexts, favourable understanding of learning and 
compatible structures of education, need for collaboration among 
different stakeholders, et cetera. Building upon these points, this 
section reflects upon some of the components which are crucial to 
the implementation of inclusive education.

III. ii. Perception and Understanding of the Learning Process

Most of the documents and policies consider that children with 
disabilities have incapacities and an empowering education system 
can help them overcome their drawbacks. Even the recent draft of 
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the national policy of Education uses such language which talks 
about overcoming incapacities of learning (draft npE, 2016, 6.11.8). 
such expressions seem to ignore the perspective of multiple modes 
for learning and appear to be guided only by the conventional and 
dominant modes of learning. none of the documents envisages that 
inclusive settings can add to better learning opportunities for all; 
rather learning at sites of inclusive settings in these documents has 
been envisaged very conservatively i.e. only children with disabilities 
can learn from others and others do not have any scope of learning 
from children with disabilities (Bhattacharya).

further, the sources of educational difficulties are often located 
in individual, environmental and contextual situations which are 
often not taken into consideration. such practices put individuals 
with disabilities in more complicated situations. none of these issues 
have been addressed in rpwda (2016) which has direct implications 
for the success of inclusive education.

III. iii. Curriculum restructuring

Bhattacharya (2017) posits that an inaccessible curriculum is one 
of the main barriers towards inclusion of children with disabilities, 
yet unfortunately none of the policy documents or acts has paid 
much attention to this significant part of the education system 
without which inclusion will remain rhetoric and would not be 
able to become a reality. Bhattacharya (2010) draws attention to 
several curriculum issues which cause hindrance to the inclusion 
of individuals with disabilities and suggests the urgent need for 
curriculum restructuring which includes activities related to positive 
portrayal of individuals with disabilities in non-stereotypical and non-
patronizing ways. unfortunately the rpwda (2016) does not make 
the grade to include significant provisions on this obvious aspect and 
the curriculum remains the most ignored domain in this act.

III. iv. accessibility

in comparison to other domains, accessibility has received enhanced 
focus in several policies and acts. this is true in the case of rpwda 
(2016) as well. however, accessibility is mostly focused in the 
context of the physical environment and accessibility of the learning 
environment is not taken cognizance of to the desired extent.
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III. v. Prevailing Socio-Cultural Contexts

a. Kumari and K. sharma (2017) posit that the school environment 
for inclusive education is significantly affected by the prevailing 
socio-cultural contexts, perceptions and attitudes of society and 
values for inclusion which are influenced by prevalent beliefs and 
taboos. their study suggests that over a period of time there has 
been some positive changes in the attitude and the mindset of the 
society towards inclusion of students with disabilities, however there 
are other finer issues that need to be addressed to realize inclusion 
in its true sense. the rpwd act (2016) maintains silence on any 
kind of social mobilization and falls short on envisaging plans for 
bringing positive changes in the mentioned aspects.

III. vi. Collaboration among Different Stakeholders

inclusive education necessitates different stakeholders to come 
together and work towards a common cause. academicians, 
teachers, researchers, practitioners from different fields, legal 
fraternity and authorities need to work together to structure a 
concord understanding of the philosophical and practical aspects of 
inclusive education. several experiences of unsuccessful educational 
interventions communicate that the lack of shared understanding, 
gaps in mediating the underlying philosophy to all stakeholders 
and faulty practices are some of the primary causes of such failures. 
ignoring the lessons from past experiences which are clear enough, 
the present act like the previous ones does not provide the much 
needed guidance on measures regarding required collaborations.

iV. conclusion

Based on the above discussion, it can be concluded that in order 
to realize desirable outcomes of the present provisions concerning 
inclusion, it becomes mandatory to negotiate through such concerns. 
provisions under the act should have considered the possible 
challenges and complications and subsequently the guidelines for 
a feasible mechanism would have added strength to the rpwda, 
2016. provisions stipulated under the act can also get impacted by 
the provisions under other concurrent educational policies. it would 
be interesting to reflect upon the synchronization of such provisions 
under the rpwda, 2016 with concurrent and upcoming educational 
policies and provisions. for example, how the ongoing deliberations 
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for reversal of no detention policies and thrusts on national level 
achievement tests can impact inclusive education.

it appears then that there is still a long journey before the light 
at the end of the tunnel becomes visible. though an arduous path 
has been traversed, the present scenario clearly indicates that the 
hope of real inclusion with respect to education is by no means close 
enough to be achieved soon.

the current status of the indian education system is facing several 
challenges in catering to the needs of students and is very far behind 
in realizing the expectations of inclusion. several studies have 
noted the challenges of inclusive education in india which range 
from social and attitudinal barriers, lack of trained professionals, 
lack of resources and restricted standardized educational practices. 
ironically, the rpwda (2016) doesn’t address any of these challenges 
in a comprehensive manner. successful inclusion calls for an 
elaborated long-term planning in this regard. owing to paucity 
of well-planned mechanisms, the present provisions may cause 
superficial inclusion of students with disabilities in ill-equipped 
regular educational institutions where their experiences may not be 
as happy or as desirable as we would like these to be.
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iMpLications of coGnition on LanGuaGE 
LEarninG in chiLdrEn With dysLEXia

r. Lalitha raja

introduction

cognition is nothing but the conscious mental activities or processes 
which are involved in gaining knowledge and comprehension. 
these processes include thinking, knowing, learning, remembering, 
understanding, judging and problem-solving. these processes are 
high-level functions of the brain and cover up language, imagination, 
perception, and planning. so we can say that the features of the 
language are covered under cognitive functions. Moreover, when 
we say that the functions of language are covered under cognitive 
functions then we have a fundamental question, 

•	 If	a	person	has	cognitive	delay	or	impairment,	will	he	also	have	
at the same time language impairment too?

•	 Do	 the	 problems	 in	 cognitive	 processes	 have	 an	 impact	 on	
language learning and lead to language impairment?

•	 If	 the	 answers	 to	 previous	 two	 questions	 are	 yes,	 then	what	
aspects of language are affected?

yes, of course, this has been a hot debate for decades, and in line, 
researchers have investigated the relationship between language 
and cognition. their research mostly lied on language development 
of infants and children. contemporary observations hypothesize 
that specific mechanisms control language development. according 
to the perspectives of constructivist and biologist, the emphasis was 
on the gradual, experience-dependent emergence of complex skills, 
including language.

these theories postulate that domain-general cognitive capacities 
and processes are recruited to develop language. approaches 
of constructivist and neuro-constructivist anticipate language-
learning processes and products to show broad commonalities with 
non-linguistic learning. so, language and communication skills 
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are related to skills in other areas of development. according to 
Gedeon o. deák (2014), “these theories postulate that domain-
general cognitive capacities and processes are recruited to develop 
language. approaches of constructivist and neuro-constructivist 
anticipate language-learning processes and products to show 
broad commonalities with non-linguistic learning. so, language 
and communication skills are related to skills in other areas of 
development”. 

speech and language skills develop in childhood according to 
relatively well-defined milestones. if a child seems noticeably behind 
same-aged peers, then it might be a language delay or disorder. 
a language disorder is a delay in the use and understanding of 
spoken or written language. it is important to realize that a language 
delay is not the same thing as a speech or language impairment. 
Language delay is a prevalent developmental problem in fact; most 
commonly, affects 5-10% of children in pre-school. due to language 
delay, children’s language will be developing in the expected 
sequence, but at a slower rate. in contrast, children with dyslexia, 
hearing impairment, autism, attention deficit hyperactive disorder 
(adhd) and developmental delay with good intellectual capacity, 
also have language disorders. 

the children with dyslexia, hearing impairment, autism, 
intellectual disabilities, adhd and developmental delay have 
had more chances for this language delay or disorder. according 
to american speech-Language-hearing association (1993), the 
disorder may involve in all the forms of language (phonology, syntax, 
and morphology), and also in its content or meaning (semantics), 
or its use (pragmatics), in any combination. all above-said aspects 
or some aspects were found disordered in these children. this 
problem hinders them in language learning. children with dyslexia, 
hearing impairment, autism, adhd and developmental delay those 
who do have the good intellectual capacity, yet had the history of 
language disorders. their normal life skills are affected because 
of the language problem. Mainly children with dyslexia, who were 
in the regular stream of schooling, faced lot of challenges in their 
academic life, as language is a base for any learning. contrary to 
popular misconception, dyslexia is not characterized by letter or word 
reversal. in fact, dyslexia is a language-processing difficulty caused 
by the inability to break words into phonemes and morphemes and 
semantic processing. 

researchers estimate that dyslexia the most common reading 
problem affects nearly 10 to 30 per cent of the population.
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this study highlights the language problems of tamil children 
with dyslexia both in learning tamil and English in all aspects of 
language relating it to their cognitive processes.

dyslexia – a reading disorder

dyslexia is a particular type of learning disabilities (Ld) (one of 
the learning disabilities) involving impairment in reading ability 
that ranges from mild to severe affecting and disrupting person’s 
language development and functioning. it is a neuro-processing 
deficit that is specifically related to the reading and spelling process. 
dyslexia is generally defined as a reading and spelling difficulty 
discrepant with intelligence and educational opportunities. it has 
been characterized as a language based disorder, where ‘language’ 
is a term theoretical linguists would tend to call ‘a setoff grammatical 
rules’. in addition to their relatively poor reading and written 
language skills, children with developmental dyslexia have been 
found to exhibit difficulties on a variety of language tasks, including 
speech perception, production, and syntactic sensitivity. this raises 
the question whether these language difficulties are secondary to a 
reading deficit or whether they partly cause dyslexia.

according to critchley (1970), dyslexia as a disorder is evidenced 
by difficulty in learning to read irrespective of conventional 
instruction, adequate intelligence, and sociocultural opportunity; 
it is dependent upon fundamental cognitive disabilities which 
are frequently of constitutional origin. as the central problem of 
dyslexics is reading, it is also otherwise called reading Disability. 
the children have reading problems in all the stages of language 
development, i.e., phonology, morphology, syntax, semantics, and 
pragmatics. one way to sort out literacy and language factors are 
by looking at the language development of children who are at-
risk of dyslexia; or children with a dyslexic parent or sibling. such 
a starting point allows investigation of linguistic skills to assess the 
potential of dyslexia as a language-based deficit. furthermore, this 
type of investigation might find linguistic precursors and lead to 
early identification of dyslexia.

children with dyslexia have only reading problem with some 
extent of writing problem despite normal or high intelligence, 
and sufficient exposure to the language. typically, children who 
fall under the category of dyslexia are bright and capable in other 
intellectual domain. often children with Ld are confused with slow 
learners due to their poor academic performance and behavioural 
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problems. this may mislead the educators in giving proper guidance 
for Ld children. 

difference between sL (slow Learner), and Ld

the following graphs show a discrepancy between sL and Ld 
children.

 Graph 1 Graph 2

Graph 1 shows the score of a slow Learner (whose intellectual 
capacity has sub-average iQ [from 80 -90]) in two consecutive 
tests for same questions. Graph 2 shows the score of a child with 
Ld (whose intellectual capacity is average/above the average of iQ 
[from 90 and above]) in two consecutive tests for same questions. 
children with subaverage intellectual capacity (slow learners) in 
both the tests perform more or less equally, and the scores are also 
between 20 and 40. however, the child with Ld in the Graph 2 shows 
large variation which depicts the inconsistency in their processing 
skills. so, cognitive processing is much associated with their learning 
process.

common cognitive deficits in dyslexic students

1. auditory processing (correctly processing the sounds of our 
language, including phonological awareness) 

2. visual processing, short-term memory and working memory 
(including executive attentional skills) 

3. long-term memory (placing information in and retrieving it 
from long-term memory) 

4. processing speed (speed of thinking ability on simple visual or 
auditory tasks)

5. acculturation knowledge (knowledge of the language, concepts, 
and information of our culture) 



 implications of cognition on Language Learning  129

6. fluid reasoning (problem solving and reasoning with unfamiliar 
information)

strengths and weaknesses in these above said cognitive abilities 
affect the quality and rate of an individual’s learning. as reading 
is much associated with the visual processing, short-term memory, 
working memory, long-term memory, processing speed, acculturation 
knowledge and fluid reasoning children with dyslexia who have issues 
in the above skills have reading difficulties. so reading difficulties as 
mentioned above are neurodevelopmental in nature as it’s associated 
with processing skills. neurodevelopmental problems do not go 
away, but they do not mean that a student (or an adult) cannot learn 
or progress in school and life. neuroscientists have identified that 
their hemisphere function for reading differs from that of normal 
reading age children (nrac). the figures 1 and 2 show how the 
activation of neural impulses in brain differs between children with 
and without dyslexia. research has also proved that 90 per cent of 
children with Ld has right brain dominance.

figures 1 and 2 show the variation in brain activation. a 
reduction or absence of activity in the left hemisphere is seen in 
the occipitotemporal (ot) region which is important for visual and 
orthographic encoding (whole word recognition) and includes the visual 
word-form area and temporoparietal region (crucial for phonological 
processing and phoneme-grapheme conversion). so there is a deficiency in 
the processing pathways.

also from a neurological perspective, different types of the writing 
system, for example, alphabetic as compared to logographic writing 
systems, require different neurological pathways to read, write and 
spell. as different writing systems need a different part of the brain 
to process the visual details of speech, children with reading issues 
in one language might not have that severity of reading difficulty 
in a language with a different orthography. the neurological skills 
required in performing the tasks of reading, writing and spelling can 
vary between different writing systems, and because of that, different 
neurological deficits can cause dyslexia problems concerning 
different orthographies. 

reading problems arise among children with dyslexia according 
to the complexity of language the child learns. the complexity of 
orthography/spelling system and morphology of a language make 
them struggle with decoding words correctly. the orthographic 
depth of a language has a direct impact on how difficult it is to 
learn to read that language. English has a deep orthography with 
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figure 1

figure 2

a complex orthographic structure that employs spelling patterns at 
several levels: principally, letter-sound correspondences, syllables, 
and morphemes. however, tamil has syllabic orthography that uses 
only letter-sound correspondences, so one can say that tamil has 
shallow orthography. it is comparatively easy to learn to read the 
tamil language when compared to English. though it is easy to read 
the tamil orthography, its complexity in alphasyllabary of secondary 
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symbols and the morphological system makes the children struggle 
in reading. they are slow in reading and make additions, deletions, 
and substitutions while reading morphologically complex words. 
Many children with reading difficulties can be taught reading 
strategies for success in school. When children’s reading problems 
are identified early, they are more likely to learn strategies that will 
raise their reading to grade level.

dyslexia and reading

as mentioned earlier contrary to popular misconception, dyslexia 
is not only characterized by letter or word reversal. in fact, dyslexia 
is a language-processing difficulty caused by the inability to break 
words into phonemes. it is essential to understand how the brain 
conceptualizes language, to understand the specific reading 
problems related with dyslexia. the brain recognizes language in a 
hierarchical order. the higher levels of the hierarchy transact with 
semantics, syntax, and discourse. the lowest levels of the hierarchy 
deal with breaking words into separate small units of sound called 
phonemes. thus, before comprehending the words at higher levels 
in the hierarchy, they must be decoded at the phonological level.

Problems with Phonemes

phonological processing takes place automatically at a preconscious 
level in spoken language. a genetically determined phonological 
module automatically constructs words from phonemes for the 
speaker and deconstructs the words into phonemes for the listener. 
speech is instinctive and is the typical biological human characteristic. 
the alphabet, on the other hand, was created 5000 years ago to give 
a concrete representation to speech at phonological level. thus, 
reading is an invented piece that must be educated on a conscious 
level. reading is a tricky task because anyone who reads must learn 
to listen through his/her eyes. the reader must understand that the 
orthography which is in the form of letters on a page sequenced to 
represent the phonological structure of words.

the phonological module of dyslexia opines that dyslexics have 
a disability in reading because they have a problem in phonological 
processing. the most convincing proof for the importance of 
phonological processing in reading ability is intervention studies 
indicating that phonological awareness training improves reading 
ability, while other language training programs do not. Bradley and 
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Bryant (1980) studied two groups of children: one given training on 
grouping words according to their sounds (phonological training), 
while the other given training on grouping words according to their 
meaning (holistic training). the reading ability of children who had 
phonological training improved significantly, whereas the reading 
ability of children in the holistic training group only improved 
marginally. 

Many studies from the early 1990s have confirmed that 
phonological deficits are the most major and constant indicator 
of dyslexia in children. in all these studies, children with dyslexia 
were asked to delete a specific phoneme and to say the words with 
rest of the phonemes. for example, a child must delete “s” sound 
from “stool” and say the word as “tool”. children with dyslexia, as 
compared to children without dyslexia, have greater difficulty in 
phoneme deletion task. the results from earlier studies indicate that 
the deficiency in phonological awareness demonstrated by dyslexics 
is connected to their lower reading ability.

problems with Morphemes

a morpheme is the smallest meaningful element of a word that 
functionally can change a word’s meaning. it can be of a single 
letter, for example in English the letter ‘-s’ at the end of a noun 
such as “pen”, can change the word from singular to plural which is 
a suffix as in ‘pens.’ it can be of two letters as ‘un’ at the beginning 
of a word such as ‘untidy,’ acts as a prefix conveying the meaning 
“not.” understanding the morphological structure of words is very 
important for developing the reading fluency. at around third grade/ 
fourth grade, during the second stage of reading, morphological 
awareness becomes more important to decoding than phonemic 
awareness. 

Morphological awareness is the ability to identify the parts of words 
and word segments that express meaning. at the point of the second 
stage of reading, students need to increase their reading speed, and 
letter-by-letter decoding is inefficient. students who are good readers 
will have naturally acquired an excellent basic sight vocabulary of 
familiar words and will easily be able to transfer what they know 
to decode new words using morphological analysis. Morphology is 
the key to decoding polysyllabic words — for example, the word 
“decode” is a combination of the prefix “de-” and the familiar root 
“code”.

a child with dyslexia will probably need extra help to gain an 
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understanding of morphology. it is important to begin to introduce 
these concepts to the child at the age at which other children are 
gaining these skills, even if he/she is still struggling with phonetic 
decoding. otherwise, the child will struggle to progress beyond a 
second- or third-grade reading level.

problems with syntax 

the syntax is the study of sentence structure. it refers to the way 
words are arranged in sentences. When used to describe language 
development, the syntax is the collection of words that specify the 
speaker to arrange words to make a sentence in a meaningful way. 
syntax governs the structure of sentences, i.e., rules of combining 
words to form sentences. By learning the rules which are used to 
connect words, learners learn to create an infinite number of 
sentences. thus, it is possible to create many sentences that the 
speaker has never come across before. a finite number of rules 
facilitate creating an infinite number of sentences by both the 
speaker and the listener in communication on context. 

the reader must know the structural aspects of language (rules) 
known as syntactic processing, for comprehending what is read. 
syntactic processing involves the order and arrangement of words in 
a particular way to form phrases and sentences. one has to depend on 
syntactic processing to know the difference between the sentences— 
“the pen is on the table” and “the table is on the pen”— that have 
two very different meanings despite sharing all the same words. 
children with dyslexia have issues in syntactic processing. studies by 
Byrne, (1981), stein et al. (1984), and plaza et al. (2002) have shown 
deficiencies in children with dyslexia in syntactic processing.

problems with semantics

semantics in a general sense deals with meaning or content of 
words and word combinations (owens, 2008). in the early stages of 
learning especially vocabulary learning, neural circuits are activated 
in piecemeal, incompletely and weakly. it is like receiving a glimpse 
of a partially exposed and blurry photo. With more experience, 
practice and exposure, the picture becomes more precise and more 
detailed. as exposure is repeated, less input is needed to activate the 
entire network. With time, activation and recognition are relatively 
automatic, and the learner can direct her/his attention to other 
parts of the task. to establish new neural networks and connections 
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between networks of words time is needed. the process of learning 
and word networking suggest that the neural mechanism for 
learning is essentially the same as the products of learning. Learning 
is a process that establishes new connections among networks and 
the new skills or knowledge that are learned are neural circuits 
and networks. so students need time and experience (practice) 
to consolidate new skills and knowledge to become fluent and 
articulated. after these stages, why specific children have difficulties 
in learning words, and there are differences in them? this is due to 
the deviations in semantic processing of the readers.

semantic processing involves the meaning of words and sentences 
that one reads. one might depend in part on semantic processing 
to know that when they read “ball”, it means or refers to that round, 
made of rubber/plastic, bounces when thrown and used to play. the 
primary goal of reading a text is to comprehend the context of the 
text. semantic processing plays a vital role in reading comprehension 
which means extraction of meaning from printed text. so if there is 
an issue in the extraction of the meaning of a word or utterance, 
then the reading will become insensible. this problem is very much 
seen in children with dyslexia. there are a lot of lexical substitutions 
and lexical expansions seen in dyslexics in their reading and writing. 
Lexical substitutions are the substitutions of synonyms, antonyms, 
and hypernyms of the word. the lexical expansion is expanding the 
lexical item by its meaning, either in the form of sentence or phrase. 
also, as they read the text, the meaning extraction of the content is 
also distracted.

the problems seen in all the levels of language are associated with 
the processing issues. the learning of different levels of language is 
associated with the cognitive processing skills (as in table 1) and due 
to cognitive processing issues children with dyslexia have issues in 
any of the language levels. so reading deficit can be seen as a result of a 
cognitive process deficit.

from a cognitive point of view, information-processing theories 
occupy an important position in the study of children’s reading 
development. research has clearly shown information-processing 
factors to constrain children’s word reading and reading 
comprehension processing (radach, Kennedy, & rayner, 2004). 

1.  attention can be seen as a requirement for successful reading 
 importance of top-down attentional control of visual information 

processing and saccadic eye-movements in reading is seen 
schuett, heywood, Kentridge, & Zihl, (2008). also, limitations in 
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the attention may cause reading problems (adams & snowling, 
2001; purvis & tannock, 2000). 

2. perception and processing may also have an impact on children’s 
reading acquisition. 

 problems in both auditory perception (cf. tallal, 2000) and 
visual perception (ramus, 2001) may lead to reading problems.

3.  Working memory is one of the aspects of information processing 
studied most frequently in conjunction with children’s reading 
development (cf. seigneuric & Ehrlich, 2005). 

 the processing of phonological information and morphological 
information along with semantics is a part of working memory. 
Word decoding problems are highly associated with problems 
in phonological awareness. studies of nation, adams, Bowyer-
crane, & snowling, (1999), Gathercole, Willis, Baddeley, & 
Emslie, (1994), siegel & ryan, (1989), and Baddeley & della 
sala, (1998) prove how important the working memory is for 
reading skills. 

table 1

Language levels
 Processing Skills related to the 
Cognitive process

 Cognitive Processes

phonological phonological segmentation
phonological Blending
Visual discrimination
Visual figure-Ground
Visual sequencing
Long or short-term Visual 
Memory
Visual-spatial
Visual closure

auditory processing
Visual processing
processing speed
short-term Memory
Long-term Memory
Working Memory

Morphological Word discrimination
Word Memory
Visual discrimination
Visual figure-Ground
Visual sequencing
Long or short-term Visual 
Memory

auditory processing
Visual processing
processing speed
short-term Memory
Long-term Memory
Working Memory

syntactic sentence Memory
Long- or short-term visual 
memory
Visual-spatial
Visual closure

Visual processing
processing speed
Working memory
acculturation 
Knowledge
fluid reasoning
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semantic Word discrimination
Word Memory
auditory comprehension
Long- or short-term visual 
memory

Visual processing
processing speed
Working memory
acculturation 
Knowledge
fluid reasoning

the objective of the study

as many researchers in the Western parts of the world indicate 
that majority of children with dyslexia have processing problems 
at all levels of language learning and particularly significant delays 
in reading, poor performance weaknesses on discrimination and 
identification tasks of phoneme and morpheme. also the study of 
developmental language disorders among dyslexics is a new area of 
research on tamil children and also rarely done. the present study 
tries its best to see the implication of cognitive processing issues in 
language processing.

the present study aims to test the issues in processing skills and 
then concentrates on the phonological, morphological, syntactic 
and semantic problems in the children with and without dyslexia at 
the level of reading tamil and English. 

Methodology

Sample Selection

for the present study, data has been drawn out from the study of 
the author’s uGc project —identification and remediation of 
phonological disorders among children with dyslexia and samples 
from centre for speech and Language disorder studies, au. only 
tamil mother tongue children were selected as the subjects for the 
study. schools and remedial centres were selected on the criteria of 
best in education and service. the total sample size is 202. of these, 
101 were dyslexic children who were selected using the checklist for 
the identification of Learning disability. the rest were 101 normal 
reading age control children selected for a comparative study. the 
distribution of samples according to the age, gender, and disability 
is represented in table 2.
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table 2

age/division Boys Girls
dyslexia nrac dyslexia nrac

8 years – class iii 12 12 4 4
9 years – class iV 15 15 3 3
10 years – class V 16 16 2 2
11 years – class Vi 16 16 4 4
13 years – class Viii 12 12 3 3
15 years – class iX 10 10 2 2
17 years – class Xii 2 2 - -
total 83 83 18 18

a pilot survey was conducted in schools and remedial centres and 
subjects were selected by the following conditions:

1) the degree of co-operation extended by the schools and 
remedial centres for data collection. 

2) accessibility of schools and remedial centres and availability 
of a required number of students.

so the study has followed a convenient sampling Method.

Testing Procedure

the children were tested for verbal and non-verbal iQ, processing 
skills and reading skills. the children were selected on their iQ level 
ranges from average to above average when tested with Bhatia’s 
Battery of performance test of intelligence. informal test was 
conducted to see the issues in cognitive processing skills (as listed 
in table 3). reading age for all children is measured by the reading 
evaluation materials both in English and tamil.

table 3

inforMaL tEsts
auditory processing test Visual processing test
•	 Word	Discrimination
•	 Word	Memory
•	 Phonological	Segmentation
•	 Sentence	Memory
•	 Phonological	Blending
•	 Auditory	Comprehension
•	 Numbers	Forward
•	 Auditory	Reasoning

•	 Visual	Discrimination
•	 Visual	Figure-Ground
•	 Visual	Sequencing
•	 Long	 or	 Short-Term	 Visual	

Memory
•	 Visual-Spatial
•	 Visual	Closure
•	 Letter	and	Symbol	Reversal
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Materials for the Test of reading Skill

•	 Materials were prepared for testing phonological, morphological, 
syntactic and semantic skills (tamil). 

•	 the following materials were used for testing:
–	 dolch Word List (English)
–	 individual Evaluation procedures in reading (by thomas a. 

rakes, et. al.)
–	 comprehension passages in English 
–	 tamil Graded Word List for tamil
–	 phonological skills test in tamil (i & ii)

•	 phonics and phonological awareness test
–	 Morphological skills test in tamil

•	 Morphological awareness test
–	 comprehension passages in tamil
–	 their text books

Method of analysis

the quantitative and qualitative types of analysis were applied to 
describe the test of language processing problems. Qualitative 
analysis was used to compare the data of children with dyslexia and 
normal reading age controls.

a) Quantitative analysis

the mean scores for normal reading age controls and dyslexic 
children were arrived at to analyze qualitatively for the following 
hypothesis.

1. there is a significant difference between phonological problems 
in normal reading age control children and dyslexic children.

2. there is a significant difference in phonological deviations in 
tamil and English.

3. there is a significant difference between dyslexia and normal 
reading age controls in morphological processing.

4. there is a significant difference in inflectional and derivational 
processing.

5. there is a significant difference in morphological deviations in 
tamil and English.

6. there is a significant difference between dyslexia and normal 
reading age controls in syntactic processing such as simple, 
compound and complex sentences.
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7. there is a significant difference between syntactic processing in 
tamil and English.

8. there is a significant difference between dyslexia and normal 
reading age controls in semantic processing like proposition 
extraction and lexical accessing.

9. there is a significant difference in proposition extraction in 
tamil and English.

10. there is a significant difference in lexical accessing in tamil and 
English.

b) Qualitative analysis

the data were analysed and classified into phonological processing 
problems, morphological processing problems, syntactic processing 
problems, and semantic processing problems.

results and discussions

the results of the analysis of phonological processing, morphological 
processing, syntactic processing, and semantic processing of children 
with and without dyslexia were done and the results are discussed.

a. Phonological processing

phonological processing problems were classified according to the 
pattern given below:

figure 1 shows the method of classification of phonological 
processing problems.

figure 1

the analysis of qualitative data of phonological processing 
represents the following:
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i. in addition: 
a. Vowel addition seems to be more in English. 
b. syllable addition seems to be more in tamil.
c. percentage of syllable addition seems to be more or less same 

in tamil and English.
ii. in substitution:

a. syllable substitution seems to be more in English. 
b. Vowel lengthening and shortening seems to be more in 

tamil than in English.
c. percentage of consonant fronting, vowel fronting and vowel 

backing seems to be more or less same in tamil and English.
d. problems in gliding are more in English than in tamil.

iii. in deletion:
a. consonant reduction seems to be more in English. 
b. syllable reduction seems to be more in tamil also. 
c. Vowel diagraphs seem to be more in English than in tamil.
d. consonant diagraphs seem to be more in English than in 

tamil.
e. consonant blends seem to be more in English than in tamil.
f. percentage of vowel reduction seems to be more or less same 

in tamil and English.
iv. percentage of metathesis seems to be more or less same in tamil 

and English.

the results stated above is represented in table 4: 

table 4

addition substitution deletion Metathesis 
Vowel E > t lengthening and 

shortening
t > E 

t = E t = E 

vowel fronting and 
vowel backing

t = E 
consonant - gliding  E > t diagraphs 

and blends 
E > t

syllable t > E E > t t = E 

b. the qualitative and quantitative data accepts the stated hypothesis 
1 and rejects the hypothesis 2.
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hypothesis 1: there is significant difference between phonological 
problems in normal reading age controls and children with dyslexia 
is accepted which is represented in Graph 3.

Graph 3 shows percentage of errors in phonological processing 
between the children with dyslexia and normal reading age 
controls.

Graph 3

hypothesis 2: there is a significant difference in phonological 
deviations in tamil and English is rejected which is represented in 
Graph 4. 

Graph 4 shows the percentage of errors in phonological deviations 
in tamil and English by children with dyslexia

Graph 4
•	 In	Tamil,	the	problem	is	more	in	vowel	than	in	consonants.	This	

might be because of the non-linearity of vowel diacritics in the 
tamil language.

•	 Percentages	 of	 errors	 of	 normal	 reading	 age	 controls	 are	
comparatively very less than dyslexics. so it is proved that normal 
reading age control children are better in acquiring sound 
systems of language than dyslexics.
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b. Morphological processing

Morphological processing problems found among dyslexics were 
analyzed and classified in the following way:

figure 2 shows the method of classification of Morphological 
processing problems.

addition, deletion and substitution are seen in all the above aspects. 
*(not in the case of English)

figure 2

a.  the analysis of qualitative data represents the following:
i. in additions: 

a. additions are found in all case suffixes.
b. additions are mostly seen in accusative, dative and 

locative cases.
c. additions of the plural marker are found more in English 

than in tamil.
d. present participle marker addition is found in English.
e. percentages of derivational marker additions are found 

to be more or less same in English and tamil. 
ii. in deletions:

a. the only deletion is found in inclusive marker.
b. deletions are found in all case suffixes.
c. in English pnG deletions are found.
d. percentage of derivational marker deletions is found to 

be more or less same in English and tamil. 
e. deletions of the plural marker are found to be more in 

English than in tamil.
f. deletions are found more in the ablative case. 
g. deletions of the possessive marker are found only in 

English.
h. deletions of the inclusive marker are found only in tamil.
i. present participle marker deletion is found in English.

iii. in substitutions:
a. substitutions are found in all case suffixes except the 
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ablative case.
b. pnG substitutions are found more in tamil than in 

English.
c. substitutions are mostly found in locative, dative and 

instrumental; and both locative and dative substitutions 
are interchangeably found in more number.

d. substitutions of the plural marker are found more in 
English than in tamil.

e. substitutions of the possessive marker are found only in 
tamil.

the results stated above is represented in the table 5 below:

table 5

addition deletion substitution
inflection plural E > t E > t E > t

tense t > E
present 
participle 

t > E
present 
participle

t > E

case*
only t

all cases
- More in 

accusative, 
dative and 
locative 
cases

all cases 
- More in 

ablative cases

all cases
- Except in 

ablative 
cases

pnG t > E E > t t = E 
inclusive* only t only t only t
possessive t > E E > t

derivation t = E t = E E > t

b.  the qualitative and quantitative data accepts the stated 
hypotheses 3, 4 and 5.

hypothesis 3: there is a significant difference between children 
with dyslexia and normal reading age controls in morphological 
processing is accepted.

Graph 5 shows the percentage of errors in Morphological 
processing in children with dyslexia and normal reading age 
controls
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Graph 5

hypothesis 4:  there is a significant difference in inflection and 
derivational processing is accepted. 

Graph 6 shows percentage of errors in inflection and derivation 
by children with dyslexia

Graph 6

hypothesis: 5 there is a significant difference in morphological 
deviations in tamil and English is accepted. 

Graph 7 shows percentage of errors in Morphological processing 
in tamil and English by children with dyslexia

Graph 7
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•	 A	 high	 percentage	 of	 errors	 is	 seen	 in	 the	 morphological	
processing in the reading process of dyslexic children when 
compared to normal reading age controls. 

•	 Regarding	 derivation	 in	 Tamil	 all	 the	 three	 addition,	
deletions, and substitution are found but in English addition 
and deletion are found. 

•	 All	 the	 three	 deviations,	 i.e.,	 additions,	 deletions,	 and	
substitutions are found more in locative case.

•	 English	 tense	marker	 all	 the	 three	 additions,	 deletions	 and	
substitutions more as in tamil only substitutions are found.

•	 Plural	deviations	mostly	occurred	in	English	when	compared	
with tamil.

•	 Additions	and	deletions	are	 found	 in	English	plural	marker	
but additions, deletions, and substitutions are seen in tamil 
plural marker.

•	 Morphological	 deviations	 seen	 in	 inflectional	 suffixes	 are	
more than those of derivational suffixes. 

•	 Morphological	 deviations	 were	 mostly	 committed	 in	 Tamil	
when compared with English.

c. syntactic processing problems

syntactic processing problems found among dyslexics were analyzed 
and classified in the following way:

figure 3 shows the method of classification of syntactic processing 
problems.

figure 3

the analysis of qualitative data represents the following:

i. in addition:
a. content word additions are more in English than in tamil.
b. function word additions are more in English than in tamil.
c. in tamil, adverbs and adjectives are only added.
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ii. in deletion:
a. regarding prepositions, only deletions are done.
b. content word deletions are more in English than in tamil.
c. function word deletions are more in English than in tamil.
d. functional words are more deleted than content words.
e. auxiliary verbs are like ‘may’, ‘must’, ‘can’, ‘have’ and ‘has’ 

in English and auxiliaries like /koɳʈiɾu/ ‘present continuous 
marker,’ ‘ʋiʈu’ in tamil are most often deleted.

f. deletions are found in compound verb; here the second 
verbs are mostly deleted.

g. Lexical items denoting negations are often deleted.
h. pronoun deletions are mostly found in English; in tamil, it is 

very less.
i. adjectives and adverbs are mostly deleted with limited 

deletions regarding verb and noun.

only additions and deletions are the processing problems focused 
in sentence level, and the substitutions in the lexical level are dealt 
with in semantics.

the results stated above is represented in the table 6 below:

table 6

addition deletion
simple content Words E > t

in only adverbs and 
adjectives in tamil

t > E

function Words E > t E > t
Word order change E > t

compound and complex
content words, function words, 
word order change happens in 
clausal level

t = E t > E

b. the qualitative and quantitative data accepts the stated hypothesis 
6 and rejects hypothesis 7.

hypothesis 6: there is a significant difference between dyslexia 
and normal reading age controls in syntactic processing such as 
simple, compound and complex sentences is accepted. 

Graph 8 shows the percentage of errors in syntactic processing in 
children with dyslexia and nrac
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Graph 8

hypothesis 7: there is a significant difference between sentence 
processing in tamil and English is rejected. 

Graph 9 shows the percentage of errors in tamil and English by 
children with dyslexia

Graph 9

•	 Problems	 are	 found	 more	 in	 complex	 sentences	 than	 in	
compound and simple sentences.

•	 Additions	and	deletions	are	found	while	reading	conjunctions.
•	 Both	additions	and	deletions	are	mostly	found	in	articles.
•	 Changing	the	word	order	is	more	in	reading	complex	sentences	

when compared to simple and compound sentences.

d. semantic processing problems
semantic processing problems found among dyslexics were 

analyzed and classified in the following way:
figure 4 shows the method of classification of semantic processing 

problems.
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Figure 4

the analysis of qualitative data represents the following:
•	 Subject	of	the	sentence	is	often	deleted	and	substituted.
•	 Compound	NP	is	changed	into	simple	NP.
•	 Meaning	distraction	is	found	more	in	English	than	in	Tamil.
•	 Object	deletions	and	substitutions	are	found.
•	 Verb	substitutions	are	found	more.
•	 The	reader	focused	on	N	in	NP	while	extracting	proposition	in	

reading.
  /oʋʋoɾu ʋɑ:ɾɑmum oɾu put̪ijɑ iʈɑt̪t̪irku  

 celʋo:m/
  “every week we will go to a new place” 
 has been read as  /ʋɑ:ɾɑ ʋɑ:ɾɑm iʈɑt̪t̪irku po:ʋo:m/
   “every week we will go to place”

here the noun phrase /oɾu put̪ijɑ iʈɑt̪t̪irku/ “to a new place” is 
substituted with /iʈɑt̪t̪irku/ “to place” which is represented in the 
tree diagram below.

•	 Verb	 substitutions	 and	 deletions	 are	 found	 both	 English	 and	
Tamil.

•	 As	the	children’s	mother	tongue	is	Tamil,	they	are	able	to	get	the	
context and are able to find out the related meanings though 
not the whole context.
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•	 Regarding	attending	the	comprehension	exercises,	children	are
–	 better in choosing the best and true or false than in fill in 

blanks and question answers.
–	  very poor in question answer section.
–	 able to comprehend better in tamil than in English.

b. the qualitative and quantitative data given above accepts the 
stated hypothesis 8, 9, and 10.

hypothesis 8: there is a significant difference between dyslexia and 
normal reading age controls in semantic processing like proposition 
extraction and lexical substitution and expansion is accepted. 

Graph 10 shows percentage of errors in semantic processing in 
children with dyslexia and normal reading age controls

Graph 10

hypothesis 9: there is a significant difference in proposition 
extraction in tamil and English is rejected. 

Graph 11 shows percentage of errors in proposition Extraction in 
tamil and English by children with dyslexia.

Graph 11
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hypothesis 10: there is a significant difference in lexical 
substitution and expansion in tamil and English is accepted. 

Graph 12 shows percentage of errors in Lexical substitution and 
Expansion in tamil and English by children with dyslexia.

Graph 12

•	 Lexical	substitutions
•	 While	 accessing	 the	 lexical	 item	 in	 reading,	 lexical	

substitutions are seen in prepositions, articles, Wh-words, 
and demonstratives also.

•	 The	 lexical	 items	are	 also	 substituted	with	 their	 synonyms,	
and antonyms, its hypernyms, by words in the same domain 
and also very rarely unrelated words.

•	 Lexical	expansion:
 these types of errors were very rarely seen, but made only 

when these children read known texts. the findings reveal that 
problems are more in complex and compound sentences than 
in simple sentences.

•	 Proposition	extraction:
 proposition extractions found in reading single sentences (simple, 

compound, complex, affirmative, negative, interrogative and 
exclamatory sentences) and graded comprehension passages. 

discussion

the deviations/errors identified above are discussed below:

•	 problems are seen more in phonological and morphological 
levels.

•	 Many have avoided reading complex sentences.
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•	 Most of the additions and substitutions show assimilations (either 
regressive or progressive) of phonemes, morphemes found in 
nearby words or sentences. 

 e.g.  / kɑ:ʈʈil vɑ ɑin̪t̪ɑ ko:ɳɑlɑ:nɑ maram iɾun̪t̪ɑt̪u/ 
  ‘in the forest, bent and twisted tree is there’
 has been read as
  /kɑ:ʈʈil vɑ ɑin̪t̪ɑ ko:ɳɑlɑ:nɑ marattil iɾun̪t̪ɑt̪u/
  ‘in the forest, bent and twisted in the tree is there’
•	 redundancy is found in substitutions. 
 e.g.  /pu:ŋkɑ:ʋil ʋilɑŋkukɑɭum pɑrɑʋɑikɑɭo:ʈu iɾun̪t̪ɑnɑ/ 
  ‘in the park, along with birds, animals also were there’
 has been read as
 /pu:ŋkɑ:ʋil ʋilɑŋkukɑɭum pɑrɑʋɑikɑɭo:ʈum iɾun̪t̪ɑnɑ/
 ‘in the park, along with birds also, animals also were there’
•	 deletions are the most systematic errors they make due to 

abnormal speed of eye-tracking.
•	 Emphasizing may be one of the reasons for adding suffixes as in 

the examples given below: 
  /pɑɳɳɑijɑ:ɾ ɑt̪ɑi n̪ɑnrɑ:kɑ ʋɑɭɑɾt̪t̪u can̪t̪aijil ʋirru ʋiʈuʋɑ:r/ 
  “farmer breeds that properly and sells in the market.”
 has been read as
  /pɑɳɳɑijɑ:ɾ ɑt̪ɑi n̪ɑnrɑ:kɑ ʋɑɭɑɾt̪t̪u can̪t̪aikku ʋirru ʋiʈuʋɑ:r/
  “farmer breeds that properly and sells to the market.”

concluding remarks

this study followed a comparative study of two different groups 
of children (children with dyslexia and normal reading age 
controls) at the different stages of language processing, as due 
to the unavailability of standardized tests in the tamil language. 
Earlier research evidence and the present study show that there 
is a relationship between attention, processing, perception and 
working memory with language learning. the children with dyslexia 
scored very low in processing skills test when compared to nrac. 
children of nrac group who are good at processing skills have 
limited reading problems which are found to be significantly more 
in children with dyslexia who have processing problem. problems 
are found both in tamil and English learning. the methodology of 
language teaching for these children should adopt the techniques 
that involve the explicit teaching of the rules of the language with 
multisensory techniques that includes processing skills.
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