


ABSTRACT

Secularism in Salman Rushdie’s Midnight’s Children and Vikram Seth’s A
Suitable Boy: History, Nation, Language

Neelam Srivastava D.Phil. ]
Linacre College Trinity Term 2003

This thesis is a comparative study of Salman Rushdie’s Midnight’s Children
(1981) and Vikram Seth’s A Suitable Boy (1993). It compares the novels’
representations of the postcolonial Indian nation-state and of the conflict
between secular and religious perspectives in the Indian public sphere. The
novels are interpreted as responses to specific moments of crisis in the so-called
“secular consensus” of the Indian state: Midnight’s Children to the Emergency of
1975, A Suitable Boy to the rise of the Hindu right in the early 1990s. The aim of
this study is to establish secularism as an interpretative concept in South Asian
literature in English. Each chapter examines different aspects of the texts in
relation to secularism. The first chapter outlines two different theoretical
positions, Seth’s “rationalist” and Rushdie’s “radical” secularism. The second
examines the question of minority identity in the two novels. The third explores
the different narrative structures that shape their ideas of Indian citizenship. The
fourth compares their differing versions of India’s national past. The fifth
interrogates the status of English as a secular language in the Indian context by
examining the interaction between English and Indian vernaculars in the two
texts. The dialogic form of the novel has been appropriated by postcolonial
Indian writers in English in order to stage contrasting religious and secular
worldviews. This dialogism, it is suggested, may offer the possibility of opening
up the public sphere to different modes of communication not exclusively

defined by rationalism.
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Introduction

“Do you believe in the virtue of compression?” asked a determined
academic lady.

“Well, yes,” said Amit warily. The lady was rather fat.

“Why, then, is it rumored that your forthcoming novel [...] is to be so
long? More than a thousand pages!” she exclaimed reproachfully, as if he
were personally responsible for the nervous exhaustion of some future

dissertationist. (ASB 1370)
My thesis is a comparative study of Salman Rushdie’s Midnight’s Children (1981)
and Vikram Seth’s A Suitable Boy (1993)." My study analyzes how the two novels
narrate different aspects of South Asian postcolonial identity within the secular
framework of the novel in English. These different aspects include the question
of secularism in the South Asian context; the issue of minority identity vis-a-vis
the state; the different narratological models used to structure a narrative of
India; the relationship to historical writing; and finally, the interaction between

English and the vernacular (bhasha) languages.

0.1. The novel as a dialogic genre

At the basis of my reading of the two texts is the emphasis on the novel as a
dialogic genre. The novel, because of its dialogic structure, emerges as the most
versatile form for a staging of the conflict between secular and religious identity,
because it allows for a heteroglot representation of conflicting worldviews and

differing conceptualizations of the “national” past. In its ability to accommodate

! Salman Rushdie, Midnight’s Children (1981; repr. London: Picador, 1982); Vikram Seth, A
Suitable Boy (1993; repr. New York: Harper Collins, 1994). All references henceforth will be to
these editions.



different structures of thought it differs crucially from the writing of the social
sciences (including historical writing), which is premised on the idea of science

as a “higher language” into which the other languages are translated:

The idea of a godless, continuous, empty, and homogeneous time, which
history shares with the other social sciences and modern political
philosophy as a basic building block, belongs to this model of a higher,
overarching language. It represents a structure of generality, an
aspiration towards the scientific, that is built into conversations that take
the modern historical consciousness for granted.”
Conversely, the dialogism of the novel form permits the staging of different
perspectives without the necessity of a final resolution within an overarching
rationalist framework. Mythical versions of the past or religious sentiment may
coexist in a non-hierarchical relationship with the secular language of
rationalism.

Here I begin by discussing the reception of contemporary Indian fiction
in English, in order to contest its reading as a cosmopolitan genre with little
connection to issues of national relevance. Secondly, I show that in reality the
two novels I have chosen are specific responses to the political situation at the
time of their publication. The novels mark out an important period in the
history of the Indian polity, that of the breakdown of the Nehruvian secular
consensus. This breakdown began with the National Emergency (1975-77) and

was further threatened by the rise to prominence of an alternative national

ideology, Hindutva, based on the supremacy of Hindu religion and culture.’

? Dipesh Chakrabarty, Provincializing Europe: Postcolonial Thought and Historical Difference
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2000), 75-76.

? Christophe Jaffrelot locates the erosion of the secularist norm in the 1980s, the time in which
the Congress central government withdrew from the twin commitments of socio-economic
development (upheld by Nehru’s socialist path and Indira Gandhi’s populism) and of
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Secularism is a fundamental component of Indian postcolonial identity as it
became a state policy adopted by Nehru after Independence, in the aftermath of
Partition. In this historical context, both Midnight’s Children and A Suitable Boy
draw on the Nehruvian model of secularism and pluralist democracy to contest
the erosion of the secular public sphere, though in different ways. The novels
contain frequent allusions to Nehru’s writing, most notably his book The
Discovery of India.* A Suitable Boy presents a wholesale recuperation of
Nehruvian secularism, premised on a rationalist approach, which predicates the
importance of relegating religion to the private sphere. Seth’s “rationalist
secularism” is sustained by the novel’s realist mode, third-person omniscient
narrator, and a flexible, though uniform, English style. Midnight’s Children
exploits the dialogic possibilities of the novel form in order to question the
compartmentalization of religion and politics. Rushdie’s expressionistic style
and his digressive and non-linear narrative juxtapose religious, mythic, and
secular worldviews as equal claimants to what constitutes the nation. I
juxtapose rationalist and radical secularism as the two opposite discursive
premises of Seth and Rushdie.

Seth’s and Rushdie’s engagement with the secularism issue is at one with

their concern with history as a “secular genre”, and the novels each revisit, in

secularism, the two pillars of what Jaffrelot calls the “legitimate norms of Indian politics”. In the
1980s, Congress began pushing for a policy of economic liberalization and manipulated
communal issues for political purposes. See Christophe Jaffrelot, The Hindu Nationalist Movement
and Indian Politics, 1925 to the 1990s: Strategies of Identity-Building, Implantation and Mobilisation
(With Special Reference to Central India) (London: Hurst and Company, 1996), 336. Prakash
Chandra Upadhyaya identifies the Emergency as the watershed between a Nehruvian and post-
Nehruvian ideological orientation in Indian politics: “[...] since 1975, this model [of Nehruvian
majoritarianism] has arguably been displaced, both in state policy and in national politics [....]
Emergency rule undermined the existing structures of popular democracy from which
secularism derived its nominal legitimacy.” Prakash Chandra Upadhyaya, “The Politics of
Indian Secularism”, Modern Asian Studies 26: 4 (October 1992), 828-829.

4 Jawaharlal Nehru, The Discovery of India (1946; repr. London: Meridian Books, 1956).
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their own way, the historical novel. They both present an allegoresis of the Indian
nation by recuperating different versions of the national past: in the sense that
they present different configurations, or emplotments, of specific historical
events in India’s colonial and postcolonial history. Seth’s novel tells the story of
the early 1950s in India, in the style of a mimetic historical narrative where the
plot appears to be found rather than invented. His mimetic narrative can be seen
as a symbolic representation of the nation, in the sense that the unity between
content and form, or meaning and representation, is unquestioned. Midnight’s
Children makes a self-conscious use of allegory to connect the life story of the
narrator Saleem Sinai to that of the Indian nation. The “objectivity” of mimetic
historical writing is put into question by Saleem’s new way of writing Indian
history. The profound dialogism of Midnight’s Children is exemplified
linguistically by the constant use of code-mixing and hybridization between
English and Urdu in the text, which displays a deliberately jarring,
expressionistic effect.” When compared to Midnight’s Children, A Suitable Boy has
a more markedly monologic voice, which tends to translate into English
dialogues and words “originally” in Hindji, rather than leave them untranslated
in the text the way Rushdie does.

0.2. The (recent) rise of the Indian novel in English

Midnight’s Children, published in 1981, and A Suitable Boy, published in 1993,
mark an important period in Indian fiction in English, that of the international

explosion of this fiction in the transnational literary market. The rise to

> Rushdie’s use of language is expressionistic in the sense that he does not aim for a
“realistic”representation, but rather strives to recreate an English that conveys the emotional
and cultural impact of the “source language”.
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international prominence of Indian English fiction was publicized by two
Booker Prizes: the one awarded to Rushdie in 1981 for Midnight’s Children, and
the one awarded to Arundhati Roy in 1997 for The God of Small Things. This
sixteen-year arc of literary production has been celebrated by Western reception
as the work of the “Rushdie generation”, and has effectively condensed into a
new world canon, that of the Indian novel in English. It seemed as if Rushdie
had opened up a way for other writers for narrating India in English.® A
consistent presence in many of these novels was a renewed focus on national
history and a self-aware transformation of English into an “Indian” literary
idiom: Midnight’s Children (1981), Amitav Ghosh’s The Circle of Reason (1986) and
The Shadow Lines (1988), Shashi Tharoor’s The Great Indian Novel (1989), A
Suitable Boy (1993), Mukul Kesavan’s Looking Through Glass (1994), Rukun
Advani’s Beethoven Among the Cows (1994), Salman Rushdie’s The Moor’s Last
Sigh (1995), Rohinton Mistry’s A Fine Balance (1996), Arundhati Roy’s The God of
Small Things (1997). A common theme in these novels is the construction of the
narrator as historian, the novel as a stage for the representation of multiple or
conflicting versions of historical events.

Jon Mee observes that “Indian writing in English is often presented as the
favoured child of the globalization of literature.”” The foreign-returned

cosmopolitanism of the fiction is represented by the framing trope of the

® Anita Desai says of Midnight’s Children that “’for the first time an Indian writer had found the
language to say things which we had all been through but still had not found the words for.
After that, I think every young Indian writer tried to write like Salman. The whole next
generation of Indian writers started off by writing their own Midnight’s Children. The effect his
writing had on Indian writers was somehow to loosen their tongues.”” Mukul Kesavan, the
author of Looking Through Glass, describes Rushdie’s reading of Midnight's Children in Cambridge
as a “religious experience”. lan Hamilton, “The First Life of Salman Rushdie”, New Yorker (Dec.
25, 1995- Jan. 1, 1996), 104.
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Western-educated writer at the same time inside and outside India, gifted with a
“stereoscopic vision” which Rushdie claims is what Indian writers in Britain can
offer in place of “whole sight”.® The high international visibility of a few select
Indian novels in English, that are made to stand in for Indian literature as a
whole, has prompted a wave of critical “suspicion” of these novels” engagement
with specifically Indian concerns.” They are seen as deracinated, overly hyped
texts that have enabled modern Indian literature to finally become part of
“world” literature, to the detriment of vernacular literatures that have been
almost completely excluded from determinations of literary value in the West.

It is undeniably true that this recent explosion of Indian fiction in the
West has hindered popular recognition of Indian literature in translation outside
of India. Salman Rushdie himself has contributed to the dangerous synecdoche

of Indian English fiction standing in for Indian literature in general. In his now

7 Jon Mee, “Not At Home in English? India’s Foreign-Returned Fictions”, The Round Table 362
(2001), 712.

® Salman Rushdie, Imaginary Homelands (London: Granta, 1991), 19.

? Both of the novels under discussion have been accused of writing for the West primarily
because they seem to be addressed to a Western audience and as a corollary, because they are
written in English. Harish Trivedi contends that in Midnight’s Children, “the whole orientation of
[Rushdie’s] narrative seems to suggest that it is addressed not to an Indian insider but to a
Western outsider. The shocking novelty and the precious rarity of the novel which arose from
the ‘Indianness’ of the text as well as the author, and which helped make it such a huge
sensation in the West, can hardly be experienced as such in India, whether by someone reading
him in English or in translation.” Trivedi, “Salman the Funtoosh: Magic Bilingualism in
Midnight’s Children”, Rushdie’s Midnight’s Children: A Book of Readings, ed. Meenakshi Mukherjee
(New Delhi: Pencraft International, 1999), 81. Francesca Orsini agrees with Pascale Casanova’s
definition of A Suitable Boy as an example of neo-colonial novel “with all the tried and tested
recipes of exoticism”. Orsini explains the realism of A Suitable Boy as a method for
“painstakingly explaining to the foreigners what Indian trains and mud-thatched huts look
like.” Orsini, developing a suggestion by Amit Chaudhuri, concludes that “in the florid,
sensuous, inclusive, multicultural world of the post-Rushdie, postcolonial novel, the West can
settle down to contemplate, not India, but its latest reinterpretation of itself.” Francesca Orsini,
“India in the Mirror of World Fiction”, New Left Review 13 (Jan.-Feb. 2002), 88. Though both
Orsini and Trivedi highlight narrative practices by Indian English authors that would seem to
make their fiction more appealing to Western readers, it should be said that Orsini and Trivedi
move from different intentions in their critique. Trivedi’s position vis-a-vis Rushdie is informed
by a certain implied nativism, a critique of Rushdie’s insufficient “authenticity”—whereas
Orsini seeks to understand why Indian English fiction has entered the canon of world literature,
and Hindi literature, for example, has not.
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notorious introduction to his anthology of Indian (English) writing, he relates

the “perhaps rather surprising point” about his survey of Indian literature:

This is it: the prose-writing—both fiction and non-fiction—created in this
period by Indian writers working in English, is proving to be a stronger
and more important body of work than most of what has been produced
in the 16 “official languages” of India, the so-called “vernacular
languages”, during the same time; and indeed, this new, and still
burgeoning, “Indo-Anglian” literature represents perhaps the most
valuable contribution India has yet made to the world of books."
The comment in itself needs no explicit critique here for it to appear ludicrous in
its sweeping generalizations, though it stands as a reminder to the considerable
power wielded by a few select postcolonial writers in deciding what goes to
form the postcolonial canon. By asserting so strongly the hegemony of Indian
English fiction, it automatically invites suspicion of its claims. The superior
literary value assigned to English over vernacular literatures is based on the
unproblematic assumption that the Indian books that do reach Western
audiences are automatically “more important” than the ones that don't. It is
strangely naive on the part of Rushdie not to consider that marketing and

distribution processes ensure that Indian books in English have much more

chance of circulating on the international book market than books written in the

' The Vintage Book of Indian Writing 1947-1997, ed. Salman Rushdie and Elizabeth West (London:
Vintage, 1997), x. Rushdie’s anthology contains only one selection from an Indian author not
originally written in English, which is why the anthology has been so heavily criticized by both
Indian and Western critics (given that Rushdie freely confesses he only knows one Indian
language apart from English). Amit Chaudhuri’s recent anthology, The Picador Book of Modern
Indian Literature, ed. Amit Chaudhuri (London: Picador, 2001) includes much literature in
translation, and it has been seen as a response to Rushdie’s. His framing statements about the
need to question the centrality of the postcolonial Indian novel in English are effectively a
riposte to Rushdie’s astounding position vis-a-vis vernacular literature in India. It is truly
striking that the most recent result of Rushdie’s decades-old project of writing back to the
empire is his reconstruction of a canon of postcolonial literature to aggressively set against
vernacular literary production.
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vernaculars and then translated into English." Rushdie’s statement also opens
up the question of the complex relationship between the assignation of literary
value to Indian English writing and the elite status of its writers and readers.
Aijaz Ahmad, commenting on the fact that English has become the link
language for literary translations from other Indian languages, finds that
English is the least suited for this role, not because it came to India with
colonialism, but because it is, “among all the Indian languages, the most
removed, in structure and ambience, from all the other Indian languages, hence
least able to bridge the cultural gap between the original and the translated
text.”"?

What has occurred in recent criticism is the contextualization of Indian
English writing within a canon shaped in the Western academy, namely that of
“postcolonial literature”. Against Rushdie’s facile equation between literary
value and availability in the international book market, the Indian critics Harish
Trivedi and Makarand Paranjape claim that the Indian novel in English is
written with a Western audience in mind, and they highlight its deracination
and alienation from its Indian subject-matter and context. Trivedi states that no
Indian “postcolonial” writer, unlike their Kenyan or Nigerian counterparts, has
been politically persecuted; rather they left India for the “cultural and material
attractions of the West”. The location in the West, Trivedi, says, citing (as usual)

the case of Salman Rushdie, means that this writing is hardly resistant or

oppositional; the writers who stay at home are truly writing for India, by virtue

11 See Chaudhuri, “The Construction of the Indian Novel in English”, Picador Book of Modern

Indian Literature.

2 Aijaz Ahmad, “’Indian Literature”: Notes Towards the Definition of a Category”, In Theory:
Classes, Nations, Literatures (London: Verso, 1992), 250.
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of their not having left it.”” In an even more flagrantly nativist vein, Makarand
Paranjape also attributes the “inauthenticity” of Indo-Anglian writers to issues

of location by claiming that they

offer a certain kind of representation of India which is governed by the
West’s tastes, images, specifications and likings [....] Behind such a
compromise, infiltration and cooptation is the writer’s
location—ideological, political, cultural and of course, geographical.™
What is striking about these formulations is that both critics have identified
nativism with a seemingly oppositional stance, against what Paranjape calls
“foreign domination”, an ambiguous term at best since it can easily be
interpreted, for instance, to include Muslim cultural influences in India.”
Conservative Hindu opinion, now politically represented by the Bharatiya
Janata Party, depicts Islamic culture as a “foreign influence” over the “original”
Indic civilization of the subcontinent, despite the fact that Hindu-Muslim
cultural interactions have more than a thousand years’ history.’® There is a
slightly suspect return to the issue of “authenticity” and essentialist ideas of a
“true” depiction of Indian reality that would seem to be realized only in bhasha

or vernacular literatures, and almost inevitably coincide with Hindu imaginings

of the nation.” Their claims disregard the fact that Hindi has become a

B Trivedi, “India and Postcolonial Discourse”, Interrogating Postcolonialism: Theory, Text and
Context. ed. Harish Trivedi and Meenakshi Mukherjee (Shimla: Indian Institute of Advanced
Study, 1996), 242-243.

" Makarand Paranjape, Towards a Poetics of the Indian English Novel (Shimla: Indian Institute of
Advanced Study, 2000), 65.

' Paranjape, “Preface”, Nativism: Essays in Criticism, ed. Makarand Paranjape (New Delhi:
Sahitya Akademi, 1997), xiv.

'® The first Islamic incursions in the subcontinent occurred in the seventh and eighth centuries
AD. See Ayesha Jalal and Sugata Bose, Modern South Asia: History, Culture, Political Economy
(London: Routledge, 1998), 23-24.

7 Trivedi’s and Paranjape’s positions exhibit clear signs of a Hindu revivalist stance. Paranjape,
in his study of the Indian English novel, claims that “Raja Rao is our best Indian English novelist
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transnational language in its own right, as a spoken language (alongside others)
in Indian diasporic communities.

On the other hand, Western reception tends to place Indian novels in
English within a world-literature context, claiming a “universality” for their
writing which, implicitly, Indian literature in translation does not seem to
possess.” Universality, in this case, is equivalent to translatability for a non-
Indian audience. In postcolonial academic criticism, certain Indian novels in
English—Midnight’s Children is often used as an exemplary case in point—are
seen as texts that point to a problematization “of essentialist and parochial ideas
of national identities, while undermining metropolitan assumptions of
priority.”"

Select novels, among which Midnight’s Children and A Suitable Boy, have
gone to form a certain canon which places together Indian, Caribbean, Nigerian,
Australian, Canadian fiction as part of a (teachable) body of literature known as
postcolonial writing. This move has momentous effects on the ways in which

this literature is studied and received more generally, one of which is to de-

contextualize these works.?

because, ultimately, he helps us recover and revitalize our cultural, intellectual and spiritual
traditions”. Paranjape is also prescriptive, in a way reminiscent of fascist cultural directives,
about the type of literature that should be produced in India today, saying that an Indian
literary text “ought to assist in the incomplete and unfinished task of nation building” by
constructing “the institutions and traditions required for a healthy and vibrant Indian culture”.
Paranjape, Towards a Poetics of the Indian English Novel, 17.

'® See Orsini’s excellent analysis of this point in her article “India in the Mirror of World Fiction”,
75-88.

" Mee, “Not At Home in English?”, 712.

* Neil Lazarus affirms that postcolonial criticism has contributed to the formation of a very
narrow canonical body of works; indeed he claims that in the postcolonial literary canon, there
is in a strict sense only one author, Salman Rushdie. Not only is the canon very narrow, but the
critical focus is as well, which usually limits itself to “the profuse critical discussions of
nationalism as imagined community [...] and thus also the busy commentaries on history as a
master narrative intrinsically complicit with domination.” Lazarus proposes different topics of
critical focus, that he claims have been neglected in the critical literature, such as state violence
and class relations, though it is not clear which critics he has in mind when making these claims.
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0.3. Responding to India’s “present needs”

While on the one hand, Trivedi and Paranjape consider Indian writing in
English deracinated, on the other hand Western reception tends to perpetuate
this conception by de-contextualizing it and including into the canon of “world
literature”. Against both of these prevailing critical tendencies, my thesis sets
out to re-situate Midnight’s Children and A Suitable Boy in a South Asian context,
demonstrating that in actuality they are specific responses to India’s “present
needs”.” My choice of these novels was partly determined by their being texts
that engage with pressing issues of public debate in India. After Independence,
secularism, understood as non-sectarianism in the public sphere and the
relegation of religion to the private sphere, became the foundation of state
policy under Nehru. Each novel configures the relationship between religion
and the state in such a way as to create two different representations of the
Indian nation, yet each equally relevant for an understanding of Indian

secularism.?

See Neil Lazarus, “The Politics of Postcolonial Modernism”, The European Legacy 7:6 (Dec. 2002),
772.

% The expression “present needs” is used by Michel Foucault in discussing different notions of
the historical sense, that of the “metaphysician” and that of the “genealogist”: “In placing
present needs at the origin, the metaphysician would convince us of an obscure purpose that
seeks its realization at the moment it arises. Genealogy, however, seeks to reestablish the various
systems of subjection: not the anticipatory power of meaning but the hazardous play of
dominations.” Michel Foucault, “Nietzsche, Genealogy, History”, Language, Counter-Memory,
Practice: Selected Essays and Interviews, ed. Donald F. Bouchard (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University
Press, 1977), 148.

2 Though I set out to prove that these two novels in particular engage at a profound level with
the question of national identity, it is obvious that the Indian novel in English is by no means the
most significant form of writing about the nation. Amit Chaudhuri very rightly points out that
“there is an implication [...] that only in the English language do Indian writers have the
vantage-point, or at least feel the obligation, to articulate that post-colonial totality called ‘India’
(on the other hand, it sometimes seems that the post-colonial totality called ‘India’ only exists in
the works of Indian English novelists or in the commentaries they engender)”. He argues for a
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It becomes particularly productive to compare Midnight’s Children and A
Suitable Boy because of their aspirations to represent a pan-Indian reality, and
because of the very different, indeed opposite uses they make of the novel in
English and the different narrative traditions they draw on. The fact that they
have taken on the role of “narratives of the nation” is partly determined by the
transnational scope of their readership. Peter van der Veer links the different
audiences of television and literature in India to differences in the way the
nation is imagined in these two mediums. The showing of the Hindu epic
Ramayana on television has demonstrated that while this “traditional” text can
be “nationalized” and made to be the form in which the nation is imagined for
its viewers, what characterizes the modern novel in the late twentieth-century is
that it is not written with reference to the nation as a bounded group of national
“readers”.” A fundamental corollary to his remark is that this transnational
dimension almost exclusively characterizes the Indian novel in English, rather
than the bhasha languages: it is only in English that the nation can be imagined
for a wider audience that transcends national boundaries. Van der Veer makes

the example of the Indian English writer R K. Narayan, who writes in English

re-interpretation of the supposed “Indianness” of a text, saying that it does not necessarily lie in
writing a national narrative, but also in writing “about cultures and localities that are both
situated in, and disperse the idea of, the nation.” Amit Chaudhuri, “The Construction of the
Indian Novel in English”, The Picador Book of Modern Indian Literature, xxiii-xxiv. The issue of
representativeness opens up a larger question, that of the effective diffusion of this literature
among a South Asian readership. Obviously, the first barrier is language, so that the Indian
novel in English acquires the status of an elite genre, only available to those who know English.
This readership is formed by a distinct social, economic and cultural class.

» However, visual culture also has a very strong transnational dimension, given the lucrative
overseas market in Ramayana videos and DVDs and Hindu mythological films. The
transnational dimension of Hindutva is most notably represented by the VHP (Vishwa Hindu
Parishad, or World Hindu Council), who for years has been promoting Hindu culture in the US,
especially among expatriates. Through its donations, it provides an important source of funds
for the VHP in India. According to Arvind Rajagopal, the NRIs (Non-Resident Indians) support
a militant nationalist and Hinduist party like the BJP at home as a way to reinforce their cultural
and emotional links with India, and simultaneously to assert a cultural difference from the
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for a transnational audience and thus takes care that his references to Hindu

tradition do not require too much prior knowledge:

It is precisely this literary objectification of culture for a transnational

audience, however, that produces national culture. It is in the dialectic of

the national and the transnational that the late twentieth-century novel

situates itself.”*
The novel becomes the literary form that creates the nation for a transnational
audience, rather than an exclusively national one. More specifically, it appeals to
an imagined community of readers represented by the Indian national and
transnational English-speaking middle class. An idea of nation based on religion
is produced by visual culture such as film and television, whose medium of
communication are the bhasha languages, especially Hindi. Thus one can
distinguish between a “national” Indian nation, and a “transnational” Indian
nation, each distinct for the social, economic, urban/rural locations of its
consumers; though of course the two audiences often overlap, especially given
the strong middle-class support of Hindutva. The novel in English becomes the
privileged form of writing for the latter.””

Midnight’s Children and A Suitable Boy are secular narratives of the nation-
state, albeit underscored by two profoundly different ideas of what it means to
be secular in India today. These two novels engage intimately with national

issues by responding to India’s “present needs” in different ways. They are both

historical novels, in the sense that they both present versions of a national

majority in their host country. See Rajagopal, Politics After Television: Hindu Nationalism and the
Reshaping of the Public in India (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001) 239-240.

# Peter van der Veer, Religious Nationalism: Hindus and Muslims in India (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1994), 182.
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narrative built upon an interpretation of the Indian nation’s past (as opposed to
India as a purely geographical and mythical location; the mythical and
geographic elements are clearly present in both novels, but are subsumed into
the novels’ representation of the nation). They do this, I contend, in order to
write back to India’s political situation at the time in which the two novels were
written. Historical novels, as a genre, tend to place “present needs at the origin”,
in the sense that the version of the national past they recuperate or invent is
construed as a political and ideological response to the contemporary situation
at the time of publication.

But as historical novels, Midnight’s Children and A Suitable Boy not only
address different present needs, they are also implicitly premised on different
notions of the historical sense. Both novels project a secular and multicultural
vision of the Indian nation-state, which clearly reveals their debts to nationalism
as articulated by Jawaharlal Nehru in The Discovery of India. Midnight's Children
and A Suitable Boy can be said to be Nehruvian epics, and both present, in very
different ways, a re-working and a recuperation of Nehru’s idea of the Indian
nation-state. The incorporation of India’s multilingual diversity into the
language of the novels helps to project the ideals of secularism and of pluralist

democracy at the basis of Seth and Rushdie’s political visions.

0.4. Nehruvianism and the developmental state

> By “transnational” Indian nation I mean the audience of readers belonging to the Indian
diaspora, which forms an important part of the readership of Indian literature in English.
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Nehruvianism defines the consensus that undergirded the Indian
developmental state, referring to a particular distribution of political power and
its legitimating vision of secular, autarkic growth.” In Indian political usage, it
acquired its present meaning as a guiding concept for state policy under Nehru
and the left-leaning components of the Indian Congress Party in the years just
after Independence. Nehruvianism envisaged not an irreligious or anti-religious
state, but rather a non-sectarian state, which did not privilege one religion over
another.

Under Nehru, a secular approach was combined with a developmentalist
idea of the nation-state. The state’s post-Independence focus on economic
development emphasized the prevailing belief that social change would follow
in its wake. Indeed during the first decades after Independence, according to
Arvind Rajagopal, “the work of the economy was seen to stand for and be
capable of resolving any problems that arose in the sphere of culture;
technocracy was in fact the form of politics.”” The language in which nation-
building proceeded along secular and developmental lines was English.”® The
post-Independence political and administrative conceptualizations of the
nation-state at a pan-Indian level came to be constructed exclusively in the
English language. This in part due to the fact that the class that came to identify

most closely with Nehru’s secular and developmentalist ideology was the

* Rajagopal, Politics After Television, 32.

¥ Rajagopal, Politics After Television, 32.

® Sudipta Kaviraj remarks that the pragmatic adoption of English as the language of nation-
building had much to do with the developmental and scientific emphasis of Nehruvian state
policy; such emphasis inevitably privileged English as the language of communication among
the high bureaucracy, without the impediments of translation between vernacular languages.
See Sudipta Kaviraj, “Writing, Speaking, Being: Language and the Historical Formation of
Identities in India”, Nationalstaat und Sprachkonflikte in Siid- und Siidostasien, ed. Dagmar
Hellmann-Rajanayagam and Dietmar Rothermund (Stuttgart: Franz Steiner Verlag, 1992), 55.
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English-speaking upper-middle class elite that had stood most to gain from
state-planned economic development: the sizable chunk of the Indian middle-
class who worked in the public sector, bureaucrats, civil servants, scientists,
industrialists who received license permits from the Indian government.”
English became the language in which the secular identity of the state was
constructed; its founding te.xts in a sense were the Indian Constitution and
Nehru’s The Discovery of India.® Land reform was one of the main planks of
Congress’s electoral campaigns in the early years after Independence: the vow
to put an end to “feudal” land-holdings and re-distribute land among the
poorer tenants was one of the strategies that assured mass popularity. Nehru,
basing his idea of Indian history on a European-based model of historical

“progress”, saw “the end of feudalism” as a symbolic and material act that

# “Nehruvianism, held to represent the consent of the majority, in fact involved only a small
minority, comprised of the educated upper and middle classes.” See Rajagopal, Politics After
Television, 45.

% The inherently elitist quality of the secularist project has been the focus of much recent critical
debate on secularism, most notably in the work of Ashis Nandy. See Nandy, “The Politics of
Secularism and the Recovery of Religious Toleration”, Secularism and Its Critics, ed. Rajeev
Bhargava (New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1998), 321-344. According to Nandy,
secularism’s elitist nature made it fail to gain a more widespread political currency among the
masses; it was seen as a Western-imported ideology that made little impact on the people’s
perceptions and ideological orientations towards the public sphere. Nandy’s argument that the
Indian elite did not succeed in making secularism a “popular” national ideology appears
convincing if one draws an analogy with the situation in Italy at the turn of last century.
According to Antonio Gramsci, the Italian intellectuals’ failure to communicate an idea of
secular culture to the population at large allowed the Catholic Church a continued ideological
influence over popular mentality: “[t]he lay forces [...] have been incapable of satisfying the
intellectual needs of the people precisely because they have failed to represent a lay culture,
because they have not known how to educate a modern ‘humanism’ able to reach right to the
simplest and most uneducated classes, as was necessary from the national point of view, and
because they have been tied to an antiquated world, narrow, abstract, too individualistic or
caste-like.” Gramsci, Selections from Cultural Writings, ed. David Forgacs and Geoffrey Nowell-
Smith, trans. William Boelhower (London: Lawrence and Wishart, 1985), 211. In some sense, the
enormous popularity of the televised Ramayana over the extremely limited circulation of the
Indian novel in English testifies to the different levels of circulation, among the Indian audience,
of a popular cultural product informed by a religious intent and that of a secular and
linguistically “elitist” genre such as English-language fiction.
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would bring the nation from the Middle Ages into modernity.” The Zamindari
Abolition Act, which took place state by state rather than on a federal level, is a
central event in A Suitable Boy, whose national narrative adopts a teleological

and developmental view of historical progress very similar to Nehru’s own.

0.5. Midnight’s Children and the Emergency

Midnight’s Children self-consciously foregrounds itself as a national allegory in
the sense that Saleem Sinai, the narrator, continually claims an ironic, parodic,
and always already disjunctive identification with India. His is an encyclopedic
narrative—"1 have been a swallower of lives”, Saleem says at the beginning of
his story, “and to know me, just the one of me, you'll have to swallow the lot as
well.”? Saleem’s accumulative method, characterized by continuous
digressions, expresses through Saleem’s mind and body the multifarious
identities of the nation. The novel contains a strong critique of the National
Emergency imposed by Indira Gandhi in 1975, and indeed it can be read as an

1.33

anti-Emergency novel.” During her Prime Ministership, Indira Gandhi had

! Congress effected neither an equitable nor a complete re-distribution of land among the small
and medium cultivators. In A Suitable Boy the tenant Kachheru, who is a chamar (untouchable) is
evicted from his village as an unintended consequence of the land reform designed to restore the
land to people like him who had been cultivating it for centuries. Those who effectively stood
most to gain from the land reforms were the medium land-holders. As it had done before
Independence, Congress continued to rely on the upper-caste rural landlords and richer farmers
to deliver the votes of those lower in the social order. Congress emerged as a unique political
party in South Asia: “a mass party with strong roots in the countryside yet given to political
conservatism.” The strong rural basis of the Congress—both in terms of the wealth of some of its
major landowning supporters and in terms of sheer voting numbers—made it difficult for the
Congress to effect a just re-distribution of land or promote large-scale industrialization of the
country. See Sunil Khilnani, The Idea of India (London: Penguin, 1997), 75.

3 Salman Rushdie, Midnight's Children (1981; repr. London: Picador, 1982), 9.

% In 1975, Indira Gandhi, availing herself of a constitutional clause, proclaimed a state of
National Emergency, in which all civil liberties were suspended, censorship was imposed on the
press, thousands of oppositional elements were jailed and all executive powers were
concentrated in her hands: effectively, the Emergency was a dictatorship that lasted almost two
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sought to promote a populist economic agenda. But radical economic policy did
not reconcile easily with the bypassing of the democratic process, and by the
mid-70s an ever-widening split had occurred between state authority and the
people, including representatives in opposition parties, labor unions, and other
organizations.* Midnight's Children allegorizes these oppositional forces in the
magician’s ghetto, the place where the narrator Saleem finds a home after losing
his family and fighting in the Pakistani Army.

Midnight’s Children’s structural digressions and linguistic excess can be
read as a metaphor of the democratic forces rising up against the
authoritarianism of the Emergency. The history of the Indian nation cannot be
contained within the official narrative of the state, as Indira Gandhi tried to
reinforce it during her reign, especially during the Emergency years (indeed the
slogan of her electoral campaign was India is Indira, Indira is India). The
multiple possibilities that had been unleashed by Independence, represented in
the novel by the multifarious group of the midnight children, were inexorably
being channeled into a single monolithic Indian identity that left little space for
other identities—especially Muslims. Indira Gandhi herself is characterized as
the Widow, with all the most negative connotations that this figure has in Indian

popular consciousness.”

years. The Emergency has been read as an attempt to find an authoritarian solution to the
Broblem of inducing political consent. See Rajagopal, Politics After Television, 48.

Sudipta Kaviraj defines Indira Gandhi’s political doctrine as a “particularly dangerous
combination of a bourgeois leader invoking socialist principles to evade encumbrances of
bourgeois constitutionalism.” Sudipta Kaviraj, “Indira Gandhi and Indian Politics”, Economic and
Political Weekly 21:38-39 (Sept. 20-27, 1986), 1700.
® Rajeswari Sunder Rajan emphasizes Rushdie’s sexist use of allegory in constructing the
Widow figure in Midnight's Children: “The popular negative connotations of Hindu widowhood,
viewed in the popular imagination not merely as the misfortune of women but as their
destruction of the male, are associated with a (widowed) Prime Minister whose defining act is
the massive sterilization programme of the Emergency.” Rajeswari Sunder Rajan, “Gender,
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The novel is told from Saleem’s present temporal location, 1977, looking
back onto India’s recent past, a history of the idea of India as a nation. The
narrative begins in 1915, with the story of his grandfather’s loss of faith. This
loss of faith, or radical doubt of the existence of God, is closely followed by his
conversion to the nationalist cause, and ends with Saleem who is about to
experience disintegration into 600 million constitutive identities, the population
of India. His narrative of India is reacting against an authoritarian state; hence
his anti-statism, and his writing of a defiantly pluralist and centrifugal history of
India, where the trajectory of Muslim identity figures prominently. Midnight’s
Children cannot endorse the idea of a single national identity, because it is
narrated from a minoritarian perspective, that of the Muslim Saleem Sinai
(though in the course of the novel he reveals his multiple parentage, Hindu and
British as well).

The Emergency marked the turning-point in which the historical
consensus represented in the Congress began effectively to unravel. Thus we
can place Midnight’s Children at the cusp of the crisis of the Nehruvian, socialist,
secular state: it is an irony that the word “secular” was introduced in the
Constitution to define the Indian republic in 1976, right in the middle of the
Emergency, a time in which faith in Indian democracy and pluralism was being
decisively eroded among the Indian public. Midnight’s Children documents this
gradual erosion and its entire take on the history of the Indian nation is shaped
by the fact of its being an anti-Emergency narrative. Saleem’s obsession with

centrality is questioned as being similar to Indira Gandhi’s; not a “healthy”

Leadership and Representation: The ‘Case’ of Indira Gandhi”, Real and Imagined Women: Gender,
Culture and Postcolonialism (London: Routledge, 1993), 112.
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myth of the nation, which is arguably essential if a nation is to prosper, but a

paranoid megalomania:

Unpalatable, awkward queries: did Saleem’s dream of saving the nation
leak, through the osmotic tissues of history, into the thoughts of the
Prime Minister herself? Was my lifelong belief in the equation between
the State and myself transmuted in the Madam’s mind, into in-those-
days-famous phrase: India is Indira and Indira is India? Were we
competitors for centrality—was she gripped by a lust for meaning as
profound as my own—and was that, was that why... ? (MC 420)
0.6. A Suitable Boy and the rise of the Hindu right
A Suitable Boy, published in 1993, was responding to a different political context
from that of Midnight’s Children. The novel, which has an omniscient third-
person narrator, is set between 1950 and 1952, key years in the period that
witnessed the rise of the Indian middle class and the consolidation of the Indian
state along secular lines under India’s first Prime Minister, Jawaharlal Nehru. In
its representation of social, political, and economic changes in the first years
after Independence, the novel endorses a progressivist and gradualist approach
to the dynamics of social transformations.™
The novel is a narrative of origins of the Indian state. A characteristic of
the historical novel is that its version of the national past implicitly projects an

ideal present and future for the nation. The historical novel becomes a way to

make the past accessible to the present, and to assert a metonymic contiguity of

* India’s transition from a colonial to a postcolonial state was in the form of a “passive
revolution”. The transformative role of the new national state was limited to reformist and
molecular changes, so that the coming of Independence acquired the dual character of
revolution/restoration. See Partha Chatterjee, Nationalist Thought and the Colonial World: A
Derivative Discourse? (London: Zed Books, 1986), 49. In India, passive revolution after
Independence meant that “the promise of averting any fundamental social transformation is the
necessary compromise the state makes with the old ruling classes, so that the state becomes at
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the past with the present; the assumption being that if we follow the narrative to
its beginning, we can reach the “point of origin” of national history.” The
novel’s plot revolves around four Indian families, each one a different
incarnation of the Indian elite: three are Hindu, one is Muslim. The realism of
Seth’s style is underscored by a developmental and statist idea of the nation-
state, which endorses Nehruvian secularism at a time in which Nehru’s idea of
the Indian secular state was subject to severe erosion in the political sphere, with
the rise of the pro-Hindu Bharatiya Janata Party. Secularism was being
displaced as a hegemonic political solution for conceiving and running the
Indian state, especially in its relation to minorities. The rise of the Hindu right,
and the spread of Hindutva ideology, was premised on a perceived need to
break with the past. The Hindu nationalists did so paradoxically, by claiming to
return to a deeper, purer past. To be Hindu, for them, “became a triumphant
declaration of strength and vigor, and the symbol of an aggressive culture on
the ascendant.”* They defined the state’s earlier secular policy, in particular its
treatment of the Muslim minority as minority appeasement: Nehruvian
secularism was accused of excluding Hindu culture and religion from public
life, while making generous allowances to minorities, to the extent of providing
for community-based civil codes for certain minorities.

The middle class and big business began to view Hindutva ideology as a
new form for conceiving national identity; and, on a more pragmatic level, a

new way for garnering mass consent by its political appropriation of Hindu

once the guardian of tradition and the apostle of modernity.” Rajagopal, Politics After Television,
44-45.

% Peter Pierce, “Preying on the Past: Contexts of Some Recent Neo-Historical Fiction”, Australian
Literary Studies 15:4 (Oct. 1992), 305.

% Rajagopal, Politics After Television, 35.
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religious symbols, which for many potential voters formed part of their lived
experience of faith.” The India of A Suitable Boy has a strong relationship to the
period in which the novel was published. The cultural and social mores of 1950s
India are still easily recognizable in the India of the 1990s. But the political
present of 1993 had witnessed a radical shift in the hegemonic ideology of the
Indian public sphere: Nehruvian secularism was out, Hindutva ideology was in.
Essential Indianness was equated with Hinduness. History was being re-written
along communal lines and the Muslims were seen as invaders and destroyers of
a pure Aryan culture that the more extreme proponents of Hindutva were intent
on recuperating. The novel can be read as a way of addressing the perceived
“present needs” of the Indian polity by proposing a return to Nehruvianism, by
recreating a national narrative set in the heart of the Nehru era, the heyday of
secular nationalism in the aftermath of Partition. Thus, contrary to Hindutva
ideology, Seth proposes not a break with the nation’s secular past, but a return
to it in order to address the present needs of the polity, which is being
fragmented along communal lines. Multiculturalism, rather than a majoritarian
ideology like Hindutva, is the only solution for a functioning polity. What Seth
has in mind is a strongly statist multiculturalism a la Nehru. Nehru is depicted
as

a man whose greatness of heart won the hearts of others, and whose

meandering pleas for mutual tolerance kept a volatile country, not

merely in those early and most dangerous years but throughout his own
lifetime, safe at least from the systemic clutch of religious fanaticism.

(ASB 1355)

* A turning point for the BJP was the Ram Temple movement, that culminated in 1991 with the
demolition of the Babri Mosque in Ayodhya, that had been erected on a site supposedly built to
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One of the central political events in the novel is a so-called “communal riot”,
sparked by religious strife between Hindus and Muslims; this conflict is
portrayed as a failure of citizenship, a failure to discard pre-existing religious
identities in the public sphere of the city streets, in favor of a new national Indian
secular identity.” A Suitable Boy could even be seen as a literary response to the
screening of the Ramayana on state television, a broadcast which van der Veer
and Rajagopal contend was a way for imagining the nation on religious, rather
than secular terms.*

0.7. Nation versus state

These two novels are “historical” in the sense that they respond to specific
moments of India’s historical and political context at the time of publication.
Both engage with the question of secularism and conceive the novel form as
non-sectarian, though it is secular in different ways in both Rushdie and Seth.
Whereas visual culture, such as movies and television, is able to mobilize
audiences into imagining the nation as a religious construct, the novels written

by Rushdie and Seth conceived of the nation in secular terms. However, a

mark the birthplace of Ram. The local Congress leaders did nothing to stop the demolition,
which showed to what extent Congress was implicated in the championing of Hindutva.

“ In Chakrabarty’s words, “even today the Anglo-Indian word ‘communalism’ refers to those
who repeatedly fail to measure up to the secular ideals of citizenship.” Chakrabarty,
Provincializing Europe, 33.

I The BJP, according to Rajagopal, capitalized on the serial’s enormous success: “Drawing on
myth and devotionalism to portray a golden age of tradition that was yet ahead of the modern
era in statecraft and warfare, the show which ran from January 1987 to September 1990 adroitly
made appeals to diverse social groups, under a symbolic rubric that could be tied to the banner
of Hindu assertion.” Rajagopal, Politics After Television, 15. Film and media are privileged
mediums for interacting with devotional expectation, according to van der Veer, and thus the
screening of the Ramayana on state television permitted viewers to feel connected as part of a
religious gathering (satsang), while allowing everyone to stay at home with their own family.
Van der Veer relates this unity of religious feeling through television to the doing of the novel,
namely the imagining of a nation of individuals; “and so it is not surprising that the success of
[the Ramayana] has been related to the recent upsurge in religious nationalism.” Van der Veer,
Religious Nationalism, 176.
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secular approach assumes two different meanings in Midnight’'s Children and in
A Suitable Boy.

Midnight’s Children and A Suitable Boy are two novels that narrate a
radical shift in the perception of the public sphere in India. New forms of
political participation with the rise of the BJP and caste-based politics in the
Indian states also signalled that the language of the political elite, and indeed of
the public sphere, was no longer English, just as political conceptions of the
nation were no longer dominated by secularism. The two novels have different
approaches to the idea of the state, which indeed underwent an important
evolution between the end of the Emergency and the beginning of the 90s. A
Suitable Boy gives great space to democratic debates within the Legislative
Assembly, which becomes the symbol of nation-building; here the different
voices representing the electorate enter in dialogue with each other. But Seth
shows that democracy can only function within institutions, such as the
Legislative Assembly and the courtroom (where much of the Zamindari
Abolition Act is debated). There is no legitimacy attached to violent insurgency
such as riots; the perpetrators of riots are portrayed as a mob, not as citizens.
The rioters are situated outside the nation-space; they are “not yet” citizens.”
This could be read as a defense of democratic institutions that were envisaged
by the Constitution as the only bodies that could guarantee fair and equal

treatment of minorities within a secular space. In the context of political

2 This “not yet” implicit in Seth’s representation of participants in communal riots recalls
Chakrabarty’s critique of historicism as it informs ideas of “political modernity” in the post-
colonial context: “Within this thought [historicism], it could always be said with reason that
some people were less modern than others, and that the former needed a period of preparation
and waiting before they could be recognized as full participants in political modernity. But this
was precisely the argument of the colonizer—the ‘not yet’ to which the colonized nationalist
opposed his or her ‘now’.” Chakrabarty, Provincializing Europe, 9.
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developments of the 80s and 90s, this defense appears as a response to
progressive Hinduization of the nation-space, that wishes to deny a
representative space to Muslim identity as a fundamental part of Indian
identity. A Suitable Boy, in its deploration of communalism and endorsement of
a statist secularism, displays the recent uneasiness on the part of left-leaning
activists and intellectuals towards these new ideas of the nation based on
religious separatism. The novel’s “solution” in this sense is to return to Nehru.
An important characteristic of A Suitable Boy that distinguishes it from
Midnight’s Children is that it has a statist approach to nation-forming. Seth
constructs an organic view of what India means to his middle-class characters,
which is articulated within the boundaries of the nation-state. While Rushdie
simultaneously embraces and radically questions the premises of secular
nationalism from its inception in the early days of the Independence movement
to its final ignominious act of the Emergency, Seth is already working within an
accepted idea of the nation, which is that of Nehru’s secular developmentalist
state. Seth’s is an Indian, as opposed to more a broadly South Asian,
perspective. Rushdie, on the other hand, is writing a history of the nation from
the perspective of the Emergency, which has seen the rejection of democracy on
the part of the Indira Gandhi government and increasingly monolithic idea of
what it means to be Indian. Hence he celebrates the “thousand voices of
midnight”, and the oppositional energies of the nation represented by the
subaltern classes, such as the language marchers whom Saleem accidentally

collides with as a child or the conjurers of the magicians’ ghetto.” He celebrates

¥ Seth’s and Rushdie’s contrasting ideas of the nation are aptly illustrated by Homi Bhabha'’s
distinction between performative and pedagogical aspects of nation-forming, and how the
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all the multitudes that cannot be contained within the pedagogical and
historicist confines of the nation-space. Rushdie’s definition of India is a South
Asian one, as it spans Kashmir (a contested territory between India and
Pakistan), Pakistan and Bangladesh. This understanding of India as an entity
that transcends national borders is in contrast with Seth’s imagined community,
firmly and unquestioningly set within the geographical confines of the post-
Independence Indian nation-state.

0.8. National Borders and Narrative Form

From Midnight’s Children to A Suitable Boy, we witness a return to a strong idea
of the nation. From a period of questioning the solidity of boundaries in the
post-colonial state, we move towards a progressive “solidification” of national
borders. This progressive solidification of the nation’s “reality” can be seen to
correspond to major political changes in the decade or so between 1981 and
1993, that witnessed a steady erosion of the secular and multicultural
nationalism espoused by Nehru. For a better understanding of the conceptual
and imaginative shift in ideas of the nation from Rushdie to Seth, it helpful to
turn to Amitav Ghosh’s novel The Shadow Lines (1988). This novel represents, in
some ways, a third narrative solution to this shift in perception of India from a
more broadly South Asian imagined entity (in Midnight’s Children) to a firmly

bounded national entity (in A Suitable Boy). The differences in Rushdie, Seth’s

people come to be constructed within a double narrative movement: “[...] the people are the
historical ‘objects’ of a nationalist pedagogy, giving the discourse an authority that is based on
the pre-given or constituted historical origin or event; the people are also the ‘subjects’ of a
process of signification that must erase any prior or originary presence of the nation-people to
demonstrate the prodigious, living principle of the people as that continual process by which the
national life is redeemed and signified as a repeating and reproductive process.” Homi Bhabha,
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and Ghosh’s narrative techniques can be illustrated by three examples from the
texts.

There is a scene in Midnight's Children when Saleem magically crosses the
border from Dhaka, Bangladesh to Delhi, India in a wicker basket, thanks to the
incantations of his friend Parvati the witch: “Without passport or permit, I
returned, cloaked in invisibility, to the land of my birth” (MC 381). The episode
is recounted in the mode of magical realism, with supernatural happenings
narrated as if they were commonplace reality. National borders, in Saleem’s
story, are almost an irrelevance; and from the Muslim perspective from which
he tells his story, these national borders are effectively less significant than for
other communities. All three South Asian nations he visits—India, Bangladesh,
Pakistan—have a sizable Muslim population, though of course in India they are
a (large) minority. The fact that Saleem crosses borders in a wicker basket, and
literally disappears from Dhaka to reappear in Delhi, is an allegory of the
diasporic fortunes of his family, and indeed of many South Asian Muslims. The
Sinais move from Delhi to Bombay, and finally to Karachi in Pakistan. Saleem
makes a further “move” to Bangladesh (then East Pakistan) as a member of the
Pakistani Army that invaded East Pakistan in 1971. The narrator is more able to
question the inviolability of national borders and the reality of the nation
because he belongs to a minority that has become transnational after Partition
and the creation of Pakistan; and his choice of narrative mode, magical realism,

aptly conveys this.

“DissemiNation: Time, Narrative and the Margins of the Modern Nation”, Nation and Narration,
ed. Homi Bhabha (London: Routledge, 1990), 297.
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In The Shadow Lines, the first-person narration is not shot through with
supernatural occurrences as in Midnight’s Children and cannot be said to be
“unreliable” to the same extent, but it presents a highly subjectivized
perspective nevertheless. The borders between South Asian states are shadow
lines, in the sense that they are not visible, but they have been imagined into
being. In this sense they are fictive and could regenotiated or replaced by a
different imagining. Unlike Saleem, the narrator is more “Indian” than South
Asian. The narrator’s grandmother is a staunch nationalist, who says to her
grandson that once members of a nation have drawn their borders in blood,
“people forget they were born this or that, Muslim or Hindu, Bengali or Punjabi:
they become a family born of the same pool of blood.”* She is unconsciously
identifying religion with nationality, in the peculiar conflation that characterizes
nationalist spirit in India after Partition. Those who live in “her invented
country” are Hindus, and “the enemies” she must rescue her uncle from, are
Muslims, the inhabitants of East Pakistan (later Bangladesh). The extent to
which she assigns objectivity to her imagined community becomes clear when
she asks her son whether she will be able to see the border between India and
East Pakistan from the plane: “[S]urely there’s something—trenches, perhaps, or
soldiers, or guns pointing at each other, or even just barren strips of land. Don't
they call it no-man’s-land?”® When her son explains to her that there is no

reassuringly visible dividing line between the two countries, she is disconcerted:

But if there aren’t any trenches or anything, how are people to know? I
mean, where’s the difference then? And if there’s no difference both sides

* Amitav Ghosh, The Shadow Lines (1988; repr. New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1995), 78.
¥ Ghosh, The Shadow Lines, 151.
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will be the same; it’ll be just like it used to be before, when we used to
catch a train in Dhaka and get off in Calcutta the next day without
anybody stopping us. What was it all for then—partition and all the
killing and everything—if there isn’t something in between?*
Her son points out that the barriers will become clear enough once she has to go
through customs, and she will be required to state her nationality, her place of
birth, etc. She suddenly becomes confused about her identity: her place of birth
does not correspond to her citizenship.”

Finally, in A Suitable Boy, published in 1993, realism shapes the
consolidation of national borders in the sense that the reality of the nation is not
questioned. Here the nation is an all-pervasive concept, that moves from the
individual, to the locality, to the regional state, and arrives to embrace the entire

nation. Seth invents a state, Purva Pradesh, whose regional, specifically North

Indian dimension is stretched to make it representative of India in its totality:

[...] this little fire was indeed the centre of the universe. For here it
burned, in the middle of this fragrant garden, itself in the heart of Pasand
Bagh, the pleasantest locality of Brahmpur, which was the capital of the
state of Purva Pradesh, which lay in the centre of the Gangetic plains,
which was itself the heartland of India... and so on through the galaxies
to the outer limits of perception and knowledge. (ASB 16)

These three different metaphors of the nation display a correlation between the
solidification of national boundaries through the use of realism on the part of

the writers. In Midnight’s Children, we have an unreliable narrator who narrates

4 Ghosh, The Shadow Lines, 151.

¥ “It was not until many years later that I realised that it had suddenly occurred to her then that
she would have to fill in ‘Dhaka’ as her place of birth on that form, and that the prospect of this
had worried her in the same way that dirty schoolbooks worried her— because she liked things
to be neat and in place—and at the moment she had not been able to quite understand how her
place of birth had come to be so messily at odds with her nationality.” Ghosh, The Shadow Lines,

152.
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magic events as if they were commonplace occurrences. In The Shadow Lines, we
have a self-doubting narrator who interrogates history, but strives to reconstruct
a “precise imagination” of the past through memory and oral history. Finally, in
A Suitable Boy, we have a third-person omniscient narrator whose telling has the
verisimilitude and seamlessness of “objective” history.

These novels create an imagined community of readers who are not
defined by national boundaries, but by the transnational scope of English. From
within the secular genre of the novel, they articulate the conflicts between
secular and religious identity which becomes a defining moment in establishing
Indian identity. But whereas Seth’s secularism is Nehruvian, and relegates
religion in the private sphere according to a rationalist orchestration of the
secularism argument, Rushdie’s secularism is radical, in that it does not
subordinate all worldviews to rationalist thought, but indeed uses the dialogic
structure of the novel to stage the unresolved conflict between secular and

religious worldviews. As the narrator says in The Satanic Verses:

Question: What is the opposite of faith?

Not disbelief. Too final, certain, closed. Itself a kind of belief.

Doubt.*
0.9. The thesis structure
The first chapter, “Theories of Secularism”, lays out the theoretical groundwork
for the two conceptions of secularism present in Midnight’s Children and A

Suitable Boy. Whereas A Suitable Boy adopts a rationalist or transcendent

perspective on religion which is much in line with Nehru’s relegation of religion

# Rushdie, The Satanic Verses (1988; repr. New York: Holt and Company, 1997), 94.
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to the private sphere, Midnight’s Children articulates a secularist perspective
enunciated from minority positions, and radicalizes the discrepancy between
rationalist secular and religious worldviews by refusing to subsume the latter
into the former. I show how radical secularism emerges from Said’s “secular
criticism” and comes to define a subject-position which attempts to bridge the
gap between “modern” (i.e. rationalist secular) and “non-modern” (i.e.
religious) worldviews. The dialogic form of the novel is discussed here as a
communicative mode between these different worldviews.

The second chapter, “Secularism and Minority”, maps these two secular
positions, the rationalist and radical, in the two novels. I explore how in A
Suitable Boy, the third-person omniscient narrator subsumes the conflicting
religious worldviews of the communities represented in the novel into his
secular rationalist perspective. Rationalist secularism is read as a form of
“mythology” in Roland Barthes’s sense of the term. In Midnight’s Children the
first-person narrator continually oscillates between belief and skepticism,
displaying a wariness of any fixed belief which rejects any ideological hierarchy
between religious and secular imaginings of the nation.

The third chapter, “Types of Allegoresis in Midnight’s Children and A
Suitable Boy” examines how the novels present two versions of allegoresis, or
configuration of events into a narrative. A Suitable Boy can be read as a
“symbolic allegoresis”: it is a symbolic-mimetic representation of the nation, in
the sense that it enacts a naturalistic correspondence between empirical and
fictional time, and between a fictional and empirical India. Midnight’s Children,
on the other hand, can be read as an “allegorical” allegoresis: the narrator

Saleem Sinai functions as the allegorical sign of India, that differs from its literal
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meaning and has as its function the thematization of this difference. These two
different forms of allegoresis are connected to Seth’s use of realism and
Rushdie’s subversion of it. The novels project two contrasting forms of
temporality: on the one hand, the painstaking historicist reconstruction of Seth’s
narrative of origins, and on the other, the temporal discrepancies of Saleem’s
narrative, characterized by constant digressions and faulty memories of the past.

The fourth chapter, “The Historical Event in Midnight’s Children and A
Suitable Boy”, looks at the different emplotments of Indian historical events in
the two novels, by relating them to other South Asian historiographical trends
such as nationalist history and the Subaltern Studies school of historians.
Midnight’s Children foregrounds the underlying narrativity of “historical” events
and the allegorical foundation, of the history that event is a part of. I discuss two
intertextual sources for Midnight’s Children: Stanley Wolpert’s A New History of
India and Nehru’s The Discovery of India. A Suitable Boy, on the other hand, far
from questioning issues of representation, represents historical events such as
the Zamindari Abolition Act and the “making” of a riot as important stages
within a developmental narrative of the Indian nation-state.

The fifth chapter, “Languages of the Nation in Midnight’s Children and A
Suitable Boy”, examines the interaction between English and the bhasha
languages in the two novels. The polyphonic structure of Midnight’s Children is
linked to his use of an expressionistic Indian English, characterized by code-
mixing between English and Urdu. The monologic structure of A Suitable Boy is
characterized by a more uniform language, which translates almost all of the
bhasha terms into English. Whereas in Midnight’s Children appear as a studied

babble of idiolects devoid of ideological hierarchy, in A Suitable Boy the different
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social languages which make up the voices of the novel are composed into a
“structured stylistic system” which reveals a more orderly—one could say
statist—idea of the nation.

My conclusions hope to prove that these novels are strongly anchored to
Indian political and cultural issues in their rendering of the complex
negotiations between secular and religious, English and vernacular identity.
However, they also point to a shift from Benedict Anderson’s canonical
formulation of the novel as a genre that constructs an imagined national
community to one that constructs a transnational imagined community. My
analysis of Seth’s and Rushdie’s divergent representations of the nation-
state—monologic and heteroglot—highlight the range of narrative solutions
available to Indian writers in English while simultaneously showing up a
common ideological background, that of Nehruvianism. The analytical
emphasis on their engagement with Indian secularism aims to highlight its

importance in the formation of South Asian postcolonial identity.



Chapter One

Theories of Secularism

Midnight’s Children and A Suitable Boy address both a national and a
transnational audience, because they are written in English. They can be read as
historical novels, in the sense that they are both intimately caught up in the
debate around secular and religious identities in the public sphere that gained
increasing momentum in the India of the 80s and 90s. The progressive
polarization of the public sphere into communal identities, a characteristic of
recent South Asian politics, has produced new versions of Pakistani/Indian
narratives seeking to organize national history along religious lines. In India, the
rise of the Hindu right has resulted in a sidelining of secular nationalism, based
on the idea of a composite national culture, in favor of Hinduized versions of it.!

Both novels have a strong Nehruvian matrix, though each presents a
different perspective on this debate, which is articulated in two distinct
understandings of the term “secularism” in the novels. A theoretical definition

of “secularism” in a political context is given here by Donald E. Smith:

The secular state is a state which guarantees individual and corporate
freedom of religion, deals with the individual as a citizen irrespective of
his religion, is not constitutionally connected to a particular religion nor
does it seek either to promote or interfere with religion.?

! Attacks on the idea of secular nationalism have not come only from the right, but also from the
left. Several historians belonging to the Subaltern Studies collective have effectively critiqued the
discursive premises of secular nationalism, such as Dipesh Chakrabarty in Provincializing Europe
and Partha Chatterjee in his essay “Secularism and Tolerance”, Secularism and Its Critics, 345-379.

2 Donald Eugene Smith, India as a Secular State (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1963), 4.
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The different secular perspectives adopted by Rushdie and Seth reflect their
responses to the rather different political situations in India at the time of
writing. Rushdie writes his novel at the time of the Emergency, when repression
of democratic debate was at its height due to political censorship of the press
and the jailing of the multifarious opposition to the Indira Gandhi government.
His perspective on the nation juxtaposes as many voices as possible
representing constitutive elements of what is the Indian nation, and indeed
extends its geographical scope beyond borders; Saleem’s history of India
includes Kashmir, Pakistan, and Bangladesh. A radical juxtaposition of
worldviews and belief systems is staged in the novel as well, without the
perceived necessity for a resolution in any sense. Midnight’s Children recalls, as
we shall see, Mikhail Bakhtin’s definition of Dostoevsky’s works as polyphonic
novels, in which “the life experience of the characters and their discourse may
be resolved as far as plot is concerned, but internally they remain incomplete
and unresolved.”

A Suitable Boy was written at a time in which Hindu nationalism was on
the rise, and secular nationalism, hitherto a guiding source of ideological
inspiration for Indian political leaders since Independence, was increasingly
under suspicion as an expedient way of conceiving the Indian nation. A Suitable
Boy depicts the conflicting factions in the Congress Party that advocated
different approaches to the communal problem in the aftermath of Partition, one
more conservative, represented by Vallabhbhai Patel and Purushottamdas

Tandon, and one more liberal, represented by Nehru. But the narrative voice

3 Mikhail Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination: Four Essays, ed. Michael Holquist, trans. Caryl
Emerson and Michael Holquist (Austin, Texas: University of Austin Press, 1981), 349.
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endorses Nehru’s approach, based on tolerance and state protection of
minorities, as the most viable one. The emphasis of the novel is on communal
unity, and the importance of relegating religion outside the public sphere in
order to promote tolerance and a multi-cultural state, all of which were ideals
strongly endorsed and promoted by Nehru in his role as the first Prime Minister
of India.

In order to define the relationship of the two novels to the ongoing
debate on secularism in South Asia, in this chapter I outline the historical
evolution of Indian secularism and offer two theoretical perspectives on it.
These two theoretical perspectives can be divided into the concepts of
“rationalist” and “radical” secularism. By the first type I mean the relegation of
religious belief to the private sphere and the construction of the public sphere as
a realm of “reason”.* Rationalist secularism indicates the prevalence of a
scientific temper, a rationalization of the worldview of the individual, and the
reduction of religious belief to affect.This rationalist or transcendent secularism
is the discourse that formed the basis of state secularism in India after Partition.
My use of the word “transcendental” to define the subordination of belief to the

claims of reason is partly derived from Gauri Viswanathan’s analysis of the

public sphere in nineteenth-century Britain:

* According to Jiirgen Habermas, the idea of the bourgeois public sphere as constituted by the
communication of rational beings was most fully developed by Immanuel Kant: “The ‘world’ in
which the public was constituted designated the realm of the public sphere [....] in all its purity
world was constituted in the communication of rational beings [....] ‘world” here pointed to
humanity as species, but in that guise in which its unity presented itself in appearance: the
world of a critically debating reading public that at the time was just evolving within the
broader bourgeois strata.” Jiirgen Habermas, The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere: An
Inquiry into a Category of Bourgeois Society, trans. Thomas Burger with the assistance of Frederick
Lawrence (Cambridge: Polity, 1992), 106.
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Civil society emerged as the privatized domain onto which were
displaced a variety of religious distinctions that had no place in political
society, or in what came to be construed as the more transcendent plane of
secularism. Secularization not only polarizes national and religious
identity; it also privatizes belief and renders it subordinate to the claims
of reason, logic, and evidence. Henceforth all these claims are identified
with the rationality of the state and its institutions.’
The concept of radical secularism is premised on the idea of Edward Said’s
secular criticism as an anti-totalizing activity. It is applied to the South Asian
situation by Aamir Mufti, who conceives of it as an attempt to go beyond the
rationalist premises of Nehruvian secularism. Secular criticism is an invitation to
rethink, from within the postcolonial present, the narrative of progress that
underlies the very notion of secularization. Thus “the terms of Nehruvian
secularism itself have to be turned against it with the demand that it ‘secularize’
itself.”

Both the development and questioning of Nehru's rationalist premises
find a particularly fertile space in Midnight’s Children and A Suitable Boy.
Dialogism, in particular, as a characteristic of the novel form, becomes an
essential instrument for representing the tension between rationalist and radical
secularism. The two texts explore the dialogic potential of the novel form in
different ways. Midnight’s Children radically juxtaposes worldviews within the
“unreliable” narrative voice of Saleem Sinai, thus pushing dialogism to its
extremes. A Suitable Boy presents a more “moderate” form of dialogism; it

presents different perspectives on religion and rationality, but ultimately

subordinates all religious claims in the public sphere to an over-arching

> Gauri Viswanathan, Outside the Fold: Conversion, Modernity and Belief (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1998), 12. Italics added.
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rationalist secularism.” In this sense Seth’s third-person narrator is more
monologic than Rushdie’s narrator Saleem Sinai.

Ultimately my analysis hopes to show the tensions between these two
positions within the two novels, that designate what Bhabha calls the “double
temporality” of postcolonial identity formation. On the one hand, there is “the
process of identity constituted by historical sedimentation (the pedagogical)”,
and shaped by a secularism based on Enlightenment values articulated from a
majoritarian position. On the other hand, there is “the loss of identity in the
signifying process of cultural identification”, a reading of history which seeks to
open up the rigidities of the secularist position, in other words, to dialogize it.”

Both novels are premised on a pluralist idea of the nation; clearly they
stand out as non-sectarian narratives and they each represent a large number of
different perspectives on Indian nationhood, “the one yet many of national
life”.” However their staging of the conflict between secular and religious
positions differs quite radically. Generally it can be said that A Suitable Boy’s
more monological structure is characterized by a majoritarian perspective on
secularism, which derives in turn from a rationalist outlook. Midnight’s

Children’s more polyphonic structure, on the other hand, articulates a secularist

¢ Aamir Mufti, “Auerbach in Istanbul: Edward Said, Secular Criticism and the Question of
Minority Culture”, Critical Inquiry 25 (Autumn 1998), 117.

7 The construction of the public sphere in A Suitable Boy privileges rational debate in such a way
as to unproblematically replicate the idea of the public sphere in Western philosophy: “The
public of ‘human beings’ engaged in rational-critical debate was constituted into one of ‘citizens’
wherever there was communication concerning the affairs of the ‘commonwealth’. Under the
‘republican constitution’ this public sphere in the political realm became the organizational
principle of the liberal constitutional state. Within its framework, civil society was established as
the sphere of private autonomy (everyone was permitted to pursue his ‘happiness’ in any way
he thought useful).” Habermas, The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere, 106-107.

8 Homi Bhabha, The Location of Culture (London: Routledge, 1994), 153.

° “It was in the novel that previously foreign languages met each other on the same terrain,
forming an unsettled mixture of ideas and styles, themselves representing previously distinct
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perspective enunciated from minority positions, and radicalizes the discrepancy
between rationalist secular and religious worldviews by refusing to subsume
the latter into the former. I link Bakhtin’s theorization of the novel form to the
ways in which Seth and Rushdie structure their narratives about
secular/religious conflict or confrontation in their novels, and finally see how
Seth’s monologic, transcendent form of secularism is linked to his use of a
mimetic-symbolic representation of the nation. On the other hand, Rushdie’s
dialogic/polyphonic, radical form of secularism is linked to his use of the
disjunctive trope of allegory.

This chapter is divided into six sections. In the first section, in order to
situate the debate on secularism, I give a definition of what is commonly
understood as the Indian variant of secularism. I discuss the reception of The
Satanic Verses in India and Britain as an example of the contradictions inherent
in Indian secularism when put into practice, and how it differs from British
conceptions of secularism. I illustrate the common ideological premises of
Indian secularism and rationalist secularism, and examine its difference from
radical secularism. In the second section, I present a brief history of the
secularization process in order to understand the premises of rationalist
secularism in the Indian context. In the third section, I discuss Nehru’s writing
on nationalism which became the canonical secularist position, and adopted
state policy in the post-Independence period in India. In the fourth section, I
present critiques of rationalist secularism, and Aamir Mufti’s and Gauri

Viswanathan’s reflections on Edward Said’s secular criticism as a position that

peoples now forced to create the rationale for a common life.” Timothy Brennan, “The National
Longing for Form”, Nation and Narration, 50.
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attempts to go beyond Enlightenment rationalism vis-a-vis religion. In the fifth
section, I discuss translation and conversion as “communicative modes of
action” that can bridge gaps between the rationalist and religious positions. In
the sixth section, I discuss how dialogism can translate between religious and
secular perspectives within the communicative framework of the novel.
Dialogism emerges as an enabling textual mechanism for this translation

between worldviews.

1.1. What is Indian secularism?

The concept of the Indian secular state evolved from the liberal democratic
tradition of the West, as opposed, for example, to Marxist secularism, which is
hostile to religion as such. As mentioned earlier, Donald E. Smith’s “classic”
definition of the secular state is a state that guarantees freedom of religion, deals
with an individual citizen irrespective of their religion, and does not have an
official religion.” Smith rightly points out that no country in the world perfectly
fits this definition of secularism; Great Britain, which can be regarded as a
secular state in many respects, still has a state church. In India, secularism is
intended differently from how it is conceived in Western political thought; not
as an anti-religious state, but as a non-sectarian one. Amartya Sen remarks that

in order for a state to be secular, it is not required to stay clear of religion

0 Smith, India as a Secular State, 4.
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altogether, but it must guarantee a basic symmetry of treatment to all religions
and religious communities."

The differences in the way in which state secularism is conceived in
Britain and the way it is conceived in India finds a telling example in the
“Rushdie affair”. The aftermath of the publication of The Satanic Verses shows
the different value placed on literature and religious texts in a transnational

“liberal” readership and the Muslim readers who took offence at the novel:

Much of the confusion caused in the West by the Islamic reaction to the
book is due precisely to this failure of perception: the political life of The
Satanic Verses in the Islamic world cannot be contained within the rubric
of the novel."”
Van der Veer notes that what was going on in the Rushdie affair was precisely a
clash between the construction of different kinds of community: for liberal
opinion, the book-burning that went on in Bradford was “a straightforward
rejection of the Enlightenment value of free speech. It places religious sentiment
above that value.” Literature for the enlightened literary audience was as sacred
as the Qur’an is for Muslims.” Indeed, the Rushdie affair does not only show

the different ways in which Muslims reacted to the publication of a

blasphemous novel, but also the way in which the Indian state gave a different

" Amartya Sen, “Secularism and Its Discontents”, Unravelling the Nation: Sectarian Conflict and
India’s Secular 1dentity, ed. Kaushik Basu and Sanjay Subrahmanyam (New Delhi: Penguin, 1996),
14. Sen makes the example of hospital endowments from the state. The state may decide not to
support any hospital with any religious connection whatsoever, or it may decide to support all
hospitals, without discriminating between religious connections. While the former position may
appear to be superficially more secular, the latter approach is politically quite secular because it
supports hospitals irrespective of whether or not there are religious connections, and in this
way, it keeps the state and religions quite separate.

12 Aamir Mufti, “Reading the Rushdie Affair: ‘Islam’, Cultural Politics, and Form”, The
Administration of Aesthetics: Censorship, Political Criticism and the Public Sphere, ed. Richard Burt
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1994), 330.

1 Van der Veer, Religious Nationalism, 188-189.
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interpretation to secularism from the British state. In Britain the book was not

banned:

Instead, [Muslims] found that the project of the British state was not only
to make them British citizens but to transform their moral identities.
Englishness had to come first, before being Muslim. In a multicultural
society one does not have to become a nonbeliever, but religious identity
is a private matter in civil society, not a collective matter in political
society. While these ideas were prevalent in India, the politics were more
those of accommodation than integration.™

India, on the other hand, was the first country to ban The Satanic Verses:

The difference in reaction suggests that, despite the colonial project to
introduce India to modernity, the novel, or literature in its modern,
secular sense, is in India not as sacred as a religious text, like the Qu'ran.”
In Indian political usage, secularism acquired its present meaning because of its
adoption as a state ideology by Nehru and the Congress Party in the years after
Independence. Nehru’s conception of the Indian nation, as laid out in his
“foundational fiction”, The Discovery of India, was inclusive, based on the idea of
India as a “composite culture”.’® The multicultural thrust of Nehru’s nationalism

provides the ideological matrix from which Seth’s and Rushdie’s otherwise

divergent secular narratives of the nation are constructed.

¥ Van der Veer, Religious Nationalism, 189.

' Van der Veer, Religious Nationalism, 189.

' Susie Tharu and K. Lalita define Nehru’s The Discovery of India as a “foundational fiction” of
the nation, in the sense that it can be regarded as preparing the ground for national projects that
would be considered political in the more conventional sense. The Discovery of India used a
composite genre to write about India, mixing autobiography, social analysis, and the re-writing
of imperialist history within a nationalist framework; “the reader-citizen whom Nehru (who as
‘author’ is himself also defined by his text) addresses the new Indian-in-the-making.
Communities, like readers and viewers, are gathered and shaped through address.” Susie Tharu
and K. Lalita, “The Twentieth Century: Women Writing the Nation”, Women Writing in India: 600
B.C. to the Present, ed. Susie Tharu and K. Lalita, vol. 2 (New Delhi: Oxford University Press,
1993), 51-52.
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In The Discovery of India, Nehru constructed a secular past for India in
order to show that religious and cultural tolerance was at the basis of Indian
civilization. Against earlier nationalist historiography, that privileged the Hindu
chauvinist interpretation of Indian history, Nehru promoted an idea of India as

a

secular entity, not a Hindu nation, that had cradled a variety of religions
and sects through centuries, and had acquired a degree of unity while
surviving conquests and conflicts. His Discovery of India was a
documentation of this unity through history; and for him the nationalist
movement was designed to free this unity so that India could join the
world-historical march towards modernity."”’

The nationalist rewriting of Indian history along secular lines was to provide the
basis for secularism as a political practice in post-Independence years, at least
until the rise of Hindu extremism in politics in the late 1980s". At the center of
Indian secular state ideology was not an irreligious or anti-religious state, but
rather a non-sectarian state, which did not privilege one religion over another.
The Congress concept of secularism can be summed up in the Sanskrit

expression sarva dharma samabhava= “all religions should be treated equally”.”

17 Gyan Prakash, “Writing Post-Orientalist Histories of the Third World: Perspectives from
Indian Historiography”, Comparative Studies in Society and History 32:2 (April 1990), 389.

' Sudipta Kaviraj identifies the cause of the gradual erosion of the secular political project in
India with a failure on the part of the elite to continue the cultural construction of the nation
after the end of the nationalist struggle: “The ideology of nationalism gradually converted itself
from an ideology of the people into an ideology of the state, or to put it more cynically, into a
Central subject. And the state, which in the best of circumstances, is not a good
conversationalist, decided according to its internal logic to withdraw the reproduction of
nationalist ideology from the field of political discourse. It converted, according to its own
perverted definitions, what was an issue of discourse into a simple issue of power.” Sudipta
Kaviraj, “On the Discourse of Secularism”, Secularism and Indian Polity, ed. Bidyut Chakrabarty
(New Delhi: Segment Book Distributors, 1990), 194.

 This definition is in contrast with the definition of secularism given by the Bharatiya Janata
Party, which promotes a pro-Hindu position in politics (India’s current Prime Minister, Atal
Vajpayee, belongs to this party): dharma nirapekshata= “neutral stance towards all religions”. The
BJP promotes neutrality, rather than equality, towards other religions. In policy terms, this
means that the BJP is against special concessions to the rights of minority groups, such as the
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Nehru, in identifying secularism as the only approach which would guarantee
the development of a truly integrated nation, said that it did not mean “absence
of religion, but putting religion on a different plane from that of normal political
and social life. Any other approach in India would mean the breaking up of
India.””

Nehru, as a rationalist, thought religion should gradually be relegated
entirely to the private sphere, and denied a space in the public arena. The role of
religion in state-formation and nation-building appears ambivalent, to say the
least, in the Indian Constitution, which provides for different civil codes for
Hindus, Muslims, Parsis, and Christians.” Nehru did not envisage an
immediate and complete withdrawal of the state from religious affairs. He
thought of the separation between church and state as a gradual process, and
that the different personal law provisions for the majority community and the
minorities such as Muslims and Christians would gradually be phased out in

favor of a uniform civil code. But this not yet happened to date.”

Muslims’ being entitled to be judged according to a different personal law from the Hindus. In
some ways the difference between the BJP and the Congress positions resembles the two
possible approaches to hospital endowments pointed out by Sen, the first superficially secular,
the second politically so.

® Nehru, Jawaharlal Nehru: An Anthology, ed. Sarvepalli Gopal (New Delhi: Oxford University
Press, 1980), 331.

? The equality of the individual citizen before the law is guaranteed by article 15(1) of the
constitution, which says that “the State shall not discriminate against any citizen on the grounds
only of religion, race, caste, sex, place of birth or any of them.” Constitution of India, 6" ed.
(Allahabad: Law Publishers, 2000), 21. In the case of the Muslim community, however, the
constitution still recognizes the rights of religious communities over and above individual
rights. A famous case in point was that of the Muslim woman Shah Bano who sued for alimony
from her divorced husband, though according to Muslim law she was not entitled to it. But she
appealed under a section of the Indian Criminal Code (the same for all communities) designed
to prevent vagrancy; the Supreme Court upheld her appeal, but ultimately the Prime Minister at
the time, Rajiv Gandhi, over-ruled it with an Act of Parliament that declared that such matters
would hereafter be decided within the Muslim community (the Muslim Women’s Act). See
Zakia Pathak and Rajeswari Sunder Rajan, “Shahbano,” Feminists Theorize the Political, ed. Judith
Butler and Joan W. Scott (New York: Routledge, 1992), 257-279.

2 The problem in the present political situation is that the request for a uniform civil code, which
women'’s groups have been requesting in the name of women's rights and equality, has been
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The difficulties of implementing a secular state in India were of course
manifold. The ideal of a syncretic, tolerant civilization, propounded both by
Nehruvian nationalism and, more recently, by the anti-secular critic Ashis
Nandy, was at best optimistic in its depiction of inter-community relations in
the pre-colonial past.” The fact that Hindus and Muslims (and other religious
groups) had “neighborly relations” for long periods, does not mean that they
revelled in social intermixing.* The idea that the syncretic culture of pre-
colonial India foreshadowed modern secularism, and that colonialism disrupted
this communal harmony, is the product of a specifically nationalist idealizing
representation of the past.” In recent times, communal discourse has attempted
to construct a different history for the nation, organizing it on the lines of
religious divides. Thus in the present situation it has become imperative for
secularism to attempt a critical engagement with a religious worldview, without

denying the possibility of a dialogical relation between the two positions.

made by the BJP into an important item on its political agenda. Thus feminists are in the
uncomfortable position of occupying the same stance on the request for a uniform civil code as
the Hindu right. However, though the BJP mimics “some of the liberal and feminist arguments
defending a uniform civil code and rest their case on ‘gender justice’ and ’‘secularism’, their anti-
Muslim bias is pronounced, and a closer examination reveals that their version of gender justice
is no more than a pragma<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>