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PREFACE 

These pieces were written over twelve years – or rather, the last twelve, to be precise 

 (1999-2011). They are representative of my constant concern with the nature of the 

 Other, as one who  is both an alien and pilgrim. They also reveal my multifaceted 

 interests, dealing  primarily with writing and Christ and family-centeredness. They touch 

 upon my deep and abiding interest in sexuality, learning, technology, art, literature and 

 many other  things .  Some of these articles or essays of faith and doubt have been 

 published online or in journals or presented  in seminars while some have only appeared 

 online, as posts by me. The pieces are not arranged chronologically. Some have not been 

 published. All, I am confident, are worthy of at least one reading. 
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Intro: an email from Keshava Guha to me.  

8/25/08 

Dear Dr Koshy, 

I leave for Harvard on Wednesday night, and before I depart I want to express to you the 

immense debt that I owe you, personally and intellectually. When I started eleventh 

grade, I was in the midst of something of an intellectual and emotional decline- over the 

previous year, I had read almost nothing, I had drifted through classes, engrossed myself 

in teenage relationships; my mind was slowly deadening. My writing in that time 

consisted of a few bits of unreadable romantic poetry. I had stopped reading the 

newspapers or following politics. For the first time in my life, I had stopped watching 

cricket; yes, in the period 2005-'06, I barely even followed the Indian cricket team. There 

can have been few more wasted years of my life and in late June of 2006, when I started 

11th grade, the prospects were grim. 

In many ways, it was our first literature class, in which we discussed Sujata Bhatt's "A 

Different History" (ironically enough, such a terrible poem!), that started to reverse this 

trend.  Through our literature class, I started reading, writing, and most importantly, 

thinking again. I'm sure you'd agree with me that many, if not all, of our lessons that year, 

went well beyond A Level standard. The interest and enthusiasm that those lessons 

generated, the knowledge and passion that you brought to the subject (with all due 

respect to past English teachers, to compare your classes to earlier ones is not 

appropriate, because they were not merely in a different league, but a different sport), and 

the intellectual blast that we had was a revitalizing experience in my life. When I think of 

the last two years, of The Joke, The White Crayon, the bursts of personal writing that 

Amrita, Avantika and I all experienced, the anti-establishmentarianism…it all had its 

roots in yourself and our literature class. Yes, in 12th grade our classes declined; surfeited 

with work and seriousness in other subjects, we turned to your class as an excuse to relax 

and chat. Disillusioned perhaps with the sometimes dull nature of teaching at Aditi, you 

too relaxed. But it did not matter. The process started in 11th was irreversible, and 

outside the classroom all of us continued to read, write, and stay mentally alive. Of 

course, the literature class was only one aspect of my debt to you. To have had you as a 

friend and mentor for the last two years has been of incalculable value and importance to 

me. This is not, of course, a goodbye letter as such- I look forward to staying in touch, to 

hearing about your life in Saudi Arabia and exchanging future poems- but rather 

something that I have to say at this transitional time, when we both move on to our new 

homes in Harvard and Jeddah respectively. Wishing all the best for yourself and your 

family, in Saudi Arabia and beyond, 

With affection and gratitude, 

Keshava. 
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       “I is an other,” wrote Arthur Rimbaud. He implied that the nature of existence is 

inevitably dual. The Other is always present, even if only by its absence.  It exists as a 

possibility that can become real, anytime. The „I‟ Rimbaud speaks of feels, existentially 

speaking, isolated in the universe into which it has been „thrown,‟ as Heidegger puts it, 

at/by birth.  In a universe which one finds incomprehensible, vast and utterly strange, the 

„I‟ feels like an outsider and totally alone.  This is the existentialist need, which 

crystallizes from or into the theistic or atheistic intellectual positions.  It actualizes or 

realizes itself by making choices or foregoing them, willing things or refusing to will, and 

by action or inaction.   

           T. S. Eliot writes in The Waste Land of: 

                “The awful daring of a moment‟s surrender  

                 Which an age of prudence can never retract   

                  By this, and this only, have we existed”  

           This is what Soren Kierkegaard calls authentic existence. Man, whether an individual or a 

group, is driven by an insatiable desire or hunger to realize or actualize the self/ itself after 

he/they wake(s) up to what Arthur Adamov, French dramatist, confesses in L’Aveu: 

“All I know of myself is that I suffer. And if I suffer it is because at the origin of myself 

there is mutilation, separation. I am separated. What I am separated from - I cannot name 

it.  But I am separated.” 

In a footnote, Adamov adds: 

“Formerly it was called God!”  

The revelation that one is separated is different from separating oneself. In Christian 

theology, “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God and the Word 

was God.” There was no separation. The Hindu yogi, similarly, wants to be one with the 

Paramatma. But when Lucipher, the archangel said, “I will ascend”, or words to that 

effect, for the first time a being stood out (ex-sistere: Latin) from the Ground of Being, 

the Dwelling of the Godhead who had been indivisible till then, although composite also 

of the ascending ranks of the four-fold living creatures, angels, archangels, seraphs and 

cherubs leading up to the indissoluble Tri-unity. Lucipher fell, instead of ascending, from 

„being‟, and began to exist. 

Schism, thus, was the beginning of evil. He pioneered the first rebellion and the first war 

in Heaven.  Having alienated himself, he became Satan (the adversary), an Other. 
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This is markedly different from man‟s situation. Man knows himself as an Other without 

having chosen, willed or acted upon any anterior desire to be so „othered.‟ That is why 

the situation of the children of Adam and Eve is, in literary terms, tragic and hopeful.   

It is tragic because, as T. S. Eliot puts it in „What the Thunder Said‟:   

“We think of the key, each in his prison 

            Thinking of the key, each confirms a prison.”  

   It is hopeful because „lostness‟ may and has led to oneness. In the New Testament we 

see Jesus, after thirty and more years of obedience to God, telling the Pharisees “I and my 

Father are One.”  

Jesus‟ prayer “Not my will but Thine be done” was echoed centuries later by Arnold 

Geulincx, Belgian Occasionalist philosopher. His brilliant statement “Where you are 

worth nothing, will nothing” not only influenced Samuel Beckett but also remains a 

potent solution to the existential dilemma of aloneness in the ocean of the expanding 

universe.  

In Jesus‟ time, his declaration of oneness with God called forth an unexpected reaction 

from his listeners.  They took up stones to kill him. They confirmed that, as far as the 

majority is concerned, the person who becomes selfless is always an Other, irrespective 

of whether he is dangerous to their welfare, or his way is the one that can result in healing 

the schism in man, as well as in his relation with God and with other human beings.  

Faced with a majority that refuses to differentiate between or acknowledge the existence 

of more than one Other, while retaining the right to eliminate what they cannot accept, 

the Other‟s existence in every society is fraught with uncertainty.  

The majority measures individuals and groups in terms and contexts of numerical 

strength, politics, religion, nationality, race, gender, caste, language, financial clout, 

sexual preference etc. The majority‟s inability to distinguish between several kinds of 

Other breeds uncertainty for the Other and fear, regarding 'its' status.  

I have dualized the Other by using the example of Satan‟s (the fallen angel‟s) negation of 

unity with God and Jesus' (the risen man‟s) affirmation of that same unity as the only 

basis for self-integration and human unity.  

Dostoevsky‟s  Raskolnikov, in his masterpiece Crime and Punishment, along with Sonia 

in the same novel, reveals this complicated duality well.  

The word Raskolnikov comes from „raskolnik‟, which means schismatic or sectarian, 

according to Sidney Monas, the translator.That this is the correct translation is borne out 

by the reference later on in the novel to a small group of religious Russians called the 

raskolniks. One of them, Mikolka, tries to take on suffering in Raskolnikov‟s stead, 
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without knowing it was Raskolnikov who killed Aliona Ivanovna, the pawn broker. 

Mikolka owns up to a murder he has not committed! 

Raskolnikov consciously strives to live up to the implications of the name given to him 

by his creator, Dostoevsky.  If Lucipher‟s sin was to want to be separate from God in 

Heaven, Raskolnikov is a satanic figure because he wants to be separate from man, on 

earth. He seeks to ascend into being extra-ordinary through pride, rebellion and 

transgression. He refuses to be answerable to the Kantian, ethical, categorical imperative. 

His will thirsts for power.  

Joyce‟s Stephen Daedalus resembles Raskolnikov in  A Portrait of the Artist as a Young 

Man.  In his decision to overthrow the claims of the family, country and religion into 

which he is born, Stephen exiles himself.  

It is not surprising that his motto is “not to serve”(non serviam) the One “whose service is 

perfect freedom” according to the Anglican Book of Common Prayer which influenced 

T. S. Eliot.  

Stephen, like Satan in Milton‟s Paradise Lost, would prefer to reign in hell rather than 

serve in heaven. Raskolnikov is torn on the wheel of schizophrenia. Unlike Stephen, he 

loves Christ, Russia and his family on the one hand, because of his rural upbringing. On 

the other hand, in his precocious modernity and anachronistic Nietzchen propensities 

towards becoming or being the Ubermensch he chooses internal exile, thinking of himself 

as an island cast off from the jetsam and flotsam of the archipelago of Russians. He 

attempts to live in the self-imposed alienation and amoral perspicuity of an intellectual 

Lermontovian hero/youth of his time.  

Malcolm Bowie says “it was Hegel who made it possible” for us “to speak knowingly of 

the existence of the other and a feeling of otherness.” But it was Lacan, theorizing on the 

Other as subtly nuanced ways of alterity, complex as any analysis of the Other has to be, 

who makes it possible for us to speak sensitively of the Other. It becomes impossible in 

the present context to investigate the Other‟s viewpoints without being positively infected 

by the other- centeredness implicit in the Lacanian discourse.  

The key to Raskolnikov‟s unconscious is in the dream he has before he commits the 

murder. Like his creator Dostoevsky, Raskolnikov has a feverish, racing imagination, 

correlated to his physical illness, coffin-like room, unemployment, hunger and poverty.  

The dream is layered in such a way that the inner confusions of Raskolnikov‟s complex 

psyche are shown as being gradually resolved between Christ-like and Luciferian 

propensities, into a single pathological obsession. Deprivation of such strong desire can 

often lead to a backlash in the form of a destructive outburst in the congested nature of 

psychopathic action in the outer world.   

Lacan states that “The unconscious is the discourse of the Other.” To him the 

unconscious is structured like a language” Post-Freudian in outlook, what he suggests is 
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that, in its entire working the unconscious is much more than a language. It is Language 

itself.  It is, to put it differently, the actual meta-structure of the process by which the 

entire signifying chain is generated. 

Dreams – the hologram texts of the unconscious - can initially be analyzed using 

Freudian ideas of substitution, condensation and displacement.  In Raskolnikov‟s dream 

he appears as a child. Significantly, “the small skinny sorrel mare” hitched to the big 

wagon and the crowd are the other main elements.  

The presence of Raskolnikov‟s father in his dream in the vicinity of the old stone church 

reminds us not only of Christ‟s Father, God who is Love, but also Lacan‟s Name- of-the-

Father, who is Law. The world, symbolized by the tavern, a kind of hell for the sensitive 

young child of seven, intrudes in the shape of the peasant Mikolka who forces the crowd 

to get on to the big wagon. He knows the weight will kill the little mare.  The child 

suffers empathetically with the mare as the crowd, led by Mikolka, flogs it with whips. 

Raskolnikov‟s father tries to persuade his „only begotten son‟ not to look at the terrible 

scene and to leave the place immediately.   Mikolka takes out “a long thick shaft from the 

bottom of the wagon” and later a crowbar and kills the mare with the help of the others.  

Raskolnikov, in an Oedipal gesture, runs from his father to hug and kiss the dead mare 

and strike out at Mikolka with his little fists. 

The dream‟s obviously Freudian aspects like sadism and symbolic group-rape apart, what 

is amazing is its prescience in the structure of the novel regarding many of its significant 

developments.  Raskolnikov realizes one of its possible meanings when, on waking up, 

he says aloud to himself: 

“God! … will I really … will I really  take the ax, will I really slip in the sticky 

warm blood, break open the lock; steal and shiver… and hide, all bloody… with 

the ax … Good Lord, will I really?”  

It is easy for critics to point out how one of Dostoevsky‟s possible scapegoats for 

Raskolnikov appears in the novel with the name Mikolka, as was mentioned earlier, 

making us hark back to the dream.  The chief elements of the dream are substitutions for 

the novel‟s meanings.  

      Father - God, Love, Law, Oedipus‟ father Laius. 

      Child - innocence, sensitivity, empathy, suffering, conscience. 

       Mikolka - the adult Raskolnikov who wills to murder Aliona. 

      The mare - the victim, female, crucified… 

      The shaft, the crowbar - the axe, the phallus.  
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      Such a Freudian analysis would not be in error. The dream shows the battle in Raskolnikov‟s 

psyche between the ego- positions of the helpless seven-year old child who is non-violent and 

the aggression of the peasant Mikolka, given vent to through violence. Displacement and 

condensation whereby, for instance, there is no mention of blood spurting from the mare‟s dead 

body ensure that at the conscious level it looks as if the last word is given to the child. 

       But this is John Bunyan‟s allegorical method in reverse.  What is masked in the dream is that 

the evil in Raskolnikov takes the upper hand in his unconscious.  He decides for the murder, as a 

result of which his conscious self, unable to bear this truth, represses it by waking him up 

drenched in sweat and terror.  

       To put it more simply, Raskolnikov meets two of his inner Others in the dream, the child and 

Mikolka, and chooses to follow in the footsteps of the wrong one.  What happens in Aliona 

Ivanovna‟s room, the actual crime, is, from this point on, inevitable and irreversible. Why the 

protagonist‟s dark Other is represented by a Russian peasant probably conceals another Freudian 

displacement.  

      Raskolnikov‟s murderous act cannot be justified by any stretch of imagination.  The 

argument that he is Fate‟s instrument to end the life of the usurious, avaricious and miserly 

Aliona who is mayhap a female Shylock seems as facile as the relativist opinion that he mitigates 

the evil of the act to some extent by choosing to kill one of the worse specimens of the human 

race.  In other words, this is not one of those deeds that can be classified as “the teleological 

suspension of the ethical”  “on the strength of the absurd”.  

 In Kierkegaard‟s famous and controversial existentialist classic Fear and Trembling he 

examines the ground of the motives/motifs and the intention behind another attempt at murder, 

Abraham‟s raising of the knife over Isaac, his beloved son, without hesitation. Turning Hegel‟s 

dialecticism against itself, Kierkegaard points out that there are exceptions to the general rule 

that the particular (the individual) should be subject to the universal (the ethical which will 

benefit society as a whole).  

      Kierkegaard quotes not just one case, but several, where the particular stands in an absolute 

relation to the Absolute, which he calls Telos, higher than the ethical universal, without any 

mediation with the ethical universal as to its right to do so.  The people of the Telos move by 

faith. Abraham with his raised knife, with Isaac bound on the altar at the mount of Moriah, was 

the greatest example in the Old Testament of this paradox called faith; non-verbalizable, but the 

genuine intersection of the temporal and the eternal that calls forth the intervention of the infinite 

in the finite realm. 

      Raskolnikov anticipates Nietzsche‟s Superman/Overman/Nextman (U-bermensch) in 

embryonic form, rather than the “new man” (new creation) Abraham anticipates in his subjective 

interiority. Raskolnikov reveals the outer man‟s dangerously fascistic grandeur in his will to 

power while Abraham hides the inner man‟s straining in agony after the elixir of perennial youth 

and the spiritually permanent life of Resurrection.  
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      Dostoevsky deepens our faculties of awareness by letting us glimpse the existence of 

Raskolnikov, one kind of Other.  He also heightens them by introducing us to a “knight of faith” 

like the ones Kierkegaard portrays, the obverse of Raskolnikov, his female counterpart, the 

heroine of the novel, Sonia.  

      Sonia‟s diminutive is Sophia which means “wisdom”.  She is a prostitute, not out of choice, 

but out of compulsion. In this profession of hers is locked the puzzle which makes her a paradox. 

      Befitting Raskolnikov‟s central status as chief male protagonist, Dostoevsky lavishes much 

detail on his “criminal” moment of reckoning.  We are given a graphic description from the 

omniscient narrator of the macabre drama played in and around Raskolnikov as he goes through 

with his murder which culminates in the unfortunate killing of the innocent Lizaveta too and his 

purely fortuitous escape.  

      But when it comes to Sonia, the chief female protagonist, and her moment of reckoning, 

befitting the theme Dostoevsky is silent on what actually happens in Sonia or to her.  We only 

hear, second hand, of her Keirkegaardian leap into or across the abyss by an act which smacks in 

its entirety, whichever way we look at it, of the “teleological suspension of the ethical” without 

any mediation with the Hegelian universal, purely on the strength of the foundation of the 

absurd, “ by faith”.  

Marmaladov, her father, narrates the incident: 

“And so Katherine Ivanovna (his wife) paces the room, wringing her hands, and red 

stains come out on her cheeks the way they do when you have that disease. „Just look at 

you, you parasite (to Sonia) sponging off us.  You eat, you drink, you keep warm…  

What‟s she (Sonia) eating and drinking, God knows. Even the kids haven‟t seen a crust of 

bread for three days…  I was down on the floor, drunk and I hear Sonia talking… she is 

weak, her voice is so mild, blond little creature, face always kind of pale, skinny… she 

says.  Katherine Ivanovna, you don‟t really want me to do a thing like that, do you?  And 

why not, Katherine Ivanovna answers, in mockery, what are you saving it for, some 

treasure… it was said more to wound than in the precise sense… I look and see my Sonia 

get up…  It was around nine when she returned… walked straight up to Katherine 

Ivanovna, and quietly put thirty rubles on the table in front of her.  She did not utter a 

word and she did not even look at her.  She took our large green-shawl… and she hid her 

head and face in it and lay down on the bed with her face to the wall.  Her body and 

shoulders kept trembling.”(additions to text in italics mine, introduced for sake of 

clarity)  

      If Marmaladov, Raskolnikov, or the reader justifies Sonia it is not on the grounds that 

prostitution is permissible as a way out of disease and poverty, because it brings in the 

filthy lucre.  They recognize that Sonia‟s surrender, in more than one sense, is impelled 

by motives and intentions that neither evil nor ordinary people know about.  Her 

surrender brings her into relation with the Telos.   This relationship makes her as much an 

Other as Raskolnikov.   But there is a world of difference between the Other Raskolnikov 

becomes of his own choice and the Other Sonia has become.  Her act places her, 
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however, in a unique position, one in which she can understand the tortuous convolutions 

of Raskolnikov‟s mind.  Both experience the suffering the alienated go through in their 

psyche.  Both are outside the pale of human society.  Hence, she cuts to the quick in 

reading him. 

      We may try to find analogies, theologically speaking, for Sonia, in Rahab the harlot 

or Mary Magadalene, possessed of seven devils, or literarily speaking, in Goethe‟s 

Gretchen in Dr. Faust or Margarita in Mikhail Bulgakov‟s The Master and Margarita. 

But just as Kierkegaard points out that Abraham‟s agony has no single analogy in world 

history, myth and literature, Sonia‟s too has no parallel.  In literature, since Dostoevsky‟s 

portrayal of Sonia, there may have been countless progenies and imitations but no equal.   

      What she has is a peculiar quality described, surprisingly enough, by the 

phallogocentric Lacan in what he writes of Bernini‟s sculpture of St.Teresa. “It is clear 

that the essential testimony of the mystics is that they are experiencing it but they know 

nothing about it.”  Lacan limits it to jouissance, although the mystic would prefer to call 

it “joy unspeakable and full of glory” or, in Sanskrit, „satchitananda‟.  

      Lacan bypasses what Teresa writes of the vision of the seraph in her Life. “In his 

hands I saw a long golden spear and at the end of the iron tip I seemed to see a point of  

fire”.  Teresa sacralizes what Raskolnikov‟s dream peasant Mikolka profanes. Sonia has 

been at the interface of these two penetrative gestures.  Sonia‟s reaction is ex-

stasis(ecstasy‟s etymologicl root), a reaction hardly to be thought of as having been 

experienced by a girl-whore, hardly 19 years old, one of whom Raskolnikov thinks, “this 

downtrodden creature was downtrodden to such a degree that he felt sorry for her.”  

      Even the first time Raskolnikov hears Sonia‟s story, he intuitively grasps her 

uniqueness as the quality he strives for.  She has attained it from the opposite direction.  

He decides to confess his dastardly deed to her after he commits it, although she is 

younger than him by six years. Our realization is that Sonia transcends the petty 

uniqueness all men have, especially the great men of Society, in their own and each 

other‟s eyes.  Her difference comes not from comparison but from itself in that 

humiliation/abasement of her kind has no terms of comparison.   

      For someone like   Raskolnikov, who resembles Camus‟ Stranger, meeting Sonia 

and, to a lesser extent, hearing of Lizaveta, the „holy fools‟ is an other-worldly 

experience because it resembles his meeting with the child he was in his dream, his own 

alterity that he did away with in murdering Aliona Ivanova. 

      It is difficult to bear suffering one has marked oneself with which cannot be shared 

with anyone else. What is more surprising is to then meet someone marked by even 

stronger suffering that was not voluntary, with whom one‟s experience can be shared.  

When Raskolnikov finally meets Sonia in her room, he is astounded to discover that 

Sonia and Lizaveta used to read the New Testament there together. 
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      In a scene where Dostoevsky surpasses himself, Raskolnikov, with his roots in one of 

Russia‟s villages, Zarisky, a believer in Jesus and the New Jerusalem, a bundle of 

contradictions in being a progressive, atheistic socialist revolutionary and an 

individualist, existentialist, will-to- power philosopher, the homicidal man par excellence, 

forces Sonia, the sex-worker, to read to him the story of Lazarus‟ resurrection from the 

Gospel of John. 

       One Other faces anOther in an unforgettable moment in world literature.  As she 

reads, something happens which goes beyond the law of the letter that kills to the spirit of 

the Word that gives life. 

       Dostoevsky writes:  

“The candle end had long been flickering out in its crooked holder, dimly 

illuminating in this beggarly room the murderer and the harlot who had so 

strangely come together here to read the Eternal Book.”  

      The powerful sexual symbolism of mysticism is introduced to be transcended in the sentence 

by the greater epiphany of redemption. This is the moment of their regaining being. 

      Dostoevsky‟s Other was Charles Dickens.  In A Tale of Two Cities we find one of 

Raskolnikov‟s predecessors, Sidney Carton,   wandering the streets of London, drunk and 

dissolute, passing over bridges, pondering the death of his father, the life of a pure woman and 

the waste of his own dissipated youth.  He is a proto-existentialist.  In Paris, Carton again walks 

through revolution-ravaged streets, finally aware in the darkest and brightest moment of his life 

of how to salvage the wreck he is by losing that same life to save Lucie‟s husband from sure 

death 

      Following Jesus‟ words that “Greater love hath no man than to lay down his own life for his 

friend”,  Carton realizes that this is the Resurrection and the Life promised by Jesus‟ example.  

In Dickens‟ novel, an impure young man becomes pure by sacrificing himself for a pure young 

woman.  In Crime and Punishment, an impure young man becomes pure by allowing a 

seemingly impure young woman to lay down her life for him as she had for her inimical family. 

      The pattern is the same, inverted.  Atonement cannot be made if there is nothing or no one to 

atone for.  Carton and Sonia are twice blessed in having both.  

      Raskolnikov walks the streets of St. Petersburg at night, pensive over the Neva, poring on 

suicidal thoughts, sensing “a profound lie within himself and in his convictions”. His vision in 

prison of   “the boundless steppe, flooded with sunshine, the black dots of nomad tents… 

freedom… people… time had stood still, the age of Abraham and his flocks had not yet passed” 

reminds us of his forthcoming repentance and renewal. Carton‟s time in prison reminds us of the 

second coming of his resurrection, hallowed, in the memories of Lucie, Darnay and their son, 

little Sidney Carton.  
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      Dostoevsky‟s novel is Dickens‟s drastically reformed, but it is also Dickens‟s in its sweep 

and power, undiluted, flowing in and through it, triumphant.  

      In these ruminations, the Other has assumed bewildering, kaleidoscopic and Protean 

dimensions.  Starting out with God who is the Other and Satan, an Other, the children of Adam 

who are „othered,‟ the universe which is otherness, the majority for whom the minorities are one 

indiscriminate Other, the minorities for whom the majority is the hostile Other, one ends finally 

with the idiosyncratic „others‟, like Raskolnikov and Sonia, The latter are considered 

insignificant by society.  

      Minorities made up of scattered individuals like this, thrown together into symbiosis 

importunately, by transgression of Hegel‟s universal, are the ultimate test to man‟s unproved 

claims of humanity, humanitarianism, goodness etc.  Are they constantly slotted as dangerous, or 

allowed to survive and disseminate their alternate views arising out of the alternate societies they 

form irrespective of whether they follow Sonia‟s peaceful ways or the „early‟ Raskolnikov‟s 

options? Will the majority silence their voices, ignorantly mistaking one Other for another?  

      History tells us of the Nazis who targeted Jews, pro-Jew Christians, gypsies, the old, the 

insane, the „retarded‟, the physically disabled, those suspected of variant sexual codes, artists, 

intellectuals, historians, scientists etc., indifferently lumping them together as the Other. The 

Nazis failed in their attempt.  

      Dostoevsky‟s novel ends not only with a vision of Abraham but also a depressing delirious 

dream Raskolnikov has in jail which seems prophetic in the present troubled times. Raskolnikov 

“had dreamed… the whole world was condemned to suffer a terrible, unprecedented and 

unparalleled plague, which had spread to Europe from the depths of Asia, Except for a small 

handful of the chosen, all were doomed to perish.  A new kind of trichinae had appeared, 

microscopic substances that lodged in men‟s bodies.  Yet these were spiritual substances, as well 

endowed with mind and will.  Those infected were seized immediately and went mad.  Yet 

people never considered themselves so clever and so unhesitatingly right as these infected ones 

considered themselves. Each thought the truth was in him alone, suffered agonies when he 

looked at the others. People killed each other in a senseless rage … soldiers slashed and stabbed, 

ate and devoured each other … knots of people would gather, reach some agreement and swear 

not to separate … no sooner was this accomplished … than they started accusing each other, 

fighting each other and stabbing away … In the whole world only a few people were able to save 

themselves, the pure and chosen, predestined to begin a new race of men and a new life, to renew 

and purify the earth but these people were not seen anywhere by anybody and nobody heard their 

voices or their words.” 

      They are the ultimate Other made up of the most miniscule of communities like the nameless 

one with just two members formed by the redeemed Raskolnikov and the ex-prostitute Sonia in 

their „latter‟ love, an authentic love, for each other.  

      This exquisite novel not only points out that the Other is, and it is plural and persuasive in the 

positive and subversive senses, it also celebrates the Other as immanent because it alone is 

always imminent.  In the end the Others proves more indestructible than the majority. 
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Dostoevsky is the novelist of the Other as no one has been before him.  In sensitizing us to the 

finest strands and nuances of alterities, he invites us to abandon prejudicial finality in 

confronting or interacting with each Other.  

One realizes eventually, that one is an/the „Other.‟ 

      Will one allow the alternative Sonia stands for to triumph within oneself although it is 

constantly threatened by warring inner tendencies that attempt to lead one into Raskolnikov‟s 

mentality before his eventual regeneration?  Then, perhaps, the „other‟ one is and the Ineffable 

Other can finally be One.  
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INTRODUCTION 
 

“If you board the wrong train, there‟s no use running 

along the corridor in the opposite direction.” – Dietrich 

Bonhoeffer 

 

The century ahead is slated to be tumultuous 

because of the unprecedentedly global scale on which 

human developments are taking place. Samuel P. 

Huntington has predicted a “clash of civilizations” in the 

melting pot of the world. One of the shifts taking place is in 

the proposed transfer of power from established disciplines 

like Art to novel permutations and combinations of 

disciplines, where younger, Western forays into discipline-making  

like Design may be highlighted. These 

intellectual shifts take place against the ground of political 

and economic changes that throw into sharp relief issues 

like post-colonialism, neocolonialism and new imperialism 
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in countries like India that are in search of sustainable 

development. The graph of progression in the future for 

development by design, while it should not be that of the 

colonized, has to move beyond the bipolarity of privileging 

West or East. This implies that evolutionary Western 

thought not be put under the sign of erasure just as the 

relevant dimensions of Eastern thought should not be 

sacrificed. Design theory, if it frees itself from the subject 

position of handmaid to design‟s functionalist credo, may be 

a significant means to such an enunciation. 

 

A PREAMBLE ON DESIGN 
 
Design is a word that encrypts in it a concept that 

has assumed staggering importance in all the interdisciplinary 

theoretical forays of the 20th century. The 

concept „Sign.‟ It reminds us of other important words 

like signs, significance, signifier(s), signified(s), 

plurisignification and signature(s). A fit frame for design, 

we know, is semiotics. It is equally interesting to look at it 

in linguistic terms, through the lens of the nominalism of 

structural linguistics that conceives of language as a 

rational construct and in the antithetical sense of language 

acting as a virus, the idea that objects can be influenced 

through words. 

 

De is „of‟ in French. So design also means „of 

sign‟. The word design, looked at like this, seems under a 

question mark. It is derivatory, and can be represented, 

syntactically speaking, as de-sign. What makes „popular‟ 

design artifacts, although done in a permeable medium, 

often differ from aesthetically grouped words or those 

ensembles, as Simone Weil describes beautiful works of 

Art which are examples, is the absence of the definitive 

signature writers or artists manage to bring to their work 

in an impermeable medium, to put it differently. 

Being a young discipline, design exists in this 

vacuum, augmented by the absence of as yet grand, 

overarching meta-narratives of theory around it, in spite of 

the concreteness of its medium and work. The questionable 

foundations of design are often made clear by the serious 

doubts aesthetes sometimes raise about its strong 

dependence on too much of functionalism, pragmatism, 

utilitarianism and its „compromised‟ commercial or 

„appropriated‟ aesthetic approach to the solution of 

problems. Design is of dubitable nature, for the aesthete. 
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This is because while, a priori, design may be both 

beneficent and maleficent simultaneously, what it will 

become in the future without a more developed artistic and 

theoretical base cannot be surmised yet. 

 

In literature, as the modernist Tamil writer Nakulan 

stated once, a work must not have a palpable design. Or as 

Anais Nin put it: “The palpable seem(s) like an obstruction, 

a delay to the more luminous life”1 of Art. In design, 

however, brand(ing) is often the key to success. The brand 

(an inscribed sign) cannot, by any stretch of imagination, be 

equated with „the signature‟ as yet. Historically, a “brand” is 

associated with attempts to impose uniformity, servility and 

slavery on life forms and material possessions; the brand is 

the making and marking of the objectified, subjugated 

Other. A signature, however, lays claim to authenticity. 

If the launch pad of design is linguistics, one can 

learn to see the word design as a double-edged morpheme 

with positive connotations and negative denotations. For 

example, take these two sentences: 

1.He has designs on her. 

2.That design on her dress makes her look prettier. 

If this were drawn as a diagram with a horizontal and 

vertical axis, the vertical axis would have as its „x‟ and „y‟ 

ulterior motives and covert practices or vice versa, while 

the horizontal axis would have as its „a‟ and „b‟ 

use(ful)/surplus and (mutual) profitability. The central 

point „o‟ would be design itself, contaminated and purified 

by or contaminating and purifying these two axes 

continuously. 

 

Introducing words like surplus and profitability 

may disturb anti-capitalists but design can be divorced 

from the context of political ideology or economics in a 

discussion where it predominates as the main topic of the 

conversational paradigm only with great effort. Such a 

divorce from the functional sphere of politics and 

economics is not desirable. 

 

DESIGNING THE SIGNATURE 
 
To return to the linguistic premise from which 

this amble started, if, as in writing, design can come to the 

point of the signature without it becoming palpable it will 

become increasingly relevant in the present context. 

Meaningful theory will be spontaneously generated 
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around it and design will add to the rich tapestry of 21st 

century inter, intra- and trans-disciplinary efforts to 

“better” the world. 

 

In Henry James‟s Figure In The Carpet the 

narrator, a writer, does an astute review of Hugh 

Vereker's latest novel. Vereker dismisses his efforts, 

explaining that the critics have "missed my little point," 

"the particular thing I've written my books most for," "the 

thing for the critic to find," "my secret," "like a complex 

figure in a Persian carpet." The narrator tells his friend 

Corvick of the puzzle. Corvick and his novelist fiancée, 

Gwendolyn, pursue "the trick" without success. Later 

Corvick wires Gwendolyn and the narrator from India 

"Eureka! Immense." He divulges the secret to Gwendolyn 

only after they are married, and then dies in a car crash. 

Gwendolyn refuses to share the secret. The narrator 

speculates: “the figure in the carpet [was] traceable or 

describable only for husbands and wives - for lovers 

supremely united." Gwendolyn then marries Drayton 

Deane and when she dies, the narrator asks Deane what 

her secret was; Deane is surprised and humiliated by the 

news of his wife's "secret". He and the narrator are 

consumed by curiosity, by the mystery.2 

 

Donald Barthelme, the American, minimalist, 

post-modernist, metafictional short story writer, entranced 

by Henry James‟ narrative finesse, wrote an interesting 

essay about this story. Barthelme, interestingly enough, 

wanted to make the work of literature cross over into 

being an object. While that may be a worthy enterprise for 

literature that is increasingly being bogged down by 

metaphysical garbage, design may have to move in the 

opposite direction where it becomes not only a plastic art 

but also a fine art. Its products have to be more than 

functional objects. 

 

The question is whether or not design can not only 

produce artifacts like the figure in Henry James‟ storied 

carpet but also evoke the same sense of lasting awe and 

mystery in the genuine seekers of its ultimate meaning if it 

is to move into a centrality among the pluralized discourses 

rampant in today‟s world. To put it simplistically, design 

may be technical but it must also feed off and into the realm 

of high modernist art to create its own classics without 

sacrificing its interface with the mundane in its “design for 
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development” mode. Better still, these classics could come 

about for and because of this indispensable interface with 

these two poles. In other words, can the two-fold enterprise 

of the emerging discipline of design innately be the body of 

the earth strung out between two poles, reconciling both into 

a whole that can be nurtured and granted equitable, 

incremental development? Isn‟t this the grand meta-narrative 

of “developing” from the margins to the center or, 

conversely, exploding from the center to the very margins, 

that design seeks as a discipline? 

 

DISCIPLINING DESIGN 
 
This purpose of “designers” may not, however, be 

easily achievable in the post-modernist scenario where the 

premise of any single discipline approaching the sort of 

specificity mentioned above is itself questioned. Design is 

not considered a discipline in the conventional or 

established sense like physics, astronomy, economics or 

even psychology. Design and designers work behind the 

scenes in a rather Masonic manner. Design exists 

somewhere in the underbelly of extant disciplines. 

Jean Baudrillard puts it: “Everything is now 

aestheticized: politics is aestheticized in the spectacle, sex in 

advertising and porn, and all kinds of activity in what is 

conventionally referred to as culture – a sort of all-pervasive 

media- and advertising-led semiologization ...Each category 

is generalized to the greatest possible extent, so that it 

eventually loses all specificity and is reabsorbed by all the 

other categories ... When everything is aesthetic, nothing is 

beautiful or ugly anymore, and art itself disappears.” 3 

He continues: “Art has been dissolved within a 

general aestheticisation of everyday life, giving way to a 

pure circulation of images, a transaesthetics of banality 

...(there was) that moment when art, by renouncing its own 

aesthetic rules of the game, debauched into the 

transaesthetic era of the banality of the image.”4 

It is interesting to see how some discourses, 

often those most widely circulated, try to use language to 

grant to design the privileges that traditionally belong to 

Art. Max Bruinsma, who emerges out of the context of 

graphic design, that realm most concerned with the 

generation of superficial, temporal images and signs, 

says: “Design is a critical operation by itself: every 

design, in essence, is a criticism of the context for which 

it has been produced. A good design „activates‟ those 
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contexts by offering an understanding of, a comment on, 

or an alternative to them.”5 But this is the role of Art 

“with its power of illusion, its capacity for negating 

reality, for setting up an „other‟ scene in opposition to 

reality, where things obey a higher set of rules, a 

transcendent figure in which beings, like line and color on 

a canvas, are apt to lose their meaning, to extend 

themselves beyond their own raison d‟etre, and, in an 

urgent process of seduction, to rediscover their ideal form 

(even though this form may be that of their own 

destruction) ... ”6 

Bruinsma continues: “In my view design has 

superseded Art as the main source of visual metaphor in 

our culture. Graphic and product design, television, 

advertising – yes, advertising too -, these are the media 

through which our culture reflects itself. And even in the 

„autonomous‟ arts, I increasingly see what I call a 

„designer‟s mentality‟: more than personal expression, or 

an idiosyncratic commentary on the world, or the 

condition humaine, art purposely addresses specific 

conditions and contexts, in much the same way as a 

design addresses a brief. The media and contents of art 

and design are merging, in a sense to the detriment of the 

former. And although I don't think this is an altogether 

positive development, I do think it is essential, and 

exciting.”7 Bruinsma speaks of “supercession” and 

“merging”. But in the post-modern condition “all 

disciplines as they lose their specificity ... partake of a 

process of confusion and contagion – a viral loss of 

determinacy which is the prime event among all the 

events that assail us ... aesthetics becomes transaesthetics 

... all converge in a transversal and universal process 

wherein no discourse may have a metaphorical 

relationship to another, because for there to be metaphor, 

differential fields and distinct objects must exist. But they 

cannot exist where contamination is possible between any 

discipline and any other.”8 

 

Is design trying to leverage confusion and 

contamination in an attempt to be more centrally located 

as a discipline by using buzzwords like development and 

progress? Has it superseded Art as “a symbolic pact, 

something clearly distinct from that pure and simple 

production of aesthetic values, that proliferation of signs 

ad infinitum, that recycling of past and present forms 

which we sometimes call „culture‟”?9 Or does it remain 
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just de-sign? 

 

Design classics should have the same long-range 

acceptance and wide accessibility of the works of past 

masters in Art. Then design could ally itself with 

developmental processes more powerfully than before, 

meshed with them as an indispensable factor. Design does 

not have classics of that sort yet, goes one of the most 

powerful arguments against it. A few, yes, perhaps. But 

when designers get together and talk of the masters in 

their genres, there is lack of knowledge about what is 

referred to in terms of its own history oftentimes even 

across their own board. The layman, especially, remains 

in abysmal ignorance about the classic „designs‟ of designers. 

 

In the light of what thinkers like Baudrillard 

have noted, the canonization of design will not be easy in 

the post-modern scenario. While the likes of Bruinsma 

and Steven Heller are moving towards an awareness that 

some fixity is necessary in the midst of the flux, they do 

not yet posit a means to this end necessary for design to 

become more than just mere hyper-reality, in the 

ephemeral sense of an image-centered culture where all 

images are popcorn for consumption and nothing lasts 

even for a second, at times. 

 

Of course, design cannot be reduced to just 

words, signs and images since it has practical application 

and is at its most powerful in the three-dimensional world 

of felt objects where it can, if it must, hold sway in fields 

like environmental design, agricultural design, industrial 

and engineering design, genetic design, architectural 

design, etc. It is here, doubtless, that it can come to grips 

with its unrealized potential in a more cognizable way, in 

the same manner in which Art works, so it can have the 

same kind of lasting impact the discourse of Art has had 

on human endeavor. 

 

TANGENTIAL EVIDENCE FOR DESIGN AS ROLE MODEL 
 
Artists are helped economically by design projects, 

especially in the realm of visual culture, but they are often 

paradoxical creatures in that they seldom bother about the 

industry of design, industrial design, designers, etc. Design 

was created or stands at the interface between science, 

engineering, commerce and purpose. Art is created at the 
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interface between life‟s complexities and the human search 

for meaning. Tools, techniques and technologies have not 

yet become repositories of life‟s mysteries or meaning. 

However disparate the two discourses seem when their 

foundations are posited in this bare manner, the present 

situation is exciting because, as Bruinsma notes, it brings 

about precisely that collision of interests between differing 

media that can lead to healthy explosions, which 

consequently brings about progress. 

 

When we consider contributions by individuals 

to Art, we are reminded of the persistent repetition of a 

pattern whereby precisely those artists whose works were 

at first condemned as “unproductive” (a phrase evolving 

from the capitalist, industrial milieu) and fiercely 

questioned as to their theoretical validity and functionality 

in the practical, political, economic and social realms of 

in-vested interests, were the ones who later were 

canonized for the developmental nature of their work on 

one of humanity‟s many grand projects, namely Art. The 

design movement with its roots in the Bauhaus actually 

suggested the idea of the “unproductive” artist as 

anathema. In the Bauhaus manifesto, Walter Gropius put 

it: “… the unproductive "artist" will no longer be 

condemned to inadequate artistry, for his skills will be 

preserved for the crafts in which he can achieve great 

things”,10 the classic example of the designer demoting 

the artist to a craftsman. 

 

Now take, for instance, Giacometti and his 

sculptures. Even his highly avant-garde artist friends like 

Andre Breton misunderstood him. While there is nothing 

unusual in that, their grounds for disagreement are of 

interest. 

"I could not understand it. All my statues ended 

up one centimeter high. One touch more and hop! The 

statue vanishes."11 said Giacometti. This absolutely 

paradoxical situation that clearly smacks of the quixotic 

would have confounded lesser artists. 

Simone de Beauvoir says of this phase in 

Giacometti‟s existential struggle: “At that time he was 

making "objects" of the sort which appealed to (Andre) 

Breton and his cronies, and which had only a tenuous 

suggestion of reality about them. But for two or three 

years now he had been convinced this method was getting 

him absolutely nowhere; he wanted to return to what he 
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regarded as contemporary sculpture's real problem - the 

re-creation of the human face. This had shocked Breton. 

"Everyone knows what a head is!" he exclaimed, a remark 

which Giacometti, in turn, repeated as something 

shocking. In his opinion no one had yet succeeded in 

modeling or portraying a valid representation of the 

human countenance: the whole thing had to be started 

again from scratch. A face, he told us, is an indivisible 

whole, a meaningful and expressive unity; but the inert 

material of the artist, whether marble, bronze, or clay, is, 

on the contrary, capable of infinite subdivision-- each 

little separate bit contradicts and destroys the over-all 

pattern by the fact of its isolation. Giacometti was trying 

to reduce matter to its furthest viable limits; this was how 

he had come to model these minuscule, almost 

nonexistent heads, which, he thought, conveyed the unity 

of the human face as it presents itself to the intelligent 

eye. Perhaps one day he would find some other way of 

counteracting the dizzying centrifugal effect of space; but 

for the time being this was all he could think up."12 

Simone de Beauvoir‟s insight brings much light to 

bear not only on Giacometti and his battle with intractability 

but also on this whole discussion on design and 

development. The artist, like the designer and the social 

worker who brings sustainable development to the man in 

the street, works proviso-ionally and is marginalized, but if his 

effort is as serious as Giacometti‟s the results become 

innovative, progressive and developmental. The 

consequences are often far-reaching, even if they may not 

be earth-shaking. Giacometti‟s nigh to non-existent 

sculptures that were either too small or too long and thin are 

a parable of possibility. This was recognized by many, 

including Jean Genet, Jean Paul Sartre, Samuel Beckett, etc. 

Beckett collaborated with Giacometti once and the 

result was a stage-set for Waiting For Godot that had a tree 

that was long and thin like Giacometti‟s figures. “I see men …  

like trees, walking …,”13 the blind man said to Jesus Christ who 

was in the process of giving him sight. The intermediate 

stage is vital. The excitement of discovery of the explorer is 

only a beginning but it is inclusive of all the goings and 

comings in the future for better or worse. Constant work, as 

exemplified in Giacometti‟s ceaseless quest for the real, 

fraught with all the existential danger of going mad in the 

process, led him to scale heights of perception. 

The photographs of Man Ray, the paintings and 

sculptures of Henri Gaudier-Brzeska, the painstaking 
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translations of St. John of the Cross‟s poems done by Roy 

Campbell, etc. have all been able to provide different 

windows into the issue of how to go forward in solving 

innate compositional questions. Their work has been 

recognized and made available to the sensitive and/or the 

majority only because of the assiduousness of a few other 

reflective, activist-aesthetic spirits like some of the 

Surrealists, Ezra Pound, Jorge Guillen, Marjorie Perloff, etc. 

While speaking of Man Ray, his famous 

photograph “Le Violon d‟Ingres”, a woman‟s bare back 

with two f‟s or violin flues painted on it, comes to mind. 

This is one of his best pieces. Even people who know 

nothing about photography have come across this image and 

reacted to it instinctively because it is so easily accessible in 

its simplicity and indeterminacy. It is endlessly reproduced 

by popular culture as a kind of icon mysteriously charged 

with innumerable possibilities, so that it can fit into any 

kind of context. Its ability to transcend time, like 

Giacometti‟s to solve concrete problems in creation, is a 

good example for designers to internalize. 

 

Gaudier-Brzeska, who died tragically at the age of 

24 in the First World War, is another case in point. He was, 

like Giacometti, a painter and sculptor and died relatively 

unknown. Ezra Pound wrote a book on him. He was prolific 

but stayed away from the madding crowd. His was “a 

character that no unscrupulous gallery owner could get the 

better of, nor one that any social climber could take 

advantage of. Henri Gaudier-Brzeska was a man very 

much in control of his own life and, quite possibly, his 

own death.”14 Gradually his works have swum more and 

more into ken because of their intrinsically unmistakable 

stamp. The same undiluted mix of simplicity and 

indeterminacy we find in Man Ray‟s famous work is 

noticeable here too. The photographs of some of his 

sculptures are available in Marjorie Perloff‟s insightful 

book Dance of the Intellect. Ephemerality was not 

Brzeska‟s forte in the making of objects. In life he was 

irreverent towards the worship of Art, like the new breed 

of designers, but in his work he could set standards that 

are difficult for designers to emulate and surpass, because 

his works breathe of an insatiable hunger for immortality. 

Man Ray‟s work can be considered an incisive 

interface between photography, sculpture and painting, 

bringing to a head the conflict between technological art 

and the older form of art that was emotional, spiritual, of 



26 
 

the soul, and manual. Similarly, translation can also be 

thought of as an interface that exists at a significant 

interstice of Art. Jorge Guillen who was one of the few 

poets at the cutting edge of Spanish poetry at the peak of 

Modernism, while speaking of the greatness of Spanish 

poetry, notes that St. John of the Cross‟s mystical poems 

remain among its greatest achievements. Quoting Roy 

Campbell‟s English translations to make this clear, 

Guillen, himself a fine poet, succinctly explains how 

greatness can be translated into other languages by 

someone sensitive, in such a way that it is retained. He 

comments on the multi-layeredness of St. John of the 

Cross‟s poems that can be read as about the mysticism of 

Martin Buber‟s I-Thou relationship (spiritual) as opposed 

to the I-It relationship (material). Campbell‟s translations 

are faithful to the gently complex nature of the originals 

and we get in them the same haunting sense of the 

unfathomable depths of the experiences of St. John of the 

Cross. The saint could express it specifically, 

universalized in language to the point where it has 

become at least partly accessible to all men, albeit through 

the difficult art of double translation. 

The challenge relates to how this ability that has 

become natural to dwellers in the realm of literature, of 

translation at all levels, be transferred in translating 

design into classic design, explicating it, transferring its 

power into other facets of design and finally 

universalizing it to the extent where it feeds the 

body/bodies of men all over the world as much as poetry 

and sculpture feed the spirit? 

 

COLLABORATION AND COMMERCE 
 
This brings us as artists, viewers and readers to 

another level, the need for Collaboration, Theory, 

Criticism with a C and Networking that need not 

necessarily be spatial or temporal. These examples have 

been chosen to exemplify several things. Be it Giacometti, 

Man Ray, Henri Gaudier-Brzeska or Roy Campbell, when 

„linked‟ with Simone de Beauvoir, Marcel Duchamp, Ken 

Russell, Perloff, Pound, St. John of the Cross, Guillen 

etc.; the resultant spatial and temporal curve turns out to 

be progress and development for Art and Humanity. This 

is an important aspect worthy of emulation for design. 

What is effective in design and development can be kept 

alive only by groups of dedicated men and women 
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forming a collectivity or community of nothing but 

kindred interests and eventually shared endeavor that will 

benefit recipients at the concrete level of sustainable 

development. Such communities would be the result of 

linkages that came about spontaneously and they would 

be the deserving of a new world who would reach out to 

the underserved, in sensitiveness and with finesse, and not 

in the spirit of institutionalized fossilization or 

bureaucratic rules and regulations. 

 

There is another important point to be made in 

this context. All these artists were perhaps conscious to an 

uncanny degree, not in the sense of post-modern critical 

theoreticians, but in their gut of the state of the art in their 

time. This prescience resulted in their reaching out not for 

the “right” or “politically correct” tools but for those 

configurations which would set both contemporaries and 

future acolytes off on roads less traveled in search of 

treasures that would not rust or decay or be stolen. Their 

work would be imitated and mass-produced perhaps, a 

reaffirmation of their signature of authenticity, of 

intellectual property rights that did not need to be 

protected by law. Artists like Paul Klee and Wassily 

Kandinsky who were involved with a design movement 

like the Bauhaus chose to ignore the appellation of 

“designer” even while contributing the first bricks to the 

theory of design. They preferred to contaminate design 

with Art. 

 

The difference between design and Art is 

„marked‟ here. Concerned with the brief, client(s) 

idiosyncrasies, deadlines, the budget, profit margins and 

the ideological presuppositions that work as underpinning 

to every project, design/ developmental assignments 

„produce‟ with a narrower space to maneuver within. The 

best designers spend time trying to make their „mark‟ in 

the marketplace before they begin to do subjective briefs, 

if ever they do so. The concentration and assiduousness 

required is often unwillingly compromised either for the 

sake of survival in monetary terms or for the customer‟s 

sake, although he may be only out there as a future 

prospect. Many artists who broke through had to pay a 

price before their wares became highly priced; a 

posthumous honor. In design, returns must be immediate. 

The same attitude is common to high-ranking 

officials who deal with developmental concerns. They are 
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unable to move in the awareness that what really matters 

is that progress must be definite, even if slow, and the 

long-term consequences should matter more than or as 

much as statistical proof of the same and of money well 

spent as shown in portfolios, etc. An example of classic 

developmental design of the sort to be reached out for 

would be the wheel. Even the Surrealists had to praise it; 

Guillaume Appollinaire pointed out that when man 

wanted to invent something that resembled walking, he 

invented the wheel and that “design” was functionally 

„surreal.‟ A negative example of design done in good faith 

but neither aesthetic nor developmental would be the 

popularization of endless brands of blue jeans by 

designers of high caliber who may have had to abandon 

pet projects of high density that might really have helped 

the future to ensure that their clients‟ jeans sell “better.” 

The inventiveness/ innovativeness of such artists 

and critics as those mentioned here who are also prolific 

is definitely surplus, but seemingly profitless in terms of 

present day design and development. Their relevance to 

contemporary thought, especially to the topics being 

discussed here, is clear. It lies in how they tackled the 

problems facing them in Art, problems that are perhaps 

essentially the same in structure and in the parabolic 

curve of their eventual goals as the ones designers face 

when dealing with issues of development. 

Designers like Ivy Ross, or Art Chantry who 

refuses to make use of computers because it reduces job 

opportunities on the market, are chipping away at design 

asking relevant questions to give „fitting‟ answers to some 

of the doubts raised here. But the issues at stake are too 

tangled in trans-disciplinarity for any kind of 

essentialisation as of now to provide the requisite 

structure for more classical work in design to come up, 

except in fragments. 

 

SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT, INNOVATION AND 
VALUE 
 
To rearrange the discussion a little, seeking to tie 

up design and development, one is reminded that Dr. 

Mustafa K. Tolba spoke of “sustainable development” 

decades ago. He did not perhaps realize that the idea 

would be ingenuously applied to everything from the 

manufacture of toys to biotechnology for terrorism. What 

he meant by “sustainable development” was “Growth 
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which works in tandem with the environment …the 

requirement that current practices should not undercut 

future living standards”.15 He predicted that it would be 

the foundation of economic and social planning in the 

present century. 

 

To use it like an umbrella term or a fashion, as is 

often done today, is a degrading rather than a degradable 

process. The concept of sustainable development at the 

national and international level has led specifically to 

interesting ideas like accounting and auditing of resource 

capital to see that it is not misused, with the aim of bringing 

in right investment, better allocation and a more even 

distribution of produce, etc. Here the new catchphrase has 

become “sustainable innovation” because creativity and 

originality are required if initial enthusiasm for development 

is to be sustained and improvements and reforms do not 

flag. 

 

The word „development‟ may puzzle and intrigue 

deconstructionists because it suggests progress, a 

presupposition denied to those who believe that social and 

cultural signs are arbitrary constructs made up of graphemes 

and phonemes held together merely by temporary common 

consent. Marxists, however, who are in the vanguard of all 

social reform movements, would have no such difficulty as 

the deconstructionists. Yet the yoking together of design 

with development may meet with some disapproval in the 

leftist camp because design is sometimes seen as part of an 

elitist discourse. 

 

Then again, to use Baudrillard‟s account of value 

for something called “development by design”, the question 

arises as to what is possible in a post-modern scenario. He 

posits that value has a natural stage (use-value), a 

commodity stage (exchange-value) and a structural stage 

(sign-value). All these stages have referents. Use-value 

developed on the basis of the natural use of the world, 

exchange-value comes from reference to the logic of a 

commodity and sign-value is governed by code or a 

reference to a set of models. In the post-modern condition, a 

fourth stage has come about - the fractal (or viral, radiant) 

stage where there is no point of reference at all, no longer 

any equivalence natural or general, so much so “we should 

really no longer speak „value‟ at all.”16 How does one assign 

value for development or the design factor? 
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This intellectual argument doesn‟t hold, however, 

for the underserved. The poor are becoming poorer. In 1960, 

as a United Nations estimate put it, 20% of the world‟s 

population had 5% of the world‟s income, whereas the 

richest had 63%. In the 1990s the share of the poorest had 

fallen to an abysmal 1.3%. By design? 

Simone Weil in her book L‟Enracinement, 

published in 1949, pointed out the need for a declaration of 

duties towards mankind. Is the designer sited in such 

territory when talk mounts about design driving 

development? Weil asserted that there is only one obligation 

imposed upon human beings towards one another: respect. 

“Respect is effectively expressed in a real, not a 

fictitious, way …through the medium of Man‟s earthly 

needs.”17 The needs the designer primarily addresses are 

physical and material – housing, clothing, heating, health, 

etc. What about needs that are not physical and more 

difficult to recognize and enumerate? Weil speaks of 

respect for human collectivities because “each is unique 

and, if destroyed, cannot be replaced.” Collectivities have 

unique “food” for the souls that form it, collectivities are 

continuum, and collectivities are repositories of the past. 

To treat any collectivity as the Other implies a lack of 

respect. 

 

DESIGN BY THE DESERVING FOR THE UNDERSERVED 
 
In the midst of the welter of confusions 

reminiscent of the Tower of Babel, the metaphor for 

divided, confused and confrontational collectivities, and 

for the constantly changing configurations of post-modern 

unity and disintegration in the wake of the 9/11 scenario, 

the difficulty lies in pinpointing authoritatively who 

should be in charge of identifying the collectivities with 

whom gaps in human needs have to be bridged. Between 

the under-developed and the developing a genuinely 

efficient mode of exchange has to be infused for progress‟ 

sake, not from a vantage point of any self-perceived 

superiority on the part of any over-developed arbiter but 

from the positive standpoint of healthy interactive design 

that can at least build fraternity, if not yet equality and 

liberty. It seems clear that America has forfeited its 

chance at being a satisfactory mediator because of its 

high-handed foreign policy that doesn‟t take into 

consideration the lives of the oppressed in the nations 
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upon which bombs are unleashed in the name of 

protecting human rights. 

 

In history, when time and space create an 

intersection in an individual, or more rarely in a 

collectivity, something happens that creates community 

from which there is an overflow (surplus) that produces 

value that has all-round benefit. But the value-brokers are 

usually trapped in power games and shortsighted and as 

such are seldom able to correctly read the movement‟s 

validity in terms of real help/profit. Communities that 

came into being around the absent person (the writings) of 

Charles de Foucauld, or around the music of bands like 

the Grateful Dead, godman-led communes like that of 

Aurobindo or Osho, entertainment-spun fan groups like 

the Trekkies and direct-selling outfits like Amway all 

make us rethink design. The effort of the United Nations 

and similar global agencies to streamline sustainable 

development processes and the dissimilar attempts of 

transnational corporations (TNCs) to generate capitalistic 

communities do not take into account such interesting 

experimental hybrids, whether we label them good or bad 

according to our prejudicial measuring rods. 

Design and development for, within and across 

communities can be driven by the writings of influential 

thinkers, alive or dead, the rediscovery of crafts traditions, 

a healthy ingestion of technology and a participative 

collective process. Common vision and participatory 

action achieve a contiguous community, something not 

easily attained by those who try to arrive at the same 

through top-down design. TNCs use signs/symbols, talk 

about vision, mission, anthems, logos, etc., to create a kind 

of contiguity that results in loyalty, but it is accepted 

grudgingly and does not reach the intensity achieved by 

authentic community. The unquestionable sway exercised 

over followers by charismatic figures that run God-authorized 

sects is something as yet beyond the reach of 

governments or TNCs. 

In this context, what the West seeks in the East 

in order to unravel meta-design and discover a different 

sort of formula for development is perhaps another kind  

of exotica, the idea(s) of God in the impersonal holistic 

 and monistic sense. This could be both an embarrassed  

harking back to and an attempt to escape the traditional  

Western paradigm of God as the Grand Designer.  

The materialistic manner in which this concept has been applied  
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in the West immediately prior to and especially after the 

Enlightenment is perhaps the reason for the postindustrial, 

post-Christian, post-modern, technological and 

media-driven chaos that has resulted. Looking closer 

though, one still finds some interesting examples of 

collectivity and community in the Western milieu in the 

work of the Shakers, the Amish, the Iona Community, 

etc., who draw their strength from a pattern of 

understanding the cosmos as God‟s master design. Such 

contiguous communities have sought to cut away at the 

wrongs done to the Other by self-perceivedly „politically 

correct‟ authorities. 

 

The Shakers set an intriguing pattern of amity, 

designing artifacts of excellence like furniture. They 

were also unique because the whole movement stemmed 

from, derived its strength from and was run by women. 

The result remains tangible in terms of design; even today 

a Shaker piece fetches astronomical sums in America 

because of the painstaking eye for detail and perfection in 

their craft products. 

 

The Amish, appositely, in their refusal to follow 

technological innovations and insistence on living close to 

nature strove for environmental preservation and the 

survival of biodiversity. Mennonites fought a hostile 

terrain for survival and carved out a home away from 

home in Canada, proving the resilience of the human 

spirit that can as community overcome developmental 

hurdles, provided the effort is spurred by a sturdy ethical, 

economic, social and spiritual, perhaps even Spartan 

vision, as the key to development. 

 

The Iona community founded by George 

McLeod in 1938 has its rootedness in the Celtic-Christian 

vision of St. Columba and a commitment to peace and 

social justice, opposition to nuclear weapons, racism and 

the exploitation of the poor and unemployed and 

engagement with the environment. The Santivanam 

ashram was set up by the monk Bede Griffiths in Tamil 

Nadu to explore the complimentarity of opposites, the 

coincidentia oppositorum, the "coincidence of opposites". 

Jean Vanier‟s L‟Arche Community serves the mentally 

handicapped (few designers want to look at the 

marginalized and their needs) and uses the arts and crafts 

both for therapy and creative expression. All the above 
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founders and communities have been cited because they 

are a pointer to what the West might have missed while 

looking eastward for a refresher course in philosophy, 

spiritual tradition, collectivity and community in its 

search for a new paradigm for development. Incidentally, 

most of the communities cited above have an integral 

vision. 

 

Leo Tolstoy and Fyodor Dostoevsky had felt, 

much earlier, of the need for socialism and communism 

based on freedom from feudalism, monarchy and 

corrupted Russian Orthodox Christianity. They dreamt of 

ideal communities and wrote of them. Tolstoy even tried 

to bring some of his ideas into practice and Mahatma 

Gandhi went in the same direction when he set up Tolstoy 

Farm in South Africa. In the last century, Alexander 

Solzhenitsyn and Mikhail Bakhtin continued the 

Tolstoyan and Dostoevskyan fight to voice the need for 

the polyphonic. John Ruskin with twin-edged ideas of 

Fabian and Christian socialism, believed that a heady and 

potent mix of aestheticism and craft was one of the viable 

directions for the future for a more just and equitable 

society where all laborers would be paid equally. Design 

appropriates Ruskin‟s vision but ignores his idealistic 

economic ideas. 

 

T.S. Eliot in his books like After Strange Gods, 

The Definition of Culture and The Idea of a Christian 

Society raised key issues about the direction in which the 

West was headed regarding all things, including culture. 

While Eliot recognized the rich repository of wisdom in 

the East, unlike many of his contemporaries, he also 

recovered for the West much of its hidden deposits of 

intellectual, aesthetic and spiritual roots. He networked 

loosely with artists and thinkers like Irving Babbitt, Paul 

Elmer More etc. All these thinkers put down ideas for 

communities, suggesting different “doors of perception” 

for future communities to move through. But these ideas 

have remained untried, they are not considered viable by 

decision-makers in the echelons of power more due to 

ideological concerns than the practicality of the insights 

offered. The intellectual credentials of such seers have 

never been at stake, and the faults in their theories could 

be jettisoned (for example, Eliot‟s anti-Semitism, 

Royalism, Anglo-Catholicism and misogynism). But for 

the West, it has often been a case of throwing out the 
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baby with the bath water, both in its inability to re-affirm 

its rootedness and its approach to cultural dialogue with 

the East. 

 

Such communities and thinkers offer themselves 

for our examination as “counter-environments” or 

“alternative environments” and counter-culture 

intellectuals in the post-modern scenario by following an 

ideal of living in /engaging the world but not being of the 

world. The innovations of such reactionaries, saints, 

outsiders and decadents, as individuals or collectivities 

cannot anymore be seen as non-productive after postmodernism 

that levels the differences in a linguistic sense 

with its insistence that the sign is surrounded by flux that 

makes certainties of validity-criteria outmoded, the 

differentiation being made by the shapes and contours of 

the signs being used and not at the level of value. Such 

difference is inseparable from the historical contexts in 

which they were generated and the most powerful signs 

remain the ones with the maximum endurance quotient 

and not the popular ones adopted by the majority at any 

given time in man‟s developmental curve. 

 

THE END OF THE HISTORY OF RELIGION 
 
Against this background, in the present historical 

juncture at which India has arrived, it seems irrelevant to 

discuss design or development without realizing the 

context. A type of propagandistic literature of the times 

has inscribed in it covert designs and ulterior practices to 

eliminate the Other. It fostered the reactions of people like 

Dr. Ambedkar once and, more recently, has elicited 

ripostes from thinkers like Kancha Ilaiah. 

In Ilaiah‟s controversial book Why I am not a 

Hindu which is about the necessity to restructure Indian 

society as a whole, he writes: “In spite of the immense 

hold of modern Brahminism on various structures of 

power, the intellectual forces that emerged from the 

womb of the Dalitbahujan social structure as a result of 

both education and reservations have attempted to 

fracture modern Brahminism … The elite of modern 

Brahminism recognized this force and resurrected 

Brahminism in the more aggressive form of anti- Mandal 

ideologies, the Ayodhya-based Rama slogan, as well as in 

the Sangh Parivar‟s theory of „Akhandbharat‟ and 

„minority appeasement.‟ Such a basically anti- 
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Dalitbahujan thesis is advanced to modernize classical 

Hindu varnadharma to suit post-colonial capitalist 

structures, so that Hinduism can modernize itself in a way 

that will sustain the hegemony of the brahminical forces. 

This is the reason why the thesis is put forward that 

Hinduization should be within the broad framework of 

urbanization, modernization and so on… Even if 

Hinduism expresses a desire to humanize itself … there is 

no scope for this to happen, since the history of religion 

itself is coming to an end. We must therefore dalitize our 

entire society…” 18 

 

The word „dalit‟ means „broken.‟ Implicit in 

Ilaiah‟s suggestion is the idea that only the broken (the 

marginalized, fragmented authentic majority) can feel/ 

think/ work effectively for the broken (the whole), not a 

culturally-sanctioned elite who serves to preserve and 

protect certain principalities and powers. The discussion 

on design and its role in development in India needs to 

face up to the issue of „brahminization‟ or brahmanization and „dalitization.‟ 

Similar oppositions exist in other cultures too in different 

forms, raising the questions of what is the design behind 

development and who drives the design. The Rainbow 

Coalition in the USA of the 1980s sought “to honour and 

do justice to the specificity of subject positions such as 

black, Chicano, feminist, immigrant, ethnic, gay and 

lesbian and, at the same time, to enable structurally 

homologous and isomorphic readings of one situation in 

terms of the other.”19 

 

This is a critical issue in a country where a 

dangerous ideology that equates religion with culture is 

seeking the ascendant and generating a vicious debate 

between videshi (the “alien/other” Western model of 

development, the Islamic model, etc) and swadeshi 

(illegitimately appropriating Gandhi contra Nehru). 

Simultaneously opportunities become more available for 

the designer as agent of development and change, as an 

elite “participant” with the authorization to occupy the 

high space of knowledge and impose designs a la Albert 

Speer or Leni Riefenstahl. Historically speaking, one is 

well aware of how the enterprise of design was itself 

affected by cultural politics leading to the Bauhaus being 

shut down and the migration of designers who valued 

freedom over fascism from Germany. 
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The designer who is interested in and committed 

to development cannot disagree with Ilaiah‟s strongly 

worded call for a new society. One can no longer ignore 

the fact that before talk of design and development, at the 

level of what to do with non-human resources in 

intelligently planning their preservation and growth and 

deployment for a better future, we must take into 

consideration certain human lapses. These talks may even 

have to strike the hateful posture of aggrandizing in the 

present pre-fascist environment prevailing in many parts 

of the world. 

 

Wilhelm Reich in his The Mass Psychology of 

Fascism speaks of how fascism has always been a mass 

phenomenon arising from the group psychology of 

middle-class masses who believe themselves to be the 

majority turning their reactions against their own inner 

contradictions born from the repressions latent in the 

structural psyche of their religious upbringing against 

societies living in their midst perceived as the Other. The 

end result is not sustainable development or freedom for 

design but the rise of movements not unlike Stalinism and 

Nazism. Many such movements have been marked by 

tendencies of privileging a certain form of culture, laced 

with religious discourse, that is termed nationalistic at the 

expense of what is viewed as “different” and therefore 

immoral in the cultures of the “lower” classes, the 

intellectual elite and the “aliens.” This takes a form 

whereby, in  India, a film like Deepa Mehta‟s “Water” 

could not be shot because it questioned the privileged and 

the self-acclaimed “guardians” of culture. 

 

In an essay, “What I believe”, E. M. Forster 

says: “I cannot believe that Christianity will ever cope 

with the present worldwide mess and I think that such 

influence as it retains in modern society is due to the 

money behind it, rather than to its spiritual appeal. It was 

a spiritual force once, but the indwelling spirit will have 

to be restated if it is to calm the waters again, and 

probably restated in a non-Christian form.”20 In other 

words, it has to do so in an entirely new language. 

Language remains primary as it is Thought that forms the 

wellsprings of all action. What Forster said holds true in 

today‟s world for all other religions and schools of 

thought as well. This statement sounds sweeping but it is 
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becoming increasingly apparent that the present major 

discourses of power – Marxism, Hinduism, Islam, 

Buddhism, Capitalism, Fascism, etc - promise Utopia but 

only deliver sugar-coated dystopia. 

 

In a politically volatile and unsafe system where 

the Other is not adequately represented or respected, 

„religion‟ cannot be the panacea for developmental ills 

any more than „culture‟. Consider the November 2001 

“development” at the prestigious India International Trade 

Fair in Pragati Maidan, New Delhi. A pointer to the shape 

of development by design to come, the BJP-led 

government slapped the labels of “majority handicrafts” 

and “minority handicrafts” on crafts products and “15 

Muslim craftsmen and a lone Sikh have been herded 

together in a separate section away from the glare of the 

visitors … Union Minister for Social Justice and 

Empowerment Satyanarayan Jatiya, who belongs to the 

BJP, has justified the decision by stating that "we have 

separate groups for the disabled and those needing special 

attention".21 Not a single designer protested this incident, 

as serious as the on-going destruction of, appropriation 

and redesign for “designer” or mass markets of crafts and 

aesthetic cultural artifacts belonging to unique 

collectivities by educated, culture-savvy designers who 

don the role of sophisticated middlemen in expanding 

global markets. 

 

In spite of the videshi-swadeshi debate brought 

to the fore by right-wing Indian politicians, the approach 

of E. F. Schumacher, author of Small is Beautiful, who 

quotes Gandhi‟s famous dictum of not “mass production 

but production by the masses” remains a good pointer for 

design projects aiming at sustained development. “The 

system of production by the masses mobilizes resources 

which are possessed by all human beings, their clever 

brains and skilful hands, and supports them with first class 

tools …The technology of production by the masses, 

making use of the best of modern knowledge and 

experience, is conducive to decentralization, compatible 

with the laws of ecology, gentle in its use of scarce 

resources and designed to serve the human person instead 

of making him the servant of machines. I have named it 

intermediate technology to signify that it is vastly superior 

to the primitive technology of bygone ages but at the 

same time much simpler, cheaper and freer than the 
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super-technology of the rich. One can also call it self-help 

technology, or democratic or people‟s technology …”22 

This must not be jettisoned or falsely appropriated for 

irrelevant behavioral questions often brought in by the 

culture brigade. In India, at one level design for 

development has to work sideways to the East as 

indicated by Schumacher and Gandhi. At another level it 

has to be Occidental for the ability to use technology, bio and 

genetic research, information etc., and for the sake of 

increased knowledge/awareness databases. 

 

EASTERN EXOTICA AND WESTERN ILLUMINATII 
 
In its struggle to restate its ideological 

underpinnings, spurred by discoveries that are paradoxical 

in their nature in science, art, technology, philosophy, etc, 

the so-called logocentric West has sought the 

mythocentric East. Such tendencies can be traced back to 

the influence of German philosophers like Schopenhauer, 

Ralph Waldo Emerson, the Beats, New Age physicists 

like Fritjof Capra, psychologists like Ken Wilber, etc. 

This movement towards the East was not what Forster or 

Eliot implied. It is surprising that the major discoveries of 

western intellectuals in the past 100 years suggest that 

certain ideological concepts and symbols are available to 

the imagination exclusively in the East and, therefore, 

assume that the West must make a paradigm shift in an 

easterly direction. A close look at these assumptions, 

inferred on the basis of concepts taken note of as superior 

or unavailable in the West, reveal that these very same 

concepts existed in pre-Socratic philosophies and western 

tribal myths and worldviews as well as in variant readings 

of mainstream western discourses in the West itself. 

For instance, a popularizer like Fritjof Capra of 

Western dependency on Eastern sign/symbol systems to 

create analogies between Western scientific discoveries 

and Eastern concepts, is actually involved in the process 

of making a choice among many available symbols. He 

chose the “dance of Shiva” as an ideal metaphor to 

demonstrate certain principles in particle physics. 

Granting every thinker the right to choose any framework 

to work within, the question comes to mind as to why he 

and thinkers like him do not turn to the Greek tradition of 

the pre- Socratics like Democritus the Abderite to find 

their forerunners. The answer may be that the Western 

tradition has lost its moorings with its hoary past and 
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intellectual rigor as a result of which people like Capra, in 

sharp contrast to the likes of Carl F. Sagan, offers an 

“exoticism” which is more quickly acceptable in today‟s 

world instead of a return to Western signs/symbols he 

would have had to strenuously dig into to find exact 

parallels or analogies for his ideas. This smacks of an 

unwitting drift towards mythological and intellectual 

suicide on the part of the West, something which artists 

like W.B. Yeats, James Joyce and J.R.R. Tolkien were 

aware of and consciously warded off. Yeats, for instance, 

situated the ideal city of Byzantium at the gateway 

between the East and West and his Christocentricity, like 

Joyce‟s, while critical of Eurocentric power structures, 

was not a foreign construct but a return to roots in 

Celticism and Gaelicism. Tolkien found his deep 

structures for his epic myth of Middle Earth in the Anglo- 

Saxon, Norse, Finnish and Icelandic mythos. 

John Cage‟s working principle as an artist was 

“Change returns success”, culled from the Chinese I 

Ching. This thought is also central to the Bhagavad Gita, 

which states that change is the only permanent law of 

nature. But again, the question that occurs to someone 

poised at the gateway between West and East is why the 

Greek philosopher Heraclitus, who believed in “flux” and 

whose philosophy could be summed up in the deep 

aphorism “You never step in the same river twice”, 

remains ignored by such artists, unless of course they 

are more enamored by the I Ching as a tool. While such 

scientists and artists are ready in their art or discipline to 

swim against the current, in other realms they prefer to 

follow the zeitgeist‟s fashion, much like popular, 

ephemeral design does. 

 

Marshall McLuhan, studying the phenomena of 

technology and media, also came to the conclusion that a 

paradigm shift was being made from visual space to 

acoustic space in the West, a shift that the West could 

perhaps come to terms with if it moved into an Eastern 

mode of pre-literate, irrational (or suprarational?) non-phonetic 

language-based, oral, shamanistic perception. 

This shift from Platonic angelism to Eastern robotism is 

being brought about by the electric and electronic media, 

McLuhan and his acolytes contend, ushering in a brave 

new era of signs, symbols and images. 

Here one finds the Western illumined soul taking 

recourse in Eastern symbolism even while negatively 
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acknowledging the possibility of rootedness in the 

Western tradition; there were pre-literate Greek 

philosophers who resisted the invasion of phonetic, 

written text. Robotism, for instance, is likened to the 

Japanese concept of “living as one already dead”23 to 

mean that one lives on a plane of expertness, yet there is 

no returning to or mention of the Pauline concept of the 

“crucified” Man: “I have been crucified with Christ, and it 

is no longer I who live, but Christ lives in me24 … For 

you have died and your life is hidden with Christ ...”25 It 

is at such points, where choices of syntax, symbols, 

motifs, emblems and signs are made, that the train of the 

West is derailed by Western Illuminatii and re-routed to 

Eastern exotica. 

 

To put it more lucidly, if a case is being made 

out for the transformation of “the people of the Word” 

into “the people of the Sign”, a transformation in which 

design, and not only technology or media, plays a key 

role, it might be relevant to heed Neil Postman: “… the 

Decalogue, the Second Commandment of which prohibits 

the Israelites from making concrete images of anything 

…It is a strange injunction to include as part of an ethical 

system unless its author assumed a connection between 

forms of human communication and the quality of a 

culture ... The God of the Jews was to exist in the Word 

and through the Word, an unprecedented conception 

requiring the highest order of abstract thinking …People 

(like ourselves) who are in the process of converting their 

culture from word-centered to image-centered might 

profit by reflecting on this Mosaic injunction.”26 

In the midst of this ongoing debate that is of 

mutual benefit to both Occidentals and Orientals, what is 

being discussed is also the choice of ideological base 

regarding the design-development equation, which cannot 

be sidestepped. Embedded in every tool, and every 

design, is an ideological bias, “a predisposition to 

construct the world as one thing or the other, to value one 

thing over another”.27 Wittgenstein spoke of language as 

a fundamental technology, not merely as vehicle of 

Thought but also its driver. Design must discover its 

ideology or ideological bias if it seeks to engage with or 

enable the process of development, become a discipline 

and make a meaningful contribution to mankind‟s 

endeavors to end unjust privileging. 
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Design is a powerful tool because by its very 

nature – semiotic/linguistic as mentioned in the 

preliminary divagation - it resists fascist varieties of 

power, being open to variant interpretations. Design 

cannot be limited to monolithic hermeneutics. Such a 

limitation would be self-defeating. 

 

George Steiner in his book on translation, After 

Babel, points out that Western civilization has been 

primarily Graeco-Roman in matters of social structure, 

politics, economics and aesthetics and Judaeo-Christian in 

matters of ethics and spirituality. If design is to be used 

innovatively for sustainable development in such a way 

that neither the deserving or the underserved are 

marginalized, these matrices have to develop further in 

the present century, especially in applying their down-to earth 

theories on human rights and social responsibility as 

exemplified in the dictae: “Thou shalt love … thy 

neighbor as thyself”28 and “Whatsoever ye would that 

men should do to you, do ye even so to them..”29 These 

basics would ensure development by design and enable 

design to create concrete objects in space and time to 

tackle the vast task of innovative, sustained, sustainable 

development. The global perspective could be taken into 

consideration without omitting the inter-continental need 

for co-operation or forgetting the importance of aiding the 

underserved in such a way that all forms of unjust 

privileging „wither away‟. 

 

Such design would weather the attempts of 

authoritarian states or transnational conglomerates to 

coerce these progressive measures into prefabricated 

patterns of their choosing. Design would come out as 

triumphant as Art, inheriting Art‟s beauty and adding to 

its „delight‟ the qualitative dimension of applied 

„instruction,‟ making it truly „classic‟. 

 

Permission to make digital or hard copies of all or part of this work for personal or 
classroom use is granted without fee provided that copies are not made or distributed 
for profit or commercial advantage and that copies bear this notice and the full citation 
on the first page. To copy otherwise, or republish, to post on servers or to redistribute to 
lists, requires specific permission and/or a fee. 
“development by design” (dyd02), Bangalore © Copyright 2002 ThinkCycle. 
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Raja Ram Mohun Roy on Women’s Issues: A Critical Re-Reading  

“The author is therefore the ideological figure by which one marks the manner in which we fear 

the proliferation of meaning.”  

-Michel Foucault/ What Is an Author  

http://www.flatblacknova.com/buszek/PoMoSeminar/PoMoReadings/FoucaultAuthor.pdf  

The Clichés  

Raja Ram Mohun Roy has been multifariously, and to a large extent correctly, labelled as 

a social and religious reformer, a voluminous writer and translator of much of the sacred 

literature of the Hindus, a magnetic speaker, a polyglot linguist and a scholar. He founded the 

Atmiya Sabha and later, the Brahmo Samaj and the significant journal Sambad Kaumudi. He is 

the supposed spearhead of the Hindu renaissance, revitalization and revival that was primarily 

Bengali in origin and began much before the Sepoy Mutiny. Known as a progressive liberalist 

Hindu, a Universalist and a defender of natural religion as regards his stance on religious and 

theological matters he was a humanist and an advocate of reason. He spoke at some length on 

certain questions of gender and women‟s rights. An ardent defender of a particular type of 

cultural nationalism that aimed at a synthesis of what was best in East and West, his views and 

strong positions on many subjects often generated controversy because they polemically and 

didactically attacked and defended several disparate ideologies simultaneously. They included 

traditional Hinduism, Buddhism, colonialism, „missionary‟ Christianity, Islam, „militant‟ 

orthodoxy, „militant‟ nationalism etc.  

Speaking of his contribution to the hotly debated field of women‟s issues, it seems necessary to 

start by mentioning the much-repeated fact that he was instrumental in the banning of „suttee‟. In 

this issue he was in the forefront, along with the British government, other abolitionists, 

progressives, human rights thinkers and activists and Christian missionaries like his friend 

William Carey whom he is rumoured to have helped in the translation of the New Testament 

from Greek to Bengali. He spoke for widow re-marriage and for women to have rights to 

education, property and employment and against the ill- treatment of widows. He advocated the 

banning of dowry, child marriage, female foeticide, female infanticide, polygamy, alcoholic 

intoxicants etc., as far as it was possible in an age that was just beginning to wonder how to react 

to new historical interfaces and ideological structures. Unexamined bipolar oppositions and 

philosophically explosive socio-political, religious and economic positions like East/West, 

tradition/modernity, class differentiation/ class conflict, inter-racialism, racial discrimination and 

segregation, anti-casteism, abolition of caste, religious conversion and nationalism/inter-

nationalism were beginning to seep whole-scale into and make a pronounced difference to the 

world view of the colonial Indian State‟s citizens. All this was brought about by a vital 

resurgence of interest in the ancient lore of India and the concrete encounter with colonial Britain 

and the vast reservoirs of knowledge in the West.  
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The Influence of Women  

 A biographical study of Raja Ram Mohun Roy throws up some fascinating details about 

his life that force one to rethink his entire attitude to women, as he inscribes it in his texts. Take, 

for example, his relationship with the first important woman in his life, his mother. “Ram Mohun 

Roy, born on May 22, 1772, of the Brahmin caste, in British ruled Bengal, could claim descent 

on his father‟s side from Narottama Thakur, a follower of the 16
th 

century Bengali Vaisnava 

reformer Caitanya. His maternal forebears were of the Bhattacharyas of Chatra, chief priests of 

the Sakta sect (mother goddess sect), with whom the Vaisnavas, historically, had few 

dealings…his home life was marked by active religious conflict. He seems to have developed 

unorthodox ideas at an early age. After the death of his father, his mother (Tarini) unsuccessfully 

attempted to disinherit him on the grounds of apostasy.”(Italics 

mine.)(http://campross.freeyellow.com/gen/rajah1.htm). The mother who preferred irrelevant 

religious niceties to her own son and opposed him for his stance against idolatry at the age of 

fifteen, probably left a clear imprint on his mind that was to have far-reaching consequences in 

his approach to all things religious.  

 “He was married when he was still a child. He could not understand what was happening 

to him, but he did not dare to say anything to his father. In his community it was the custom for 

children to be married very young.”  

“He had special reason to hate the cruel custom of Sati. He had a sister whom he loved 

very much. Unfortunately her husband died. As was customary, she was burnt alive along with 

her husband's dead body (Italics mine.) This dreadful thing happened before Ram Mohun Roy's 

own eyes. It changed his whole life. At this time, he had a good job under the British. He gave it 

up, and made up his mind to work for the improvement of his own people.” 

(http://www.chotisiduniya.com/edutainment/history/choi-section5-1.asp)  

Turning away from Hinduism, partly because of his insight into its inane superfluities 

like religious divisions and superstitions and partly due to the treatment meted out to him by his 

mother and by his people to his sister, Ram Mohun Roy went to Tibet. “During his study of 

Buddhism in Tibet, Ram Mohun criticized the image worship of Buddhists. The Buddhist priests 

did not like it. They became so angry that they decided to kill him. Fortunately, Ram Mohun 

escaped from that danger through the help of some good-natured Tibetan ladies and returned 

home safely.”(Italics mine.) 

http://www.hindubooks.org/culture_course/book10/rajarammohanroy/page3.htm)  

The treatment meted out by the majority of „Buddhists‟ to Sadhu Sundar Singh, a convert 

from Sikhism to Christ, who went to preach the gospel in Tibet was in many ways similar to 

Ram Mohun Roy‟s, bearing out the truth of Roy‟s experience.”… he [the Sadhu] soon found the 

people of Tibet resented his teaching, and wherever he went; he was met with bitter opposition 

and hatred.” (http://www.sermonillustrator.org/illustrator/sermon4/sadhu_sundar_singh.htm) 
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This perhaps emphasizes the fact that most of the adherents of all the major religions seldom 

practice the rigorous precepts of those divinely inspired „human (e)‟ figures whom they 

supposedly worship. What is of interest to us is that the intolerance of the Tibetans did  not 

extend, in the case of Ram Mohun Roy being persecuted, to at least a few kindly Buddhist 

„women.‟  

A few more authentic fragments and thinly substantiated rumours need to be mentioned 

before passing on from this „selectively‟ biographical part of the present analysis. Ram Mohun 

Roy had another wife or two. It is more than rumoured that he had a Muslim mistress and that he 

was bitter towards his mother for throwing him out for his unorthodox views on the Hindu 

religion. Here is something more authentic that deals again with the role of women in his life 

“On September 27, 1833, he died in the care of Unitarian friends at Bristol, England… Arthur E. 

Merton was born on May 16, 1834, near Bristol, England, eight months after Ram Mohun passed 

away. We do not know who his mother was; only that she was a Merton. Arthur emigrated to 

America sometime before 1859… Arthur Merton's pen name was Alesha Sivartha. He settled 

down near Bayard, Kansas, where he died on April 8, 1915.” 

(http://campross.freeyellow.com/gen/rajah1.htm) The sources to some of these rumours will no 

doubt be rigorously questioned but they are not just reducible to unsubstantiated slander.  

 It is obvious that Ram Mohun Roy was no stranger to women. Whether he had any 

daughters I have been unable to ascertain. However, to borrow Nissim Ezekiel‟s attractive turn 

of phrase in describing one of the characteristics of Martin Luther King Jr., Ram Mohun Roy‟s 

“sexual athleticism” that probably spanned religions and races may have had something to do 

with the vagaries of the age in which he lived where polygamy was not exactly disreputable. 

How this fits in with his stance against polygamy and polyandry one is unable to ascertain 

exactly. It may have had something to do with his liberalized outlook on the requirements of 

women for happiness to which he may have been sensitized by his constant interactions with 

quite a few of them at intimate levels. Or his having many women in his life may have been an 

yielding to an „infirmity‟ that many other stalwart figures of history have yielded to, too, 

irrespective of the fact that in the other fields of their public life they have been exemplars to 

entire generations.  

 

 These documented facts and in-/adequately sourced fragments and rumours about Ram 

Mohun Roy‟s life that do not name his wives or mistress or mention whether he had daughters is 

in no way an attempt to comment derogatorily on his personality. To distract the reader from the 

question of the subtle nature of his extensive texts and their complexity, which needs to be 

grappled with in all seriousness because of their especially significant „situation‟ in Indian 

history, i.e. their production at the turn of the ideological climate in nascent India, would be a 

disservice. The change - away from Muslim domination in North India and the British colonial 

hegemony which held sway all over the country - to the discourse of what the as yet non-existent 

„nation‟ of India should be in the future is what his texts demarcate for many. As such, their 

relevance is not limited to a reading of them that is merely connected to his life or gaps in it.   
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The Influence of the „Other.‟ 

Raja Ram Mohun Roy learned Persian and Arabic from experts. He was able to study the 

Muslim religion even before his attempt to understand Buddhism. He garnered from the Koran 

its dual and central tenets of monotheism and its worship of the Almighty without pictures, 

symbols, icons and idols because the Godhead has no „describable‟ form. Along with the 

commonly held truth held precious by all thinkers, that all human beings are the children of the 

Almighty and hence created equal in rights and deserving of equal opportunities, he held the two 

above mentioned truths which he initially got from Islam sacred and never departed from them 

throughout his life. The result of his freely foraging amidst the riches of the Mohammedan and 

Sufi traditions was his writing of texts like Tuhfat - ul - Muwahiddin (1804).  

 The extensive influence of a certain John Digby of the East India Company for which he 

worked awhile led him to savour the English language and its literature. He read and translated 

some parts of the Bible. He met with the Baptists, the Unitarians and with William Carey. The 

knowledge he soon received of the doctrines and treatises that made possible revolutionary 

political and social movements like the American War of Independence and the French 

Revolution through writers like Tom Paine etc. and his ability to move in the circles of British 

governance with people like the then Governor General Lord William Bentinck with ease are 

also noteworthy facts. These events constantly led Ram Mohun Roy to continuously evolve and 

rethink his attitude and approach to women‟s issues, politics, religion, Bengal, the future India 

and the world. His reactions to various people and experiences undoubtedly formed much of the 

content of his texts, letters and choice of translations.  

Some Works of Repute.  

 His important contributions to Indology and Orientalism are primarily translations. He 

translated the Vedanta Grantha, the Vedanta Sara, the Talavakara, Iso, Katho and Mandukya 

Upanishads, Gayatrir Artha, Brahma Sangeet, Brahmopasana, and Kularnava Tantra from the 

Sanskrit into Bengali, to name just a few of his important contributions in Bengali. He wrote 

three works in Arabic. He translated some of the Bengali works into English too along with 

further translations of the Kena Upanishad and from the Sama and Yajur Vedas. His didactic and 

polemical works were written mainly in English. They include “A Defence of Hindu Theism in 

Reply to the Attack of an Advocate for Idolatry at Madras, ” “Translation of a Conference 

between an Advocate for and an Opponent of the Practice of Burning Widows Alive,” “ An 

Apology for the Pursuit of Final Beatitude, Independently of Brahmanical Observances” etc. The 

list of significant works, letters, translations and essays are too long to be gone into here so 

abridgement has to be made and the works listed here have been chosen to show the mainstream 

of his thought rather than its entire range. As such, mention of various other equally significant 

works like “ Brief Remarks regarding Modern Encroachments on Ancient Rights of Females 

according to the Hindu Law of Inheritance” have been omitted. In spite of the staunchness with 

which he questioned things he remained within the Brahmanical framework to do so, always 

referring back to it for support even for his attempt to prove monotheism and displace idolatry, 
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an attempt foredoomed to failure by the contradictions in the multiplicity of the Hindu texts 

considered divinely inspired. The glosses he used for his translations of the Upanishads remained 

mostly those of Shankaracharya. While he attacked what he considered degenerate Hinduism, he 

was against it being mercenarily attacked by others of a different religion. His espousal of 

women‟s causes did not necessarily mean, as hinted at earlier, that he was always passionately 

involved in what he wrote or lived strictly by what he believed. In short he was a complex and 

complicated writer who was, for the age in which he lived, surprisingly polyphonic in his texts, 

an ecumenical quality that might have had something to do with his ability to live in the moment 

and write according to its behest, rather than cling on to a preconceived notion that a man of 

thought must have a consistent world-view. Emersonian in a sense, Ram Mohun Roy reveals to 

us through his works a multi-faceted chameleon of a personality that thrived on being many 

things at the same time without ever actually feeling the need to define himself as this or that 

specifically in the midst of such fluidity. Thus he appears alternately as a man of integrity and a 

hypocrite to a reader who may be bewildered at first by his protean nature. The titles of 

„originator of the Hindu renaissance‟, „modern pioneer of India‟ (Rabindranath Tagore), 

„reformer of women‟s and social issues,‟ etc., sit uneasily on him. V.D. Mahajan writes of him 

that the Muslims regarded him as a Muslim, Christians as a Christian, Unitarians as a Unitarian, 

and Hindus as a Vedantist. As a matter of fact, he was none of these in a conventional sense. 

Moving beyond the cult of his personality, some of the leading feminist - historians of the last 

decade have questioned the closure applied to his texts in traditional readings, since they seem to 

give leeway for tradition to be strengthened. Instead they foreground their modernist tendencies 

to rupture. The discontinuities in his texts, after all, were what initially gave them the strength to 

assist in a concrete way oppressed women and their need for change.  

The Debate on Sati.  

All the inherent obsessions that are played out again and again in reading/Raja Ram Mohun Roy 

are found in the debate in which he was actively involved regarding the abolition of sati. Hence, 

to concentrate solely on the debate around sati will not be detrimental to the central drift of the 

essay which is about re-reading Raja Ram Mohun Roy‟s texts that involve themselves with 

women‟s issues. The history of the gradual fight for banning sati in the province of Bengal, 

which was under British rule at the time, is well documented in several places. Descriptions of 

sati in its glory and its ghastliness abounded earlier itself. Even in a novel like Jules Verne‟s 

Around the World in Eighty Days we find its picturesqueness being put to use as an effective 

means to add length to the plot‟s tautness. The word, with its two meanings of „good woman‟ 

and „widow burning‟, is itself an ambiguous signifier like the discourse generated around it. The 

debate is full of minefields to the unsuspecting critical analyst and at the same time a gold mine 

to the prospective deconstructionist.   

 

The two Socratic/Platonic dialogues on the „ethical‟ nature of „suttee‟, titled “A 

Conference between an Advocate for and an Opponent of the Practice of Burning Widows 
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Alive”, Part I (1818) and Part II (1820), rehearse accurately the arguments of the so-called 

Dharma Sabha that supported sati and counter them adroitly with the scholarly opinions of the 

Raja. They need careful perusal. The Advocate, who also calls himself a vidhayak or preceptor, 

represents the „reactionary‟ force of Brahmin pundits and others who resented all the attempts 

made by various parties to ban sati. Consequently he is „made‟ to quote from Angira, Harita, 

Vyasa and the Rigveda in support of sati. He also gives examples of voluntary sati in the Puranas 

to buttress his untenable position that tradition, the race, country, „custom‟ and „usage‟ are more 

important than reason and correct interpretation in the matter of religious ceremonies, obsequies 

and rituals. The Opponent, on the other hand, upholds Manu‟s law for Hindus as the final arbiter 

or authority on such matters. Manu states unequivocally that ascetic widowhood is preferable to 

voluntary sati, offering the possibility of final beatitude/absolution (i.e. release from the cycle of 

births and union with the Godhead) to the devotee of the Supreme Being. He stands on the 

vantage ground of what he fully believes is the truth and dismisses all the other arguments as 

baseless. Manu does not suggest widow re-marriage as a solution and therefore Raja Ram 

Mohun Roy does not go into that issue in these tracts. That would probably have lead away from 

his aim, which was to get rid of the evil practice of sati. For that he needed to stick exactly to the 

prescribed remedy for the sake of societal acceptance rather than go ahead into even more 

disputable areas of social reform for which the majority in his time was not yet historically 

prepared. In combating the Advocate by invoking Manu he stood on sacrosanct ground that no 

Hindu would then dispute with.  

 

 In the articles and letters of Raja Ram Mohun Roy on sati of which five are significant, 

(although practically speaking what is of more significance is the courage he had in those days to 

go to the Calcutta burning grounds to avert sati – 2 such instances are recorded in the Asiatic 

Journal, March, 1818-) the best is his “A Conference between an Advocate for and an Opponent 

of the Practice of Burning Widows Alive,” Part II. In this sequel, divided into various sections, 

the Raja shows his consummate wizardry in arguing for „common sense‟, using quotations from 

precisely those same ancient sources and authorities considered indisputable by the opposing 

side, to expose their culpability in the crimes of murder and encouraging female suicide. 

However, in the last section he speaks from the heart, after having done what he believes is a 

thorough expose of the sinfulness, guiltiness and heinousness of the pundits who lead common 

people astray using certain texts to justify their traditions blindly, whether such practices are evil 

or not. He impassionedly puts forward the issue of women‟s rights, not as an abstraction to be 

discussed in the sanitized framework/ perspective of man‟s imperfect interpretations of the 

Vedas or as an image reflected through a Brahmanical prism of endless ceremonies that shows 

no historical propensity to adapt meaningfully to changing contexts in societies in which 

modernization was absolutely essential due to historical exigencies, but as a living cry and need 

of the women involved.  

 

“The Advocate: …women are by nature of inferior understanding, without resolution, unworthy 

of trust, subject to passions, and void of virtuous knowledge…”  

 

The Opponent: … the male part of the community, taking advantage of their corporeal weakness, 

have denied to them those excellent merits that they are entitled to by nature, and afterwards they 

are apt to say that women are naturally incapable of acquiring those merits… as to their 

inferiority in point of understanding, when did you ever afford them a fair opportunity of 
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exhibiting their natural capacity? How then can you accuse them of want of understanding?…in 

a country where the name of death makes the male shudder, the female, from her firmness of 

mind offers to burn with the corpse of her deceased husband…With regard to their 

trustworthiness,…if we enumerate such women in each village or town as have been deceived by 

men and such men as have been deceived by women, the number of the deceived women would 

be found ten times greater than that of the betrayed men…One fault they have,… which is by 

considering others equally void of duplicity as themselves ,to give their confidence too 

readily…the accusation of the want of virtuous knowledge is an injustice…how many Kulin 

Brahmins are there who marry ten or fifteen wives for the sake of money , that never see the 

greater number of them after marriage… Still amongst these women, most, even without seeing 

or receiving any support from their husbands…continue to preserve their virtue… at marriage 

the wife is recognized as half of her husband but in after-conduct they are treated worse than 

inferior animals …the woman is employed to do the work of a slave… chastised as a thief… put 

…privately to death …these are facts occurring every day and ought not to be denied…What I 

lament is, that seeing the women thus dependent and exposed to every misery you feel for them 

no compassion that might exempt them from being tied down and burnt to death”
1 

 

 

 The selective quotes given above will make the ambiguous nature of the discourse around 

sati crystal clear. At one point (italicized by the present writer) even Ram Mohun Roy wavers 

regarding his position on sati, a gap in the text that is pointed out by Lata Mani. Similarly, the 

question of the virtue of the women leads to lavish praise on the part of Ram Mohun Roy without 

his pointing out the fact that the majority in the male society was so stringent at that time that 

ninety nine percent of the women had no choice but to be „virtuous‟ anyway. These points do not 

detract from the main argument and I am not trying even remotely to suggest that Raja Ram 

Mohun Roy was in any way for sati or tempted to doubt the virtue of women. However, in the 

atmosphere of the twenty first century where women now enjoy the fruits of years of battle for 

equal rights in a much greater measure than in preceding ages, key historian & feminist critics 

like Lata Mani, Radhika Singha and Uma Chakravarti do question, gently, Raja Ram Mohun 

Roy‟s texts on women‟s issues and his activism for not being sufficiently „involved‟ in the 

question of justice, at a deeper empathetic level. Whether this is a just estimate one cannot say, 

offhand. Raja Ram Mohun Roy could not but be historically defined by his society and, at least 

at first glance, the feminists‟ expectation that he should speak and fight like a twentieth or twenty 

first century human rights activist or free thinker seems slightly absurd.  

 

Three Historians & Their Opinions  

 

Lata Mani, in her essay, “Contentious Traditions: The Debate on Sati in Colonial India” 

deconstructs the British governments official narratives of sati, even as she rigorously examines 

Raja Ram Mohun Roy‟s and the Dharma Sabha‟s arguments, following Sumit Sarkar‟s lead that 

colonialism was only a partially modernizing force because of its vested interests. She reports the 

sobering fact that during the debate 8,134 instances of sati were recorded, 63 per cent coming 

from in and around Calcutta city with the women belonging mainly to the upper castes. As the 

first legislation passed on sati dealt only with questions of the intentions and motives of the 

women as to whether their deaths were voluntary or not, the satis continued, although there was a 

slight fall in their „recorded‟ number as Bentinck himself reports. The intervention of the leading 

reformers like Roy, Dwarknath Tagore etc., and the efforts of missionaries like Carey to 
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conscientize people led to a building up of pressure on the Government to act. This finally led to 

Bentinck‟s „minute‟ and legislation banning sati in 1929, the challenging of it, Ram Mohun 

Roy‟s letter supporting the ban, the second challenge „heard‟ in Britain, Ram Mohun Roy‟s 

journey to Britain in support with one more letter and the final decision in 1932 upholding once 

for all Bentinck‟s decision, in the presence of witnesses including Roy himself.  

Late Mani‟s chief contention about this entire process whereby change occurred is simple but 

forceful. She insists that the whole debate was unsympathetic to women because it was carried 

on by men who were representatives in one sense or other of patriarchal structures of power who 

preferred to „ground‟ the argument either in the Vedas, Brahmanism, and Hindu tradition or in 

the colonial need to retain power and expand it politically, economically and socially. In short, 

women remain the „site‟ on which the battle is fought whereas they should have been the 

„ground‟ or centre. The result of this approach to the issue is lopsidedness of a damaging nature, 

since the subject(s) are given no voice throughout. Their narratives remain unspoken, their 

names are lost to historians and their only existence is as ciphers in official statistical records. 

Silenced by their erasure, one brought about by their „littleness‟ of stature in the eyes of the 

„mighty‟ harbingers of revolutionary, political, historical and religious change like Bentinck and 

Roy, they seem to give us leave to form the extreme impression that sati was banned more due to 

the disgracefulness of the barbaric „spectacle‟ which had become an eyesore for the empire and 

for Indian men like Roy who were already thinking of the nation‟s future, than because of a 

really concrete understanding of the ignominies heaped on the widows. No one knows know 

what the widows who were burnt actually thought, or wanted to do but couldn‟t, in the actual 

circumstances of their „imprisoned‟ lives. Their mental subjection from childhood to the idea that 

women are meant to passively accept physical, mental and emotional torture and deprivation, 

being killed, being sacrifices etc., (e.g.; female infanticide), is not at any point in the „discourse‟ 

challenged, as long as such ideals are promulgated or prescribed either by texts considered 

divinely inspired by so-called gods or by the ruling authorities of the age/place in which the 

women live. This is a serious charge to lay at the door of the humanists who led the fight against 

sati.  

 

 Radhika Singha goes a step further, exposing the doublespeak of the British government 

in her book A Despotism of Law: Crime and Justice in Early Colonial India in chapter III titled “ 

The Privilege of Taking Life: Anomalies in the Law of Homicide.” The British government‟s 

refusal to pass decisive legislation on sati in Bengal on the principle that they would not interfere 

in religious matters was not an evenly held policy, for instance. This is borne out by Bentinck 

himself: “Within the limits of the Supreme Court of Calcutta, not a suttee has taken place since 

the time of Sir John Armstruther. In the Delhi territory Sir Charles Metcalfe never permitted a 

suttee to be performed.”
2 

After bringing in questions of intention and motive as to whether the 

widow is compos mentis or not, then speaking of non-interference in religious matters, and 

finally banning it on the advice of people like Roy whom Bentinck states assured „them‟ that the 

right interpretation of the Vedas did not support sati are clearly only stages of hypocrisy and 

consummate statesmanship, as Ms. Singha notes. The price paid, even according to Bentinck, by 

such policies and stratagems of evasion for retaining colonial power- brokering was that even as 

late as 1928, 463 satis were reported in Fort William, and 420 in Bengal, Bihar and Orissa and of 

these 297 were in Calcutta alone. The satis remained just numbers for the British; pawns in a 

much larger issue, dimly sensed as existing behind the scenes, of security while in power and the 

eventual smooth transfer of power.  
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Among those critiquing the kind of fight waged for women‟s rights in the early colonial 

years in India who problematize the entire discourse in an intelligent manner, the most acidic and 

incisive name is perhaps that of Uma Chakravarti. In her essay “Whatever Happened to the 

Vedic Dasi: Orientalism, Nationalism and a Script for the Past” which may be a bit too radical 

even for the Indian feminist wing, she raises several insightful questions. She remarks on the fact 

that whatever attention is given to Indian women, albeit negatively, in the early nineteenth 

century, is limited entirely to those who belonged to the upper castes. She puts Raja Ram Mohun 

Roy in parenthesis with another woman who was also born in a Brahmin family, Pandita 

Ramabai, who converted to Christ. Very few in India have heard of her these days. Ms. 

Chakravarti also comments on why she has been gradually erased from the Indian history books 

on reform. In the implicit comparison between the two and in her quotations from Ramabai‟s 

writings, we find an edge missing in Raja Ram Mohan Roy. Ramabai reports the actuality of 

women‟s sufferings and engages in a ground of conflict where she is foredoomed to failure by 

being ahead of her time by at least three hundred years. Her journey from Brahmanism to 

disillusionment with Hinduism, her initial founding of the Arya Mahila Samaj and her eventual 

founding of the Mukti Mission after her conversion, to look after girls who were destitute 

orphans and helpless widows, her unorthodox and indigenous interpretations of both the Vedas 

and the Bible etc., which made her at odds with the Hindu orthodoxy and the British Government 

simultaneously are eye-opening. Hers may be the only surviving significant native voice that 

narrates things from a woman‟s viewpoint regarding some of the significant women‟s issues of 

that time, from the point of view of a reformer and not that of a conformist.  

 

In her book The High Caste Hindu Woman Ramabai quotes Manu‟s different rules for 

widows and widowers: “Let her emaciate her body by living on pure flowers, roots and fruits but 

she must never ever mention the name of another man after her husband has died …Until death 

let her be patient of hardships, self-controlled and chaste…  

A twice born man, versed in the sacred law shall burn a wife of equal caste …having at the 

funeral given the sacred fires to his wife who dies before him he may marry again and again 

kindle the nuptial fires.” 
3 

 

Commenting on this, Ms. Chakravarti continues by illuminating a startling fact:  

“ The miseries of widowhood were such that although sati was gruesome and entirely the 

creation of “a wicked priesthood” if it appeared to the widow that it was a sublime act it was 

because it was the only relief she had against a cruel world. In Ramabai‟s view the momentary 

agony of suffocation in the flames was as nothing compared to her lot as a widow…. While 

Ramabai recognized the value of social reform she also saw how limited its reach was and its 

failure as a practical means of ending the widow‟s humiliation…She pours scorn on the 

reformers who “took oaths that they would marry widows” but no sooner were they confronted 

with actual situations than they went and married “pretty little maidens”.”
4 

Pandita Ramabai is 

speaking of the plight of young widows.  

 

 Ramabai‟s comments, entirely different in nature from that of the other women 

mentioned here because the fact that they emerge from the same milieu of extensive ferment as 

Roy‟s, show not just her courage but question the entire fabric of what we are used to consider as 

the positive contributions of the Britishers to India as well as the basic motives of the reformers 

that she exposes as primarily nationalistic rather than springing out of an awareness of the 
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ground reality of the three kinds of oppression and suppression women in India have had to face, 

i.e. from Brahmanic Hinduism, Middle-Eastern Islam and Western Christianity. As with the 

black women in America, who face a double hierarchy of oppression, here the women came to 

be under a triple hierarchy composed of the patriarchal Hindu family and religion, occasionally 

ruthless Muslim subjugation and hypocritical colonial and British Christian intervention, none of 

which necessarily had the best interests of the women at heart. Another woman, Rukmabai, who 

had been forced to go to her illiterate husband after being married to him as a minor, on her 

father‟s death, lost a case she gave asking for permission to live separated from him. She wrote 

to Ramabai in anguish: “there is no hope for women in India, whether they be under Hindu rule 

or British rule.”
5 

Things have changed fortunately, at least in Kerala, to a great extent. 

 

Raja Ram Mohun Roy‟s Relevance for Today  

 

 The reader of the twenty-first century may wonder what relevance a discussion of a 

„dead‟ issue like sati has to do with gender questions and women‟s issues of today, in  

the context of reappraising a seminal figure of Indian history like Raja Ram Mohun Roy and his 

contribution to improving the lot of women, uplifting them and empowering them. Apart from 

the obvious answer that we need to keep remembering the past so that the same mistakes men 

made in centuries long gone may not be repeated again (e.g.; “In the modern times, there was 

one instance of a Sati reported in Rajasthan (late 1980s), and another in Madhya Pradesh (in year 

2002) that caused a lot of controversy and social turmoil.” 

http://www.kamat.com/kalranga/hindu/sati.htm), another reason is to remind ourselves that the 

incidents that happened in the early half of the 19
th 

century in a climate in which India did not yet 

exist as a “ sovereign, democratic, socialist republic” were hewed out of controversies that are 

still of great relevance today to us because one of the urgent questions then as now is what shape 

should the future of India take? This is inextricably entwined with the future of Indian women as 

both Dayananda Saraswathi and Pandita Ramabai recognized. Taking into consideration all those 

involved in this continuing debate especially the main figures like Bentinck, Raja Ram Mohun 

Roy and the Pundits etc., it now seems with hindsight that they all did a certain disservice to 

women and even perhaps to the birth of a young nation in that they foregrounded this significant 

discourse as a battle between tradition and modernity that could be satisfactorily mediated only 

by recourse to interpretations of the Vedas and Manu, rather than as a testing ground to examine 

the issue as a secular one in which women per se should be taken into consideration irrespective 

of whether it was high caste Hindus or others that were burnt. In speaking for a free press and 

introducing scientific western education and English as one of the mediums of instruction Raja 

Ram Mohan Roy ameliorated this mistake to a slight extent. If more of such insight had existed 

then, the reference point for resolution of this problem of national import would not have been 

Hindu law reinforced by historically outdated texts or British law based entirely on convenience, 

out of a desire to retain power; laws enforced after considering the strength of the religious 

majority or the possibility of continuance of power. Instead, a weighing of the pros and cons of 

justice based on articles of common sense, reason, trust and conscience, applicable to all men 

and women, whether Hindus of whatever caste, Muslims, Christians, tribals, Buddhists, Jains, 

Sikhs, immigrants, Marxists, atheists, the poor or Zoroastrians etc., would have brought about a 

new tradition of making laws that, even as it takes into consideration the cultural peculiarities of 

each social or religious group -majority or minority- would not compromise with what is not 
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humane in the ancient systems of law, be it Manu‟s, Moses‟s, Hammurabi‟s or Mohammed‟s etc, 

etc…  

 

 Thus Raja Ram Mohun Roy‟s actual relevance to our times – as a parallel concomitant to 

that other marginalized personality mentioned here, i.e. Pandita Ramabai who preferred a more 

frontal approach to reform - is that he opened an avenue of attack by using weapons of logic, 

hermeneutics, subversion and subtlety in what he wrote and argued that can be profitably used 

again in the likelihood of a theocentric fascism descending on us in the near future. This is 

specially so because most of India seems once again in the grip of groups like the old Dharma 

Sabha who believe in antique drums of barbarism and unfortunately under the governance of 

political parties who seem to consider the making of laws as merely a necessity for their 

continuance in power, without reference to the common ethics or values that need to be upheld 

by humans for dignified survival. His polyphonic dialectic will help the women of India in its 

method, if not always in its content, to preserve what has been already gained and work further 

on the same lines to further improve the lot of their sisters in this nation, till the day dawns when 

men and women will actually be “neither male nor female”, but that happy symbiotic society 

where liberty and equality flourish because justice has been more than partially implemented 

regarding women‟s issues, rights, studies and initiatives. To hope for more may be unrealistic, 

knowing human nature.  

 

1 Raja Ram Mohun Roy, Selected Works, Ministry of Information &Broadcasting, New Delhi, 

1977. p.154, 155,156,157.  

2 William Bentinck, C. H. Philips ed., The Correspondence of Lord William Cavendish 

Bentinck: Governor General of India 1828-1835 (Oxford, OUP: 1977) Vol. I 1828-1831, 

p.338,340. 

3 Uma Chakravarti, Whatever happened to the Vedic Dasi? Orientalism, Nationalism and A 

Script for the Past, p.71.  

4 Chakravarti, p.71  

5 Chakravarti p.74  
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A Book Review: 

Aijaz Ahmed, On Communalism and Globalization/Offensives of the Far Right, Three Essays 

Press, New Delhi, 2002.  

The Politics of Dissent  

Praveen Togadia  recently made a  statement to the effect that Hindutva is the raison d'etre for an 

Indian and all who oppose it would have the death sentence passed on them by the RSS, the VHP 

etc.; a sentence which would be carried out by 'the people'. This open call to cleanse the land of 

the 'other(s)' was made in the wake of the euphoria generated by the BJP winning the Gujarat 

elections hands down. Togadia's  statements might have shocked many, but  the New Left critic 

Aijaz Ahmed had incisively analyzed the 'swastik' writing on  India's wall long before. Ahmed's 

famous quote- "every country gets the fascism it deserves"- underlines the three essays in this 

book. The first,"On the Ruins of Ayodhya: Communalist Offensive and Recovery of the Secular" 

was written in 1993, and presented a year after the demolition of the Babri Masjid at a seminar 

held to commemorate the occasion. According to Ahmed the demolition, in which the militant 

Hindutva brigade who ruled the state of Uttar Pradesh was neither helped nor hindered by the 

then existing Congress Government at the centre, marked the logical end of the Congress's slide 

from Gandhian and Nehruvian principles, a slide that had been accelerated by the Emergency's 

barbarisms and the anti-Sikh riots following Indira Gandhi's death. Ahmed examines in this early 

essay whether what the "other(s)" in India are now up against is 'Hindu communalism' and 

'fascism' with a new twist dictated by the changed circumstances of the world and the nation-

state in the post-Second World War era. According to him 'Hindu' communalism, which is 

racism masked as nationalism and every inch as fascistic and expansionist as Mussolini's in its 

intentions, masquerades as a militant reform-oriented societal force assembled to safeguard the 

nation's 'Hindu' and 'cultural' interests. To ensure the co-operation of and non-interference from 

imperial powers, however, it has had to change its economic base from 'swadeshi' to 'videshi', to 

allay the fears of doubters in the global capitalistic market of India's political policies.  The essay 

contains contextual comparisons of fascism's inner logic where Ahmed not only analyses 

Mussolini's Fascism but also compares India's homegrown Hindu variety with Islamic fascisms 

like Khomeini's Iranian one, Egyptian post- Nasserite fascism and fascism in Algeria. The last 

section contains a fine analysis of the antecedents of Indian and Western secularism. Ahmed's 

New Left ideology with its roots in India's secular, democratic and socialist ideology which 

foregrounds ideals of liberty, justice, equality and fraternity takes into account the individual's 

rights and Rousseau's idea of the 'social contract'. It finds time to discuss the Enlightenment and 

the old but still vexing chestnut of 'private' property. Even while agreeing to the fact that the Left 

has failed in India to be a proper counter- force to fascism and making it clear that he is not a 

'Muslim' leftist , Ahmed  is able to bring out the starkness of the present situation in India.. He 
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implies that the solution to and countering force remains de rigeur in thinkers like Nehru, 

Rousseau,  Marx and Gramsci, against the indelicate writings of racists like Golwalkar or 

Hedgewar whose arguments have been heard before in a different guise in books like  Hitler's 

Mein Kampf.  While these thinkers, he points out, have a single-mindedness that is 'lethal' in 

pinpointing the 'enemy' as all those in India and abroad who are 'not' Hindu, what they lack is the 

dialectical finesse of thought that rationalist philosophers like Rousseau had when it comes to 

bear on issues like the well-being of nation states, societies and Rousseau's 'Citizen-Subject'.  

In 1993 Ahmed was hesitant in essentializing his position. But in the second essay "Right-Wing 

Politics and the Cultures of Cruelty" which consolidates, expands and reifies the arguments of 

the first, he hints that the offensives of the far right if not checked by  the radicalism  exhibited 

by the likes of  Dr.Ambedkar, Jotirao  Phule and Rabindranth Tagore may even lead to the break 

up of the country . Ambedkar converted from Hinduism that considered him an 'untouchable' to 

Buddhism  and the reformist Periyar was a staunch  atheist. Tagore warned in his novels like 

Gorathat the Hindu reform and revivalist movements of the Hindu awakening and renaissance 

were only a short step away from casteist and communal frenzy. Ahmed traces in the West the 

clash between philosophers like Hegel, Croce, Kant and Lenin on the one hand and the 

romanticism of thinkers like Herder, Fichte and Nietzsche, German Idealists whom Russell 

called nationalistic totalitarianists. These latter are the thinkers from whom Hitler and Mussolini 

drew inspiration and early RSS giants like Savarkar and Moonje drew their inspiration in turn 

from Hitler and Mussolini. The essay ends on the sobering note that we are fighting for the hearts 

of our children that they may grow up as people who will have the freedom to 'choose' their 

ideology and consciousness and not have it thrust on them through violence or 'cultural' 

brainwashing done through misuse of the vast political, economic, technical and technological 

machinery available to those in power.  

The third essay "Globalization and Culture" offers a succinct definition of what culture is for 

seasoned leftist intellectuals and rehearses all the usual arguments against capitalism. The 

sketchiest of the three essays, it is not sufficiently penetrating because of its length, although it 

has its moments. Ahmed quotes and modifies Samir Amin on what culture is: "… that sphere 

where use values are produced and shared as use values co-operatively and non-coercively, for 

the satisfaction of needs, which obviously includes aesthetic needs, without the mediation of 

exchange value". Questioning Engels' temerity in stating that "every step in the field of culture is 

a step towards freedom" Ahmed points out that Walter Benjamin was more accurate in saying 

that every document of civilization is at the same time a document of barbarism. The media, 

using newspapers, TV and the internet, has consequently become, according to Ahmed, dabblers 

in the "pornography of power", mere agents of neo-western imperialism and colonialism and glib 

mouthpieces of the fascism of Hindutva which hypocritically opposes 'foreign' religions like 

Islam and Christianity and 'alien' political movements like Marxism while openly welcoming 

"foreign investors" into the local markets to sell the nation's publicly owned assets to the likes of 

Bill Gates for a song. In other words, what lies behind the perpetrations of violence and the 
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purported love for the nation of a political group like the BJP is only the usual unsavoury human 

desire for power, financial gains and a lion's share of the profits  in the post-modern international 

empire that has come up which is  at present ruled by America and Europe.  

The end notes to each essay are highly enlightening containing little nuggets of wisdom. For 

example Ahmed asks what gender Rousseau's Citizen-Subject belongs to, thus bringing   the 

wonderfully subversive Pandora's Box of feminism into the discourse. 

While the book is a must read for all interested in India's future it is a bit dated. It has certain 

weaknesses, which come about perhaps because of the limits of the essay form. In the 

introduction and in his second essay, for example, when Ahmed attacks the BJP's choice of 

Kalam as President and also L.K.Advani we see a polemicist rather than an intellectual. We 

expect it from Kancha Ilaiah but not from Ahmed. A more detailed study could have been done 

on the similarity of Nazi writings and those of RSS ideologues. The thorny question of Subhash 

Chandra Bose supporting the Axis powers is not mentioned. Bhagat Singh's fiery atheism and 

communism is forgotten. The biggest gap or omission is, of course, Ahmed's glossing over the 

totalitarianism and fascism of the Leninist-Stalinist era in Russia and several other Communist 

regimes which rivalled anything done by other fascisms in the world, as documented extensively 

by writers like Solzhenitsyn. He also refrains from any mention of the Frankfurt school of 

Communist theoreticians like Adorno who were critical of the fascistic tendencies in Marxism.  

However, for the present reviewer of the book, an ordinary citizen, the merits of the book far 

outweigh its demerits. It reminds us that, even in these troubled times; the right to speak out has 

not yet been entirely stifled in India. How much longer it will remain so is the moot question.   

 

Published in the women‟s studies journal “Samyukta.”  
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An Analysis of a Roger Waters & Waking Born Tribute to the 9/11 victims Music Video 

that appeared on Youtube: 

Art in the New Dispensation  

The First Digression  

 The world has been thoroughly pulverized. The more technology unites people the more it splits 

everything up into miniscule groups. Whether it was different in the past is a question the answer 

to which is not the concern of this essay. A typical example of that pulverization is that this 

project can revolve around the seemingly focal point of a song‟s lyrics and the music video made 

from it subsequently by „Roger Waters,‟ despite the fact that its immediate audience may never 

have heard of Roger Waters.   

      Roger Waters (1943 -) is a name familiar to lovers of music , especially lovers of 

„psychedelic rock music,‟ a genre of music that has also been called classical rock or pomp rock 

because of its artsy pretensions and its attempt to expand the frontiers of what was basically 

body-oriented music to a point where intellectuality, theatre and classical western music could be 

enmeshed with it. Psychedelic rock started in the 60s as an underground movement because of its 

„disreputable‟ connections to sex, drugs, eastern philosophies, socialist views, anti-war protests 

etc. Waters started out under the mercurial influence of Syd Barrett in the rock band Pink Floyd. 

After Barrett became a burnt out case due to the excessive use of psychedelic drugs like LSD , 

Waters became the front-man for Floyd. While at school his teacher had laughed at his attempts 

to write poetry, a moment Waters later immortalized in the epic concept album/film The Wall. 

His teacher‟s remarks made Waters feel he would never amount to anything as a poet.  When 

Syd Barrett was forced to leave Pink Floyd, Waters took up the pen with trepidation to compose 

lyrics for the group. Amazingly, his lyrical talent flowered, giving rise to a string of songs, the 

words of which have become among the most significant cries of three decades (60s -90s) of the 

counter-culture movement in America and the Continent.  His lyrics fiercely question traditional 

occidental mores and attitudes towards war, sexuality, religion, politics and art.  Waters‟ lyrics 

could aptly describe the questioning generation‟s mores and attitudes, in a way similar to John 

Lennon‟s and Bob Dylan‟s.  

Pink Floyd‟s concept of art, literature and poetry peaks for the present commentator on their 

album Meddle, especially in the song Echoes. The song stretches across an entire side of the 

album‟s LP format. Other notable songs which showcase Roger Waters early bittersweet writing 

talent that mixes romanticism with modernism can be found in the lyrics of Julia Dream, Cirrus 

Minor, Grantchester Meadows and Pillow of Winds. These dual tendencies that balance or 

contradict each other, that is, his simultaneous tendencies towards romanticism and modernism, 

can be found most clearly in the lyrics of the song  Echoes . In Floyd at Pompeii , a film that 

accurately portrays the influence of Modernism on a rural landscape and the ruins of the past , 

the lyrics, edged with references to both S.T.Coleridge‟s “Rime of the Ancient Mariner” and 

Oriental philosophy, come as a counterpoint to what is shown.   The packaging is unmistakably 

hard rock and it announces unashamedly that such art can only be situated in the space we now 
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refer to as postmodernist. If postmodernism began with the Second World War, the video of 

Echoes is clearly a post-modern arti/efact. Its simultaneous highlighting of the ruins of Pompeii, 

ash-grey lava, technology and loudness telescope into a kind of mélange accentuated by the use 

of split screen images etc., which can be identified as budding postmodernism. If post-

modernism, according to some viewers, ripened with the arrival of the first music video by the 

Buggles on MTV of their song “Video Killed the Radio Star” there is little doubt that, politically 

speaking, it ripened with the end of the Cold War. The collapse of Communism saw the rise of 

America as the sole superpower in the postmodern world. Literature shifted to meta-literature 

and the moment of theory blossomed into the triumph of theory, sometimes called the hour of  

theory, in the 80s and 90s, globally. Technology was the undoubted driving force behind 

postmodernism. Parallel to these developments, Floyd released three highly significant albums, 

Dark Side of the Moon, Wish You Were Here and The Wall. The spirit of postmodernism is 

perhaps summed up best in their world-weary, internationally famous chorus, found in The Wall, 

which supposedly gave a nod of acknowledgement in the direction of Paulo Freire‟s liberation 

theology and views on education. The chorus goes thus: “We don‟t need no education , we don‟t 

need no thought control, no dark sarcasm in the classroom / teacher leave „em/us kids alone / cos 

all in all you‟re just a-nother brick in the wall”  

Postmodernism thus penetrated, or rather, percolated, through Floyd‟s simplified lyrics, even to 

school children, in the same way that Andy Warhol‟s Coke Cans and Roy Lichtenstein‟s blown 

up comic strip and cartoon box paintings , icons of Pop-art, brought postmodernism to the streets 

of America with its glorification of kitsch and dissolving of the boundaries between High Art 

and Pop culture. 

While postmodernism brought popular culture from the margins to the centre, much aided in this 

by the Derridean project of deconstructing binaries, new margins formed around new thinkers 

like Edward Said, Franz Fanon, Antonio Gramsci etc. Shifts in perception were taking place 

which quested for change looking for more inclusive paradigms than the American-Eurocentric 

postmodern one. New thrust areas were highlighted like human rights studies, culture studies, 

post-colonialism and decolonization etc. But because money, resources and technology are the 

driving forces in today‟s world, postmodernism, inextricably entwined as it is with disciplines 

like genetic engineering, artificial intelligence, robotics, biomedicine, nanotechnology etc. 

continued to be one of the leading discourses. Pomo studies claimed to  de-centre but had 

become a centre.   

 All this changed at one shot with 9/11. No one had seen the twin attacks on the WTC towers and 

the Pentagon coming. America‟s power and pride was shook. Something had happened which 

couldn‟t be described and its aftermath and consequences remain in the same grey area if 

inexplicability.  9/11 ended postmodernism. With the towers what crumbled was not only the 

impregnability of the American military bastion which was shown to have chinks in it but also 

the premise of postmodernism that meaning could be endlessly deferred. The incident brought 

the discourse on meaning back into the centre of thought with a ferocity seldom witnessed 

before. Old referents, thought to have been swept once for all under the carpet by the Derridean 

stranglehold on language came back full blast into Discourse. The referents included history, 

power, wealth, cash, oil, reserves and resources, nationhood, race, alliances, politics, economics, 

the value of human  life, religion and belief (ideology) etc. In short it was the language one 
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usually finds in documents just before the onslaught of the two world wars and any war. 

Suddenly no one was talking anymore about whether these keywords had no meaning or endless 

meanings because they were all just graphemes and phonemes with a capacity for endless 

substitution in endless contexts, but instead all the above words became so suffused with 

meaning that they became signs under erasure, to put it in Derridean parlance, dragged down 

with an excessive weight of non – contradictory multiple meanings. Some people feared the 

outbreak of a third world war. The drift was definitely towards a cynical hard bitten neo-realism.  

This paper is not primarily concerned with tracing the death of postmodernism or its after-effects 

in the shifting morass that makes up the desert of theory. It concerns itself with a much more 

modest proposal, tentatively trying to lay its hand on the pulse of the multifaceted art that is 

emerging in the face of the historical reality of the present, post the 9/11 incident. The new 

approach in the 21
st
 century, a new dispensation, is exemplified partly in the music video of  the 

song written by the bassist Roger Waters who left Pink Floyd and is a soloist now, called Perfect 

Sense Part I. It was written  during the American war against Iraq in Kuwait when George Bush I 

was the president of USA but Waters thought it was the right song to be made into a video as a 

fitting tribute for the victims of the attacks on the twin towers of the WTC. The choice makes it a 

song layered with personal and historical traces. The song initially appeared in the album 

Amused to Death (1992). It may be a good starting point to examine the wider range of 

possibilities inherent in art in the new century.  

  

The Second Digression  

The Lyrics of Perfect Sense Part I 

Vocals - Roger Waters  

P.P. Arnold is the background singer  

Backwards message   

I don't know what it is… Julia  

However, in the light and visions of the issues of Stanley  

we changed our minds  

We have decided to include a backward message  

Stanley, for you and for all the other book-burners  

You   

.......?.......  

Stop it! Jane stop it!  

 The monkey sat on a pile of stone   

And he stared at the broken bone in his hand   

Strains of a Viennese quartet rang out across the land   

And the monkey looked up at the stars   

And he thought to himself: Memory is a stranger   

History is for fools   

And he cleaned his hands in a pool of holy writing   

Turned his back on the garden   
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And set out for the nearest town   

Hold on, hold on, soldier   

When you add it all up   

The tears and the marrowbone   

There's an ounce of gold and an ounce of pride in each ledger   

And the Germans killed the Jews   

And the Jews killed the Arabs   

And the Arabs killed the hostages   

And that is the news   

And is it any wonder that the monkey's confused   

He said “Mama Mama the President's a fool   

Why do I have to keep reading these technical manuals?”   

And the Joint Chiefs of Staff   

And the brokers on Wall Street said   

“Don't make us laugh, you're a smart kid.”   

Time is linear Memory is a stranger   

History's for fools   

Man is a tool in the hands of the great God Almighty   

And they gave him command of a nuclear submarine   

And sent him back in search of the Garden of Eden.  

The “backwards message” in the beginning refers to Roger Waters having approached Stanley 

Kubrick for permission to use some special effects but on not being granted it adding this 

backwards message to the song to protest against Kubrick‟s lack of encouragement. Hence the 

reference to “book-burning.”  

"The monkey sat on a pile of stone 

And he stared at the broken bone in his hand” (l.1,2)  

 The monkey, of course, refers implicitly to the theory of evolution, suggesting that it was wrong. 

Darwin got it upside down, man may actually be an inferior rather than an evolved form of life, 

if he is to be judged by his acts in history. The monkey may also refer to a kind of „singular‟ 

chorus, the observer, mankind or men who perhaps refuse to belong to the city which is a worse 

jungle than the woods or the forest. The monkey may even be a symbol of our realization of 

helplessness in the presence or aftermath of such cataclysmic events. In the music video there is 

a moment where the signifier and the image come together to mock George Bush II hinting 

clearly that he is the monkey. Derrida deconstructed binary opposites like man/animal suggesting 

that one cannot be privileged over the other. Waters, in the short lyric he wrote, by allowing it to 

be made into a video on the WTC's destruction, privileges, equates and devalues the monkey by 

comparing it to men like Bush. The damage the monkey can do is limited compared to the 

damage man can do to himself and others and the world.  

 My reading is based on the lyrics in the context of the video rather than on the context in which 

the lyrics first appeared, the background to which was the Kuwait war. 
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 If we read the frst two lines as an incomplete frame for the rest of the poem we could assume 

that we are entering the poem after the event. 

 The monkey is sitting on the ruins of the buildings that collapsed due to the attacks. The broken 

bone would then refer to one of the victims and one of the leftovers of his or her tragic 

dismemberment. Monkeys are generally considered to be vegetarians. This monkey sitting on a 

pile of stone, contemplating a broken bone is a significant figure, like Rodin's thinker, mediating 

the rise and fall of the latest empire on earth. The neo-imperial, neo-colonial empire „celebrated‟ 

by Baudrillard as Europe's decadence is of course, none other than America, “land of the free and 

home of the brave”. If Nero fiddled while Rome burnt, the monkey staring unwittingly at the 

broken bone cannot be compared to Nero. Unless the monkey is Bush (whether I or II), that is. A 

humanised monkey, humanised by language , that "old artificer," could probably hold a bone in 

his hand and stare at it because it is "broken." The monkey thinks and speaks. Waters leaves it 

there. He does not invest the monkey with the desire to ferret out vestiges of meaning from the 

bone.  

The monkey is, however, invested with gender and speech because otherwise its implicit 

comparison, contrast and 'synonymy' with the U.S. president, mankind, everyman, the observer, 

Waters etc., can't be brought in effectively.  

“Strains of a Viennese quartet rang out across the land”(l.3)  

 The West is a matrix that grows, like all other matrixes, because of history. Fixed pointers 

usually connected with it are its Graeco-Roman orientation in terms of art and its Judaeo-

Christian one in terms of religion. Other such pointers are its foregrounding of Eurocentric 

culture, its capitalism , it military power and its recent highlighting of the contributions of figures 

like Darwin. The two “world” wars are also important markers, as is Hitler. When Waters 

mentions a Viennese quartet we are reminded that this is a kind of exclusive tradition, many of 

the signifiers fail to mean something to those of us who are situated in the Orient simply because 

we as readers are in an entirely different spatial and temporal context and unaware of the 

intended context.   

However, the critic‟s job is to explicate so here is the explanation:  

What is the Viennese Quartet? 

Refers to a group of four classical musicians, a 'Quartet,' who happen to be from Vienna, 

Austria. The city of Vienna having been the center hub of the classical music world for the 

past 400 years. Roger Waters makes this reference in describing the scenes in the movie by 

Stanley Kubrick's "2001 A Space Odyssey" in which a lot of classical music is used as a 

soundtrack. In one scene in particular a gorilla or Ape clutches the bone in his hand, and 

smashing it on a rock learns that it can be used as a weapon, he then throws the bone in the 

air in celebration of his discovery, while a Viennese quartet is heard playing music in the 

background. 

                                             Jean-Manuel Esnault & Thomas Granier  
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                                                                  From REG Issue #6   

 This revelation that the reference regarding the monkey is to Stanley Kubrick‟s 2001 Space 

Odyssey may throw into disarray “my” earlier reading about the monkey, indeed dampen it 

entirely for some, but it is not as contradictory as it seems. While I have presented the monkey as 

a „sensible‟ one, as someone who may at times even be an alter-ego for Waters himself, this 

reading suggests that man is like the gorilla or ape, with this difference that man is the only 

primate who went amok in discovering weapons of mass destruction that carries destruction to 

it‟s logical heights, unlike the ape who only started off the process. I believe my reading is closer 

to what Waters had in mind because he extends the Kubrick visual by making the monkey think 

and speak in this poem.  

“And he cleaned his hands in a pool of holy writing   

Turned his back on the garden   

And set out for the nearest town”(l.7-9)  

The monkey in Waters‟s song indulges in a Pilate–like gesture which „seems‟ to be valid in the 

changed times we live in and turns away from his personal Gethsemene . Waters is laughing at 

George Bush I & II of course and all those in power who have always been Pilates, the 

interesting twist being that in Roman times the Roman procurator of Judaea gave his nod to the 

crucifixion of an innocent man, Jesus, whereas in post-modern times the wheel has come full 

circle and these two Presidents‟ who take Jesus‟s name in vain give permission to the „American 

masses‟ to kill other innocent citizens. The culpability of the powers that be is clearly hinted at 

and Waters‟ strength is his ability to boldly criticize the leaders of the very system he stands in. 

This strength is unfortunately made use of by the system; all dissenters know that by being 

given  the freedom to be detractors the state puts them at a disadvantage, bringing in the 

ideological question of why they continue to bite the hand that „feeds‟ them.  Of special import is 

Waters‟ use of the phrase “holy writing” which not only expands the archaic usage of „holy writ‟ 

but problematizes the entire place of writing in the 21
st
 century. It is not just interpretations of the 

Bible or of any so-called Scripture that is called into question here but interpretations of all 

canonical writing itself, privileged and invested with authority and such documents/texts would 

include constitutions, writings in which political ideologies, economic theories and cultural laws 

are inscribed which are considered central to the followers of those systems.  

The most significant lines in the poem are definitely the ones that I should have, strictly 

speaking, dealt with before these:  

“And the monkey looked up at the stars 

And he thought to himself:memory‟s a stranger 

History‟s for fools” (l.4-6)  

 The monkey looking up at the stars may be symbolic of an expansive vision or a lack of interest 

in the happenings on earth. It may be out of a desire for escape or an urge to transcend or fly. Or 

it may just be an involuntary gesture.  It situates the lyric in a symbolic nightscape, however. 
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This nightscape is fitting because though the attacks took place in the day, they are deeds of 

darkness, nonetheless. Doubtless.  

The next two lines form (ref: above) the thematic crux of the poem. 

If we would collectively remember, the „madness‟ of men could be stopped to some extent. If 

memory was not treated as a stranger. Remember the times of slavery in Egypt and be kind to 

strangers in your midst, goes the Hebrew injunction.  

 If we did not consider history a fictional construct the „madness‟ of men could be stopped. 

Perhaps. To an extent. History teaches us common sense. As long as it‟s unbiased teaching of 

objective facts and statistics, whatever the interpretation may be, is side-lined for discourses that 

deal only with hermeneutic theory, with no reference to practice, things probably cannot change. 

There is no awareness and conscientizing that leads to action and movement in a purely 

theoretical world. To speak of the politicization of history is different from the attempts to 

fictionalize history. In other words, history is at present taught as if to fools and people are 

encouraged to forget and not remember, especially by authority figures and power groups.  

 At this point in the song Roger Waters‟ voice merges with the voice of a woman singer ,P.P. 

Arnald, on a single line:  

“Hold on, hold on, soldier”(l.10)  

 The song writer fades away from the soundtrack and his voice is replaced in the following lines 

by a keening voice suitable to the expression of mourning, relevant in the aftermath of this 

incomprehensible incident. But the last line on which his voice harmonizes with the new 

intrusive voice has to be analysed too.  

 Who is the soldier addressed here? And what is he supposed to hold on to, anymore? Why? Of 

course the text does not offer him anything to hold on to, it just asks of him that he hold on. To 

his job in the U.S, army, perhaps? Or his job in the Iraqi army? Or to the relief work in the wake 

of the WTC disaster? The army was called out , we know, to help the relief work, soothe the 

viewers, answer the questions of relatives, clear the rubble, offer protection etc. It is not that 

simple, however, for those who know Roger Waters‟s involvement in the anti-war movement in 

America during Vietnam and also the autobiographical references in his work to the fact that he 

never knew the love of a father because he lost him in/to the Second World War, killed in action 

by the Germans, when Waters was not even born as yet. The song is layered over by three traces 

therefore, the personal, the historical and the political. It is made more complex by the fact that 

the historical here refers, strictly speaking, to the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait and America‟s 

counter-attack and to the attack of the WTC. Our whole semiotic and hermeneutic attempt  is 

further complicated by the fact that we who read these lyrics and watch the video, are also aware 

of the resultant carnage in Afghanistan and Iraq, the more recent terrorist attacks and other ethnic 

and religious conflicts all over the world. „Soldier‟ – the universal soldier of Donovan‟s song - 

has become a sign under erasure for readers and the American soldier a two-dimensional symbol 

for viewers. He signifies a terrifyingly mindless devotion to the country or a helpless 

redundancy, in the context, arriving on the scene after the hapless deaths of the victims.  
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“When you add it all up 

The tears and the marrow bone 

There‟s an ounce of gold and an ounce of pride in each ledger”  

(l.11-13) 

 The British were once called a nation of book-keepers. The whole world now thinks in terms of 

accountancy - of “the profit and loss.” When we take „stock‟ of the 9/11 incident , „balancing‟ 

the sorrow and grief we feel at the deaths of thousands, victims of the cruel whims of terrorism, 

when we add it all up – the teardrops and the violence – “the whiteness of bones that atone to 

forgetfulness”- the tears of mankind that only God counts and keeps in a bottle to ask an answer 

for according to the poetic representation of justice found in the Psalms – the truth that emerges 

from the ledgers is clear: 

What is it all about?  

Gold (oil) and pride (power). 

 The love of these things is what has led men of three continents, North America, Europe and 

Asia, although belonging to different nationalities, religions and political, economic, cultural, 

social and historical paradigms to repeatedly play out the clash of civilizations. 

 In the video of the CNN & ABC clippings that frame the song‟s beginning you see the clever 

juxtapositioning of the images and the news of the attack being connected by „text‟ at the bottom 

to the falling prices of oil. It is the market that matters, not the deaths. What is bemoaned  by the 

blacks and whites of America, as the images show, in a rare moment of compassion that 

destroyed racism, is the loss of their people. But what the state mourns, as the media shows, is 

the falling price of oil and the loss of prestige and Power.  

Waters resorts to reductionism: 

“The Germans killed the Jews and the Jews killed the Arabs and the Arabs killed the hostages 

and that is the news”(l.14) 

 History is never that simple but news readers make it sound that cut and dried. The video offsets 

this bald statement encapsulating the history of postmodernism , that stretches according to many 

from the start of the second world war to 9/11, with images full of deconstructive possibilies; 

with its use of montage, kinaesthetic images, stills, the complicated soundtrack, music, 

techniques of editing, of framing the narrative etc. Some of the most frightening images of 

modern history are shown here, children wielding weapons that they ought never to have seen 

and cannot even carry.  

 The sentence too, is not that simple, because it shows the complexity of the modern world , 

where an action is followed not , as expected, by its repercussions on the doer but on someone 
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else. For Waters, a nation‟s atrocities lead a religious group to attack a region‟s natives which in 

turn leads to an attack by those natives on the supporters of that religion! Caught in the deadly 

crossfire innocent people die every day in fresh holocausts and there is no one left to add up the 

tears anymore but there are people all over the world bothered primarily or only about the gold 

and the pride.  

“Is it any wonder that the monkey‟s confused?”(l.15)  

He said Mama Mama the President‟s a fool 

Why do I have to keep reading this technical manuals 

And the joint chiefs of staff 

And the brokers on Wall Street said  

Don‟t make us laugh you‟re a smart kid 

Time is linear memory‟s a stranger 

History‟s for fools(l.16-22)  

The monkey‟s comment on the President is followed by the President himself speaking. He 

laments his ineffectiveness brought about by technology. Then the actual rulers of the country, 

the military leaders and the Wall Street brokers , interject to convince him that they don‟t believe 

he doesn‟t know what he‟s doing, “he‟s a smart kid” . They move in the simple framework of 

time‟s linearity, the absence of memory and the belief that history is only for fools. They also 

believe wholeheartedly, that : 

“man is a tool in the hands of the great God Almighty.” (l.22) 

Their certainty is both ludicruous and chilling.  

“and he gave him command of a nuclear submarine 

and sent him back in search of the garden of Eden”(l.23-24)  

The last two lines shows Waters at his ironical best. Man travels on spaceship earth in the sea of 

space. Earth has become a nuclear submarine that he can use either to blow everything up or to 

quest and find, once again, the garden of Eden (Paradise).It is no longer God who decides things 

but the political administration, the military and the world of high finance. The nuclear 

submarine assumes the form of an aeroplane – an abbreviation in the Borgesian sense - on 9/11. 

The music video ends in a cemetery, suggesting with characteristic Watersian dark humour that 

the only Eden left in a world that precipitated a 9/11 may be death.  The lyric definitely rises to 

the level of a poem. It has a nice mix of evocative images like “and he cleaned his hands in a 

pool of holy writing”, buried rhymes like “stone/bone” & “fool/tool” , repetitions of words 
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(bone/fool) and lines(memory‟s a stranger/history‟s for fools). In the Modernist manner the 

narrators of the lines shift from one line to the other, making its reading sufficiently engrossing 

for the critic.  The narrator, the monkey, the President, the Joint Chiefs of Staff & the brokers of 

Wall Street all get their chance to not only be there in the poem like characters in a play but also 

think aloud or speak one or two of the lines of the poem. As befitting a poem written in the 

aftermath of post modernism there are also clichéd lines like “there‟s an ounce of gold and an 

ounce of pride in each ledger” & “ man is a tool in the hands of the great God Almighty” erasing 

the boundaries between high art and popular art.  

 The song‟s title is apt because it cuts both ways. The lyrics make „perfect‟ sense especially in 

the context of the video and the title mocks at our attempts to make perfect sense of this 

gruesome incident. 

The Third and final Digression  

Coming to the virtual art-object the music video is, it is formed by the ordered mix – ordered 

partly by technology – of borrowed flowing kinaesthetic image-clips juxtaposed with stills, a 

highly complicated soundtrack, graphemic and phonemic text, music used as background and 

annotation , and lyrics; the whole thing well-edited  and crafted on computers using modern 

software with news clips borrowed from TV, primarily using CNN. This visible and audible 

signifier, to take a loan from modern literary theory‟s nomenclature, this „arti/e-fact‟ or 

construct, this digital „simulacrum‟ of three-dimensional reality,  has a number of invisible 

frames around its temporal and temporary static status. However its success seems to be that it 

makes an attempt to defeat the failure inscribed into post- modernism regarding its theory of 

language, that language perennially refuses to signify and mean. By complicating the ground of 

language as a communication process to resemble the Lacanian unconscious , this music video 

compounds theoretical enquiry too in its effort to create a new language that simulates all the 

elements known to expression including meta-language and meta-criticality. 

This neo-language, situated at present primarily in electronic and digital media, in television, 

film, virtuality, hyperspace or cyberia can be easily tamed by calling it televisual, hyper-real or  a 

product of cyberspace , discounting its radical nature which is essentially a-temporal, a-spatial 

and a-real. The question is can this hybrid product of technology and man collaborating, allow, 

by default, meanings to enter its interstices, historicizing history, politicizing politics, generating 

a new meta-real discourse thereby. Will this new discourse be fraught with even greater perils 

than the discourse of/on „text-uality‟ or will its patent non/un-reality disarm it so that it may be 

possible to wield it to yield to the dictates of the artist? The term art can be applied quantitatively 

and in a qualified way to such projects, but the label has to be used in parenthesis because this 

period of transition, after the sudden demise and death of postmodernism due to the 9/11 

incident, may eventually lead to cultural, economic and socio-psychological revamping of an 

extensive kind that requires new terms  to map such attempts. For example what shall one call 

the viewer/ reader/listener/ interpreter of a many-layered music video like this? Is multimedia the 

ultimate deception or will it lead to even greater deception as 3D holograms and the “feelies” in 

the Brave New World (Aldous Huxley) come into being or are we finally finding a parallel to 

reality, in the realm of human expression that can somehow subtly say what we actually wanted 

to say and mean what we hope to mean? Or is this just another mirage, the reality being that we 



69 
 

finally have at our disposal only one more means to create an art that is forever freed from its 

referent, free to endlessly create its own configurations of displacements , a multiverse that keeps 

breeding but never contains in it any traces of where it came from in its circumlocutions and 

perambulations?  

      I downloaded this video from the internet. Its point of origin cannot be ascertained. It exists 

simultaneously on computers around the world and copies of it can be made at the click of a 

mouse. This disturbing a-materiality of its surface,   whereby it can surface/open anywhere in 

this vast domain or network of linked computers stretching across the world is one aspect of this 

video worth bearing in mind. It makes it „immaterial‟ and impervious to copyright procedures 

and patents. Such transfers exist ouside the discourse of legality. How is it different from the 

corporeality of a book? In what sense can it “claim” to exist except in a more nebulous manner? 

Its „duplicatabilty‟ or transferability into different modes like cds and dvds makes it something 

many would like to translate into terms of surveillance & suspicion  and term „spurious.‟ Brought 

into common possession by a group of sharers, a community of people who have never seen one 

another , a new society that works outside the usual quantifiable social networks, people who 

believe in exchange and not in money, in value and not in profit, these semi-objects circulate 

freely and are becoming the basis for a million new subcultures. In the period following the 

death of post-modernism , while one cannot keep track of the beliefs of all these mushrooming 

subcultures a meta-study of the modes of expression and communication open to them is 

significant as a starting point. These semi-objects mediate between the giving community and the 

sharing community which is one and the same, and individuals play a lesser part in this entire 

process than the group itself. 

The music video can be looked at as a composite conglomerate of issues.  

Here is the text given at its bottom which we read as we watch. The first clipping says Gamma 

press on the top left hand corner and CNN at bottom with the message-text reading “America 

under attack death toll from attacks could climb into thousands.” 

Next (CNN Exclusive): “Rumours of shortages fueled skyrocketing gas prices: in 

Indianapolis the price for a gallon fluctuated between four and five dollars.” 

The third text reads: This Morning World Trade Center New York ABC 

CNN Live: Breaking News: All Intl. flights to DC, NYC diverted to Canadian airports. 

Courtesy Wnvw 

CNN Live 10.28 ET: Breaking News: Attacks against targets in New York and 

Washington  

I have tried to decipher the voices in the background of the video but apart from gathering that 

they are bits and pieces of the news being read out and snippets of the dialogues of shocked and 

frightened observers of the incident – simulated perhaps – I am unable to get the exact words to 

take them down for the purpose of closer study. 
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The sounds used are, of course, of the plane crashing into the building, falling sounds, 

explosions, heavy breathing, grief etc. 

The Viennese quartet comes in like a play within a play and fades away. 

The images are not chronological. They are a bit cyclical and some shots are repeated. The 

technique used is reminiscent of montage.  

We view a complex palimpsest and tapestry woven by an editor or editors partially aware of the 

strength of the medium. In choosing only reality shots, old and new, they add to the video‟s 

power. The „shots‟ of machine-guns and dynamite etc., in the hands of small children from Israel 

and Palestine affect us most strongly.  

The music also haunts us with its eerie pace.  

The video raises the question of meaning. We cannot claim that this kind of art doesn‟t mean 

anything. It is full of meaning as was the case with the great literary masterpieces. What eludes 

theory is explaining how this meaning has been created. It has been created by the confluence of 

the four rivers of intention and motive on the part of the group or community involved in making 

and distributing this artefact , the artefact itself , the community or group involved in perusing 

the object of art and finally the community that comments on it by placing it  in different 

contexts or tying it to referents or cutting it free from such referents so that it can be 

deconstructed. This wide process enables the virtual construct the music video is to be exhausted 

in terms of possibilities of content and the result is that it is studied in terms of meanings, non- 

meanings and anti-meanings to some extent satisfactorily. The virtue of such pieces of art lie in 

their complexity, they cannot be easily exhausted. 

 For example, in the video itself, there are a „thousand‟ details worth picking up. The shot which 

shows us the Statue of Liberty is one. In one of the shots where a child is holding a gun ,while he 

looks serious, behind him a man is laughing , and his flippancy dehumanizes the entire scene. Is 

it a toy gun? That introduces another question. In  a post-human scenario  like the one we are 

rapidly moving into, is the effect of watching such videos dehumanizing. Is 9/11 a subject for 

art? Is it not an insult to the victims to translate their powerfully absent presence, lives, memories 

and deaths – noticed only by its visible impact on the living in the video - into an art object and 

make it a part of critical analysis?  

 To all these questions the only answer is hinted at obversely by Waters himself. Should we 

spend our time reading technical manuals instead? That is the modern equivalent of Nero 

fiddling. The race of human beings require chroniclers who will keep alive the memory of past 

wrongs man has done to other men and to himself so that history intelligently documented as it is 

done in this video will not be a discipline for fools but will teach all men everywhere to hope for 

a better tomorrow and dream of a future where all men will live at peace with each other. Even if 

it does not look entirely possible today that is no reason why the attempt should not go on.  
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Sources: http://www.lyricsdomain.com/18/roger_waters/perfect_sense_part_i.html 

              http://www.rogerwaters.org/confused.html 

              The WTC tribute music- video made by an unknown using Roger Waters & Waking 

Born and put on Youtube. 

This paper was only presented at the Academic Staff Training College, Kariavattom, Kerala and 

not published. 
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Democratizing Teaching English Language and Literature in India  

      Horace's dictum was that poetry should “delight and instruct.” If the word 'poetry' is replaced 

by the word' education', nothing would be lost. Education has to delight and instruction that 

comes through delight stays with the instructor and the instructed. Eden, which means “delight” 

and Paradise, was the unlikely place where Instructor and instructed first met in the unlikely time 

of twilit evenings for delight and instruction, proving that Life can be Paradise when it is a 

constant process of education where delight and instruction revolve around each other and are 

one in a continuous harmony that forms a circle. The delight that mastery of anything gives leads 

to the desire for more instruction, till gradually the mediator of instruction recedes into the 

background so that the „active receptacle‟ can become an adept and even a new mediator in his 

turn, if so inclined.   

 What should concern prospective „professional‟ educators, teachers, facilitators and theorists is, 

however, not just the definitions and the points of origin or the aims of education, but the process 

itself. It is constantly undergoing change and therefore needs to be monitored because it is the 

part of education that consequently has the least light cast upon it from the detached and meta-

cognitive perspective of thinkers and practitioners who critique and analyze education. No 

amount of attention paid to the process of education can be too little if education is to constantly 

improve.  

      Jane Sahi, in the chapter “Correlation as a Pattern for Sustainable Growth” in her book  

Education & Peace, borrows from Gandhi his metaphor for education; something Gandhi took 

from Nature, of plants being nurtured by a loving gardener. Taking a leaf from Jane‟s book, the 

metaphor for me concerning teaching& learning lies in the parable of the Sower and the Seed in 

the Gospel of Luke (ch.8:v.4-15) with three or  four of its possible explications connecting it to 

the topic at hand. 

If it is looked at as a parable about the teaching –learning process, it offers us a rich mine of 

pedagogical and practical possibilities. Apart from the explicit metaphors of  farmer-seed-

ground(singular/plural)  and guru(spiritual preceptor)- gnana(wisdom) –shishya (spiritual 

adept){singular/plural} three other implicit metaphors are man- seed-woman, teacher-vidya-

student(s) and  last, but not least,  the triad of < the self  -   appropriate effort -   stages of 

development/self-actualisation.> This last reading where the parable is seen as a metaphor for 

inwardness wherein a mature learner should apply it to himself as a student and use it as a 

checklist to see if he has gone past the first three stages of learning and gone on to the fourth one, 

is the most exciting of the hermeneutical options available to the reader. But in practice, it is an 

arduous task possible only for students who have the patience and application of an archer like 

Ekalavya.   

      The interesting thing about the three metaphors I have touched upon here briefly; the primal 

Edenic situation, the Gandhian gardener with his cherished, well nurtured plants and the New 

Testament farmer and his field is that all of them speak of education indirectly but per se, in its 

real sense and context which is real life.   
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      These metaphors do not use the monstrously structured approach and jargon that schools and 

universities adopt that has arisen out of the latter‟s masses –oriented struggle to pass on 

education. These three metaphors overthrow the „banking theory of education‟ that Paulo Freire 

strongly objected against in his memorable Pedagogy of the Oppressed and they also „deschool‟ 

society as Ivan Ilyich wanted to because the context is widened to include everything around you 

and the teachers in these situations have to work hand in hand with the benign natural forces 

around them, with the full co-operation of the students.   

      Adam was innocent and WANTED wisdom, the plant has IN IT “a force that through the 

green fuse drives the flower” and the field will yield good fruit only if it is like “a good heart that 

has prepared itself “ for the seed.  This is holistic education at its best where there is a 

mellifluous melting together of content, context, mediation, mediator and the mediated. It is a-

contextual learning in that the mediator needs the skill, knowledge, understanding, discernment 

and wisdom to decipher the student‟s real needs and act/react with „auchithya; scientifically, 

creating the contexts suitable for him in which he can learn.Such behaviour on the part of the 

mediator does not automatically ensure success, because the mediated has to also actively 

participate in creating the conducive atmosphere to growth in which  he creates and maximizes 

his learning potential to its zenith. What consequently takes place is not transference from one 

vessel to the other but collaborative discovery – slanted and inventive.   

      Anita Rampal in her essay  “School Science in  Search of a Democratic Order?” (1997) 

addresses the issues of the present as a pragmatic educationist in the forefront of the battle to 

make education a matter of quality for the students of the rural poor in India in the twenty-first 

century. Her success lies in the precision with which she writes of many matters, making the 

essay a catch-all for an amazing number of ideas so that it easily transcends its aim as given in 

the title, to include facilitators of the non-scientific community like me who teach the urban rich. 

She ends her essay with a definition of constructivism; one of the parts of the essay that helps me 

tackle the question of how to adapt and apply her insights to my present world of teaching- 

learning.        

      In a nutshell, she states that science as it is taught today in the West and consequently in 

India, is monolithic in its definition, methodology and aim. It encourages elitism in its search for 

the „genius‟ scientist rather than have the ability to make itself useful and understandable to all 

the members of a democracy in sharp contrast to alternate versions of science like that of Rev. 

Dawes‟s “science of common things” that attempted to give prominence to applied sciences and 

took into consideration the cultural context of the labouring classes in a genuine effort to make 

the children of the poor into street-smart scientists. The Vigyan Shikshan Karyakram that brings  

to the financially and economically lower rungs of  a section of Indian society the kind of 

pedagogy usually available only to the rich in private, international, national and public  schools 

in urban centres, a  pedagogy that is student-friendly and of modest aims and hence able to meet 

its requirements, besides being low-cost in its technological inputs and eco-efficient , goes 

against this elitist notion of pure science. 
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      How does Ms Rampal‟s essay speak to teachers who come from disciplines other than the 

science subjects? Her points can be reasonably replaced, for instance, by someone like me, thus: 

  

1. English literature is taught in India as if it is the centre whereas the centres of attention 

should be weltenliteratur, national literature and regional or local literature. The texts 

could be in translation. English literature would naturally come in if the medium of 

instruction is English but not at the expense of the considerable wealth of other 

literatures.  

2. Englishes and the polymorphous literatures in English, still very much a necessity 

because of the fact that in the discourses of power and technology all exchanges  are 

made in „English‟, need to be taught in a student-friendly manner. Japanese texts are a 

good example of how English could be taught in a very different way from the 

methodology used in India whereby the child‟s multilingual abilities are fostered 

creatively instead of him being   forced to opt for excellence in one target language alone, 

whether it be the mother tongue or a national language or English or some other 

language. 

3. The approach taken towards the teaching of language should not aim merely at 

theoretical, critical and analytical returns but creative, literary and vocationally  useful 

output. Reading a poem that ends in the student writing his own „good‟ poem should be 

rated, to give just one example, equal to its capable exegesis.   

4. Refining the skills of painstaking reading, writing, thinking, speaking, (re-)presenting, 

communicating, expressing, listening , criticizing and analyzing being integral to any 

discipline , language teaching and literature appreciation holds a very important place in 

any curriculum. A more radical approach than Ms Rampal‟s would be actual 

democratization that would include students too in choosing the syllabus  and textbooks, 

teaching,  documentation, self and peer-assessment etc.   

For all this to be possible one needs to find the golden mean between the realist and the 

constructivist positions mentioned by Rampal.  “….the realist viewpoint …perceives 

reality as a stable configuration of objective facts , open to the identical inspection of all. 

Constructivism , on the other hand, is the belief that reality is personally negotiated so 

that each enquirer perceives a world depending on her (or his) preconceptions and 

where agreement , which constitutes factual knowledge, is a specific collective 

negotiation, with an often limited temporal validity. “(Rampal 255). The constructivist 

definition given by Rampal is of course not hers, but borrowed from cognitive 

psychologists like Jean Piaget, but she deserves notice in that she states it succinctly.  

The Realist Position.  

  

 I teach a syllabus with prescribed textbooks and a written exam the students have to take at the 

end of the year, by which their "performance" will be assessed. At the parent-teacher conferences 

and some of the staff meetings and through feedback I have received from some of the more 
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voluble students, I have come to realize that for most parents, for the majority of 

(Western/national) universities and for ninety-nine percent of the students what "really" matters 

is grades. There is also a "vast" syllabus to "finish/off" with only limited time to do it in. Added 

to these issues is the cumbersome paperwork connected to the Western idea of intricate 

documentation which has its plus and minus points, if looked at objectively. These are my job‟s 

constraints. I can also call them, if I so wish, factors securing/offering security to the students, 

teachers, parents and school managements. 

      As for the children themselves, while the constraints irk them they also impart a certain sense 

of safety to them because of their strongly felt need for a "clear" structure. Can constructivism 

provide the balance? One would have to give a double-edged answer; yes and no. Two schools 

of thought ; one that believes in subverting the system gradually and the other that thinks of just 

getting rid of it lock, stock and barrel and ushering in the new in a revolutionary coup d'etat are 

both theories that yield mixed  and not entirely satisfactory results in actual application. 

Facilitators like me who have moved through three positions, including the traditionalist one, 

(keep things as they are and make them function to peak levels in efficiency-) will understand 

what is meant. Another school of thought, meanwhile, opines "give the students what they want". 

There is a mélange or a Babel in theorizing on pedagogy, nowadays!  

  

 The absence of a cut and dried solution is “our” strength. As long as reflection and review goes 

on of the entire pedagogical process and things are in a flux there will be a vibrancy to our 

attempts to better quality education. It will ensure that we see ourselves as learners first and 

foremost and as facilitators second rather than as all-knowing teachers or “edu-actors”, always 

keeping us on our toes.  

  

Solutions That Raise More Questions Than Answers.  

  

 When we think of major educators and thinkers India has had in the recent past like Gandhi with 

his metaphor of the gardener and the plant, Nehru (the three language formula), B.R. Ambedkar 

(abolition of caste inequality), Rabindranath Tagore (humanism) and J. Krishnamurti (choiceless 

awareness) and of the democratization of education , an issue that was felt to be of the utmost 

importance by all the afore-mentioned giants, one also thinks of the topic at the personalized 

level of one's own professional practice. It seems obvious that one has to work on two fronts. 

One front has to be broad, group activity that would include revamping the curriculum and the 

syllabus including the textbooks. The other front would be narrow, considering how to apply 

these things at the miniscule levels of giving attention to individual students and the varied need-

based groups that we call  'classes' at present. 

 As far as English - an international link language that is also one of the nation's own languages 

(our window to the world, as Nehru called it) - is concerned, its democratization in the 

curriculum would have to include certain new drives in the latter‟s framing. The curriculum 

being too vast a topic to handle here, I shall concern myself more with the syllabus.  

Suggestions could be listed thus: a) The students should be consulted as to what they think their 

needs are and then drafts can go into the written form of the syllabus being prepared.  

b) The syllabus must offer freedom to the teacher to teach in more than one language if it fetches 

results. This applies especially to ESL. This would be an option and not a must.  
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c) The rewriting of textbooks that such directives would result in must be rigorously tested for 

quality and their ability to interest the learners.  

d) Where literature is concerned, the choice of texts must include international works of repute - 

in translation -, works from Britain in English, works from another English like American , 

works from IWE, works from Indian literature and local/regional literatures – (in translation or 

English.)  

e) Another option would be choosing short pieces making the coursework light for the students, 

but taking into consideration different genres and forms and including different ideologies and 

cultures. A syllabus like this would teach some  forms/types of poetry, a short story, a personal 

essay , a drama - preferably, a short one-act play-, a novelette and an essay (dealing with critical 

theory, theory or criticism) to be taught over a period of two years. The learning objectives 

would be limited to sound thinking, speaking, presenting, listening, writing and „reading‟ 

practices by which I mean advanced literary and semantic „appreciation‟ skills.  

f.) Assessment would be entirely revamped. While grades and marks would need to be retained, 

perhaps, for the sake of the "system" the emphasis would be on effective thinking skills, 

creativity, innovativeness, effort , presenting, listening and writing skills and attainments 

collectively. Critical analysis would be as important as producing creative output, with both 

being weighted equally. Getting published in reputed „journals‟ would fetch extra marks.  

g.) The output of another “new” language-oriented paper besides the already existing  papers on 

language and literature would be aimed at vocational use somewhere down the line so that 

teaching skills like writing CV's by introducing a subject called “Functional or Communicative 

English” would be a must. This paper would take into account new skills like translation, 

medical, legal and other kinds of transcription, technical writing, business English, creative 

writing, media savvy presentations, news reading, copy writing, script writing, reporting for 

journalisms –on radio, TV, film, print, web - editing, making publisher's choices, criticism, 

reviewing, research and scholarship, introducing teaching at school and college levels and other 

job-oriented vectors of language use.  

Practical Application.  

  

 The real challenge for the facilitator is in the "class". It is possible to come to an assessment of a 

student which is accurate and easy to help him in such a way that he doesn't slip back but true 

democratization would include the satisfying result that each student actually improves in his 

skills over the period of time that he works with you. This is the real challenge. He should not go 

away feeling that he was taught well but, more important, there should be a clear difference 

brought about in his ability to learn and do. His potential to be a 'mover' must be tapped and 

maximized. This is an area fraught with possibilities. I feel the answer definitely lies partly in 

constructivism. It also lies partly in allowing contemporaneity, by which I mean working with 

what the student knows of the present and is interested in, and the latest advances of technology 

adapted innovatively to mesh with the latest teaching techniques. This, along with the 

radicalization that could be brought in by ensuring greater student participation in "all" the 

activities the teacher considers his forte at present, is a possible solution.  

  

 An example: In my class while teaching poetry I took some students over to the computer lab 

and showed them a few hypertext poems and hypertext fictions and this set them thinking about 

the difference in the forms of poetry and fiction when it is 'written' down and 'programmed' in. 
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They became aware, to some extent, of concepts like interactivity, hyperlinks and lexemes and 

consequently of the complicated changes occurring historically in the two above mentioned 

forms without my having had to bring in the academic jargon connected with such modifications 

which might have ended up confusing them, as they are only in the beginning stages where 

literary theory is concerned.  

   

    The democratization of English and the teaching of literature in this beautiful language has, to 

sum up, to concentrate primarily on the objectives of ensuring that Englishes and the “new” 

dialects & registers (SMS English, the influence of the keyboard and the use of icons in chat 

language, Manglish, Hinglish, the  polyphonic jargon of  literary criticism and theory in English) 

are encouraged as much as British English and that this is not done at the cost of other languages 

or of quality in the target language. Literary appreciation has to deal objectively with real-life 

students and actual situations in a graphic and interesting way so that true democratization takes 

place whereby all the students are enthused to love languages and their infinite possibilities and 

go away considering the learning of Language to be a " poetic experience" that ignites their love 

for the „logos‟ and the „mythos‟ of language in a teleological way, as in the Parable of the Sower 

and the Seed, so that the memory of it will be one of progressive instruction and mastery gained 

through delight as Horace wanted it to be, and as Edenic as life's first learning experiences like 

breast feeding. 

       The only peaceful war “we” facilitators need to constantly wage, therefore, is one whereby 

there is a ceaseless effort to keep closing the gap between our notions of perfection and our 

consistently and constantly evolving ways of professionalizing our teaching and facilitating 

practices and strategies. This has to be done while continuing to sound each other out in the 

process of learning from each other. This may temporarily create the meeting point between real 

and constructivist teaching.  
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Why Sergei Paradjanov & his Films MATTER. (for Santosh and Satish Babusenan) 

Sergei Paradjanov. Imprisoned. Respected - highly - by Andrei Tarkovsky. Was he really a 

homosexual? I don't know. He was a threat to the Communist system. That can't be disputed. 

Something Socratic about being arrested for purportedly corrupting the youth and on homosexual 

charges - trumped up or otherwise.   

His films. His art. If you see Ashik Kerib , the protagonist is definitely a glorification of the 

homoerotic. One would seldom find a male as  beautiful as the Ashik of the film.   

I remember seeing Shadows of Forgotten Ancestors first. I'll never forget the way he directed the 

camera, the way it captures the felling of a tree in the beginning. I'll never forget the movie, 

although it was typically Russian, or rather, Georgian. I saw Ashik Kerib next. Then I heard that 

he died. My friend who was crazier that I about him did a painting of him and wrote an article on 

him. I did too. Both our articles got published. It was my second piece that saw the light, as they 

say. 

Many years later I met a genuine lover of film on a railway platform and offered to write an 

article on Paradjanov for his magazine. He took me seriously and sent me copies of The Colour 

of Pomegranates and Paradjanov's last film co-directed with Dodo Abashidze. The Colour of 

Pomegranates had the same kind of magic as Shadows, but somehow the last one, the Legend of 

Suram Fortress, didn‟t appeal as much to me.  

  

I tried, but I couldn't write about him. His images defied me. They couldn't be spoken of. so I 

broke my word and did not send the article in. I still have the films. But my abdication has never 

stopped bothering my conscience. This is an attempt to set things right because I feel that I now 

have the requisite distance to write about him. I showed some of Paradjanov‟s paintings to an 

artist-friend of mine and he told me that they were reminiscent of Da Vinci's. I showed sections 

of the film twice and got diametrically opposite views – once, highly appreciative, from a 

younger audience, once, negative - from an older audience.   

  

But let me speak of his images and their flow and see where it leads and what you think of them 

both, when they are described to you in mere words.   

  

I do not agree with his religious position – Orthodox – although Mikhail Bakhtin would have. I 

agree only partly with his political or nationalist and ethnocentric views and his heavy 

foregrounding of culture. But when it comes to viewing and reading his films as  powerful 

signifiers I am forced to acknowledge him, forced to use but two words to sum it up – radical 

mastery. Of a unique kind. Of, I dare say, regardless of objections that may rise from any quarter, 

the “essential” kind, primarily made up of excitingly visual poetry.  

Georgia, Armenia, Azerbaijan - these are three of the places he celebrates through three of his 

key films. The film Colour of Pomegranates deals with the life of Sayat Nova, an 18th century 

Armenian poet, whose poetry is characterized in the film by Paradjanov quoting Valery Briusov, 

as one of "the greatest triumphs of the human spirit." Paradjanov tells us in the beginning itself 

that what he attempts is not a straightforward narration of the poet's life and works but the 

creation of a cinematic or filmic equivalent for the uniqueness and beauty of his poetry. One 
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remembers T.S. Eliot's famous critical terms "objective correlative" and "unified sensibility" 

while watching the film. Paradjanov works in a medium that can only appeal to two of our 

senses, the eye and the ear, but he gives us an impression that all our five senses have been fed 

along with our hearts, spirits, souls and minds. This list which includes the body by not naming it 

is not fortuitous. His is an attempt at holistic art, non pareil.  

For someone like me who has watched four of Paradjanov's major films, what remains 

challenging is the range and sweep of Paradjanov's unforgettable images. "I am he whose soul is 

tortured," we hear repeatedly in TCOP in the beginning, a line taken from Sayat Nova's poetry. It 

is even possible that I am quoting this line wrong. Possible, but not probable. Not that it matters. 

It captures the essence of Paradjanov‟s films. The line fits perfectly not only Sayat Nova's 

ethereally anguished life but also Paradjanov's harrowing experiences.   

What shapes and/or form would be the equivalent/s of a tortured soul?   

Ivan's face in The Shadows of (our) Forgotten Ancestors is a typical example of masterful 

casting. After the death of his loved one, he looks haggard and woebegone. „The very picture of 

misery.‟ We see more about what Marichka meant to him in the crow's feet around his eyes than 

in the scenes before, sorrow piling up on itself and making us feel its intense pangs. And the 

shots of Ivan in a tree plucking an apple, Ivan eating an apple and then soon after marrying 

another woman for whatever reason, be it sex or her will, haunt us too with their reference to the 

story of Adam and Eve, but with the whole thing given an unexpected twist in that the second 

woman is shown to be Eve here. Did Paradjanov know about the legend of Lilith?   

But it is in TCOP that the images flow freely, like salt, stunning us with their grandeur.   

Three fish, two dead, lying on a pale, plain  background, but with one fish in the middle flopping 

around in agony , drawing its last breath with pain in this harsh world to tell the story of....   

Shakespeare, inevitably.   

A foot crushing a bunch of grapes, the red juice flowing from it like blood. Someone told me 

Madonna borrowed it in one of her videos.   

A knife on a white cloth, stained with spreading red...   

A page of ancient manuscript on which is written poetry that is not decipherable if one is not 

Armenian...   

Shot after shot transfixing us...tansforming us into thinking of the meaning of words like beauty, 

imagery, painting, “sculpting in time” and space, framing, composition, shapes, colours, form 

and... life.   

Into thinking of direction, the camera's eye, movement, audio-visual ambiences, the language of 

film and the grammar of cinema; editing.   

If Shadows is about first love and how true it can be, beautiful in its innocence and ghostly in its 

everlasting nature; TCOP is about how hopeless love can be at times and also how impossible it 

can be. Ivan's sexual initiation and awakening is beautiful, although heavily sensuous, when as a 

boy he plays with Marichka in the waters of a stream and they throw water at each other, both 

naked, he but a fresh adolescent and she little more than a girl. The play of light and shade in this 

section makes of their relationship exactly that; the play of love awakening into knowledge of its 

own glory and loveliness. It is different with/in Sayat Nova - the precocious boy who has already 

understood the power of words and images and the imagination and turned away from the 

stifling nature of religion - who sees the world in a lopsided artistic fashion and sees things 

others don't - when he turns voyeur and watches his father being massaged and bathed, watches 
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men bathe and finally watches a woman bathing -   

In one of the most memorable shots in the history of film  we are shown things from the boy's 

perspective - we become the child-voyeur   

What we see is a woman's breasts - soap  and water running over them like a pretty little 

waterfall and a shell covering one  of her nipples but we are both awe-struck  by the carved 

perfection of those breasts and made uneasy by the thought that formulates in our minds as we 

look alternately at them and the boy's expression - that catching sight of these breasts is going to 

mark him as separate from all others because they belong to none other than his mother - and 

 this marking is what is going to make him special.   

The child grows up into a man but he embraces the word for beauty's sake and not for the truth's 

sake. He seems self -possessed or driven to do so out of his understanding of the subtexts of 

music and the colours of cloth-dye the women in those parts excelled in making. Paradjanov uses 

images of half - opened, broken pomegranates to signify the complexity of Sayat Nova's (and 

his) personality.   

Each object becomes for him a signifier he can sing poems about - of transcendental significance 

- his real object being perhaps to somehow forget the one unforgettable, „terribly beautiful‟ sight 

of his childhood. Jocasta's breasts.  

The boy grows up into a man. He carries around with him a musical instrument that only an 

Armenian will recognize, their equivalent of the harp, the lyre and the sitar. The Axe of their 

space, the Armenian equivalent of the lute. It helps him sing and its round back looks like a 

woman's breast codified by now into an eternal pattern. He has become a poet. He has to sing to 

a princess. She falls in love with him. He falls in love with her. It is the old/earlier story repeated, 

of hopeless and forbidden love. He cannot have her, she is too beautiful and too far above him in 

station. He is born to be the tragic poet par excellence, the object of his desire is like a 

deconstructed text, like every text, perennially deferring meaning, eluding his greedy grasping to 

arrive at its significance. The images continue to fall into the vortices of our eyes like rain on our 

favourite roses' petals, blinding us with too much beauty.  They are no longer alone but coupled, 

tripled with theatrical tableaus and the kind of music that can only be called unearthly because 

we haven't heard its sort before. The music of the Carpathian mountains thrills us in Shadows but 

Armenian music sounds eerily beautiful - a mix of Persian and Russian that is indescribable. 

Paradjanov goes for many single shots and his editing is of a rough kind but the effect is strange, 

it carries us into the past effortlessly - it never fails to transport us into his mind where shells and 

peacock's feathers and precious stones and dyed cloth and rare shades of colours and shapely 

vessels mix together to remind us of a word in the name of another of his films - arabesques. 

Arabesques of pain that make us feel happy, somehow?!  

If I had seen The Legend of Suram Fortress first and only that I might have disliked Paradjanov. 

His collaboration with Abashidze somehow fails to evoke in me the same feeling of awe I felt 

when I saw Shadows and Ashik and TCOP. The sources he draws from notwithstanding, his 

work, like that of all greats, including Shakespeare, is not even. In Shadows he is on familiar 

terrain but easily transcends the best. In Ashik he enters such a strange realm of excellence that 

even I don't have the courage to follow him there by trying to describe in words the curious 

"spectacle" he serves up, so vastly different from anything I have ever come across that it defies 

verbal narration. A scene from it has haunted my poetic imagination - returning as an image I 

often write about - images of driftwood and a desert where tumbleweed flies aimlessly about in 
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the shifting and rollicking sand and wind. I have not yet been able to conjure up a better 

metaphor for mere meaninglessness.  

Till I saw the films of great directors like Bergman - Seventh Seal & Through the Glass Darkly, 

Tarkovsky's Sacrifice & Andrei Rubliev, Antonioni, Pasolini whom Paradjanov thought a film 

god and rightly so, The Marriage of Maria  Braun – by Fassbinder, Satyajit Ray‟s Pather Panjali 

etc., I did not give much credence to the rumour that the audio-visual medium could be as 

powerful as the word.  However, after viewing these along with films like the ones crafted by 

Paradjanov I began to have second thoughts about my basic premise. It seemed to me that a book 

could be written on comparing Tarkovsky and Paradjanov that would have as much right to exist 

as George Steiner's book on whether Tolstoy or Dostoievsky was the greater artist. I remember 

fighting with my girlfriend one day and to forget the pain going to the public library in my small 

hometown and spending time in the company of books written by all the authors who had won 

the Nobel Prize. To forget my so-called sorrow I wrote several things sitting there, and one was a 

piece that was in praise of the Russian national character for producing maximalist works , how 

they belonged to a tradition I could only envy , an incomplete Russian cathedral made of giant 

bricks like the works of - and it was here I began to subversively include not only figures like 

Osip Mandelstam, Anna Akhmatova and Issac Babel , whose works broke out of the maximalist 

mode, but also  great film makers like Kosintsev who will be remembered for his magnificently 

Russian Lear. and , of course, Tarkovsky and Paradjanov. It was to justify my own "love" of the 

minimalist/miniature and of film that I brought their names in. But to return - .   

The flow of his images.   

The love affair –craven- and running riot in symbols and emblems and motifs, with masks and 

frozen bas-reliefs of living figurines galore. Who can describe the richness of these scenes? I 

would have to be a Keats to speak of Paradjanov's films. To describe with exactitude what he 

saw etched on the Grecian Urn, Keats had to be a visionary.  I, on the other hand, am only paying 

back a debt after it has ceased to be relevant, perhaps, and in a manner that is actually a mockery 

of my good intentions. The journalistic trick of filling in my narrative by suitable slides from the 

film which I could cut and paste here to embellish my narrative wouldn't work in this instance. 

But I may be forced to do it, to reduce the uni-dimensional to just two dimensions on a flat 

surface. No, I refuse to. Let that task be left to the editors, if necessary  

Having been separated from his lover, Sayat Nova goes to live in a monastery. It has nothing to 

do with being religious. It makes for the right kind of experience for one who has not been able 

to enjoy requited love. The chief bishop dies and is buried. The sect is the Armenian Orthodox 

church and the symbolism in the rituals is surrealistic and makes for rich tapestries. The boy who 

was defiant and wiped the blood of the sacrificial cock off his forehead when it was drawn on 

there in the shape of a cross by his father is now quite at ease in the old dispensation of the 

religious order. Maybe he always was, for both poets and the many religious sects and divisions 

and denominations of Christianity are word -centred. He see dreams of his father, dying, and his 

mother too and finally of "her." Having become old, he has his most powerful dream yet, of 

invaders breaking the church down, of her again and finally of his death. The last comes true, 

telling us the invasion will too. But there is a clear indication that, like his poetry, his land with 

its curious mix of Islamic calligraphy and Armenian culture and Christianity will not yield to the 

new invaders' creeds and ideology but will survive and stay for ever young in the hallowed 

memory of people like Paradjanov who like the poems of Sayat Nova.  From whence came this 
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incredible movie and will come again, as indeed it has in history, Armenia‟s resurrection. The 

invaders have been driven out. Olaf Palmuk has won the Nobel Prize for literature. Strange are 

the games that destiny plays with the men and mice of this world.  

This article has taken interesting twists, turns, diversions, digressions and detours as is the usual 

wont of any article I attempt to write. But I must not forget that my main theme is Paradjanov's 

wizardry. Part of it lies in his ability to find sources that are translatable, flexible and malleable 

like gold. Like Jorge Luis Borges he creates anew from the shadows and works of his forgotten 

ancestors the material that he needs and can mold into great art in his cinematic medium, 

illuminating the politics and history of his time by reinterpreting them to get them to say what he 

wants to. Mikhay/ilo Kotsyubinsky's unforgettable love story set in the Carpathians, Sayat 

Nova's poetry, Mikhail Lermontov's poem that tells the story of a wandering lovelorn minstrel, 

an old Georgian foktale, Pirosmani's arabesques - in his hands they get metamorphosed into 

celluloid that people always end up comparing to poetry and fine art and sculpture and painting. 

Although the world's acceptance may mean nothing, of him the adage is true that a "prophet is 

not honoured in his own country, among his own people or by those in his family.” His films 

faced severe criticism in the USSR but kept winning award after award at every international 

film festival they were screened. Awards they richly deserve, as time testifies.    

It is as I dreaded, knew in my bones. I am unable, like before, to write about his movies to my 

satisfaction. I remember the golden bowl, the light aimed like a spear at the cathedral's roof and 

it caving in, the paintings on the walls, the man who when he was young looked like a Muslim 

and a girl but as he grew up had a face lined with sorrow, slightly long hair and a beard and a 

moustache reminiscent of Christ's and the typical imagined, stereotyped ig-noble Russian 

Tolstoyan peasant.  Colours never used before, shades of green and red and blue,  stylization, the 

eyes of the actors who are clearly only pretending to be the characters locking constantly with 

the still camera, the unearthly wailing of the music, the symbolism that means too much and is 

oblique, obverse, indirect, surreal... But how can these things be explained, it has to be seen to be 

believed - along with the rough grainy look and feel of this period film, the camera's odd non- 

movement, the rough editing – yes, no, I am repeating myself. I would not be able to write about 

Ashik Kerib either,or. Except to say that it is a mix of Muslim and Christian imagery with the 

stress given to Islamic notions of beauty - in that, very Lermontovian. These films resist even the 

verbal magic of an advanced adept like myself.   

I could write about Legend but it doesn't interest me except for the Georgian element. I could 

write about Shadows. Let me write about truth and beauty and love and tie it up with Shadows to 

end.  

Truth to tell, The Colour of Pomegranates and Ashik Kerib are not films I relate to with my 

heart, they have a cold detached desolate kind of beauty that appeals only to my intellectual side. 

The same isn't the case, however, with Shadows. 

Ivan and Marichka love each other deeply, with total innocent abandon, as if theirs is the only 

love on earth, but tragedy strikes and she dies. The grief stricken Ivan wanders around alone and 

has only one friend left , an idiot. Marichka comes back to haunt him. A woman who falls in love 

with Ivan's handsome body gets him to marry her. He remains unhappy. Finally Ivan dies, is 

killed, in fact, fittingly, by his wife‟s jealous lover, and we see him being reunited with the cause 
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of his death, Marichka's spirit. If ever a love story that praises eternal love has been shot with 

aching poignancy and nostalgic power it is this one. Starting from the muted red and brown tones 

of the beginning that makes us think the film is in black and white to its gradual unfolding into 

muted colour it fascinates us with Paradjanov's visions of how the camera should or should not 

move. We are introduced into the mind and heart of Ivan, the parallel of which one generally 

sees only in a Dostoievsky story. This is a very difficult thing to try out in film. The movie has a 

typical Russian and Georgian feel to it, the background of the Carpathian mountains, the music, 

the poor folk of the land, the lovely women with their attractive garb, the dances and the epic feel 

all testify to Paradjanov's ability to belong to the great Russian tradition. Why did the 

Communists find him so threatening? Because he reveled in and extolled the past. 

Revolutionaries know that it is dangerous to begin to understand the past. But artists know that 

the past is the only material we have at hand to work with. No one has worked with the past, 

whether of these now war-torn places and their rich cultures that he seems to know inside out 

that he brings into his films or the past of film itself, as well as Paradjanov. That is hyperbole, it 

is true, but deep inside I still hold to what I wrote about Paradjanov long ago - that he tried to 

raise film to the levels of religion, beauty, love, sex and truth and his failure is one of art‟s 

happiest successes. 
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DECONSTRUCTING BRUNERIAN CONSTRUCTIVISM 

  

The Concept Of Significance  

  

     A major development in the twentieth century for the student of theory was the evolution of a 

few defining terms that were seen to be highly utilitarian in their ability to refer to many of the 

humanities and arts disciplines simultaneously, making multiple interfaces possible. These terms 

are the sign, signifier, signified, signification, referent and the text - in their fullest connotations. 

  

     Readers of learning theories may notice that these important terms did not leave much of an 

impact on the discourse of Education. My effort in this essay will not be to ask why, but to 

connect these theoretical terms to learning theory and my practice, finally generalizing on the 

output. The obvious fear that comes to the surface, whenever theories that stem from Saussurean 

linguistics, structuralism, post-modernism, deconstruction and political empowerment are 

discussed in connection with learning, is the one about whether these are anarchic and subversive 

and will undermine the foundations of what child-centered education is supposed to be. 

Deconstructionists would laugh at the idea that education is supposed, a priori, to be this or that. 

It is true that polyphonic discourses deconstruct commonly held assumptions. But to believe that 

they are automatically against learning theories like Constructivism, which is the theory I want to 

examine, is misleading. Au contraire, to rigorously test the philosophical concepts that underpin 

a system, an institution or a philosophy is to do it a great benefit. 

  

     So, to frame my present effort, through which I hope to temporarily discover my philosophy 

or theory of learning, let me start by asking a few questions that seem relevant. To rephrase 

things in terms I am familiar with as a theorist, what will be my main signifier and what will it 

signify? What will be its referent? What is the text and what are the subtexts? My temporary 

answers, simply put, are: The learner – whether in singular or plural - is the signifier under 

consideration. No learner, no education. The signified, consequently, is learning. The referent of 

the process of signification which is naught but the process of learning is - a surprisingly 

DesCartesian finding - the interaction and interface between the learning self and the world from 

which it partially learns. The text, or education, is naturally the sum of these four parts. This self-

sufficient and significant system has been, contaminated, at least for me, by three subtexts which 

are 

a. the ideology of power 

b. the theories of learning  
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c. the need, due to financial, political, social and economic constructs, for „entrepreneurial‟ 

middlemen between the learners and actual learning.  

This impasse has to be faced now because it is a reality. My attempt will be to deconstruct the 

subtexts after discussing some of the salient principles outlined in Bruner's version of 

Constructivism, of which he is only one of the proponents. 

Constructivism And Bruner.  

     This essay is constructivist in shape. That derives partly from choice and partly from the fact 

that the course which is eliciting it is also, to some extent, deliberately or unconsciously, 

constructivist. Concurrently, the metaphoric framework I have evolved is both constructivist and 

deconstructive in that my key words and concepts are typical signifiers that slide in and out of 

one another and overlap in phallogocentric jouissance that is a reflection of the amorphousness 

of words and the indeterminacy of concepts that resist, ideally, fixity. Constructivism, based 

primarily on what Piaget stressed, the concept of cognitive structures – i.e. ; schemas - , is a wide 

theory of learning that comprises several perspectives and includes thinkers as diverse as J. 

Bruner and the neo-Marxist Vygotsky. Bruner's contribution can be summed up in the following 

points.  

1. The signifier or the learner should be the active agent in the give and take of the signified; 

learning. 

2. In the process of signification or learning the learner is not a finished referent-product, but has 

a sign on him that reads 'under construction,' like a good website.  

3. He learns not only to construct ideas and hypotheses but also to make decisions based on 

models that have a cognitive structure embedded in them. He thereby arrives at meaning, and 

patterns experience towards a definite qualitative end result and, in a sense, constructs himself 

with help from the world (environment) as referent.  

4. He learns extrapolation and transcending of subject boundaries, both typical outcomes of 

constructivist endeavors. 

5. Facilitation has to bring about the learner‟s ability to recognize first principles on his own 

initiative. 

6. It must lead to a profitable exchange of views (the Socratic dialogue and method of learning).  

7. The top-down approach of „delivering‟ knowledge and information has to be jettisoned for 

simplification, taking into consideration age and level- appropriateness.  

8. The building blocks or spiral method is to be followed so that by the end of the project the 

learner can build the entire „project‟ by himself.  

9. The facilitator has to motivate structure and sequence learning, besides planning the interval 

and ratio of interventions that negotiate the minefield of reward and punishment.  

10. The historical, social and cultural aspects of the signifier have to be taken into consideration 

to inculcate in him the "readiness" to learn.  

11. The learner needs order and organization so that spiral learning will take place, whereby the 

learner has the skill to build on what has been previously constructed.  

12. Facilitation leads to the ability and potential of the signifier to learn being maximized to the 



86 
 

extent where inferences that go beyond the mastered level lead to facility with abstractions, 

filling in of gaps, and decoding and remixing of all the relevant aspects of textuality.  

     Bruner doesn't take Skinner‟s concept of reinforcement into consideration and seems to place 

little emphasis on the learner's past, emotions or physiological needs. These can be considered 

flaws; not just in his theory but in constructivism in general. It is too psychological in its 

orientation and seems to deal only with the mind, brain, intellectual prowess and mental 

processes, to the detriment of other aspects of the learner and learning, unlike in the more holistic 

approach of Gardner. However, I remain drawn to Bruner's theory, because I am more mind- 

oriented than heart or body-centered.   

      Constructivism as a theory of learning and its postulates like Brunerism have already proved 

themselves quite application-friendly in U.S. and Europe and the degree of difficulty experienced 

by educators in trying to implement them is moderate. The Indian context requires that it be 

tweaked for our circumstances.  It is a user friendly theory because it deals primarily with 

patterning the process of learning into cognitive structures for best results and thus, in its crux, is 

aiming at the essential. Its implementation becomes difficult only if complicated by aiming too 

high.  

Illustrating the Theory  

      Coming to current practice, I would like to illustrate, using the above twelve-point 

explanation I have given of Bruner‟s form of Constructivism, several things that I have done that 

parallel almost exactly his theoretical viewpoints.  

      To ensure that the signifier in one particular learning situation I was in last year was involved 

in active give and take I made them engage in activities like  

a. listening to “novel readings” by two accomplished readers,  

b. participating in a video-viewing exercise (the film of the novel) followed by discussion    

c attempted movie-making of one section  

d. reading  

e. writing.  

The results were, I admit, mixed. But the active give and take definitely occurred.  

      By the end of the year, exposed to the idea of reading a by- any- standards „long‟ novel, the 

group of twenty-one I have taken as the case for presentation exemplified clearly the truth that in 

the effort to construct and situate  themselves as mature readers they varied widely in terms of 

achievement. While six of them actually read the entire book, which was task- fulfillment at its 

best, two of them read the lengthy allotted portion. The other thirteen coped by reading some of 

the more relevant sections of the text, listening to five chapters being read out to them, having it 
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reinforced for them visually through watching the movie and by trying to make a section of it as 

a film, using auditory aid in the form of literary readings and lastly by making use of a study 

guide available on the net. The results of the exams showed that those who had constructed 

themselves as mature readers scored the highest, the ones who had done the required work came 

second and the others lagged behind in spite of the active give and take of the sessions. The 

reason for this is obvious. While all these signifiers are „houses‟ under construction, the ones 

who read the entire text by themselves were the ones who participated most in the process of 

signification, with least intervention from the outside, and hence they were able to collect and 

assemble the most number of building blocks for the project. They have almost reached the 

target of becoming the signified in whom learning has taken place. They were deeply engaged in 

the process of signification – or of making sense of the text for themselves, to put it in a more 

germane fashion.  

      This was seen in their writing that is gradually developing, - reflecting not only their growth 

in the discipline but also personal growth – suggesting that they are beginning to imbibe not just 

content but the pattern of the cognitive structure embedded in the efficacious practice of learning 

that the theory of constructivism is when applied. They have not yet gone on to extrapolation and 

beyond the textual paradigms, but recognition of first principles is beginning to take place. For 

instance, now the group under observation has begun to understand the generalities that go into 

the make-up of a good novel like story, plot, setting, themes and characters and next year, by the 

end of the present module in its totality, they will also be able to recognize the specificities and 

peculiarities of a novel‟s tonality that makes it stand out in literary terms due to elements like 

aptness of dialogue, the pictorial quality, characterization, depth in treatment of themes etc. 

Gradually, the constructivist approach has begun to yield profitable exchanges of views and 

dialogues that are definitely Socratic in nature. My approach has taken age and level- 

appropriateness too much into consideration. As a result of pitching the standard too low and 

trying to transfer concepts and knowledge in too simple a fashion to meet even the supposedly 

lowest common denominator, instead of delivering learning from top-down, not as much ground 

was gained as might have otherwise been possible. In the attempt to motivate the group as 

facilitator, I was able to bring the power of collaboration into play by arranging for two fine 

readings of sections of the novel, especially one by an expert in the field that took into 

consideration things like the exact accent of the local dialect that was spoken by some of the 

characters in the novel. The content was divided into structured units for ingestion and the ratio 

and interval of interventions was planned appropriately with the stress being on reward and 

reinforcement – an element borrowed from Skinner – rather than punishment. This bred its own 

kind of chaos and slackness in the group but the philosophy was not sacrificed for a year. What 

was most interesting was the process of whole class reviews held in camera, so to speak, to 

gauge the measure of group and individual learning that had actually taken place.  It was an 

innovative venture that the group had never gone through before and led to a lot of discussion 

and proactive results, especially in the updating of notebooks by some of the members. An 

interesting facet that emerged was that gender seemed to play a part in receptivity to 

constructivist techniques of facilitation. Hopefully in one more year, if this whole method is fine-

tuned, the group which now shows much improvement in that nineteen of them seem to have 

become more focused, may eventually come to a stage where all twenty-one show enough 

acumen to go beyond the texts and prescribed syllabus to a place where making hypotheses, 
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spiral development and maximizing of learning potential - leading to self-improvement which is 

the constructivist aim - all become possible.  

Deconstructing Constructivism as a Means To Power  

      Several issues swam into focus in my attempt, of a very specific nature; therefore not 

addressed by constructivism directly. If the three or four areas that needed to be addressed 

urgently were reading, writing, student variability and lack of know-how regarding researching 

and thinking skills; perhaps it was because Bruner‟s suggestion that the historical, social and 

cultural contexts also need to be taken seriously into consideration to bring about a solution that 

would actually create “readiness” in the group was ignored. However, to do so would have 

opened a Pandora‟s Box, one which I would love to address next year. The predicament in doing 

so consists of the following question. What is the price tag on education for rich kids? Is 

advanced theory applied to learners in select Indian settings a modus operandi of the convoluted 

machinations of power, whereby the children of the rich get immunity from having to do what 

their less fortunate counterparts have no choice but to, while being assured that power will 

remain in their hands because of the superiority of the quality of education they get? Does the 

effective implementation of theories of learning like Bruner‟s indirectly foster and maintain in a 

country like India a new caste system, more rigid than the old, in its raising up of a class of 

learners who are elite because of the training they can afford and who learn, beyond cognitive 

structures, the only lesson valued by the „strong‟ of the world – how to increase in power and 

wealth and become rulers; an end for which the means is this kind of specialized learning?  

      If it is so, it is a case of the „constructivist‟ text called education being falsely constructed, 

without recognizing the gaps and discontinuities in the arbitrary and perennially changing 

relationships between the signifier, the signified, the referent and the world. The gap becomes 

fatal if the system does not realize that textuality is closed and kinetic but just outside of it, un-

quantified by any theory, there are large human factors that consist of much more than parents, 

business entrepreneurs,  position, fame, assets, high finance, aristocracy, influence and .... 

expensive education!  The „much more‟ is signified primarily, for the present writer, by elements 

like financially ill-equipped children,  elementary and high school teachers, learning support staff 

and counselors, the non-teaching staff and the work-force that cleans an establishment daily, to 

name just a few, and many other factors that are not quantified by most of the advanced, learned 

theories of learning. The factors include respect, equality and a developed awareness that the 

earth is part of a vast, beautiful, living web of life that always finds amusing the attempts of a 

few strands in it to consider themselves greater than the sum of the parts. In brief, theories of 

learning must be supported by a socially viable network like the one Aditi is certainly striving to 

be, communities of practice that take history and the world into consideration in such a manner 

that those in the echelons of power like the management and the parents and the facilitators in 

authority are sensitized to the adverse effects of a system that relies only on intellectual, 

aesthetic, scientific, technological, economic, bodily- kinetic or academic achievement. At the 

same time, this shouldn‟t result in a loss of motivation in creating achievers in these fields. None 

of these achievements are essential life skills, if they stand in isolation.   

      To sum up, theories with constructivist goals seem to me pragmatically sound but not 

humanizing enough, if its application is only limited to international schools. Education‟s general 
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theoretical drift today is similarly constricted by such theories being boxed into narrow strips in 

vibrant democracies like India.  

 Any theory of learning which ultimately doesn‟t send the learner in the direction of truth, 

and that includes responsibility to all one‟s fellow men; is, by inference, incomplete and needs 

deconstruction so that one may come up with a practice that creates in the signifier the innate 

drive to ask the age-old question: What is really significant enough to learn in the brief life each 

human being has on earth?  
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One More “Raid on the Inarticulate”: A (Seminal?) Research Paper on the Future of 

Creative Writing/ (C-o-urses).  

An Introduction  

Fritz Perls: “It is difficult to suffer one‟s death and be reborn.” 

{Lifted (source unknown) from a friend‟s posthumous publication – a poetry collection in 

Malayalam - where he quotes/quoted it} 

Pound on Joyce‟s “Finnegan‟s Wake”: “circumambient peripherization.”  

My name is Dr A.V. Koshy. I am a facilitator in India. I have designed and collaboratively run 

four successful courses in creative writing that had as underpinning the theme „reading and 

writing for ideas‟ but dealt individually, in turn, with creative writing, mythologies, lyricism and 

scripting plays, chronologically speaking. The courses were held at Srishti School of Art, Design 

and Technology in Bangalore, Karnataka, India. They occurred over 2006-2008 as Studio 

electives held over a period of ten to twelve classes, each class stretching over a whole day, once 

a week, so that the courses actually extended roughly for two and a half to three months.  

While doing the courses, in the midst of the heady feeling generated by the enthusiastic response 

I got from my students who are doubtless among the best in the world, certain theoretical 

interests and lines of inquiry that had long lain dormant in me began to resurface. The main ones, 

put down in no particular order here, are: Is there really anything called creativity? What is 

creative writing? Or writing? Is there a difference between the two? Is there something called 

originality? What is the nature of reading and does it really aid anyone in creative writing? And 

the last one – what purposes do such courses really serve? I mean, how do words like quality, 

standards and excellence apply to the processes and the by- and end-products of these courses, 

except, of course, pedagogically? Are they relevant or significant? Do great creative writers or 

great creative pieces of writing actually come out of well run creative writing courses? The 

courses are usually conducted by facilitators who are trained in delivering creative writing as a 

subject, seldom by someone like me who comes in from the cold like a spy and gets to do it 

simply because I work in one of those rare places where they are ready to give an autodidactic 

jackdaw who‟s a maverick a chance to do something he loves, for some obscure reason. The 

former kind of course run by the Princeton-trained teacher of creative writing fits well into the 

grooves of academe but does not really deal, I feel, with the above-mentioned questions I had 

raised to myself and my classes directly or indirectly during my four courses. Such courses 

perhaps don‟t even deal with the issues this present seminar wishes to address that include some 

I too would like to discuss ardently with the participating body of the seminar, issues familiar 

only to the offbeat or to those aware of the challenges of trying to be creative after the so-called 

„hour of Theory.‟  

„Inspiritedness‟: Trying to be creative. Trying to teach creativity. Is there, again, a difference? I 

think there is none, as the only good teacher I‟d approach to learn creativity or creative writing 

from would be one living and writing creatively and he wouldn‟t need to teach me anything. 

Being with him would lead automatically to the learning, although eventually it would obviously 
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take the tangible shape and texture of discussions, shared analysis of creative work, comparisons, 

contrasts etc. But what it would really be about is inspiritedness. An inspiritedness that would: 

Make one write/writhe, right/rite: Laugh cry dance chatter ape bear parrot monkey shimmy: 

Learn, attempt, essays, prose pieces, short shorts, drama, scripts, poetry, short stories, long short 

stories that almost become novels, novels, book reviews, film reviews, personal (diaries) and 

journalistic efforts etc., etc., etc., ad nauseam. Spilling over into many other media like radio, 

video, film, television, music, sculpture, painting, the internet  other fine arts, new media, 

hypermedia, mixed media, design etc., that I shall not go into in depth here.   

“Only God can” create something out of nothing. “Make a tree.” For Plato the poet is a maker, 

both divine and dangerous. For Tolkien, the myth-maker is a sub-creator, made in the image of 

God. For the dead friend of mine who passed away young, like Keats, who was called Aveesh, a 

Malayalam poet who also wrote in English and still hasn‟t “made it,” as far as I know, we are 

just tunnels through which words pass, leaving us empty.  Derrida derides originality. Differance 

is all that exists. Lennon, poet: “Words are falling down like endless rain into a paper-cup.  Jai 

guru deva. Ohm.” As in physics? Who/which is right? I teach creative writing. It‟s my bread and 

butter.  But bread and wine, for me, is writing. I‟m a writer. When I write I eat your flesh and 

drink your blood, I live. I become one who recognizes I‟m a fool but also one who makes poems. 

And water sees its master and blushes all over again. Inspiritedness.   

  

Part I – What is reading, creativity, being creative, creative writing, writing? 

It is personal history/ myth-making/writing memory/cathartic/therapeutic/intensely 

personal.   

Returning to Tina 1  

1974. The car speeding back to Trivandrum away from Bangalore. In the back seat, I, sleeping. 

Ten year(s) old, nearly thirty four something years back. The driver stopped suddenly. The 

engine had heated up; there was a chance it would catch fire. Fire! His mother woke him up 

roughly and pulled all of them - her four kids - out, out of the car. He started crying. Easy when 

you have more than one reason to. The coffin, he said, tears streaming down his face. Salt, taste, 

as always. That hadn‟t changed. Tina! His mother said, hardness in her voice, harshness he‟d 

never heard before, I lost one already, not going to lose you four too.  He saw that if it came to 

that she‟d leave the body behind. Corpus christi? Her seven month old baby. Dead. Gastro-

enteritis. Garden city, hell on earth, its beauty then and/but this onerous burden of a gift it had 

given them that would mark them all, especially him because he was the youngest, invisible, for 

the rest of their lives in different ways.  

She wrote a poem about it many years later, how God had given her five pearls and she had been 

unable to keep one and had held the other four more closely to her therefore, so that fate couldn‟t 

snatch any of them away from her again, before the appointed time. He was the youngest once 

more. Sometimes she‟d tell him things he couldn‟t understand and at other times things that he 

could that she wouldn‟t tell the others. Visions and dreams of her second girl, (the poor child?), 
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growing up, elsewhere, along with them. As each year passed she would look different. 33 now, 

today, if alive, probably married and having kids, working. Mother, dead. Father, alive. Brothers; 

two; sister, one; all older. Nephews and nieces, many. I was not meant to be the youngest 

actually. Is that why I always fail? “Ever tried. Ever failed. No matter. Try again. Fail again. Fail 

better.” „Worstword Ho!‟  

It is writing one‟s self/ves, one‟s body/ies.   

St. Joseph‟s, Vazhuthacaud, Trivandrum. 

The city is a map drawn on my inner body, like an unknown poem written and left there by a/the 

stranger who is my other, a poem totally different from that written on the same subject by 

anyone else. Even I. My city.  

The cathedral was vast, albeit empty; well-lit but silent. You could go sit there and no one would 

disturb you. You could sink into the silence that spread around you like a black robe or cloak, a 

woolen blanket, an ocean of awareness. Of bells and something even more ancient. Sitting there 

the tears would or would not fill his eyes, or overflow, for some reason.  Something to do with 

Jesus, he knew. That accursed Grunewaldian figure on the cross.  The pale Galilean shepherd 

and carpenter with whose breath, according to Swinburne, the world had gone gray. Although he 

– Swinburne – had had to admit that He had triumphed. The sobs, inexplicable, whether dry or 

not, that racked his lean frame at times in its entirety left him feeling no comfort, only more 

desolate than ever. “He had no form or beauty or comeliness that we should desire him.” Like a 

barren landscape or a deserted beach near the ever-surging, never-restful sea.  

There is no peace to the wicked but they are like its waves, ever churning up mire from the 

bottom of the ocean, saith the Lord.  In Isaiah that was one of his favourite books too, especially 

after reading Blake‟s explanation of why it should be.  

It is always “a journey by road”, “a quest” undertaken by sea, at night. One has to be an 

inventor, an explorer, a discoverer and a cartographer to walk, sail, live it.  

Returning from Tina 2. 

For years, people like Stephen Daedalus had been on another quest, the quest for the real father, 

one that he too shared, according to Nakulan, the great modernist bilingual Tamil writer who had 

died recently, who said that that that was why he went so often to his house. But he himself – the 

present writer - knew that he was on another quest. A quest that had been initiated by Solomon 

and sung of by Bob Dylan and written of by the author of the unfinished “A Man Without 

Qualities,” Robert  Musil  - like the later Musil he too left his major works unfinished. As of 

now. Diotima – that name would ever haunt him. Unlike Musil actually, because Musil‟s 

masterpiece had been cut short only because of death -  massive cardiac arrest at the gym, he had 

an expression of one having been taken by surprise - and he had completed Young Torless - 

whereas yours truly had never completed anything he had started writing. Musil, a name he had 

heard only Nakulan mention. First book taken and read from Nakulan‟s collection and the 

second one from the University Library in Trivandrum. His quest had never drawn results except 
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in music and literature. Once or twice briefly he had thought of some girl or woman he had met 

as having in her a little of the thing he was looking for. Sarah. Reena. Devika. Beulah. Rags. One 

or two of his students. “So many others.” Simple Minds.Virtual entities too. If they could be 

frozen in certain moments in time, perhaps. Bits and pieces. Odds and ends. Some spaces/places. 

The I-like- it -simply -because -it –sounds- so- right-and -exotic-on- the- shore/banks-in- the- 

clefts- of- Costa -Rica. Dust unto dust and ashes to ashes, of another tall tale‟s weft.  

There‟s no such thing called originality. Except when it happens without anyone noticing 

it?  

Tina in Limbo.  

She sat in the park as if she was another, another Matilda without books and without a pram and 

a couple went by with a son.  The woman was a gorgon. She tried to make them adopt her. But 

they wouldn‟t, they brushed her off kindly, when she grew insistent they became “angered” and 

“strode” away. Suddenly she was not a she but „s‟ less. She was Roger Waters‟ childhood‟s end. 

She was Bob Geldof. She was Pink. She was watching the father and the son walk away, after 

the father had just shook him/her off. In the movie. She swore to hold in her memory only the 

mother and not the father for the time being. So what if he had been killed in the war or 

otherwise? So what if she was a gorgon or she belonged to everyplace and everyone, so anyone 

could mistake her daughter for anybody?  

Part II : Is there anything called originality? No? Why write at all, then?  

The in-signifier called the written-typed-printed un-word 

In Musil‟s unfinished masterpiece – an aside: aren‟t all masterpieces unfinished ? – there is this 

amusing section about how meaningless it is to write a book. It goes something like this, I am 

paraphrasing it from memory, a conversation between two people about the books in a library, 

their number, their pages, the words in each, all counted and the calculation of how much time it 

would take a man to finish reading them all and the realization that he would die long before 

he‟d covered even a small part of that vast library of many floors where the compendiums of 

knowledge had been gathered assiduously. It was possible in ancient Greece to have the illusion 

that one had mastered all knowledge as it was in ancient India and so Shankara could climb the 

„Gnanpeeth‟, what a delusion if one is speaking of going through all text at its most basic,  just 

once, cursorily. No wonder such an evil form of fascism came out of Germany. “After such 

knowledge, what forgiveness?” It‟s true, I‟m twisting the quote. I mean, after Musil infers that 

all knowledge is meaningless or rather the attempt to conquer it is, it‟s only a logical step away 

from Hitler‟s deduction that all men don‟t matter and the attempt to keep them all alive is a 

matter of no consequence. It takes too much effort, who the hell basically has the time? I do not 

want to be politically correct, but I am a (not) Jew. It is like that all over again for me, I am 

surrounded by a sea of information, data, research material, books, journals, magazines, articles, 

research papers,  blogs, real and virtual graffiti walls, pdfs, MS word docs, other stuff like 

notepad, wordpad, text/s everywhere and I have stopped reading, overwhelmed by the mere 

enormity of it all, the gigantic lack of awareness of the crime being committed, the Lynne Truss 

feeling that I have forgotten the simplest of things somewhere down the line. Like Hopkins I 
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correct and correct but unlike him I now resultantly forget even simple words and how they are 

spelt. So much of writing. To what purpose? Yet people still write like demented daemons and 

awards are still given and the younger ones grow up and still read voraciously, something or the 

other, if nothing else text on celluloid and shops-given wrappings of newspaper shreds, so 

perhaps “it all coheres,” even if not on paper. Spewing spouting venting rants raves soap boxes; 

is there no end to the world‟s logorrhea? I may be turning literary fascist.  

I write for myself. It is self-indulgence. A form of verbal and literary masturbation. It is 

just a compulsive need I have which I fulfill. Art for irrationality‟s/art‟s sake.  

“Money, it‟s a gas.” That remains a valid reason.  

No pink slips because none sent out. That‟s a much saner option. A private world and its 

denizens. “Exile,” secrecy, “silence and cunning.” But isn‟t that just another form of escapism? 

I write because I can‟t but…it‟s an obsessive compulsive disorder. 

I inspire them - my students - somehow to enter the same sleazy whorl – of compulsive verbal 

outflow and choking gurgles, of this crazy world of inspiritedness.  

I write because I am a-political - in a world where there is no original Left. Discontinuity. 

Radicalix. Extremis. Rupture. Play. Game. Beauty. Chance. Class. Indeterminacy. N-

certainty. Apercus. The slipping, sliding and shifting of the endless chain of signifiers.  

You want me to write about “India”? I refuse. – 

I also refuse to compare U.S. and U.K. models of writing. This is Writing Decentral Calling, 

“You‟re listening to the wrong radio station!!!”   

I do not suffer from post-colonial angst or caste discrimination and am not a subaltern. We 

C.S.I.-Anglican High Church (“to the clear northern skies -of Narnia-, I give you King Peter the 

Magnificent.”) Mar Thomite, Syrian Christians from Kerala do not want – what? Decolonization 

because we  - what? We are the non-colonized. The advanced and the advancing, The east, the 

past, the best and the future. We rock. We take over, we come to rule the world wherever we go, 

eventually. That is the story of the Syrian-Christian diaspora. Neo- imperialistic, neo-colonial 

„Mal kreeps, alley?‟ So (not) like the Norwegian Smith‟s Friends? We learned  history‟s lesson 

well, unlike so many other communities. Our literary ancestry, partly, definitely, the Inklings. 

Just as our spiritual ancestors probably include Sadhu Kochuknjupadeshi, Sadhu Sundar Singh 

and Pandita Ramabai.  

Fractured Narratives = Fractured Lives. There is no I, there is us/them. There is no text, 

there is referentiality, allusiveness, intertextuality, intra-textuality, structure. Its absence. 

Multiple points of view. Schizophrenia. Paranoia. MPD. Aphasia. Agraphia. Agoraphobia.  

“Delta of Venus” shows a woman living a certain kind of life to create from it writing that she 

feels will have a subtlety and finesse and hence will live because of its Lacanian alterity.   
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Foucault was into dom-i-nation and sub-“jug”-ation. I mustn‟t forget to mention Baudrillard and 

Lyotard at least once, drily. Or the other Frenchmen, come to think of it, Debord, Barthes, 

Bourdieu, lest I look like I be not in the know, less suave than… after all no one knew how to 

play the game as well as I did once upon a time. In my Beckettian days.  

Plagiarism. Different Repetition. Collaboration. Community of writers. Contextuality. The 

keyholes.  

It is the life of the mind. “It‟s all in the head” “Esse est percipi.” O the mind, mind has fathoms, 

no man measured, call it cheap he may who never hung there.” “ I am large, I contain multitudes, 

do I contradict myself, very well then, I contradict myself.” “Multitudes, multitudes, in the valley 

of decision.” It all makes excellent fodder for creative writing as if they are or own one‟s 

thoughts. But is it original, isn‟t it only plagiarism, just arcs of words, piss, streams of  gracefully 

useless consciousness? “Eye, gazelle, delicate wanderer, drinker of horizon‟s fluid line.” “Write 

it then, damn you, write it, what else are you good for?” “A woman is beautiful, but even more 

beautiful than a woman is a loaded gun.” ”Fragments… shored?” Where are the links? 

Memory‟s discourse, is that all? Spouting lines half remembered, “on.” More sweet Beckett! 

Plagiarism makes non-stop non-sense, which is why I love it.  

The labyrinth. The maze. Complex. Relevance, Significance, A momentary Manifesto: The 

future of creative writing is not found in theory or success but in tracing out the curve of one‟s 

personal life and thoughts intelligibly and talking about one‟s individualistic heart-felt faith and 

vision and interspersing these strands with thoughts about the future of one‟s own writing. It also 

exists in an ever restless innovativess, a pioneering spirit, a search for nuance and depth that 

doesn‟t cease. The class as a space when one walks in and the students write and we read out 

each other‟s pieces comes alive with a magic of its own aided by technology and the fertile mind. 

The words intra-disciplinary,inter-disciplinary and trans-disciplinary dance in the air as writers 

become gods, mere men and women, children, animals and inanimate objects as well as worlds 

and miniatures and the universe in their quest for a language , older than the hills, newer than 

today, cosmic, for expression, for form, for style, for shape and content and substance, they 

grapple, they want to communicate, unknown to themselves, impassioned, they write , of old 

truths, like love, life, death, and new ones, sexuality, political awareness, the possibility of 

conversion. against casteism, against fanaticism and fundamentalism, for parity in gender and 

class, for dalitization, against abuses and unknown to themselves they shed the blood, sweat and 

tears of lust, agony and their colourful dreams till they write masterpieces, become great writers 

despite themselves, till the course ends and they eagerly await the next one because somehow 

they found the blood that runs through the veins, the pulse and the heartbeat, the air and the 

water, the body and the geist in the shell and they know now there‟s something that keeps it all 

going – that one day someone will come and sort everything through and once again the good 

works will survive and the bad ones get lost so it‟s worth trying endlessly and not giving up. 

“Some words to call your own and take them home.” Else how did all the stuff Koshy shows us, 

reads to us in his courses, survive, against all odds, known as if only to him and a select circle of 

his friends and now to us too, magically?  

Meanwhile “I still haven‟t found what I‟m looking for.” The courses run on like rivers. Ah yes, 

the first one got benchmark status in the institution in which I work, the students wanted the best 
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pieces anthologized and I did it with some little help from a student-friend.. The course 

documentation and the anthology await publication, which will hopefully come through one day. 

The three blogs – the second course on mythologies was spearheaded by my eldest brother, Avy, 

who is another great teacher of creativity and worked with me on the first three courses, as 

friend, philosopher and guide, ensuring they were cutting edge – on the following three courses 

are much appreciated in certain select, elite circles. The first course produced 25 books of which 

at least 2 were of high quality. The second produced 26 myths, mind boggling output, and at 

least one myth was of high quality. The third course saw a drop in students because I dealt with 

poetry but nine books came out of which three were of high quality. The fourth course on 

scripting plays was a knockout again with twenty students and the work produced was of high 

under-grad quality. I have become a teaching legend, and the courses have become cross and 

inter/intra-referential and intra- personal. The same faces, hooked, appearing again and again. 

We are creating a coded world of our own, Time to quit? Or should I go for success in the 

mainstream? In my parallel career as school teacher a student of mine wrote a piece in my class 

that came in the top ten for a B.C.L. competition. Maybe one achieves what one shouldn‟t 

(Buddha), immortality and longevity, through one‟s students and their work? A student recently 

offered to try and help me get published. A beautiful girl/woman in dark glasses walked up to me 

and asked me will you go through my poems and give me feedback? Why approach me? They 

consider you the best, she said. Which poor unknown ailing aging unfortunate randomness-

spouting pointlessist poet doesn‟t like being treated like a rockstar, even if it‟s only once in a 

lifetime, for a brief flash of a second? One more inspired poem came forth from that encounter 

resultantly, either because of that „sistah‟ or that sexual space/body/shape, in- transitory, 

incandescent even as it entered flight mode.  “Ah girl.” I‟d love to find my way into your heart to 

pick it for poems and inveigle my way into your jeans for my pleasure. Lust for the “yung and 

easily freudened” babes, that too. Musk melon. B.e-luv,ed. My own writing recently flourished 

once again, especially during the lyrical course. But I have not made for myself a name. Thank 

God. This is not one more attempt at futility. I still stick to my philosophy. A weird one. Don‟t 

publish yet. Be isolationist in one‟s stance as of now. Be a self – made myth but not for 

immortality. For some kind of ideal of excellence you have in your head that is not entirely 

subjective. Everything I write, I show it to a few others and then let it go. If it‟s about them they 

don‟t want it to see daylight and insist I destroy it. They feel it‟s somehow got a negative timbre. 

They have learned nothing, especially about freedom, unfortunately, from me, despite my 

lectures on living and writing freely in one‟s mind, at least. I keep writing. To write something 

that will survive only if God or others “won‟t willingly let” it “die,” that is my goal. I pass this 

philosophy on to my students unwittingly and as a result I am perhaps destroying them. Perhaps 

not.  

Clarity. Translucency. Intra-contextuality.  

“In the beginning was the Word.” 

He sits in a cathedral. St. Joseph‟s. Vazhuthacaud. Trivandrum. 

“There is nothing new under the sun.” 
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“O swallow swallow.” Cenci, and Malfi; “that body of hers.” Typical Indian shit? Yes. The 

Coetzean “disgrace” of it. But not the way he has used it. He has used it more in the sense in 

which Solomon and Dylan briefly used it. The Concept. The Jakobsian metonym.  

Part III. 

It means, like always, nothing, except that when one writes, one can string things together and 

make something of it. One‟s bread and butter and a little bit more. That is almost like what God 

does. Which is why perhaps people can‟t give up the fix. That is the future of creatively teaching 

learning creative writing. Pass on the high. The peace. The folded hands, the pipe. The beautiful, 

Gandalfian smoke rings.  

Times and spaces coalesce into creative writing courses. The clock ticks. “The page is printed.” 

It is deconstructed, self-reflexive, post-modern, modernist, Indian, anti neo-colonial meta-

narrative as well as slightly poetic prose. It is a research paper. But is that all it is? 

“O sister, when I come to knock at your door 

Don‟t turn away, you create sorrow. 

Time is an ocean and it ends at the shore. 

You may not see me tomorrow. 

  

O sister, when I come to lie in your arms 

You must not treat me like a stranger 

Our Father would not like the way that you act 

And you must realize the danger. 

 

O sister. Am I not a brother to you? 

And one deserving of affection 

And is our purpose not the same on this earth 

To live and follow His direction?”  
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One cannot write any, no, not even a single, new word. Neologism is passé. Not even 

“wordless.” 

One can only repeat the word, words.   

Deleuze‟s (and Guattari‟s?)  - what a perfect ending -  (rhizomes, nomadic  thought? No)  - 

idea(l) about how repetition is perfect not when it is alteration, or in simpler words, variation in 

repetition, but only when it is simple repetition; mere, perfect repetition, the same playing twice 

over….simple permutation and combination the best example of which is perhaps Beckett‟s 

divine song of the frogs in Watt‟s addendum. Krik. Krak. Krek. 

You cannot weight the difference, it is so (s)light, but there it is, at its most POWERFUL 

“Love, peace and empathy, do you understand me? I know you d/won‟t understand me.” 

And the word you don‟t say is the word he says in his heart, the mantra, five letters, two 

syllables, once Grecian, now English. Not creative writing? No? There is a duplicity in all this 

but let‟s leave that aside for the time being. But when it is repeated you can‟t really weigh the 

difference, can you?  You have lost that art, lost it to multiplicity. And therein lies its power.  

FIXITY. CHANGELESSNESS. “NO SHADOW OF TURNING.”  

When I was younger I said it all much better I think – I‟d write my own soaring climax which 

was pure poetry like the section in “And You and I” by Yes and then repeat it in the same short 

story elsewhere with only a few words changed – or leave two versions of another story on 

buying and selling a butterfly or getting it as a gift lying about – think of an infinity of such 

versions with absolutely no changes in them as Pierre Menard discovered! Something I‟m only 

getting to move towards since one needs courage to try it out successfully - a technique I loved 

and one that baffled the others who read my work, the others being my friends, the only readers I 

ever had. Pyromaniac and arsonist that I am, I burnt  -  “oh happy enterprise, oh venture of 

delight” - those pregnant pauses and found too late they were what re-appeared in films like 

“Paprika” in terms of structure, form and content. C‟est la vie. “Too old to rock „n roll, too 

young to die.”  

Axiom: One does not write to be comprehended. “The darkness cannot comprehend it.”  

Q: Yes. So is the future of creative writing to be found probably in this kind of collaborative 

palimpsests/ plagiarism etc., that you spoke of.? A: The collaborations need to randomly and 

radically multiply, stealing in gently so that there can be no survival. No? It perhaps lies in 

copies, forgery, of one‟s own work, so perfect one cannot detect anymore which is the original or 

maybe even gets rid of it thereby immortalizing it by infinitely multiplying it. Maybe. It lies in 

music, atonal, after Debussy. It seeds in the truth, not in deceit.  

Plagiarism. Sanity.  
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The story goes that Eliot was asked to be on the committee editing the Book of Common 

Worship/Prayer. His contribution consisted mainly of sitting there quietly, perhaps sleeping, or 

eating cheese, and opening his mouth to speak only when any change in the English was 

suggested, invariably to ensure that it was not made. Invariably, it seems, he won.   

DELEUZIAN (& GUATTARIAN) REPETITION EXHIBIT 1?!:“Our Father, Who art in 

Heaven, hallowed be Thy Name, Thy Kingdom come, Thy will be done on earth as it is in 

heaven. Give us this day our daily bread, forgive us our trespasses as we forgive them that 

trespass against us and lead us not into temptation but deliver us from evil, for Thine is the 

Kingdom, the power and the glory, for ever and ever. Amen.”  

Passion, neither question nor answer, is “the force that through the green fuse drives the 

flower. “  

AB-O(VO)RIGINAL. INDIVIDUALITY. DEUS ABSCONDITUS. NODES. POWERJAM. 

HARSHING MY MELLOW. OPEN-ENDED. APPLY CLOSURE. CHALLENGE.  

ANNIHILATION. NO SHADOWS TURNING.  

Tina. Tina.  

JESUS. JESUS. 

                                                   .i/In media reS/s.  

Authored by Dr A.V.Koshy (terrestrian@gmail.com) and innumerable other intertextual, intra-

textual, echoic, allusive, interstitial and referential influences. 

No bibliography given on purpose since it would defeat the very intent and motive of this 

attempt. All vagaries in language etc., done consciously. 

Three of the courses referred to can be referenced at 

http://mythocrator.blogspot.com 

http://lycralyricist.blogspot.com 

http://scriptingplays.blogspot.com 

Dr Koshy worked at Mallya Aditi International School, Bangalore, Karnataka, India from 1995-

1998 and taught part time in Srishti School of Art, Design and Technology. He did his research 

on “Samuel Beckett‟s Poetry in English: The Bridled Anguish of Non-Expression” in India, and 

has several research and other publications to his credit, also published in India.  

mailto:terrestrian@gmail.com
http://mythocrator.blogspot.com/
http://lycralyricist.blogspot.com/
http://scriptingplays.blogspot.com/
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Thanks to Geetha Narayanan, Tara Kini, Shuchi Grover, Arka M, Suravi B, Sathish Jayarajan, 

the Srishti & Aditi institutions, all my students, esp. Krittika Sharma and Kasturika Kumari 

Ranawat, my family, and many, many others who encouraged and helped me….  
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Time for Education to Die? (edited) 

Written by Ampat Koshy on Wednesday, 02 March 2011 at 19:48 

ALSO CALLED THE DEATH OF EDUCATION 

  

"... failure is not punished in games at all. The end result is unimportant." 

Jane McGonigal 

  

Somewhat recently, I watched a video on what American students in universities 

seem to feel about their education in the twenty first century. 

  

It was this one: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dGCJ46vyR9o 

  

What I gathered from this digital ethnography video made by Kansas University 

called “A Vision of Students Today” is that most of the students in America prefer 

to read webpages, write emails, sms text, facebook (social networking), watch TV, 

listen to music almost 24/7 - read: whenever awake -, play games online, party 

(social interaction), have fun, eat, sleep and 'work with' interactive media that is 

primarily audio-visual. They also have a fascination for "surfaciality", what is new 

and in fashion (in their various subcultures), and for what is somewhat  'edgy' in 

their reality that seems like trivia or morally in a grey area to academicians, things 

that include hacking and coding, widgets, apps, maps, humour as forwards, 

tribalisms etc.... Their major concerns seem to be that they have inherited problems 

that they didn't create and that they were being prepared for jobs that seemingly 

didn't exist yet so they didn't know if any of their preparation mattered at all.  

  

I also sat in on juries in Srishti School of Art, Design and Technology for at least 

thirty diploma final projects that included both internal and external juries. I took a 

class for seventh grade in Mallya Aditi,  running a Literary Circle for Geetha 

Narayanan's Project Vision research, and I also ran a course for eleven core skills 

students in Srishti in thinking and writing on the self and the social world for ideas, 

altering Urgent Evoke's ten quests for my purpose. Meanwhile, I took on French 

Transcultural Design students, in an ESL attempt, to help them to improve their 

English.  The outcomes - some of which are not yet finalized - were huge learning 

on my part from all the juries I attended, six portfolios from the seventh grade 

students, eleven books from the core skills students and a general (healthy?) sense 

http://www.facebook.com/ampat.koshy
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dGCJ46vyR9o
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of dissatisfaction on my part and probably on the part of at least some of the 

students about my kind of facilitating, because, to put it simply, things have 

changed.  

  

The juries left me feeling that Srishti was still the best place in India for Art, 

Design and Technology but I also felt that the work from the different departments 

encompassed too wide a range of standards, quality and versatility in the 

multifarious fields of product interface design, film, animation, textiles, 

"sangama", visual communication and furniture and interiors design. In most of the 

aspects of the usual, given criteria of premise, research, concept, process, 

materials, documentation, exhibition, product/outcome - leaving apart process and 

product/outcome there was a need for stronger inputs. It was clear that Srishti was 

still producing art and design bound to technology that was exciting and diverse 

but I wanted to look deeper at what was happening and find out the undertow to 

think about direction. 

  

I  am writing this paper to ask myself what I think is a significant question for me, 

which is what exactly is shifting in pedagogy and why, and what  is it titling 

towards or quixotically at , based on reflection on my own practice in the larger 

context of the participatory help I offered in all these ventures, including two I 

missed out on mentioning which was dealing with text editing in the recently 

concluded Epiphyte Exhibition that was the summation of the LENS Conference 

2010 and correcting reports written by sixth grade teachers for Project Vision and 

other scattered classes I took or hope to take on discourse analysis, writing poetry, 

writing a short story and documentation/presentation etc. Since I cannot deal with 

everything in its entirety I will be concentrating mainly on looking at the paradigm 

shift that seems to be occurring or ought to occur by linking it to my own course 

titled In Search of Quality that I have finished running, comparing it with older 

courses I had run. 

  

The larger context of India and education in India with regard to its growth and 

progress on all fronts including the spiritual, social/sociological, economic, 

psychological, philosophical, historical, cultural, bodily kinesthetic, political etc., 

fronts must also be kept in mind. Plus first, first definitions. Education means, 

everyone knows or ought to know, to instruct through delight. But the day of 

schools and colleges as factories that produce the fodder of employees for the 
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bourgeoisie is over. The system introduced by the British that was good for us in 

the beginning has died in India because of the challenges placed on it by the 

protean diversity of the other, the many others in our midst of whom  I am one, 

diversities that have not been satisfactorily addressed. I could name them 

ideologically and provocatively as the depressed castes, the poor and lumpen 

proles, the minority religions, girls, the differently abled, LGBT, the linguistically 

variant, the tribals etc. The equations of power and powerlessness with its 

gradations and hierarchies do not change, though a swift and bloody revolution - 

which hasn't happened in India and won't happen because the elitist powers that be 

know how to maintain the status quo - may change the agents for a while. It's in 

this historical scenario that I am teaching and have finally come to the conclusion 

that the best that can be done to improve education in this country is first to do 

away with it,  entirely, to start from nowhere and go  nowhere, both valid post-

human positions, and to offer/show absolutely no sign of any kind of a social 

conscience in the face of a rising tide of socially responsible monstrosities 

parading around in the name of man's last liberal, democratic and secular humanist 

religion, the bogey of "good education". 

It is important to explain the nihilism in the above paragraph that it is not a 

negative nihilism, but one based on a sober critical analysis of what is happening 

around us. 

I would like to quote from Jamie McKenzie first: 

  

  

"A Dozen Literacy‟s 

What is literacy? For this article we will define it as the capacity to analyze, 

interpret and understand information within a particular category of information or 

within a particular medium. Each category may require specific tools, concepts and 

vocabulary to unlock the full meaning of the information provided. 

While currently there is an international trend to narrow schools' focus upon just 

two literacies - textual and numerical - that trend is fundamentally undemocratic 

and disturbing in its implications. An informed person capable of voting 

intelligently on the difficult issues of the day must be capable of understanding 

much more than words and numbers. This article suggests a dozen categories of 

information, each of which involves a literacy. Good schools will accept the 

challenge of equipping students to understand information in any and all of these 

categories. 
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 natural literacy 

 artistic literacy 

 media literacy 

 ethical literacy 

 visual literacy 

 numerical literacy 

 text literacy 

 social/cultural literacy 

 emotional literacy 

 organizational literacy 

 environmental literacy 

 scientific literacy. " 

http://fno.org/mar09/dozen.html 

  

  

While McKenzie is seemingly on target in wanting to embrace complexity and 

teaching how to read across literacies, and to encourage real  critical thinking, the 

question that comes to my mind as the father of an autistic son who cannot master 

any of these required literacies is  first off  all an extraneous one, that of 

affordability and then an intravenous/intraneous one, that of the rationale for 

summative assessment and evaluation. There is a third one which is that of 

potential, possibility and potentiality, connected to the others that I mentioned 

earlier. Which brings us back to the old chestnut, what IS education? Is it 

necessary at all? Can a price tag be put on it? Should it have purveyors or should 

there instead be a freefall as in jazz and a commonality as in Christianity and  

Marxism of from each according to his ability and to each according to his 

need? Can one not construct his own path of learning or better still design it, or 

forego learning itself entirely and be found able to navigate life with the help of 

self-chosen companions after one has, so to speak, come of age, an occurrence that 

takes place in each person's life at a different time from his  neighbour's bar 

mitzvah or comeuppance, if it takes place at all. Once in a while, it cannot. No 

explanation needs to be given in such cases. 

  

The disconnect between America and the facebooking urban elite of India on the 

one side and the"unwashed mllions" on the other of whom many  facilitators and 

http://fno.org/mar09/dozen.html
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learners in the former lot are blissfully, consciously unaware must be briefly 

remarked on here. 

  

The point, if there is one, can be made by thinking again on an aspect of what 

education is not. It is not monolithic. It is protean. My daughters who study in an 

Anglicized factory model school, my son who is in an ill fitting special needs 

school and a money milking but result bearing therapy centre, my rich seventh 

graders, my core skills students, my tutees, the students whose juries I sit on, the 

ESL students, my loving abaya and djellaba clad ex-students of KSA and Libya... 

are all both beneficiaries and victims of systems of education that  themselves are, 

as in the case of the autistic spectrum, multiple and in a wide, unquantifiable state 

because involved in the deeper fabric of the messy ideologies of the stakeholders 

that drive them "forward," stakeholders who are themselves complicit in this mesh 

they did not create but are woven into automatically as half- willing, half- 

conscious partners, whether they like it or not and sooner or later become "the 

system."  

  

Is there a detour that is a temporary breath of fresh air in this uniform graveyard 

ambience? There may be in Geetha Narayanan's brilliant idea of "enactive design", 

presented in her talk in 2010 LENS, and Geetanjali Sachdev's developing idea of 

doing away with summative assessment from the tier of sensible evaluation - the 

others being diagnostic, prescriptive, formative etc., and her idea of looking at the 

subjective process of the experiences behind product-service-systems building on 

GN's premise. These women are interesting and intriguing innovators, but like 

mothers they are only starting with the clearing of the ground carefully. It is for the 

sons to raze the prisons to the ground so that no stone is left on stone of the shrine 

or temple of learning. 

  

An Indian educationist and practitioner should be familiar with  Ambedkar, Tagore 

and J Krishnamurthy rather than only with Gandhi and not just with 

constructivism, Gardner's multiple intelligences theory and consequent looking 

into or at learning styles, McKenzie's literacies that can be expanded, the ideal of 

differentiating instruction etc. Geetha Narayanan's work can no longer be 

bypassed. But most of all in understanding ruptures, discontinuity and systems 

disruptions an Indian educationist and practitioner has to look towards Buddha, 

Christ, Marx, Kierkegaard and the post-Derridean theoreticians like Agamben or 
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Badiou, for instance. If coming from such anterior positions of otherness,the five 

courses I ran would begin to make sense to self and be notes from the underground 

to the upper ground as to why one has to not deschool society but in answer to the 

question of quo vadis, educere one has to delouse the world by removing it entirely 

from the face of the soon to be late great planet earth. 

  

For instance, running courses where no one fails , as has happened in my/our 

courses dealing with about fifty students (except for one student who dropped out 

which  is not a sign of failure to me, but of success) may not be reflective of the 

dumbing down of education because in having to stick to the old system of criteria 

that includes weightage, marks, grades, percentage, fractions, decimals, attendance, 

meeting deadlines etc., plus the other usual criteria already mentioned once above, 

led me to give out A's very infrequently but at no point did I feel that any of the 

signs of closure in the process could make me say that any student had failed or 

that such a statement made any sense. I did not have problems with the beginnings 

always present in empirical teleology but I did have problems with the endings 

which took away from the much needed transience and ephemerality and 

temporality of the learning experience and instead tried to ground it in a linearity 

whereby one could not just abandon and move on, or complete or continue or be 

made aware that one's work was always in stages of   completion. A student who is 

also a teacher, a specialist, a generalist and a facilitator, according to me, just as 

much as I am, since every class and learning space involves crowd sourcing and 

swarming and  inputs of content, group work and problem solving interactivity and 

critical discussion etc., has every right in the student-centred idealism we 

constantly seek for to do or have done to her/him any of the things in the above 

list, a fluidity and porousness that may frighten some but does not scare someone 

who is interested in doing away with the system itself , in its entirety, so it can be 

replaced first, at its higher age and level layers by a "rhizomatic holonarchy"  (my 

coinage)that is also a syndesis and a chiasmus, not to mention a phalanx or 

phalanges. What occurred while running the courses was levelling at several 

disparate centrifuges, by which I mean between the old binaries of teacher and 

student, male and female, old and young,  of whatever religious, racial (east/west), 

or historical (north/south) affiliation,  to the point where it became symbiotic and a 

vista of autonomy opened up before our eyes  whereby it became possible to 

suddenly posit an open mutually supportive interactive learning process that would 

have absolutely no barriers, where all could choose discipline, subject, time -
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working around constraints - , spaces, groups to work in , all flexible and 

polyvalent, straddling simultaneously the virtual, the real, the symbolic and the 

imaginary. You could say that we glimpsed the future and some of us live it now 

namelessly. This process, if carried on relentlessly, may undo the more difficult , 

impossible- to- melt -down- and -destroy binaries like colonialism, socio-economic 

considerations, class, caste, and cultural privileging, without getting  rid of the 

relevant and the differences; provided one can identify either, a very tall task!. A 

big and fragile MAY. 

  

If this is made to enter into academically 'rigeurized' spaces it would die. That is 

why I suggest such spaces die instead. But it can exist in a continuum where one 

studies "only"  enactive design and not at all  product-service-systems and only on 

the objective exteriorization or subjective interiority in the experiencing of the 

process that goes into the material manifestation of thought that emerges as 

process-product-service-systems ,the interface where art dwells and can be 

designed as technology which is not utilitarian, functional or pragmatic except in 

the sense of autonomy and brings one back to life so that one is perhaps walking 

barefoot and feeling the ground,  smelling the flowers, watching the  clouds, sun, 

moon or/and stars, tasting one's palate or food and drink, listening to the sounds of 

nature or the city or one's friends conversations, immersed in living and 

multiplicity and plurality and whatever comes forth from it and aware also, 

simultaneously of not only the pure multiple or the radical multiple but also of the 

non-philosophy of the one and seemingly, finally, simultaneously, not any of it 

happening in different times or spaces but in a togetherness, and of what was once 

said long ago by an other:  "Disenchanted, he becomes dispassionate. Through 

dispassion, he is fully released. With full release, there is the knowledge, 'Fully 

released.' He discerns that 'Birth is depleted, the holy life fulfilled, the task done. 

There is nothing further for this world.' " ( Fire Sermon ) 
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OUTRO 

“This book is a compilation of pieces of work generated in a Reading and Writing for Ideas 

course "called Life." It's a synthesis of reviews, life experiences and fictitious/real stories. 

Together they reveal, hopefully, the progression and the depth of the author's literary vision. 

From a carefully sculpted “essay” to frenzied, spontaneous writings "that later turned into 

carefully wrought and shaped and formed and edited works," they all formulate my multi- 

colored reading. The book canvases my intrinsic values, ones that I as an individual deal with. In 

other words, it is this author's vision of the smaller and bigger things in life.  

The book is a direct translation of the author's emotion. The book leaps from masochism to 

incompetence to the effervescence of memories.  

The book is the conversion of nothingness to a slight something.” 

{Written by Arpita Rawat and stolen en masse with a few slight alterations by her creative 

writing teacher, A.V.Koshy as an "outro," because she said it all before as an epilogue, and that 

too, much, much better than him. Stolen with permission. Ripley. :) } 

 

                                                                 THE END. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


