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Abstract

In this dissertation, I argue that there is a tendency in postcolonial studies
to equate injustice with a lack of knowledge. The political task for postcolo-
nial studies is then framed in pedagogical terms: to provide the missing or
invisible knowledge that is the catalyst for political change, or the critical
element that makes redress for injustice possible. This tendency is a part of
a Marxist tradition of social critique that aims to expose and thus undo the
hidden workings of domination, but it also has something in common with
liberal thought, which assumes that education will improve those who are
not already free to participate in market relations. For both these liberal
and Marxist traditions, ignorance is tantamount to un-freedom, and igno-
rant people, though they may have the capacity for autonomy and critical
thought, are un-emancipated.

The literary works that I consider here are Jhumpa Lahiri’s “Hema and
Kaushik” (2009), Kiran Desai’s The Inheritance of Loss (2008), Mohsin
Hamid’s How to Get Filthy Rich in Rising Asia (2014), Wayne Macauley’s
The Cook (2012), Indra Sinha’s Animal’s People (2009), and Richard Flana-
gan’s Gould’s Book of Fish (2001). Though their authors may be interested
to some degree in making injustice visible, these texts do not lend themselves
in a fully satisfying way to the aims of either social critique or liberal political
reason. They show that education can perpetuate injustice and inequality.
They suggest that knowledge alone is not sufficient to ameliorate injustice,
and that representing injustice may compound as well as mitigate it. They
contain characters who knowingly perpetuate injustice. These literary works
show that knowledge is not the only factor required for political change at a
societal level or for the development of free, autonomous individuals.

Through my readings of these works of literature, I develop a multi-
faceted understanding of the problem of the political. I argue that politics is
an on-going project without end, rather than a decisive moment of transfor-
mation. Similarly, freedom is not an ontological state, but a process which is
always possible but never guaranteed, and individuality itself is constitutively
relational. Beyond knowledge of injustice, individuals need universalisable
principles and a reason to work with others to secure their rights in common.
These writers suggest agape as this motivating reason, and foster a sense of
agape in their readers.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

Manquer d’imagination, c’est ne pas imaginer le manque.

This dissertation was prompted by two questions which were more com-

pulsive than analytical. The first was how to frame, interpret, or even recog-

nise distinctly postcolonial texts in an era both of globalization and of the

persistence of on-going legacies of nineteenth and twentieth century impe-

rialisms. The second question was: if postcolonialism is an emancipatory

project, why read the novels and short stories which are the objects of anal-

ysis here at all? In what way, if any, did these works or the reading of them

contribute to the ends of postcolonialism? Wasn’t it likely that the consump-

tion of these exoticised texts contributed to the problems postcolonial studies

purported to address? In struggling to articulate these questions with any

sort of elegance or insight, I was, though it didn’t seem so at the time, follow-



CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION

ing, or at least dimly discerning, contemporary debates within postcolonial

studies. This introduction provides an opportunity, albeit a retrospective

one, to express those initial fumblings as more polished questions.

In his 2012 essay “Postcolonial Remains,” Robert J.C. Young describes

the postcolonial as not just a disciplinary field or a theory, but as a “wide-

ranging political project . . . concerned with interrogating the interrelated his-

tories of violence, domination, inequality, and injustice” (20). Postcolonial

studies, as Young defines it, is far from over:

The only criterion that could determine whether ‘postcolonial

theory’ has ended is whether, economic booms of the so-called

‘emerging markets’ notwithstanding, imperialism and colonial-

ism in all their different forms have ceased to exist in the world,

whether there is no longer domination by nondemocratic forces

(often exercised on others by Western democracies, as in the

past), or economic and resource exploitation enforced by military

power, or a refusal to acknowledge the sovereignty of non-Western

countries, and whether peoples or cultures still suffer from the

long-lingering after effects of imperial, colonial, and neocolonial

rule, albeit in contemporary forms such as economic globaliza-

tion. (20)

So far, so reassuring (or disheartening?): as the legacies of earlier imperi-

alisms and colonialisms linger while new forms of them evolve, so postcolonial

studies is still relevant, and the challenge to postcolonial studies is to adapt

or develop postcolonial perspectives for this complex situation. For Young,

what’s needed is not new theoretical paradigms, but “shifting conceptuali-
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CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION

sations” in order to be able “to locate the hidden rhizomes of colonialism’s

historical reach, of what remains invisible, unseen, silent, or unspoken” (21–

22).

The wide-ranging political project that is postcolonialism, as Young de-

fines it broadly here, has to do with visibility and invisibility. Referring by

way of evidence to postcolonial studies’ “appropriation and reconceptualisa-

tion” of Antonio Gramsci’s concept of the subaltern classes, Young argues

that “postcolonialism, in its original impulse, was concerned to make visible

areas, nations, cultures of the world which were notionally acknowledged,

technically there, but which in significant other senses were not there” (23).

This “politics of invisibility” continues to play an integral role for postcolonial

studies in the twenty-first century (22). Young distinguishes between the role

of the academic and the activist. For Young, the academic’s work provides

grist to the activist’s mill. The academic is concerned with the “politics of

knowledge,” with “articulating the unauthorized knowledges, and histories,

of those whose knowledge is not allowed to count” (23). For her part, the

activist “in the world beyond” is concerned with the politics of invisibility,

and “politics itself often involves a practice of acting in order to make the

invisible visible so that its injustices can be redressed” (23). Young’s poli-

tics here are a type of social critique. For the academic at least, the task is

to critically intervene (Young created and edits Interventions, an influential
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CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION

postcolonial journal), to subvert or criticise a hegemonic ideology by show-

ing how it relies upon exploitation or violence and is therefore unjustifiable.

By exposing how new forms of imperialism and nondemocratic domination

operate, this critique may also convince those who have not questioned it

before, allowing them to know better or differently. In this definition of the

politics of postcolonialism, emancipation is connected to education. Initially,

it seemed to me that ‘shifting conceptualisations’ meant acquiring new ways

of knowing and new information about the ever-metastasizing forms of im-

perialism and colonialism in order to be able to make a political or critical

intervention.

Toward this end, I looked for contemporary fiction concerned with the

issues Young raises, such as forced internal migration with push factors such

as war and environmental catastrophe, and pull factors such as the promise

of greater opportunity in rapidly-growing urban centres; the plight of people

who, though they remain in one place, are dislocated from their environments

by environmental destruction; economic migration over greater distance by

unskilled labourers without legal status in the country they end up working

in; corruption and civil unrest within former colonies; the economic success

but lack of accompanying democratic advances in emerging markets; the

growing gap between rich and poor in both emerging and developed markets;

and the continued marginalisation and disastrous outcomes for indigenous
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CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION

peoples or other historically marginalised groups even after a reconciliation

process of some kind.

As I’m interested and trained in literary studies, it’s at this point that

the question of the object of analysis and its framing become pertinent.

And this also marks the move to the second of my two initial questions. If

postcolonial studies is the political project Young describes, how do these

works, or the reading of these works, contribute to that? Is the critic’s task

simply curatorial? To identify and select works of literature that make new

imperialisms and the legacies of old ones visible, thematically, or in terms

of setting or plot? With regard to the framing of the text could it be that

the task, alternatively, or in addition, is to use globalization, development,

environmental, indigenous, or other frameworks when reading these texts so

as to foreground or make visible new and enduring forms of colonialism and

imperialism within the texts?

Making injustice visible is part of the reason why these works of fiction,

or the reading of them, is important. For example, Indra Sinha’s Animal’s

People (2007), raises awareness about the aftermath of the Union Carbide

chemical spill in Bhopal. Rob Nixon’s chapter on Animal’s People in his Slow

Violence and the Environmentalism of the Poor (2013) certainly describes

the novel in these terms. Nixon credits the novel with making visible what

he defines as the slow violence both leading up to and following from the

5



CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION

poisonous gas leak at Union Carbide’s factory in Bhopal. This slow violence

is characterised by its unspectacular nature which resists representation. It’s

multi-layered and unfolds on a number of scales with different temporalities.

Nixon argues that the novel is important because it makes this slow violence

visible, allowing it to be addressed and perhaps preventing other instances

of violence of this nature from occurring in the future. Nixon, like Young,

foregrounds the role that postcolonial studies plays in making the invisible (or

perhaps more properly the ignored, disregarded, suppressed, inconvenient,

and marginalised), visible. Young connects visibility with justice in the same

breath, as if securing the one secures the other, and Nixon makes a similar

move in suggesting that making slow violence more spectacular is a part of

ameliorating or preventing it.

However, making the invisible visible is not all that these texts do, and

reading them with Young’s definition of postcolonial studies in mind raises a

number of questions about both the literary aspects of these works of fiction

and the agents who see or do not see invisible imperialisms. The works of

fiction I consider, though broadly concerned with invisibility and injustice,

do not move smoothly in one breath from visibility to justice. Young notes

that the invisible is not so much unseeable as technically seen but not fully

acknowledged, and these works of fiction consider how the visible remains

unseen, ignored, or unimportant. Sam Jordison writing for The Guardian

6



CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION

comments that it was worth reading Animal’s People partly because he “was

over-due a bit of consciousness-raising.” He implies that the novel gives him

empirical information that is horrible but which he ought to know about,

and knowing about it might result in him doing something about it. But the

novel itself depicts the Kampani and the government officials in the latter’s

pocket as being utterly corrupt and completely self-serving; it’s not so much

that they don’t know as that they don’t care. In this case, the characters

who ought to be addressing the injustice not only know about it but do

nothing about it. Rather, the pertinent questions seem to be: why don’t

the characters know about, prioritise, or care about injustice? Why are they

violent, discriminatory, and corrupt, and why do they condone these things

in institutions of governance?

In The Inheritance of Loss (2007), Kiran Desai suggests that humiliation

prevents her characters from seeing both another’s plight and their role in

creating it. Having been humiliated, Desai’s characters go on to humiliate

others in an effort to protect their status and interests, to try to shore up

a threatened sense of self, and to try to create a more unassailable identity.

In Gould’s Book of Fish (2001), Richard Flanagan, with a degree of both

sympathy and aversion, connects not wanting to know with fear, the fear

that what I have might be taken from me, or that I am not entitled to it.

In How to Get Filthy Rich in Rising Asia (2013) and The Cook (2011), on
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the other hand, Mohsin Hamid and Wayne Macauley consider the inability

or refusal to see certain situations or people not as one of the failures or

losses of modernity but as a result of the spread of a liberalism which defines

success in economic terms, considers the individual to be responsible for

himself only, and assumes a hierarchical organisation of society is natural or

unavoidable. Macauley and Hamid’s novels suggest that to achieve success

in such a culture requires violence and a lack of empathy, and the success

itself remains unrealisable for some and is untenable for others. This state

of affairs is all the more horrifying because, for liberalism, it is progress,

modernity, the condition for creating happiness.

Not unsurprisingly, these authors also ask questions about the reader’s

role, or create and then unsettle the reader’s assumptions about her position

in relation to them. All of the works of fiction here use either or both direct

address to the reader or narratee and second person narration, forms of voice

and address which use ‘you’ to either or both include and exclude the actual

reader. Animal’s People appears to be an authentic victim’s memoir, but

Sinha characterises readers of such narratives as rapacious Eyes who don’t

fully understand Animal’s experiences because they’re caught up in their own

benevolence and superiority. At the same time, Animal, the protagonist who

also writes the story, does his best to keep the Eyes agog. In Filthy Rich,

Hamid imagines a self-interested reader who reads for material or cultural

8
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gain, but Hamid’s narrator also invites the reader to consider the novel as

an act of co-creation. Gould’s Book of Fish appears to have a frame nar-

rative, but the separation between the novel’s narratives and the past and

the present is undone at the end of the novel. Billy, the narrator of the cen-

tral narrative, slips into Sid’s world, the world of the frame narrative, and

the novel concludes by inviting the actual reader to do the same. The Cook

and Jhumpa Lahiri’s “Hema and Kaushik” from her collection Unaccustomed

Earth (2009) use the pronoun ‘you’ to involve the reader, to suggest a link

between the protagonist and the reader, but in the end the latter turns out

to have been addressing an absence, and the former speaks to an alienated

part of himself. In both texts, ‘you’ is used to emphasise isolation rather

than connection. The Inheritance of Loss is written mostly in free indirect

discourse, with occasional intrusions from a narrator. At times of crisis or

moments of insight born of extremity, the distinction between the questions

the characters ask of themselves and the rhetorical questions the narrator

asks the reader become unclear.

In addition, many of the authors of these works of fiction directly or

implicitly ask questions about the capacities of narrative, and explicitly con-

nect certain types of narrative with the perpetuation of injustice. Both Sinha

and Hamid mock readers who may wish to see themselves as humanitarians

whose reading alleviates the plight of the victims who people the narrative.

9
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Hamid, Sinha, and Flanagan also explicitly acknowledge that their novels are

commodities, the sale of which is lining someone’s pocket. Gould’s Book of

Fish and The Inheritance of Loss contain characters who are comforted by

stories when they feel threatened or powerless, but these stories, comforting

though they may be, contribute to the othering of certain groups or classes

of people; they make violence or a history of inequality seem acceptable. The

Cook and Filthy Rich show how a certain hegemonic ideology, in this case a

reductive version of liberalism, can intermesh with a particular narrative, in

this case, the Bildungsroman. Thus, the ideology not only perpetuates itself

but also makes it very difficult to imagine an alternative to it.

Notably, though they describe what we might call verifiable events and

phenomena such as the leak of poisonous gas at the Union Carbide plant in

Bhopal, the Boxing Day Tsunami in the Indian Ocean in 2004, life in the

slum of a mega-city in rising Asia or as a vulnerable, poorly-paid sans papier

in New York’s service industry, the GNLF demonstrations in Darjeeling in

the 80s, or Tasmania’s history of genocide and present-day logging of the

rainforest, these authors, with varying degrees of self-consciousness, reject the

status of authoritative purveyors of important but little-known information.

Animal’s People is set not in Bhopal but the fictional city of Khaufpur.

Though it appears to be a memoir, it quickly becomes apparent that it

is a novel. In Filthy Rich, Hamid teasingly refuses to identify the setting
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as a specific city in a specific country. Gould’s Book of Fish seems to be

a lost convict diary of great historical interest until Flanagan undermines

this elaborate conceit. The Cook’s narrative is unstable and it becomes

impossible to determine the time of its telling, while the first two-thirds of

“Hema and Kaushik” appear to be the narratives of two lovers reminiscing

to one another, until we learn in the final part that no such reminiscences

ever took place. In short, these works of fiction, not uncommonly, undermine

attempts to read them as evidence, the missing verifiable data, upon which

activism might be grounded.

Because their authors self-consciously position them as more or other than

sources of verifiable information these works of fiction are difficult to classify

as a form of knowledge an activist could use to raise awareness or money, or to

change policy, or to foment a revolution of the oppressed. Because the authors

implicate, invite and then exclude, and directly appeal to the reader, they

make it difficult for readers to view themselves as potential problem-solvers,

or to see themselves as aligned with or members of an oppressed community

who have received the information they had heretofore been lacking. At the

same time, the authors of these works of fiction — some more than others —

are clearly exercised by various forms of injustice, violence, and exploitation.

They seemed to be political but not in a way that I had been prepared to

define.
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Finding a new frame for reading contemporary postcolonial writing about

the globalizing present became the first aim of this study, particularly in the

chapter here on “Hema and Kaushik” and The Inheritance of Loss. At this

stage, I was still asking questions only about how to make visible or fore-

ground the unauthorized knowledges, and histories, of those whose knowledge

is not allowed to count. The two works of fiction in question, I found, tended

to be read as diasporic, with The Inheritance of Loss also being read as

cosmopolitan on occasion, though here cosmopolitanism seemed to be a sup-

plement to a diasporic reading, an attempt to fill the gaps left by the latter

critical approach. Not only were these readings not completely satisfying in

themselves, they also seemed to prevent the two works of fiction from being

read together, despite their similarities.

In an attempt to make a conceptual shift of the kind Young describes,

I decided to read each text using Zygmunt Bauman’s sociological concept

of liquid modernity. Bauman’s description of the experience of living in

the globalizing present fits very neatly with the worlds of both “Hema and

Kaushik” and The Inheritance of Loss. Bauman defines a liquid modern

society as one “in which the conditions under which its members act change

faster than it takes the ways of acting to consolidate into habits and routines”

(1). It’s one where individual achievements cannot be solidified into lasting

possessions because “conditions change so rapidly that strategies designed to

12
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respond to them quickly become obsolete and then a hindrance” (1). We are

unable to extrapolate from past events to predict the future, and the lessons

gleaned from past experience aren’t applicable in the always-altering present.

No longer pulled forward by the imagined wonders of the future, individuals

in a liquid modern society are running full-tilt just to stay in place. The

art of living a liquid life involves “acceptance of disorientation, immunity

to vertigo and adaption to a state of dizziness, tolerance for an absence of

itinerancy and direction and for an indefinite duration of travel” (4). For

Bauman, life in a liquid modern society is characterized by a withdrawal

from the public sphere, increased consumerism and marketization, lack of

interest in and attention to life in common, with none of the hopes of the past

seeming plausible if they are remembered at all. Bauman ultimately argues

that what is needed is emancipation, understood here as the development of

autonomous, independent individuals who judge and decide consciously for

themselves. It is the duty of the intellectual to provide the critical education

which is the only hope for not only giving us choice but also for creating, or

reclaiming, the conditions that make choice possible.

The world of “Hema and Kaushik’s” titular characters is very similar to

the one Bauman describes, but where Bauman offers an analysis of liquid

modernity, Lahiri’s “Hema and Kaushik” seems symptomatic of it. The tit-

ular characters experience the chronic vulnerability of liquid modernity, but

13
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don’t seem to understand its cause, and so try to ameliorate it using the

options it offers, with no great success. This short story cycle is a sort of fa-

talistic social realism in which Lahiri seems less interested in considering how

or whether liquid modernity might be altered and more interested in showing

how immersive liquid modernity is. Another interesting aspect of “Hema and

Kaushik” is the way that the surface of the narrative is troubled by catas-

trophic and violent events and by lives more precarious and endangered than

Hema and Kaushik’s. These more vulnerable lives are not discussed directly,

but intrude inexplicably and disturbingly into the narrative. Lahiri makes

an obscure connection between vulnerable, endangered lives and those which

are relatively more secure. This bring me to Desai’s novel, which makes a

much stronger connection between vulnerable and more secure lives.

The way that Desai’s novel doesn’t fit within Bauman’s framing proves

as useful as the ways that it does. Initially, the main rub of this pairing

was that where Bauman talks extensively about flux, and the ways in which

liquid modern life overcomes fences and borders with sometimes dizzying re-

sults, Desai’s novel suggests that the flow depends on the fences and vice

versa. Bauman’s description of liquid modernity, perhaps as a result of the

focus only on flow, does not give as much attention to those trapped in place

or behind fences, those who suffer the catastrophic or violent events which

disturb but are not addressed directly by Lahiri’s narrative. Interestingly

14
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unaccommodating as Desai’s novel proves to be in this regard, a connected

discrepancy, which proved fruitful for this dissertation, is the difference be-

tween Bauman and Desai when it comes to altering liquid modernity.

Bauman works within a tradition of social critique with emancipation as

its objective which is familiar to postcolonial studies. Not dissimilarly from

Young or Nixon’s arguments, Bauman argues that “We need lifelong educa-

tion to give us choice. But we need it even more to salvage the conditions

that make choice possible and within our power” (128). Though Bauman

describes education as lifelong, he appears to conceive of it occurring within

formal institutional settings; he also notes that education is increasingly a

path to upward mobility, high earnings, and job security (28–29). For Bau-

man, this tension between the uses of education and its capture by economic

interests are causes of concern and appear to be almost insurmountable.

Bauman distinguishes between the teaching classes and the taught, or the

masses, with the former being emancipated but few in number and therefore

relatively powerless, and the latter being many and labouring under a false

consciousness produced by the culture industry which provides great, if spu-

rious and fleeting, comfort. In his final chapter, Bauman discusses the work

of Hannah Arendt and Theodore W. Adorno. He addresses the intellectuals

who will be in the vanguard of any revolution of the proletariat as he consid-

ers how to live in these dark times. He concludes by saying that intellectuals,
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who do understand liquid modernity even as they cannot be understood by

the masses who are not emancipated, should continue to hold themselves

apart; by doing so it’s possible that their social critique may become more

widely comprehensible at some unforeseeable future time. Thus, though it

looks forlorn, this is the most hopeful option.

Desai’s novel does not align itself with this position in a number of ways.

Firstly, she does not make a distinction between intellectuals and the masses

and does not reserve the role of the vanguard for intellectuals who hold them-

selves apart. A perhaps more egalitarian thinker than Bauman, she doesn’t

really reserve it for anyone. Though differences in class, gender, ethnicity,

wealth, and location amongst other things result in very different outcomes

for the different characters, with historically marginalised groups and indi-

viduals tending to be more vulnerable and more subject to violence, all of

the characters in Desai’s novel exist within a multiplicity of connected if dif-

ferent stories, and all of them tend to be focussed on their own individual

stories. They are genuinely unaware of how their lives are connected with

other people’s, or they choose not to be aware or not to give importance

to the lives of others. Further, Desai is not writing within a revolutionary

frame, or not with a commitment to a revolution of the oppressed as Bau-

man seems to be. Rather, she describes a world where people are inextricably

connected to one another. Though the characters create as they are created,
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their difficulty comes with realising and then retaining an awareness of the

constitutively relational nature of human life. Such awareness is necessary

in order to be able to imagine not individuals in a rigid hierarchy competing

for finite resources in a zero sum game, but some version of a common good

or commonly shared interests within communities of people who themselves

are not similar in class, wealth, culture, education, amongst other things,

and who are divided by the societal and personal histories of violence they

share. She deals with all of her characters sympathetically. They are vari-

ously ridiculous, cruel, self-involved, ignorant, vain, and self-deceiving, but

the novel is generous with all of them, considering how it might be that they

are the worst versions of themselves, and noting the moments where they are

loving, hurt, confused, and creative also. Desai is suspicious of revolutionary

fervour and the outcomes of education. While sympathetic towards the rea-

sons for civil unrest in Darjeeling, she is concerned that the unrest will result

not in a different way of organising life, but in the same hierarchical divisions

with different people in positions of power. Formal education in the novel

contributes towards the perpetuation of racism and classism. What is absent

in the novel is some sort of compassionate engagement with other people

whose interests compete with yours but with whom you live, who affect and

are affected by you. Or, in Bauman’s terms, there is a dearth of any idea

of life in common, even though the characters’ lives tug and chafe against
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each other. Beyond this, the novel also suggests that something beyond so-

cial critique is needed to create a sense of a life in common and individual

emancipation, both necessary for altering the conditions of liquid modernity.

Though Young is not writing in such simplistic terms, his contention

that “politics itself often involves a practice of acting in order to make the

invisible visible so that its injustices can be redressed” can be taken up in a

simplistic way which equates injustice with ignorance. Oppression, violence,

and injustice appear to be problems of information only. If people knew what

was happening, then justice would surely swiftly follow. Desai’s novel raises

different questions: not what the characters don’t know but why they don’t

know. Why do they refuse or seem unable to see injustice with which they

are connected if not implicated? Some people are not at all ignorant about

the injustice that they perpetrate, so the question is not what is known but

who knows: whose (if anyone’s?) knowing will alter the situation when the

person perpetuating the injustice knows she is doing so? Is there any hope

for people who know but don’t care, or who don’t want to know? Animal’s

People and Filthy Rich playfully if pointedly illustrate that readers may learn

about an injustice and feel better simply for having learned about it even

though they do nothing about it. As a result, spectacular representations

of injustice, often very distant from the viewer or reader, serve not those

represented, but those reading or viewing them. In the context out of which
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Animal’s People was written, it may be that ways of ameliorating a situation

— in this case raising money for desperately needed free medical care — relies

on if not stereotypical, then at least two dimensional, representations of the

people who need help. In such cases, an injustice is being both ameliorated

and perpetuated at the same time.

Another problem which comes from connecting ignorance with injustice

is that it assumes only a single definition of justice. I’m not making an

argument for a relativism where anything is acceptable but rather making

the point that in a heterogeneous community with long-standing historical

inequality where interests compete as well as being held in common, what

justice looks like needs to be negotiated. The possibility for dialogue between

the parties to a wrong may be slim if I take your disagreement with me to

be a sign of ignorance; it’s equally unlikely if you wilfully deny that your

acquisition of wealth, or your well-being comes at my expense. All this is

to say that Desai’s novel, though political, can’t be read as a form of social

critique such as that which Bauman advocates, and the same is true of the

novels in the remaining chapters. This is not to downplay or deny the role

of social critique in the postcolonial project of emancipation, but it is an

argument that social critique alone is insufficient.

Useful as Bauman’s description of life in a liquid modern world is for

foregrounding an elusive but present aspect of the postcolonial, the ways in
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which Desai’s novel doesn’t align with his thought on altering liquid moder-

nity through the critical education of the masses by the intellectuals in the

vanguard raises interesting interpretive questions about both what else pol-

itics might consist of and the political nature of Desai’s novel and the rep-

resentative novels that I consider. Desai’s novel pictures a world in which

all of the characters are interconnected, however self-involved or myopic they

might be. If we are all inextricably involved in the lives of others anyway,

how is political community created? If we understand emancipation to be the

development of autonomous, independent individuals who judge and decide

consciously for themselves, what is the relationship between these individu-

als and the community which creates and is created by them? How can a

heterogeneous political community based on difference rather than sameness

be imagined? When individuals and groups in a society are divided by stark

differences in social standing, wealth, recognition and enjoyment of rights,

physical well-being, access to education and health-care and such-like, what

might a political community look like? What type of political community

can both encompass and seek to redress these sorts of differences? Where the

possibility of a life in common seems unimaginable, what entrenched cultures

or ideologies contribute to this sense of impossibility? What literary forms

are associated with such ideologies and how can these be adapted to make

a life in common seem more imaginable? What rhetorical strategies do the
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authors of these works of literature employ to effect what they thematise, or

in what way are these particular literary works performative of what they

also describe?

Bauman’s thick description of liquid modernity identifies the absence of

life in common and also an inability to identify that a life in common is ei-

ther missing or desirable. But his characterisation of liquid modernity doesn’t

help with understanding how this situation came about or identifying what

is responsible for creating it. Young comments approvingly that sociology as

a discipline has in recent years “abandoned its former narrow national focus

to turn to an interest in globalization in the present” (22). But he also ob-

serves that “in sociology’s turn to globalization . . . the historical perspective

so fundamental to postcolonial studies gets largely removed,” which seems

to come near to describing the difficulty with Bauman’s Liquid Life (22).

The widespread absence of emancipation which Bauman observes can make

it seem as if liquid modernity is like a continental shift or a new ice-age. It’s

happening to us, but is beyond our control or ken. In trying to bring the

settings of the novels into focus, and the way in which the characters create

their own situations, something else is needed. To this end, Barry Hindess’

work on liberal political reason brings the necessary attention to history and

how it informs the present.

Hindess, a sociologist by training who has been a member of faculty in a
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political science department for many years, identifies liberal political reason

as a legacy of imperialism and a broadly influential contemporary political

idea. Liberal political reason is the norm for political theory, and its princi-

ples inform the programs for political and economic development promoted

by international agencies, and the governmental practices adopted by both

independent postcolonial states and former imperial powers. Hindess notes

that academic political theory in the second half of the twentieth century,

“which overwhelmingly presents itself as liberal in character, prefers to fo-

cus on the assertion of liberty” as both exclusive to liberal political reason,

and as its defining characteristic (Hindess, “Political Theory And ‘Actually

Existing Liberalism’” 348). Though liberal political reason may share “the

peculiar modern view that man is essentially free,” it is “by no means unique

in this respect,” in that this same view of the human capacity for autonomous

activity is shared “by other political isms of the modern period” (“The Lib-

eral Government of Unfreedom” 99). For Hindess, the form of liberalism

espoused by academic political theory, which focuses only on the assertion

of liberty, has conveniently forgotten the authoritarian aspects which also

always characterize liberal rule, and is thus both “anodyne and ahistorical”

(“Political Theory And ‘Actually Existing Liberalism’” 349).

Hindess goes on to offer a historically informed account of contemporary

liberal political reason and its assumptions, showing in the process how this
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imperial legacy has taken root and proliferated in the present. He argues

that what is peculiar to liberal political reason is not its view that man is

essentially free, but the “optimistic belief that a reasonable approximation to

this capacity (for freedom) is already widely realised within the populations

of the modern West” (Hindess, “The Liberal Government of Unfreedom”

99). Hindess points out that this belief rests on an enduring assumption

about the market’s role in the realisation of our inherent freedom. For lib-

eral political reason, the market “promot[es] the capacity for autonomous,

self-directing activity — first, by encouraging individuals to calculate the

costs and benefits of their own decisions, thereby . . . fostering the cultivation

of prudential virtues, and secondly, by undermining relations of dependence

and subservience” (99). If one is convinced of the liberating capacity of the

market, it follows then that “the ubiquity of market relations in Western soci-

eties” ensures, or at least suggests, that a large proportion of the population

in such societies has realised, or is close to the realisation of, the capacity for

freedom (100).

This anodyne, ahistorical version of liberalism which prefers to focus on

freedom has a developmental cast and is authoritarian. Hindess argues that

far from liberty being opposed to domination in liberal governance, the two

“are joined in liberal thought like two sides of a single coin” (94). With

reference to classical liberal thinkers and the history of British imperialism,
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Hindess argues that for liberal political reason many (though not all) people

and societies have the capacity for freedom, but some of them have not yet

realised it (or cannot). There are those who, because they are not engag-

ing in market relations and therefore fall below the civilized norm, “must

be subjected to improvement through more or less extended periods of dis-

cipline before they can sensibly be left to manage their own affairs” (104).

Freedom is, paradoxically, at once innate and bestowed through discipline, or

perhaps assisted development. Liberal political reason, because it assumes

that it’s only by engaging in market relations that a subject can attain au-

tonomy, also prescribes and then seeks to enforce a normative process for

subject-formation. Because of its developmental cast, it accepts a hierarchi-

cal organisation within and across societies as natural or given.

Hindess argues that liberal political reason is the pervasive political idea

of our time. Following some of the implications of Joseph Slaughter’s work, I

suggest that the Bildungsroman is instrumental in the widespread acceptance

of this ideology. The Bildungsroman, with its focus on individual develop-

ment, responsibility, and success, is the perfect vehicle for liberal political

reason. I argue that Filthy Rich, The Cook, and Animal’s People in partic-

ular draw attention to the way liberal political reason relies upon or deploys

the Bildungsroman form. In the process, these novels show that liberal polit-

ical reason, claims about freedom notwithstanding, is authoritarian, violent,
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and hierarchical, and that it prescribes a single route to subject formation.

These novels suggest that far from being egalitarian, a society organised along

the principles of liberal political reason is authoritarian, creates inequality,

and depends upon unjust hierarchy. Yet despite this, adopting the practices

of liberal political reason is seen as a sign of progress and modernity.

Contrary to the tenets of liberal political reason that individuals are both

self-creating and somehow already autonomous (in the right conditions), the

novels I’ve chosen all suggest that we are constitutively, inextricably involved

in the lives of others. That we create community or society as it creates us,

though our creating is incremental and more often than not on a relatively

small scale. In order to explore this rather different conception of subjectivity

and subject-formation, I rely upon Peter Hallward’s Absolutely Postcolonial

(2001). For Hallward, the process of becoming a subject is inventive, on-

going, and non-automatic. The subject is “specific to but not specified by

(his) situation,” which is to say that the subject necessarily exists within

a particular social context, but that this formative context is not, or not

necessarily, determining (49 original emphasis). The subject is less an on-

tological state than an on-going process. An individual is “not endowed, in

advance, with an innate freedom that need only be exposed through elimi-

nation of . . . constraints,” as liberal political reason would have it, but comes

into being through the on-going and never guaranteed process of resisting or
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altering the specifying relationships and conditions of her existence into “re-

lational indetermination” (50 original emphasis). Specifying forces can be,

amongst other things, cultural, historical, environmental, and political. As

an individual is constituted (though not determined) by these relationships,

he cannot transcend them, but he can alter them. At one point, Hallward

defines the subject as “nothing other than the conversion of specified relation-

ships into specific relations” (50). In addition to conceiving of individuals

as shaping and shaped by their situations, the works of fiction I consider

(apart from Lahiri’s “Hema and Kaushik”) suggest that constitutive rela-

tionality places the individual within a context which can be altered, but

not transcended. Constitutive relationality makes this individual capable of

creativity and imagination.

For social critique with its politics of knowledge and invisibility, knowl-

edge is connected to justice. As an individual learns to see the invisible,

she learns to do something about it. The problem for the novels I con-

sider is not an absence of knowledge, or not only an absence of knowledge.

There are characters in Desai, Sinha, Macauley, Hamid, and Flanagan’s nov-

els who know all about the sufferings of others, or who suffer themselves.

The question for these novels is more along the lines of: How can a political

community be imagined when there are sharp differences between individuals

and groups in social standing, wealth, recognition and enjoyment of rights,
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physical well-being, access to education and health-care and such-like? What

type of political community can both encompass and seek to redress these

sorts of differences? Andrew Schaap’s work on creating political community

in the midst of inequality and violence helps me to consider postcolonialism’s

political project as more than social critique. In his essay “Reconciliation as

Ideology and Politics,” Schaap defines the problem of the political as less to

do with information and more to do with creating community. Schaap fol-

lows Jaques Rancière in giving ‘politics’ only positive connotations. ‘Politics’

is by definition democratic. It is the affirmation of pre-existing equality in a

context where this is disavowed or a demand for justice in its absence. For

Schaap, the problem of the political is the on-going response to “why those

who happen to be in proximity to each other should look to the same law

and political institutions to secure their basic rights. While it might be true

that every person has an interest in securing certain basic rights for herself,

each person also needs a reason why she should co-operate with others in a

particular historical community to secure her rights in common” (252).

The particular historical community Schaap writes about is Australia in

the wake of a reconciliation process which was seen as securing the status quo,

but the problem of the political is pertinent beyond this context. In fact,

where the acceptance of liberal political reason is widespread, resulting in a

focus on an individualistic rights model, but also the assumption that only
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individuals are responsible for their own successes and failures, arguably the

problem of the political as Schaap defines it becomes very widespread. Cer-

tainly the novels I consider here pose imagining what a political community

might look like as an intractable problem in the face of the naturalization of

an unjust social order.

Schaap, drawing on Rancière, does not imagine politics to be about con-

sensus or agreement, but about contestation or dissensus; further, political

unity is never presupposed or assumed to be the end of politics: “Political

unity would not be presupposed in terms of a shared commitment to those

principles of justice according to which reasonable members of a well-ordered

society would arbitrate their political disagreements. Rather, it would be

understood as a contingent possibility of politics that comes about through

contesting the nature of the injustice that brought the parties to the conflict

in the first place” (251). Schaap’s essay does not offer a hope for a utopian

future where everyone will be equal. Rather, it offers an on-going model of

politics which attests to an already existing equality which ideology tries to

gloss over. The political subject who is interested in processing this wrong

doesn’t pre-exist the political event, but comes into being through it, and is

both “supplementary” and “unstable” (Rancière, “Un” 563). This is not dis-

similar to Hallward’s description of subjectivation as the on-going but never

guaranteed process of transforming determining forces. The political subject
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comes into being through engaging in politics. There is no type of person

more or less qualified for this type of political engagement. Anyone can do

it. As for the place or sphere of politics: it can be anywhere, it has no proper

place precisely because it is a disruption of the proper placement, the hier-

archical ordering of affairs which ideology naturalises. “There is dissensus,”

says Rancière, “when we don’t know how to designate what we see, when a

name no longer suits the thing or the character that it names. A dissensus

is thus an aesthetic matter. It is a matter of poetic invention. . . . There is a

poetic of politics which consists in inventing cases of dissensus” (560).

Still, the question remains as to what might prompt individuals to create

dissensus, to suddenly see that they are a party to the wrong which instan-

tiated this unjust ordering of society and to seek to redress this wrong, thus

attesting to a pre-existing equality. Schaap comments that “politics begins

from outrage at injustice,” and that shame or guilt may be the emotional

spur to this outrage (259). The novels that I consider are less positive about

the potential of humiliation. Rather, they suggest that a compassionate en-

gagement with the lives of others, or a sense of agape, that is a type of love

which, as Terry Eagleton asserts “has nothing to do with erotic or even af-

fectionate feelings” may be the necessary spur (Eagleton 95). Agape is not

about interpersonal intimacy, “the prototype of it is loving strangers, not

those you desire or admire” (95). It is less an emotion or a state of mind
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than “a practice or way of life” (95). Social critique may occasionally imply

that having the correct information makes one aware of and keen to redress

injustice. I argue that agape is what prompts individuals to political acts.

This is not ethics instead of politics; it’s ethics which creates a desire for

politics. As to how this sense of agape can be created or fostered: these

novels suggest that agape comes from, or is perhaps manifested in, a broad-

ened awareness of how we are all constituted relationally. The problem of

another person is my own problem, not because I have empathetically imag-

ined myself in the sufferer’s place, but because it is a problem which I helped

to create, or which allows for some benefit to accrue to me. Agape is not in

itself political, but it creates the possibility for politics. In these works of

fiction, the authors explore constitutive relationality where relationships are

informed by humiliation, but also compassionate engagement with the lives

of others. Arguably, they attempt to effect in their readers the agape or the

possibility for politics that they thematise.
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Postcolonial modernity as
desolation and loss.

Man hands on misery to man.

It deepens like a coastal shelf.

Get out as early as you can,

And don’t have any kids yourself.

Philip Larkin

As the introduction indicated, this chapter is an experimental reading of

two literary texts, Jhumpa Lahiri’s “Hema and Kaushik” from her second

short-story collection Unaccustomed Earth (2009) and Kiran Desai’s The In-

heritance of Loss (2008). In these works, both writers seem to be attuned

or responding to the same set of conditions. Both works depict filial and

romantic relationships and focus on domestic, quotidian daily life. “Hema

and Kaushik” represents this interest through a fascination with common
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household and personal objects. The characters invest these with meaning

beyond their basic function so that these objects come to have an emotional

resonance. The Inheritance of Loss is more preoccupied with everyday prac-

tices and narratives, rather than objects, particularly eating habits. Different

characters eat very different foods and in different ways, and what and how

the different characters eat has significance. In “Hema and Kaushik” the

meaning of an object is usually deeply personal and individual, though in-

dividual taste also indicates sophistication, or cultural capital. ‘Good taste’

in Lahiri’s short-story cycle tends to be synonymous with wealth, education,

and Western modernity, though these broader social meanings are muted.

Broader social meanings are not muted in The Inheritance of Loss where

the significance of the characters’ eating practices is more social; what and

how one eats usually indicates a combination of class, ethnicity, and religion

(or lack thereof). Practices associated with different classes, ethnicities, and

religions also bear the marks of a colonial history (the judge, for example,

ties his status to his anglophile eating practices) or a modernising, unequal

present (Hindus in New York mark their upward mobility and modernity by

eating beef). Similarly, the stories that the characters tell themselves are

efforts to create social meaning, to explain who they are in relation to other

people.

The characters in both works of fiction are, for the most part, Indian,

32



CHAPTER 2. DESOLATION AND LOSS

though both writers show that what it means to be Indian changes depend-

ing on who, where, and when you are. Both works of fiction are set predom-

inantly in one place, New England for “Hema and Kaushik” and Kalimpong

for The Inheritance of Loss. However, other places are important for the plot

in each case. Moscow, Cambridge in England, and New York are all places

to which characters travel and from which they return in The Inheritance of

Loss, while Calcutta, Bombay, and parts of Italy, South America, and the

Far East are all places that play a similar role in “Hema and Kaushik.” The

present for “Hema and Kaushik” is 2004, and it’s the late 80s, perhaps 86

or 87 for The Inheritance of Loss. However, other points in the past have a

great impact on these presents. For “Hema and Kaushik” the childhood and

teenage experiences of the two protagonists in the mid-70s and early 80s are

important, while The Inheritance of Loss has a much larger temporal reach

going back to the 1920s. In addition to featuring characters who do not

remain in just one place, both works of fiction reference events of transna-

tional or global significance. For “Hema and Kaushik”, these are mostly

references rather than events which play a significant role in the text, but

for The Inheritance of Loss, the colonisation and independence of India, the

Indian-Soviet space program, the civil unrest in Darjeeling in the 1980s, and

the mass migration of unskilled sans papiers from so-called developing parts

of the world to New York are all integral to the novel’s plot and themes. In
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other words, though they pay attention to interpersonal relationships and

small moments of intimacy, both texts are also concerned with events on a

larger scale.

In terms of structure, both narratives are fragmented, and neither unfolds

in linear time. Both narratives contain more than one voice or perspective.

“Hema and Kaushik” is narrated by each of the titular characters, though

there is also some free indirect discourse in the last story focalised through

Hema. The Inheritance of Loss is written mostly in free indirect discourse,

and is focalised through a larger number of characters: Sai, Biju, the judge,

Gyan, Lola and Noni, and the cook to name a few. A final similarity between

the two texts is the symbolic importance each gives to a particular place. For

“Hema and Kaushik”, this place is Volterra, an ancient but still inhabited

Etruscan settlement in Pisa which is perched precariously on the edge of

an abyss. For The Inheritance of Loss, it is the judge’s house, Cho Oyu

also perched at a high altitude facing into vaults of air. Rather than being

on the point of tipping into nothingness, Cho Oyu is slowly and steadily

disintegrating into it.

Zygmunt Bauman’s Liquid Life (2005), a sociological analysis of the ex-

perience of living in what Bauman calls a liquid modern world, provides a

useful frame for reading these two contemporary postcolonial texts in order

to be able “to locate the hidden rhizomes of colonialism’s historical reach, of
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what remains invisible, unseen, silent, or unspoken” (Young 21).

For Bauman, liquid modernity is dominated by globalization and indi-

vidualisation. Mark Davis neatly sums up the connection Bauman makes

between the two:

These two processes are related by the notion that there has

emerged a global configuration in which all human activity is

bonded together by a free-market economic framework that is

utterly beyond the control of individual citizens. (1238)

Individuals experience liquid modern society as rapidly changing; the mem-

bers of this society struggle with the rate of change, having to develop new

strategies all of the time, and never being able to establish routines or habits.

Nothing of the individual — skills, education, past experience, current knowl-

edge — ever earns the status of a possession with lasting value because each

becomes outdated so fast. What was once an asset quickly becomes a liabil-

ity and then a positive hindrance. A strategy for coping with one instance

of change quickly becomes obsolete. Members of a liquid modern society can

neither learn from their experiences nor extrapolate from past events in order

to predict the future. This makes the experience of living in a liquid modern

world chronically uncertain, insecure, and fearful. The people best equipped

to deal with liquid modernity are those “as light, sprightly and volatile as the

increasingly global and extraterritorial trade and finances that created and

sustain their nomadic existence” (3). Meanwhile, “the rest of the participants
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of the game — and particularly the involuntary ones among them, those who

don’t ‘love’ or cannot afford ‘to be on the move’ stand little chance. Joining

in the game is not a realistic choice for them — but neither have they the

choice of not trying” (5). Bauman mentions those who stand little chance,

noting that liquid life “destroys other forms of life and so obliquely the hu-

mans who practice them” and likens liquid life to a “sinister version of the

musical chairs game” (3). But though he sketches out a pyramid with the

light, sprightly, and volatile at the top, and the impotent and torpid at the

bottom (6), his focus throughout Liquid Life is characterising the liquid na-

ture of the contemporary socio-historical moment as experienced by those at

the top who are light and sprightly, and those in the middle who anxiously

aspire towards, but are unable ever to attain such lightness of being. Bauman

observes that, for those who can, the art of living in a liquid modern world

life involves accepting disorientation, being immune to vertigo, adapting to

a state of dizziness and tolerating the absence of itinerary and direction for

an indefinite duration of travel (4).

Bauman contrasts liquid modernity with solid modernity which both pre-

ceded and engendered its liquid successor, though this sequence of events was

not inevitable. Bauman characterises solid modernity as a time of heroes who

were bent on running, managing, and administering the world in its entirety

with the goal of creating a place of greater happiness for everyone. The non-

36



CHAPTER 2. DESOLATION AND LOSS

human world was moulded into a more accommodating shape by collective

effort under the guidance of well-organised leadership. Repairing the world

is a campaign with a definable end, and solid modernity was characterised by

a pull towards that wonder of unchanging perfection it aspired to make. In

achieving this mission, managerial heroes were ready to nag and prod others

to change, and were appalled by sloth or lack of imagination. Bauman com-

pares the heroes of solid modernity with scriptwriters, conductors, coaches

and stage managers.

In a liquid modern world, such heroism and self-sacrifice are not compre-

hensible, and the heroes of liquid modernity are not concerned with the state

of the world which changes too fast for anyone to conceive of it as a whole.

Furthermore, happiness is not affected by the state of the world at large. It

is either a foregone conclusion or impossible to achieve. At any rate, altering

a state of unhappiness can be achieved only though an individual project,

rather than a collective design. The project of happiness is an on-going one

with no end in sight, and the possibility of the loss of happiness always loom-

ing. Bauman compares the heroes of liquid modernity with actors or players,

perhaps in a stream of changing scenes and roles requiring rapid costume

changes, the scriptwriters and stage managers having all but vanished.

Part of the reason for this sense of relentless and rapid change is because

society has moved from production to consumption. What is new here is not
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that people consume, but that every aspect of life, from politics, to inter-

personal relationships, to our view of ourselves, is seen through the logic of

consumption. The animate and inanimate aspects of the world are cast as

“objects of consumption which lose their usefulness in the course of being

used and have limited expectation of useful life” (9). Just as we see others

as objects which are more or less useful, so we constantly scrutinise and cri-

tique ourselves in the hope of maintaining our market value. ‘Individuality’

taken to mean uniqueness, or the state of differentiating oneself sufficiently

from other individuals, or perhaps establishing a unique brand, is a key value

of liquid modernity. This individuality is increasingly self-referential, with

people looking for their real, authentic, inner selves, though this is a self-

defeating search as “more often than not, the voyage of self-discovery peters

out in a global fair in which recipes for individuality are peddled wholesale”

(18). The other, equally important meaning of ‘individuality’ is autonomy

which is both a right and a duty: each individual is the only one responsible

for her merits or failings and her task is to cultivate constantly and repair

as necessary. Free choice is the individual’s prerogative and her duty. But

as this personal discovery takes place in rapidly changing conditions, indi-

viduals are not pulled forward into the wonders of some utopian future, but

running desperately to stay in one place. The loss of utopia is also due to the

weakening or absence of community bonds or a sense of solidarity. The “lack
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of interest in and inattention to life in common . . . precludes the possibility

of renegotiating the setting that makes individual life liquid” (9).

This autonomous, unique individual negotiates her way alone, and rather

desperately, through the liquid modern world which is globalizing as it be-

comes individualised. Education, rather than creating emancipated individ-

uals who can alter the conditions of liquid modernity, is increasingly seen as

the gateway to a well-paid job and upward social mobility. Well-educated

individuals are mobile, able to adapt to liquid life. For the knowledge-classes,

education and hybridisation are not so much about mixing as about separa-

tion; education can secure “a hard won and cherished freedom of trespass and

free exit in a world criss-crossed by fences and sliced into territorially fixed

sovereignties” (29). This self-reliance is necessary as the state is “no longer

in full charge of the economy, security, or culture,” so it “cannot promise

its subjects the whole-life protection from the cradle to the grave which it

not so long ago sought to provide” (45). In fact, states, far from being the

managers of mass society it was once hoped or feared they might be, have

“under pressure and because of impotence, yet with little resistance,” be-

come the brokers for free-market economic interests (56). Those individuals

and corporations for whom states now act as brokers are light, sprightly,

and increasingly global actors with little attachment or responsibility to the

places and communities they pass through and upon which they rely. Bau-
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man describes the presence of corporations in the modern city along these

lines. Such corporations inhabit the city space but are not of it; they are

linked to the city, but are not vested in it. They ask for little but to be

left alone, and they give little in return. The first casualty, Bauman says,

is public space. He cites the London Docklands as an example, which was

re-developed and surreptitiously turned into a carefully controlled area which

appears public, but does not allow freedom of entry to just anyone and is

guarded not by a public police force but private security. Given the impo-

tence of the state, and the inability of the individual or state to slow change

or predict the future in a more general sense, the idea of private security

becomes more alluring. Rather than thinking in terms of community or sol-

idarity, we now focus on personal safety, within the apparent control or at

least influence of the autonomous individual. In the dark times of liquid

modernity withdrawal from the public realm and from politics is the basic

attitude of the modern individual, who is so alienated from society that he

only reveals himself in the privacy and intimacy of face-to-face encounters,

so perhaps this loss of public space goes mostly unremarked. Further, the

belief in the value of the face-to-face encounter, and the privacy within which

the unique and autonomous individual freely chooses both foster and depend

upon the consumer market. Individuals in such reduced circumstances are

unlikely to seek security in hope, “that is, in a cause which has yet to be
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consolidated into reality” (156). Such conditions are not conducive to indi-

vidual emancipation. In fact, Bauman argues, unable to imagine the future,

and chronically uncertain and insecure, such individuals are more likely to

accept the authority of the prevailing doctrine of the moment, whatever it

happens to be, because it “feels like a godsend to individuals whose indi-

vidually commanded and managed resources stop well short of the quantity

needed to separate the truth from mere opinion” (136). Both seekers after

security and adventure addicts will collude in consolidating the line drawn

by the prevailing doctrine of the moment dividing the acceptable from the

unacceptable. This longed-for border gives meaning to both: seekers after

security shelter within whatever the prevailing wisdom is and adventurers

thrill from transgressing it. However, this type of border or shelter is both

spurious and fleeting within the conditions of liquid modernity.

Bauman, not unlike Young and Nixon, writes within a tradition of social

critique. Where Young urges postcolonial studies to make the ignored visi-

ble, Bauman identifies the task as resolutely imagining what does not seem

possible within the logic of liquid modernity. In a liquid modern world, the

task of social critique is to explore the opposition between solid and liquid

modernity in order to “[redeem] the hopes of the past” (Adorno, quoted in

Bauman 135). This task is “a testimony to the transience of frustration and

the duration of hope, to the indestructibility of possibility and the frailty of
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adversities” (143). Social critique is also the only way of altering the condi-

tions of liquid modernity. The problem for Bauman is that such thought is

possible only for already emancipated thinkers such as artists and intellec-

tuals. This creates a sort of chicken and egg conundrum where emancipated

thinkers will change the conditions of liquid modernity, but the conditions of

liquid modernity have vitiated even education itself. Education is no longer

critical pedagogy but a path to upward mobility. Therefore, the conditions

of liquid modernity make it increasingly less likely that critical pedagogy

will manage to create any emancipated thinkers. Any alternative to liquid

modernity seems more and more remote.

Bauman argues that education will create emancipated individuals: “The

fates of freedom, of democracy that makes it possible while being made pos-

sible by it, and of education which breeds dissatisfaction with the levels of

both freedom and democracy achieved thus far, are inextricably connected

and not to be detached from one another” (14). Only it seems that education

has become uncoupled from freedom and democracy. Rather than being a

way of becoming an emancipated thinker, it is the gateway to a job. Bauman

even distinguishes between intellectuals who are emancipated thinkers, and

the knowledge classes who have used their education to hoist themselves into

the upper echelons of the light and sprightly liquid modern elite. So, while

Bauman identifies the need for education, he also shows how it is increas-
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ingly captured by liquid modernity, thus resulting in the perpetuation of the

same. Though Bauman argues that “We need lifelong education to give us

choice. But we need it even more to salvage the conditions that make choice

possible and within our power,” he doesn’t describe the setting in which this

proper education will occur, given that formal education appears to create

the knowledge-classes (128).

For their part, the already emancipated thinkers (though how this eman-

cipation came about is unclear), with their imagining of what does not seem

possible, seem to the rest of the masses to lack all common sense. From

their position of exile in relation to the rest of society, these emancipated

thinkers “can penetrate deeper into the universal logic of the liquid modern

world” that the rest of us share, but are oblivious to (155). Though the

position of exile allows the intellectuals to understand liquid modernity, it

prevents them from communicating it to anyone else. The masses, for their

part, have sought refuge in false shelters, meaning that the critical pedagogy

the intellectuals hope to practice “is up against the awesome resistance of

the ‘culture industry’; but also against the pressure of that multitude whose

cravings that industry promises to gratify” (141). Bauman quotes Adorno

saying that “People are not only, as the saying goes, falling for the swindle

. . . they desire a deception, they sense that their lives would be completely

intolerable as soon as they no longer clung to satisfactions which are none at
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all” (140–141). All that remains for intellectuals then is to record their vision

which will have to act like a message in a bottle, perhaps legible to revolu-

tionaries who may be capable of receiving it at some presently-indiscernible

future point.

“Hema and Kaushik” could be an illustration of Bauman’s worst fears. Its

characters live in a liquid modern world, but one without the presence of even

a misunderstood emancipated thinker. That the three interconnected short

stories do not contain a vision of what the world might otherwise be is per-

haps a mark of the limits of Lahiri’s imagination, but “Hema and Kaushik” is

salutary nonetheless. This is partly because where Bauman writes in broad

and abstract terms, Lahiri creates a rich, thick description of the personal

lives of two developed characters. In an interview, Lahiri describes Unac-

customed Earth as interested in finding a “sense of place. Perhaps illusory;

everything is illusory; everything goes in the end” (Leyda 78). “Hema and

Kaushik” is strongly coloured by this ultimately despairing yet oddly dis-

tanced understanding of the contemporary world as an isolating place where

nourishing relationships cannot last and in which no one, not just second-

generation Bengali-Americans, can shelter from massive forces characterised

as destructive, unforeseeable, and unavoidable. As such, it marks a thematic

shift in Lahiri’s short story oeuvre. “Hema and Kaushik” appears as part

two of Lahiri’s second short story collection Unaccustomed Earth (2008), her

44



CHAPTER 2. DESOLATION AND LOSS

first being the Pulitzer prize-winning Interpreter of Maladies (1999). Both

collections, apart from “The Treatment of Bibi Haldar” and “A Real Dur-

wan” in Interpreter of Maladies, are set post the 1965 Immigration Act and

focus on both familial and romantic relationships of first and second genera-

tion Bengali immigrants and the lives that they make in New England. As a

result, they have tended to be read through the lens of diaspora studies. The

earlier stories consider what being at home (or not) in late 20th century New

England looks like for first and second generation Bengali migrants, with the

‘being at home’ literally connoting domestic arrangements and practices and

romantic and familial ties.

Mridula Nath Chakraborty’s description of “Hema and Kaushik” as a

triptych is apt, as the text consists of three interconnected short stories:

“Once in a Lifetime,” “Year’s End,” and “Going Ashore.” In this short

story cycle, Lahiri presents a liquid modern world where the cultural prac-

tices and communities that the first generation Bengali immigrants to New

England brought with them, or created for comfort, are being lost. In the

triptych, Lahiri registers the loss of ‘traditional’ forms of communal Ben-

gali life, but does not romanticise these traditions so much as suggest that

they are no longer pertinent or adequate to the characters’ circumstances,

yet nothing else has successfully replaced them. The three narratives focus

on the comings-of-age of and relationship between Hema and Kaushik, the
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children of two immigrant families.

In “Once in a Lifetime”, Hema, apparently speaking to Kaushik now that

they are both adults, recalls a period of several weeks in 1981 when Kaushik’s

family returned to the United States after having spent half a dozen years

or so in Bombay. In the 1960s and 70s, before their return to Bombay, the

Choudhuris had been good friends with Hema’s family when they were all new

immigrants. Though the two families had lost touch while the Choudhuris

were in Bombay, the Choudhuris ask if they can stay with Hema’s family

at the beginning of their second move to the United States, just until they

find a house of their own. The two families co-exist uneasily for a number

of weeks. Hema, still a child, develops a crush on Kaushik who doesn’t seem

to be aware of her at all. “Year’s End” has a similar narrative voice in that

throughout, Kaushik appears to be telling his memories directly to Hema,

picking up five years after Hema left off. Kaushik is remembering his own

teenage years when he had no interaction with Hema, and he talks about the

death of his mother, his father’s remarriage, and his own feelings of grief and

utter dislocation from his surroundings. The third story appears to be the

occasion for the telling of the first two stories. Hema and Kaushik, who have

not seen each other for more than two decades, meet up serendipitously in

Rome. Both are at a turning point in their lives: Hema, a classics scholar,

has broken off a long affair with a man she desperately loved, but who she
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realises will never leave his wife. She is in her late 30s, and agrees to an

arranged marriage in order to escape loneliness. She is spending a few weeks

alone in Rome before going back to the States to marry Navin. Kaushik fell

into freelance photojournalism after completing his degree, but has just been

offered an editorial position, prestigious, but a desk job, in Hong Kong. He

too is spending a few weeks in Rome before starting a new life in Hong Kong.

The two have a passionate affair, but ultimately, if regretfully, return to their

own lives. Once back in the safe life she planned for herself, Hema learns

that Kaushik was killed by the Indian Ocean Boxing Day Tsunami while on

holiday in Thailand, a very short time after the two of them had parted in

Rome for what turns out to have been the final time.

“Hema and Kaushik”, like Lahiri’s earlier stories, still understands ‘being

at home’ as a loving relationship coupled with a settled life, but it suggests

that being at home is no longer possible and perhaps no longer desirable

because it no longer seems relevant or possible. Love is possible, but without

the settled life to go with it, it seems too risky. Kaushik’s parents’ marriage

foreshadows Hema and Kaushik’s relationship by illustrating the devastation

of love when permanence is not guaranteed. Their marriage was arranged,

but came about after the young man saw a woman whom he did not know at

a party, found her so attractive that he insisted his relatives set up a meeting,

and the marriage followed shortly thereafter. His parents have always been
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affectionate with one another, but Kaushik’s father fell “fully, recklessly” in

love with his mother only as her death became imminent (255). Hema has

a years-long relationship with a married man called Julian, someone with

whom she was fully and recklessly in love, but who she eventually realises

will never create a secure life with her. Perhaps imminent loss, or a lack

of certainty is a necessary element for love? But these are also what make

love off-putting and risky for Hema. Kaushik tells Hema to abandon her

predictable future with Navin, but he does not offer her certainty in the form

of a marriage proposal, and the narrator comments that “Hema knew it was

not a fair trade,” implying that the narrative supports Hema’s rejection of

this offer (323). Hema feels that he is being selfish and demanding, and

that under such conditions it would be too risky for her to follow him to

Hong Kong. Hema, given the choice of love and uncertainty or predictability

and mere companionship, chooses the latter. In an echo of the relationship

between Kaushik’s parents, death makes Hema and Kaushik’s relationship

shockingly finite.

If love without security is off-puttingly risky, the other available options

seem to be solitude or mere companionship. Both have their appeals, but

neither offers the satisfactions in the present that being at home appears

to have had in the past, so Hema and Kaushik view both with ambivalence.

While love relationships are too risky, relationships which form as a result of a
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need for companionship are not completely satisfying. Dr Chaudhuri’s second

marriage to Chitra is one of mere companionship. This second marriage

surprises Kaushik not only because it follows quickly after his mother’s death,

but also because of his father’s attitude towards it. Dr Chaudhuri describes

the marriage as “arranged by relatives” as if to suggest he had nothing to do

with it (254–5). Kaushik disparagingly describes the marriage as the result of

his father “actively seeking out a stranger for companionship” (255) because,

having once “preferred being alone” and not managing it as often as he’d

like, Dr Chaudhuri now finds that “those solitary hours he’d once savored

had become a prison for him” (252). Kaushik and, to some extent, his father

see this need for companionship almost as a sign of weakness. Dr Chaudhuri

confesses both the weakness and the marriage to his son at the same time,

saying “I don’t ask you to care for her, even to like her . . . . You have no

need of her in your life as I do” (254). Dr Chaudhuri and Chitra’s marriage

foreshadows Hema and Navin’s, with Navin playing Chitra’s role and Hema

Dr Chaudhuri’s. An arranged marriage is a surprising choice for Hema, who

has resisted her family’s involvement in her life for years. She has a successful

academic career, owns her own home, and is financially independent, thus

“[proving] to herself, to her parents, to everyone, that she was capable” (298).

Having ended her relationship with Julian, and in her late thirties, she finds

that she is “[unable], ultimately, to approach middle age without a husband,
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without children” while living far away from her parents who have moved

back to India (298). Though she is capable of living alone, she does not want

to. From the beginning, Navin and she share the assumption that as long

as they get along and are reasonably attracted to one another, they will get

married, a certainty which Hema would have despised when she was younger,

but which she now finds alluring.

Dr Chaudhuri’s and Chitra’s marriage promises security, but Kaushik

finds his father’s choice of wife perplexing. Chitra is nothing like his mother;

she is not sophisticated, elegant, artistic, knowledgeable, or confident. In

fact, Chitra is depicted as a new immigrant in a manner verging on the

stereotypical. Despite being a school teacher, a widow who nursed a husband

through a terrible illness which eventually killed him, the mother of two young

girls who has decided (rather than having been compelled) to move with

them halfway across the world to a new more secure home, she is described

as neither intrepid nor resolute, but as “old-fashioned” (264), which seems

to mean timid, dependent, and submissive. She recalls a number of Lahiri’s

female characters such as Mrs Sen from “Mrs Sen’s”, the wife of the narrator

in “The Third and Final Continent”, Aparna in “Hell-Heaven” and even

Hema’s own mother. Though Kaushik does feel sorry for her during the brief

time he spends in the house over the Christmas break, he is also exasperated

by her. Like Chitra, Navin is “old-fashioned” (297), in that he chastely kisses
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Hema at the door and on their second date which is their second meeting,

and does not expect anything further until they are married. Though it offers

the security she desires, Hema can’t help feeling that “there was something

dead about the marriage she was about to enter into” (301). The security

of mere companionship is simultaneously appealing and disturbing, much as

love is both desirable and too risky.

Lahiri describes the third option, solitude, with similar ambivalence. Iso-

lation, the alternative to mere companionship where love without security is

too risky, is alluring for both Hema and Kaushik. As with mere companion-

ship, solitude seems to offer safety, in the sense that it requires no emotional

risk. However, solitude is also associated with death. Importantly, solitude

is also associated with movement, with being unsettled. It prevents one

from becoming too attached to the world, but also forecloses the possibil-

ity of being at home as the triptych understands it. Kaushik’s transatlantic

moves back and forth as a child fostered his desire to be unattached which

the loss of his mother and his father’s re-marriage cements. Kaushik’s first

deliberate flight into solitude occurs in “Year’s End” during the unbearable

Christmas with his father’s perplexing new wife and children in the house

that his mother loved, but is also associated with her death. Kaushik is not

enthusiastic about being there, but he manages to be pleasant to the girls

and polite to Chitra. However, when he finds his new step-sisters looking

51



CHAPTER 2. DESOLATION AND LOSS

at some photographs of his dead mother, he suddenly can’t bear the situa-

tion any longer and leaves. He drives up the wintry eastern coast for several

days, alone. Though the coastline is desolate and the sea in particular is

“unforgiving” and “violent,” Kaushik recalls that he liked travelling alone

very much because “No one in the world knew where I was, no one had the

ability to reach me. It was like being dead, my escape allowing me to taste

that tremendous power my mother possessed forever” (289–290). Though

he stumbles into his profession rather than deliberately choosing it, it suits

him perfectly in allowing him to work alone, to move often, and to avoid

attachment. He finds that though he takes photographs of harrowing, vio-

lent sights in dangerous places, in the moment of taking a photograph, he

feels “untouched by the situation, unmoved” (305), and therefore safe. This,

perhaps, is the “tremendous power” of isolation, albeit one associated with

death. It is his mother who makes the connection between photography,

isolation, and death. She says that she likes to think of death as similar to

the “dark, silent, sealed-up space” of the darkroom (278). After her death,

Kaushik tries with near but not total success to emulate this state of sealed-

up and powerful isolation, untouched by relationships which only end, and

never rooted enough to risk an upheaval. Despite these efforts to be com-

pletely unattached he acknowledges to himself that through his camera he is

“dependent on the material world, stealing from it, hoarding it, unwilling to
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let it go” (309), and the verbs he uses to characterise this relationship are

revealing. Though he cannot eschew the world altogether, he has the sense

that though he does try to gather it to himself, he is neither entitled to it,

not can he fully take hold of anything and keep it with him always, however

much he wishes to. Strands of Hema’s hair that float across his viewfinder

and are inadvertently captured in his photographs, present yet somehow in-

tangible, show his entanglement with the material world which intrudes into

his vision, despite his efforts to control and limit his relationship with it.

Like Kaushik, Hema is ambivalent about solitude, though in her case, it’s

not whether perfect solitude is possible or not, but whether it is desirable or

not. Hema spends her time working alone, and like Kaushik she finds that

“the hours she was required to sit alone at her desk fulfilled her more than

anything” (299). Although she decided to marry because she does not want

to live alone, when she is in Rome, she feels “free of her past and free of

her future . . . alone with her work, alone abroad . . . aware that her solitary

existence was about to end. In Rome, she savored her isolation” (298). Like

Kaushik’s father, who falls in love with his wife when her death is imminent,

and cherishes what solitude he can get only when he lives with his family,

Hema seems to relish what she knows will shortly come to an end. The

triptych associates solitude with complete autonomy and having maximumal

control over one’s own life. Solitude can be liberating, restorative, terrifying,
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and isolating; however, Lahiri finally associates increasing individualism and

ever-changing conditions with loss and loneliness. It is not so surprising, then,

that from the beginning the triptych is infused with a sense of impending

desolation, which is finally realised.

If one side of truly being at home is a loving relationship, the other side is

being settled in one place. “Hema and Kaushik”, though not at all concerned

with conspicuous consumption, describes a world where the attitude Bauman

describes towards consumer goods extends into all aspects of life. Lahiri de-

picts the idea of owning objects and of being in one place permanently with

curious ambivalence, as something un/desirable, a response which can be

understood as a reaction to an underlying assumption that any permanence

is no longer possible, and that perhaps permanence of place and possession

of objects is somehow retrogressive if also a cause for nostalgia. Kaushik

sees possessions as another form of attachment which he would rather avoid.

As a child, Kaushik views possessions with suspicion, wanting to be out-

doors and “away from the private detritus of life” (309). He experienced the

various moves in his childhood as “colossal upheavals,” with endless posses-

sions, “furniture, paintings, tea sets his mother thought she could not live

without” trailing after them across seas and continents (309). When staying

with Hema’s family, Kaushik’s mother accumulates countless shopping bags

of sheets, cutlery, crockery, and other household goods in Hema’s parents’
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basement, and takes seemingly disproportionate time and effort over the pre-

cise details of the decoration of a guest-bedroom in the new house, whose

only guest in her lifetime is the hospice nurse (309). Perhaps because of

this, and his experience of refugee camps and disaster zones where families

“[comb] through the rubble for their possessions” (309), as far as Kaushik

is concerned, the painstaking collection of these material things in an effort

to make a home is always a false refuge, and some disaster will inevitably

reveal life to be merely “a few plates, a favorite comb, a pair of slippers, a

child’s string of beads” (309). Kaushik tries to avoid leaving his mark on or

collecting anything; he “[drifts] across the globe without making meaningful

ties” (306). In his last days in Rome before meeting Hema, he anticipates

missing only the wineglasses in his apartment and the way the sun falls in

his bedroom, signs of attachment to a place which are already too strong.

Hema, by contrast, is fascinated with the objects that make up a life.

At an Etruscan museum, Hema is moved to tears “by the ancient cup and

spoons, still intact, that had once touched people’s lips; the fibulae that had

fastened their clothes, the thin wands with which they had applied perfume

to their skin” (301), all commonplace, personal items which recall the combs,

beads, and slippers that Kaushik associates with his mother’s homes, refugee

camps, and the rubble left in the wake of great disasters. Hema is preoccu-

pied with the marks people leave behind them, simultaneously painful and
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ephemeral. After the first night she spends with Kaushik, Hema looks at

the rash his stubble has left on her skin, “pleased by that unbecoming proof,

pleased that already he had marked her” (314). The gold bangle that Hema

accidentally leaves behind in the airport on her way back to the United

States, the one which she has worn since she was a child, and which Kaushik

remembers, epitomises the fragility of the possessions and people who touch

Hema’s life. The bangle, like slippers, beads, combs, cups, and spoons, is

a commonplace object but one invested with great personal meaning, and

which is eventually, inevitably lost. Being settled, as Hema and Kaushik in-

tuit, amounts to the use of these everyday, personal objects. As the objects

are invested with meaning, so they give meaning to life; but however timeless

they appear, they are easily lost, destroyed, and forgotten, as are those who

invested meaning in them.

In Volterra, a small isolated town, founded by the Etruscans and perched

on a cliff top, we see the clearest depiction of being at home, the impossible

state which is unavailable to Hema and Kaushik, and which Hema yearns

for but Kaushik rejects. Hema and Kaushik visit at Christmas time, and

Hema, at the end of a day observing the town and its inhabitants, looks at

the children in the piazza and imagines that in ten years “these boys and

girls would begin to fall in love with one another; in another five, their own

children would be at their feet” (321). Having observed a Christmas party
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at the adjacent table over lunch, Kaushik comments that “They have lived

here, in each other’s company, all their lives. They will die here” (320). The

Volterran community has an anachronistic quality, and, though it appears

deeply rooted, its anachronistic state makes it in fact extremely fragile. The

town itself is “like an island surrounded by land” and appears “impervious to

tourists and time” (318), but from the walls of the town, Hema and Kaushik

look towards the precipice which gapes beneath it and into which it will

inevitably collapse. There is the sense that Volterra has run out of time,

but does not realise this yet. This is underlined when we learn that the

civilisation which founded the town, and which Hema is now studying, has

been forgotten almost beyond memory. The Etruscans’ “primary legacy was

tombs and the things that were put in them: jewels, pottery, weapons” (300).

The story explicitly likens Volterran life to the way in which Hema and

Kaushik’s parents and the rest of the Bengali community in New England

used to live, while Hema also notes wistfully that the sense of a belonging

to a place over generations is not something she has ever known. But the

impossible Volterran ideal of being at home is also faintly regressive, im-

pinging on individuality. While the inhabitants are all “knit casually and

fondly together” over generations, the narrator, seeming to focalise both

Hema and Kaushik’s gazes, comments that “There was a uniformity to their

appearances, their faces and their clothing” (321). Though life in Volterra is
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described almost entirely approvingly, this unelaborated description implies

that individuality is not possible within this community, which, given the

parallels drawn with the Bengali community in the United States, touches it

too.

The combined effect of all this is to suggest that the way of life Volterra

offers is known to Hema and Kaushik, but distant from them, in both space

and time. The geographic isolation of the town and its preserved quality,

when likened to the lives of Hema and Kaushik’s parents, make the idea of a

hardy community built on generations of marriages seem almost mythically

distant, and an object of nostalgia, but not a palatable option. The inevitable

crumbling of the precipice, moreover, shows that the Volterra Hema and

Kaushik see is only apparently deeply rooted; in fact, life there is miraculously

outside of the constant change of liquid modernity, but will inevitably collapse

into the void, or be submerged into the landscape. Though Hema may have

an equivocal yearning for life as lived in Volterra or by her parents, neither

is an option any longer.

Kaushik tells Hema to break her engagement with Navin while the two of

them look out over the chasm beneath Volterra, and Hema refuses. This is

apt, as the relationship, like the city, seems anomalous, and while appearing

to be durable, is in fact impossible. The romance occurs during their brief

and perfect few weeks in Rome outside of the ordinary lives of each. The
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structure of the triptych has made the romance seem inevitable, and their

serendipitous meeting and instant affinity makes it seem ideal. Through

such characterisation, structure, and plotting, the triptych implies that they

are meant for each other, in the same way as Hema imagines the children of

Volterra are intended for one another. However, the relationship is eventually

impossible because Kaushik will not offer security and Hema requires it.

The subsequent impasse leaves both without love, which is perhaps too risky

anyway; Kaushik has solitude and Hema has mere companionship, neither of

which is completely satisfying either, but nothing else seems possible.

Through characterisation and plot Lahiri describes liquid modernity as

a state in which there is no longer any possibility of truly being at home, a

state which, though it may have nostalgic appeal, is no longer either feasible

or desirable. However, nothing else fully satisfying is on offer either. Lahiri’s

use of imagery, focalisation and narrative voice further develop these themes.

“Hema and Kaushik’s” narratological difference from Lahiri’s earlier stories

is connected to the shift from a focus on the experience of migration to

the experience of liquid modernity. It’s the first time Lahiri has written

three stories dealing with the same characters and collected under a larger

title. The narration of these stories marks another departure for Lahiri who

typically favours either the limited first person narrative of one character, or

a third-person narrative voice, closely focalised through a single character’s

59



CHAPTER 2. DESOLATION AND LOSS

perspective; in either case, there is no direct address to reader or listener.

“Once in a Lifetime” begins, “I had seen you before, too many times to

count” (223), and we quickly realise that Hema appears to be describing

her memories of Kaushik directly to him. In “Year’s End” Kaushik, unlike

Hema, is not recalling events where she plays much of a part; nevertheless,

in the early part of the narrative which deals with his mother’s death, as he

describes the women from the Bengali community who have been invited to

take whatever belongings of his mother’s that they would like, he too appears

to be speaking directly to Hema when he says, “This is probably the last time

I remember you from that period” (256). Towards the end of the narrative,

the interlocutive ‘you’ appears a second time as he tells Hema about his drive

up the Maine coast in the middle of winter and his feeling that he had no

place to call home. At the time, as he appears to be telling Hema, he recalled

his first winter back in New England which was spent with Hema’s family,

the last place he lived in which felt like a home, albeit someone else’s (291).

The third story, a third person narration focalised through first Hema and

then Kaushik’s points of view, appears more typical of Lahiri’s earlier stories,

though the focalisation of the narrative through two separate characters’

perspectives is not, and occurs for the first time in this collection’s titular

story, “Unaccustomed Earth”, and for the second in this final story in the

collection. In “Going Ashore” it seems that we have found the occasion for
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the reminiscence that is implied by the first two stories. However, in the third

story, we learn that Hema and Kaushik “did not speak of their own future,

of where their days together would lead. Nor did they discuss the past, the

months during which he had lived in her home, the friendship between their

parents that was already dying, along with his mother, during that time”

(315). The first two stories make the third story intelligible to the reader

by providing the lovers’ histories. They also create the expectation that a

relationship will develop, and give the impression that a connection is being

deepened through shared narratives about the past. But the safe, loving

narrative space these reminiscences appear to have created never existed.

The absence of a shared, loving narrative space is highlighted in the final two

pages of “Going Ashore.” The narrative voice shifts abruptly into Hema’s

first person direct address to a ‘you’ who is Kaushik, only by this time,

both Hema and the reader know that Kaushik is dead. Hema talks to him

about his “absence from the world” (333). It is to this nothing, this absence

that Hema speaks. Because her use of ‘you’ positions the reader as her

interlocuter, these final pages are both sad and uncanny. The idea of “Hema

and Kaushik” as three apparently interlocking stories with the first two both

laying the ground and creating expectation for the third, itself the present

from which the first two look back, is completely undone. The impossibility

of the narrative emphasises the contradictions and dissatisfactions of living in
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liquid modernity. It also emphasises that the dissatisfaction and ambivalence

is existential and deeply upsetting. The sense of being at home which gave

life meaning in the past is neither available nor completely desirable in the

present, but the options of the present, love, companionship, and solitude

are so alike that the choice between them is no choice at all. None results in

a flourishing life, each of them seems like a compromise.

The triptych’s imagery adds to this characterisation of liquid modernity,

making it seem like a polarised space where one is smothered or exposed. The

predominant imagery is of heavy, weighted earth contrasted against either

the utter emptiness of a void, or continually moving water, all of which are

associated with death. Hema’s conversations with Navin are “heavy with

the weight of things to come but lacking the foundation of any lived history

between them” (297), a description which resonates with that of Volterra,

an apparently secure town, steeped in history, but too heavy to be safe for

long, resting as it does on the edge of a void. When Hema gets married to

Navin, she seems able to take her mind off the void of Kaushik’s absence

momentarily, saying “I felt the weight of each ritual, felt the ground once

more underfoot” (332). However, the third story ends with Hema speaking

directly to Kaushik’s absence, and the final words of the story describe the

void he has left: “you had left nothing behind” (333). Kaushik, restless

seeker of isolation, feels the “solid weight of those days” before his mother’s

62



CHAPTER 2. DESOLATION AND LOSS

death as much more difficult to bear than “the void that followed” (268).

Both Kaushik and his mother are frequently associated with seductive and

violent water, which allows a swimmer to feel independent before drowning

him. Kaushik seems to be rootless and aquatic, someone who “drifted,” who

rarely sees his father, but whose work “[washes] up on his . . . doorstep, in

the form of his photo credit” (306). Though associated figuratively with

water, Kaushik does not like to swim because of an occasion off the coast

of Venezuela where an unseen undertow nearly drowned him. From that

moment, until, ironically, his holiday in Thailand, “he had not swum in the

ocean, no longer trusting it” (325). On the day of the Tsunami, however,

Kaushik goes out in a boat and sees a vision of his mother for a moment

“swimming, her body still vital” (330). He gets into the water himself, finds

that he can stand on the seabed, “and so he let go” (331). This is the end

of the story focalised through Kaushik’s consciousness, and we see that his

letting go has finally been absolute, in that we discover that he was killed,

presumably drowned, by the Boxing Day Tsunami, shortly thereafter.

Perhaps the moment in the three stories where we see the unbearable

weight of the earth contrasted against the violent movement of the sea,

which are equally inimical and inhospitable, is when Kaushik walks out of his

mother’s house and away from his new family, taking the box of photographs

of his mother with him. He finds the coast of Maine alien, with the sky
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and the sea equally “unforgiving,” and the latter “cold enough . . . to kill me,

violent enough to break me apart” (289). The landscape is “desolate,” but

Kaushik has decided to eschew any sense of attachment or belonging, and so

he feels an affinity to this space (290). Here, perched at the top of a sheer

cliff, he considers scattering his mother’s photographs like her ashes, but

cannot bear the thought of it and so breaks into the “hardened ground” and

buries the box there, instead, leaving the place unmarked. These literal and

figurative references to the heaviness or hardness of the earth, the emptiness

of the void, and the unceasing and violent movement of water, create a sense

of place that is not so much unaccustomed as completely inhospitable, and

any attempts to make it so are delusional, short-lived, or both.

Hema and Kaushik are not the emancipated intellectuals in whom Bau-

man’s hopes of humanity reside, but they’re sympathetic characters. Though

they are ambivalent about the choices they make, they cannot conceive of

other options. Lahiri’s choice of narrative voice and focalisation, and im-

agery support the sense of there being only unsatisfactory options. The text

does not seem to know more than its characters. Their sense that some-

thing is missing, but their inability to think about what it might be does not

mark them as dupes to be despised. Rather, it shows how immersive liquid

modernity is. “Hema and Kaushik”, perhaps because it does not contain a

vision of how else people might be, offers a corrective to Bauman’s sometimes
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very disparaging view of the masses as ignorant and cowardly, and perhaps

not worth the critical pedagogy they don’t appreciate anyway. Secondly, and

this is to read “Hema and Kaushik” against the grain, though the characters’

withdrawal into intimate, private space taken as a given, their lives are still

shaped by large impersonal forces such as social structures, public policy,

and man-made and natural disasters. The need for collective action or some

idea of a common good is a felt if not clearly identified absence within the

text.

Unlike the couples they see in Volterra, Hema and Kaushik do not see

themselves as part of a wider community of which each individual couple

forms a part. It’s true that they meet one another again through interper-

sonal connections, but these are incidental, occasional acquaintances rather

than strong connecting bonds. The connection between the two of them

forms one single filament, so fragile that it “could not be left unattended”

and “demanded every particle of their care” (311). Both Hema and Kaushik

seem very isolated from their families, and there is no suggestion of commu-

nity or friendships for either of them at work, or where they live. “Hema

and Kaushik’s” sole focus, as the title shows, is on Hema and Kaushik. Both

Hema and Kaushik accept or assume that the task of making a life is an in-

dividual one, performed alone, using only individual resources. This attitude

is so basic “Hema and Kaushik” does not even question it.
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This is not to say that there are no events, phenomena, or policy decisions

in the text of interest or consequence beyond the merely personal. Broad

societal structures such as social status and how this may be complicated

by migration, and how migration itself is made possible by specific changes

in policy, are important but only in so far as they inform the plot. The US

1965 Immigration Act, which made immigration for skilled immigrants and

their families possible, brought Hema’s parents to the United States and in

contact with Kaushik’s parents. In passing, Hema notes that her mother and

Kaushik’s mother would not have moved in the same circles at all had they

both stayed in Calcutta, but in the United States, the two women are the best

of friends, suggesting that difference in social status has no impact here in

the United States. Until, that is, it does. When the Choudhuris return to the

United States for the second time, the differences in their social status which

were not a problem before now create tension and are insurmountable. The

triptych doesn’t explore these differences, merely notes them and their effect,

which is that at one point a difference in social status was surmountable, but

seven years later proves too great for the friendship to survive it.

There are events which have a global impact or are of historical signif-

icance within the text, but they, similarly, are important in so far as they

illuminate Hema and Kaushik’s characters and love story; they have no wider

significance, they are merely the backdrop to this private, romantic, deso-
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late drama. Kaushik falls into becoming a photographer because he happens

to be in Salvador with his camera during the Salvadoran civil war in the

80s. When Kaushik is hired by The New York Times as their correspondent

in Africa and The Middle East, these two vast geographic regions become

mere metonymy for poverty, death and suffering. Having been posted there

(the single geographical space of Africa-and-the-Middle-East) for a few years,

Kaushik finds that “he could no longer remember all the corpses he’d pho-

tographed, their faces bloated, their mouths stuffed with dirt, their vacant

eyes reflecting passing clouds over their heads” (305). Further, this poverty,

death, and suffering which define Africa and the Middle East is important in

so far as it affects Kaushik’s attitude towards committed relationships and

the possibility of settling down in one place. Hema, for her part, finds that,

now that she has found Kaushik, she has been exposed to “terrible things

she’d read about in the newspaper and never had to think about again”

(315). Now, however, “because he had become her lover, these images up-

set her” (315). They upset her not because of the people in the pictures,

but because of the situation Kaushik was in while taking them. She learns

about “photographers killed on the job” and is “secretly glad, as his mother

would have been, that his work would soon be different” (315). Hema is

not really thinking about the “terrible things” she would have put from her

mind before, she is thinking about Kaushik. The Tsunami in 2004 forms the
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catastrophe of Hema and Kaushik’s story, and his death is the only one men-

tioned. The triptych’s largest disaster, we are lead to understand, is Hema

and Kaushik’s inability to be either together or alone.

In addition to these events, the triptych also includes passing references

to a surprising number of very specific moments which invoke wider violent

histories, such as the deportation of over a thousand Jews from a particular

piazza in Rome in 1943; the Second Intifada; the creation of a ‘little Senegal’

in Brescia, home to hundreds of illegal immigrants; the return of 18 caskets

carrying Italian soldiers who were killed in Iraq in 2003. These don’t have

any direct bearing on characterisation or plot, but they emphasise the vio-

lence and uncertainty of the world in which Hema and Kaushik seek shelter.

They also contribute to an idea of a world with only two scales: the large

scale of unpredictable and yet inevitable life-destroying disasters and the tiny

scale of the personal and intimate. The private, personal space is cherished

as the essential space for the reflection and growth of the individual, and of

interpersonal bonds (if only romantic and familial ones), but at any moment

it could be overcome by disasters which all function like acts of God even

if they are man-made. The private is the space in which a meaningful life

can be created, but is also the place from which it is now no longer possi-

ble to build it, even as the unacknowledged historical, social, and political

contexts in which Hema and Kaushik are enmeshed, or perhaps ‘knitted’,
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loom indistinctly and threateningly over their lives. A felt absence in “Hema

and Kaushik” is some missing inbetween space between large-scale disasters

and private interpersonal space, and the insight that many of these disasters

mentioned in passing are neither causeless nor inevitable catastrophes. Many

were created by people just like Hema and Kaushik and are instances of po-

litical failure, the failure to create a political community with others who are

different and who may have competing interests. Most mark the absence of,

or the deliberate exclusion of a group of people, from an idea of the common

good.

In the inclusion of these events, through the characterisation of Hema

and Kaushik, and the description of their world, Lahiri’s text registers or

is symptomatic of liquid modernity where it’s impossible to find a sense of

place because, as Lahiri says, “everything is illusory; everything goes in the

end ” (Leyda 78). If the maladies Lahiri interprets in her earlier stories are

those associated with second-generation Bengali-Americans, the malady in

“Hema and Kaushik” is broader and more encompassing. The world she

describes offers neither an explanation for the imminence of catastrophe nor

consolation in the shape of even fragile intimacies to anyone. As such, this

text is one which calls for Young’s shift in conceptualisation, but the criticism

on the triptych does not reflect the shift in Lahiri’s focus.

Bidisha Banerjee and Delphine Munos, for example, both use Vijay Mishra’s
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The Literature of the Indian Diaspora: Theorising the Diasporic Imaginary

to read “Hema and Kaushik.” Specifically in relation to the ‘old’ Indian-

plantation diaspora, Mishra argues that the diasporic imaginary is informed

by the trauma of the separation from and then impossible mourning for the

Indian motherland. Banerjee synthesises Mishra’s work with Roland Barthes’

and Susan Sontag’s work on photography to argue that, specifically through

the figure of Kaushik, “Hema and Kaushik,” though about second-generation

migration (and ‘new’ diaspora at that, though this is not mentioned), is a

text that can be read within a ‘conventional’ albeit slightly adapted dias-

poric model. On her part, Munos reads Mishra against himself. She notes

that he is implicitly unwilling to extend his diasporic imaginary of impossi-

ble mourning to the literature of the ‘new’ diaspora, that is, the post-1965

late-capitalist migration by Indians to metropolitan centres, but she suggests

that as Lahiri’s texts organise themselves around absences, they can still be

read along the conventional lines of migration, settlement, assimilation, al-

beit with a negative twist. Where Mishra insists that the negativity inherent

in diaspora is necessarily associated with mourning and the impossibility of

the disaporic subject ever feeling at home, Munos argues that “the unsym-

bolisable of the other may thus well be that which frames, too, the possibility

of a new generational arrival” (66).

Banerjee’s argument assumes that Mishra’s concept of the diasporic imag-

70



CHAPTER 2. DESOLATION AND LOSS

inary is appropriate for “Hema and Kaushik,” even though the short story

deals with second-generation migrants of the post-1965 Indian diaspora. The

focus of Banerjee’s argument is the explanation of the particular nature of

the mourning experienced by second-generation migrants, who want to as-

similate (or have done so already?) while retaining the cultural roots to

which they, as part of the second-generation, feel only tenuously attached

anyway; but the article begs the question as to whether the triptych is the-

matically preoccupied with migrancy understood as migration, settlement,

and assimilation. That is, Banerjee focuses on adapting a conventional model

of migration for second-generation migrants without having shown that any

model of migration is apt for this particular text. The strain shows in that

the article focuses on Kaushik and his photography alone as the key to the

interpretation of the text as a whole, with the assumption that Hema can

be understood in these terms too, though she is a classicist, not a photogra-

pher, and her portion of the narrative constitutes half of the narrative; this,

along with some textual analysis that serves the argument but is not true

to the text, such as the unsupported claim that Kaushik feels “pain at not

being able to make himself part of the new family unit with Chitra at its

centre” (448), results in an argument which seems both skewed and not fully

conversant with the text.

If Banerjee’s argument makes assumptions, Munos’ feels strained in its
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efforts to read “Hema and Kaushik” using a conventional diasporic model

while also accounting for its being both ‘new’ Indian diasporic literature and

concerned with the second generation. The insistence on adapting Mishra’s

diasporic frame to this text is all the more perplexing in light of Munos’

comments that people prejudge Lahiri’s work, burying it alive before they’ve

even looked at it properly “beneath the apparently unmovable stone of ‘hy-

bridity talk’, or alternatively, beneath the never-possible mandate of being

‘Indian-enough’ even as it primordially deals with second-generation Indian-

American experience” (54). It must be mentioned that Munos is primarily

concerned with The Namesake rather than Unaccustomed Earth generally,

or “Hema and Kaushik” particularly. However, she says, mentioning “Hema

and Kaushik” in particular, that Unaccustomed Earth shares The Name-

sake’s preoccupations, as a “cursory look” at Lahiri’s 2008 text will confirm

(59). As a result, there isn’t a detailed examination of Unaccustomed Earth

or “Hema and Kaushik,” though there are strong claims made about the

collection.

In order to make her argument, Munos’ reading leaps from the suggestion

that children raised by absentminded parents forever after organise them-

selves around that gap to the conclusion that second-generation children

raised by mothers who are themselves melancholy about their arrival in the

United States and loss of home will be similarly organised around that ab-
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sence of motherland. Any allusions within Lahiri’s fiction to childhood are

cloaked allusions to the history of Indian migration generally, and the mother

stands in for the second-generation migrant’s motherland. Further, this ar-

gument is supported by psychoanalytical clinical work on the negative side

of relationships, with no mention made of the disciplinary shift to literary

analysis, or from absent parents to parents who have migrated and feel the

absence of a home. The insistence on reading Lahiri as a diasporic text, even

where this results in readings which are not convincing, perhaps suggests an

over-reliance on this framing of texts within postcolonial studies.

Susan Koshy, for one, argues that “the transnational circuits and re-

turn migrations that define the movements of many of the characters in the

stories disrupt the conventional teleology of migration, settlement, and as-

similation” (351). As a result “[Lahiri’s] writing tests established reading

protocols in ethnic and diasporic literature” (354). Koshy argues that Unac-

customed Earth explores the effects of the 1965 Immigration Act, specifically

its encouragement of ‘model minority families’ who saw their offspring as

human capital, requiring care and cultivation in order to become econom-

ically productive, entrepreneurial citizens, reliant on the state neither for

their well-being nor quality of life. Koshy argues that Lahiri’s Unaccustomed

Earth explores the subjective costs of the production of the model minority

family, and the way in which women and second generation children bear
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the emotional costs of its success. In making this argument, Koshy com-

ments that “One of the searing ironies of [Unaccustomed Earth] is that an

inheritance so orchestrated around accumulation should in the end come to

be felt as an inheritance of loss” (Koshy 373), noting in a footnote that the

title of Desai’s novel aptly describes the tone of Lahiri’s collection. Koshy

also registers the sense of absence in the work in her description of Lahiri’s

short stories as examples of a genre she calls the filial gothic. While I agree

that Lahiri’s “Hema and Kaushik” “tests established reading protocols in

ethnic and diasporic literature” I am less sure of Koshy’s reading of Lahiri’s

fiction as having been deliberately organised around a sense of absence, or

that “Hema and Kaushik,” which in my reading is very ambivalent about a

sense of being at home, favours the condition of “belonging to uprooting”

over that of belonging to something or somewhere (372). For this reason,

Koshy’s reading of “Hema and Kaushik” as having a minor cosmopolitan

ethic seems to be making a virtue of the inescapable sense of homelessness

which Hema and Kaushik both struggle with.

Koshy observes that in Unaccustomed Earth “death, failure, accidents, ill-

ness, and dysfunction” qualify the characters’ sovereignty, “marking agency

in relation to life and death as precarious” and showing that every body is

vulnerable (373). This is true so far as it goes, but the argument that all

sovereignty is qualified by contingency and the inevitability of death sug-
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gests that all bodies are equally vulnerable; this equal vulnerability is the

grounds for “the provisional belongings of exorbitant citizenship” Koshy sees

in Lahiri’s work (373). Given the statement about every body’s vulnerability,

it’s not surprising that Koshy also understands citizenship as being important

mainly for cultural-nationalist rather than legal reasons, hence her concep-

tion of “exorbitant citizenship” as a term for “surplus attachment . . . that

. . . [does] not get reconstituted as belonging to any one particular place or

tradition” and can thus “offer a rich archive of recalcitrant imaginings of

worldliness, collectivity, and belonging” (372). Koshy’s argument overlooks

both Hema and Kaushik’s enjoyment of U.S. citizenship, and their ambiva-

lence about homelessness, and it does not deal with the text’s disturbing and

perplexing references to bodies more vulnerable than Hema’s or Kaushik’s,

people who are stateless and unprotected, have their citizenship revoked be-

fore being persecuted by the state, or who live in states facing overwhelming

circumstances which leave them unable to protect their citizens.

In The Inheritance of Loss, which Koshy connects suggestively with Un-

accustomed Earth, Desai engages explicitly with the losses and vulnerabilities

shared by all of her characters, regardless of their particular advantages or

disadvantages. However, Desai does not suggest that every body is equally

vulnerable or equally precarious. In doing so, Desai shows a more profound

understanding of liquid modernity and its ills than Lahiri. She also has a
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much more hopeful and egalitarian vision of how it might be altered than

Bauman himself.

Like “Hema and Kaushik,” The Inheritance of Loss is set in a liquid

modern world. Regardless of their ethnicity, education, social status, and

wealth, the characters are afflicted with a sense of being out of place or

without a place either because they have moved, or because the world has

changed around them. In either case, they find themselves somehow out of

joint with the world. Habits that they’ve developed are suddenly inappro-

priate for or redundant to the situations in which they find themselves. The

novel also explores the individualism, the endless focus on the self and on

private interests, which Bauman identifies as an attribute of liquid moder-

nity. The novel is centred in Kalimpong, a town in the Darjeeling district of

West Bengal, during the strikes, riots, and violence of the mid-80s when the

Ghorkaland National Liberation Front (GNLF) was demanding a separate

Ghorkaland state within India. The novel is mostly interested in the tension

between the (relatively) affluent, Anglophile community, many of whom are

Bengali-Indian, whose influence and wealth are both declining, and the poor,

disenfranchised, but educated and politicised Nepali-Indians. The relation-

ship between sixteen-year-old orphaned Sai who lives at Cho Oyu with her

grandfather, and nineteen-year-old Gyan, her Nepali-Indian maths tutor pro-

vides the most significant focal point through which this tension is explored.
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The novel has another two narratives which illuminate the Kalimpong nar-

rative and are connected to yet distinct from it. One follows Biju, the son

of the cook who works at Cho Oyu. Biju, with no prospects of making a

good life for himself in Kalimpong, travels to New York hoping to become

wealthy and successful. There, he becomes part of the international, illegal,

mostly invisible migrant underclass working in the service industry with no

benefits or security. The second narrative is Sai’s grandfather’s. It consists

of now-retired Judge Jemubhai Patel’s memories of growing up as part of the

peasant caste in Gujarat in the 1920s, being sent off to Cambridge by his

ambitious father where he qualifies as a member of the Indian Civil Service,

and his return to India in the 1940s as a judge who has internalised Imperial

Britain’s racist attitudes towards both himself and those he lives and works

with. Until Sai arrives to live with him, the judge has lived alone with only

the cook and his rather foolish and gentle golden retriever, Mutt.

The setting of The Inheritance of Loss registers the presence of different

types of borders than Liquid Life is mostly concerned with. The type of bor-

ders that Bauman discusses extensively are those thrown up by the prevailing

doctrine of the moment, but these borders shift or cease to have relevance

both rapidly and unexpectedly, they “live from one episode to another” (136).

Bauman does briefly define another type of border when discussing the global

underclass and the uses of education, but much of Bauman’s focus in Liquid
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Life is on the experience of educated consumers in western, industrialised,

developed countries. When discussing education and its uses, Bauman notes

that it can be “a hard-won and cherished freedom of trespass in a world criss-

crossed by fences and sliced into territorially fixed sovereignties” (29). The

borders Bauman describes here are seemingly different from the short-lived

ones thrown up by the prevailing doctrine of the moment. Elsewhere, dis-

cussing the global underclass, he observes a similarly intransigent barrier. He

doesn’t make the mistake Lahiri does in “Hema and Kaushik,” which depicts

the unbearable uncertainty of the liquid modern world in much the same

way as Ulrich Beck understands smog: large external forces are democratic

in that they will inevitably overwhelm all of us equally. Bauman observes

that the global underclass living in the slums of mega-cities in the develop-

ing world and trying to creep into Europe and the United States without the

right documentation have the roughest experience of liquid modernity. By

way of illustration, he gives examples such as: “Europe’s cows are better off

than half the world’s population,” and “an average urban dweller in North

America uses for his or her sustenance 4.7 hectares of land, while an average

city resident in India must do with 0.4” (25, 26). These examples also illus-

trate that while Bauman recognises that people experience liquid modernity

differently, he also tends to think in terms of the west and the rest, which

is perhaps not untrue, but is not the whole story. Further, the rest are very
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much a ‘they’ to the ‘we’ to whom Bauman is speaking. This emphasises

how dire many people’s circumstances are compared to our own (whoever

‘we’ are), but it suggests that those who experience liquid modernity dif-

ferently from ‘us’ are necessarily geographically distant from us. This risks

cementing the distance/difference Bauman is trying to draw attention to,

adding to the problems of liquid modernity while illustrating them. Though

distinguishing sharply between the global underclass and the rest, Bauman

comments that “this does not mean . . . that the plight of the outcasts has

nothing to do with the condition of those lucky ones who have managed to

avoid their fate” (23). But he then goes on to talk about the need to continu-

ously and conspicuously consume in order to create an ever more up-to-date

or relevant sense of self. The distinction between ‘us’ and ‘them’ is sharply

drawn, but there is no elaboration of what one might have to do with the

other.

In The Inheritance of Loss, Desai explores several different types of in-

transigent barriers both within and between India and the United States,

how they intersect with one another, and how they are created and perpet-

uated. In doing so, she shows that the flow and the borders are mutually

sustaining; each one exists because of the other. That is, the unpredictability

of the present is connected to rigid, hierarchical social distinctions. While

Bauman depicts liquid modernity as a mass of individuals, Desai describes
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differently positioned individuals connected through what divides them. Biju

discovers that both class systems and ethnic divisions which he experienced

in India continue to operate in the United States. Biju grapples with too few

resources in a world where the word ‘India’ signifies a place unrecognisable

to him: a rose-tinted nostalgic vision of the British Raj. The purpose of

this representation is to sell tea, holidays, and food. He, an actual Indian

(whatever that might mean) in New York, is not romantic, exotic, and desir-

able, but just disposable labour. Finding himself without bearings, security,

community, or relevant knowledge, he is “almost relieved” when a Pakistani

arrives to work in the same basement kitchen because “at least he knew

what to do” (22). What he does is pick a fight with the man, who picks

one right back as after all “Desis against Pakis” is “old war, best war,” so

familiar that Biju “felt he was entering a warm amniotic bath” (23 original

emphasis). The sound of their quarrel floats upstairs to the French restaurant

itself, which serves, amongst other things on its pretentious menu “a duck

that made an overture to the colonies, sitting like a pasha on its own fat”

(22). The French proprietor, furious at any threat to the balance “perfectly

first-world on top, perfectly third-world twenty-two steps below,” fires both

of them on the spot (22). The scene is comedic, ending with Biju and the

Pakistani storming off in different directions, only to encounter one another

again around the block, resulting in more storming off. Desai’s humour, here
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as elsewhere in the novel, is cutting in that it illustrates that these casual

labourers, invisible to the diners but crucial for the production of luxury con-

sumer goods, are, because of their un-supported mobility, completely without

the resources necessary to create a sense of community amongst themselves,

and see only division where they are in fact both equally exploited from an

economic point of view.

Biju’s bewilderment slowly turns into a creeping sense of staggering in-

justice, which the novel illustrates in a page-long overwhelming list of people

and places which the United States has either ignored or interfered with

or both, always with an eye to furthering its own best economic interests

(133–134). Nevertheless, Biju’s employers, who are doing to him on a micro

level what Desai’s list suggests the United States does globally, insist that

“The United States was a young country built on the finest principles, and

how could it possibly owe so many bills? Enough was enough. Business was

business” (134). He moves from one job to another, all alike in that they

are menial, temporary, and exploitative, and from one over-crowded squat

to another, each filled with young, unskilled men all on the same spectrum

somewhere between naivete and disillusionment. He becomes increasingly

self-conscious, unsure how to understand who he is or what it might be pos-

sible to make of himself if anything at all. Biju tells himself that “You had to

live according to something. You had to find your dignity” (136). For Biju,
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this means sticking to his parents’ principles and religion. He promptly quits

his job at a high-end steak-house “a new person, a man full to the brim with

a wish to live within a narrow purity” (137). He eventually finds a job in an

“all-Hindu establishment” (139) owned by a first-generation Indian, Harish-

Harry. Harish-Harry, anxious to make as much money as possible, cuts costs

by exploiting his staff just as ferociously as any of the other restaurant man-

agers Biju has worked for. Biju finds that generic India is no less fake than

exotic India, and that “there was no purity to this venture. And no pride”

(148). He consoles himself by concentrating only on the money he is earning,

but this too begins to feel empty and meaningless. Though he has moved

to the United States, and his social status and access to opportunities have

altered, they have not improved. The service industry in New York relies

upon people who are poor and desperate. They continue to remain poor and

desperate in New York, and while their employers exploit them, they can

also disavow any responsibility for them.

Back in Kalimpong, Gyan’s experiences are not so different from Biju’s. If

Biju’s experiences show how already existing class and ethnic differences are

unchanged by mass immigration, Gyan’s show that wealthy and influential

people and rigid social hierarchies exist in Kalimpong (Bauman tends to

imply that power and influence which have significance are concentrated in

the West). Gyan is his family’s “best bet in the big world,” and so “every
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single thing his family had was going into him, and it took ten of them to

live like this [in poverty] to produce a boy, combed, educated” (256). Gyan is

clever and ambitious, but the knowledge he has is to do with passing exams

rather than the social mores of the more affluent and influential whose ranks

he aspires to join. The judge quickly sees what he identifies as Gyan’s short-

comings and humiliates him for them. In his humiliation and realisation

that the judge cannot consider him as a potential peer, Gyan is drawn to

the chauvinistic, violent (sub)nationalism of the Gorkha National Liberation

Front which inhibits his love for Sai.

In his study of the GNLF’s political activity from the 1980s up to the

present day, Townsend Middleton observes that “histories of precarity, dis-

crimination, and inequality dating back to their 19th-century immigration

from neighbouring Nepal have beset the Gorkhas of Darjeeling with deep-

seated anxieties over belonging in India” (609). Since this 19th-century mi-

gration, Townsend notes, “the Nepali-speaking (Gorkha) peoples of Darjeel-

ing have endured marginalisation on multiple registers — political, economic,

moral, ethnoracial, and geographic” (610). He goes on to argue that “cri-

sis and uncertainty” are the “operative conditions of politics in Darjeeling,”

and that these are “the collective embodiments . . . of a people seeking, yet

perennially denied, their place in the nation state” (609). Middleton argues

that extreme ethic violence is an expression of rampant uncertainties over
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belonging engendered by globalization, which is very similar to what Desai

suggests in this novel (611).

Though the GNLF within the novel characterises itself as a liberating,

revolutionary force, Desai is not so sure. Rather, the novel suggests that the

GNLF’s claims of authentic belonging are not so much a solution to the prob-

lem, as they are a symptom of the decades of marginalisation exacerbated by

globalisation and an ineffectual and corrupt state. Though the GNLF claims

authenticity, the omniscient narrator deflates this earnest self-regard with a

comic description of the GNLF youth who come to steal the ancient guns

from Cho Oyu. The boys “were unconvincing” (4). Mutt, as surprised as

the rest of them by the boys’ arrival, gives a startled yelp. This causes the

boys to “[scream] like a bunch of schoolgirls” and “cower” behind the bushes

calling “Does she bite, Uncle? My God!” (4 original emphasis). The boys’

claim to authenticity is undermined not only by their sense of performing

their roles self-consciously, but also because the roles themselves, far from

being authentically Nepali as they claim, are inspired by American popular

culture; they dress in “universal guerrilla fashion,” laugh “movie laughs,”

and speak as if from a movie script (4–5).

In delineating intransigent barriers of social status, wealth, and ethnicity,

the novel has not only geographical reach but historical depth. The circum-

stances in which the characters find themselves are the result of particular
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histories of violence. For example, while a student at Cambridge, the judge

is so humiliated and ashamed about what he has learnt to understand as

his uncouth, unacceptable Indian-ness, that he retreats entirely into himself,

afraid to let any part of himself be seen, feeling disgusted by the disgust he

arouses in others. He begins to wash obsessively, to cover his mouth with his

hand when he smiles so as not to reveal his teeth, to cover his body as much

as possible:

To the end of his life he would never be seen without socks and

shoes and would prefer shadow to light . . . for he was suspicious

that sunlight might reveal him, in his hideousness, all too clearly.

(40)

He keeps his distance from everyone and starts to refer to himself in the

third person “to keep even himself away from himself” (111). The judge,

ostracised into silent self-loathing in England, finds that in the depths of

his quiet state of humiliation, “he [is] mistaken for something he [isn’t] — a

man of dignity,” and “this accidental poise became more important than any

other thing” (119). Once back in India, he begins to behave as much like

an Englishman as possible. He loathes other Indians, including his wife, as

much as he loathes himself. He cannot stop himself either having sex with her,

which he calls “the gutter act” (170), or being disgusted by her Indian-ness,

which encompasses everything from the shape of her bottom, to the colour

and style of clothes she wears, her difficulty with English, the way she eats,
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the way she squats rather than sits on the toilet, the smell of her hair-oil, and

her desire to remain in purdah. This schizophrenic situation swiftly becomes

violent. He begins to beat her as compulsively as he has sex with her, which

has by this time become marital rape, and eventually sends her in disgrace

to live with and off her sister and brother-in-law because he is afraid he will

kill her if she stays. The judge, disgusted by himself and everyone he lives

and works with, is determined to maintain the construct of himself as a man

of dignity even to himself, and firmly represses any memories of how he came

to be as he is. He is unable to have any honest, loving contact with another

human being. He lavishes all of his affection instead on his golden retriever,

Mutt, and retires to Cho Oyu in the Himalayas where he can live “in this

shell, this skull, with the solace of being a foreigner in his own country” (29).

The immigration and (sub)nationalism in the novel are historical phenomena,

particular to a certain time and geography, and informed by, if distinct from,

the colonial past. That is, through the judge’s life and relationships, the

actions of the disaffected Gorkha youth, and Biju’s sojourn in the United

States, Desai suggests that colonialism’s legacies of material, cultural, and

psychic inequalities and vulnerabilities along the lines of race, ethnicity, class,

and gender are exacerbated by the inefficacy and corruption of the state’s

institutions and the reliance of financial capitalism on cheap, temporary,

mobile labour.
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Not only does the novel delineate these intransigent barriers informed

by both history and geography, thus connecting the unpredictability of the

present to rigid, hierarchical social distinctions, it also considers how these

barriers are created and entrenched over time: through everyday social be-

haviours and through repeated narratives, both of which are used to perpet-

uate an apparently unending cycle of humiliation. For example, the judge

and the cook (who is called only ‘cook’ until the final pages of the novel) col-

laborate, with no acknowledgement on the judge’s side that there’s any such

collaboration going on, in telling the story of the judge as an influential, cul-

tured man, far superior to the cook who serves him faithfully. For influential

and cultured, read almost English. On the cook’s part, any small amount of

status he can accrue depends completely upon the judge’s status. Cho Oyu

is disintegrating and rotting. The judge can no longer afford Sai’s convent

school fees, which is why he unwillingly brings her to live at Cho Oyu, and the

house’s economics are so straitened that the cook, the one remaining servant,

hoards tinfoil in order to use and re-use until it crumbles. Nevertheless, the

judge demands a ceremonial English tea every day, with two sorts of food,

one sweet and one savoury, and the Cook shops for, makes, serves, and clears

a three course meal each night, consisting of bland, overcooked food which is

understood to be English rather than Indian. Sai has to be tutored at home

because, according to the judge: “Can’t send you to a government school, I
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suppose . . . you’d come out speaking with the wrong accent and picking your

nose” (34). The cook, as much of a snob as the judge, tells the other servants

in the neighbourhood stories so elaborate and compelling about the judge’s

past glory and his incorruptibility forcing him into early retirement, that the

cook believes them himself. The stories “give him a feeling of self-respect

even as he picked over the vegetables being sold cheap” (56). Despite the

fact that the cook and the judge have lived with one another for years, longer

than either has with any family member, because both of them collaborate

in maintaining the judge’s superiority and the cook’s lowliness, each feeling

that this gulf between the two of them is necessary to maintain the status

of both, there is “nothing, zero, no understanding between the two of them”

(313). That is, each understands the role he plays in relation to the other,

but there is no contact, no sympathy between them, only the habit of the

roles they occupy.

Because of the normality of this situation, it seems unremarkable, but the

judge’s daily humiliation of the cook damages the psyches of both men and

makes physical violence seem acceptable. Mutt, the dog for whom the judge

feels more love than for any human being, goes missing, and the judge, com-

pletely distraught, blames the cook entirely. The cook questions himself: “He

had failed in his duty, hadn’t he? He hadn’t looked hard enough, he hadn’t

shown respect” (313 original emphasis). The cook, now also distraught, gets
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very drunk, and comes back to the house feeling that if he has failed in this

duty, he must be completely useless. He says to the judge “It’s your duty to

discipline me. It’s as it should be” (320). The judge, in complete agreement,

beats him with as much force as he can muster while Sai can only watch and

wail that “Something filthy is going on!” (321). Desai is astute in show-

ing that the cook contributes to the perpetuation of an unequal and unjust

way of organising the world which precludes him ever being seen as equally

valuable as the judge because what little importance he has derives from the

judge. In an apparent contradiction, the cook gets his self-respect from a job

which requires the acceptance of humiliation on his part. What and how you

eat and where you’re educated are shibboleths which determine who you are

and where you belong in this lingering imperialist hierarchy.

Through passing on this contradictory lesson of the relationship between

dignity and humiliation, the judge is only repeating what he has learned.

As a student in Cambridge, his examiners humiliated him by examining him

not on his knowledge of the law, but on his understanding of English culture.

They laugh at his choice of poem and at his accent. While in England, the

judge takes up a deliberate course of study in not only law, but also culture,

learning to punt, how to pronounce ‘Eyre’ in Jane Eyre correctly; he reads

essays on art and the history of philosophy, both, by definition, Western,

and also on china and glassware in the effort to become like the men who
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humiliated him (119). Decades later, the judge examines Gyan in much the

same way, seeing him fumble with the cutlery he’s unused to at dinner-time.

Having spotted this weakness, he asks Gyan to recite a poem and then laughs

at him “in a cheerless and horrible manner” (109). Gyan’s thematically apt

choice is Tagore’s “Where the Mind is Without Fear,” but the pertinence is

lost on the judge who passes his life in ‘dead habit’ and whose educational

experience has resulted in his absolute reliance on ‘narrow domestic walls’

of now-outdated English cultural hegemony which he fears are now “giving

way” and “dissolving” (Desai 110). Having been humiliated in his youth does

not leave the judge immune from it, securely in the role of the humiliator

in the present. The judge carefully guards his dignity at all times, but the

GNLF youth who come to steal the ancient guns hanging on Cho Oyu’s walls

deliberately humiliate him using his own carefully cultivated codes of culture

against him. They demand that he serve them tea, something he considers

the task of a woman or a servant, and then mock him for being inept at

doing so. They also make him call himself a fool, upon which “Both Sai and

the cook had averted their gaze . . . it was an awful thing, the downing of a

proud man. He might kill the witness” (8).

Gyan’s humiliation acts as a sort of catalyst. He finds the growing violence

of the GNLF frightening and has his suspicions that “it was surely just

frustration — the leaders harnessing the natural irritations and disdain of
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adolescence for cynical ends; for their own hope in attaining the same power

as government officials hold now, the same ability to award local businessmen

deals in exchange for bribes, the ability to give jobs to their relatives, places

to their children in schools, cooking gas connections” (157). He had found a

brief refuge in a burgeoning romance with Sai, but having been humiliated

by the judge, he feels excluded from Sai’s world and ashamed. He gets

accidentally caught up with a GNLF procession in the market and initially,

he feels not only cynical, but also a little embarrassed, as if he “half played,

half lived a part” (160). However, he soon finds that “the fervor had affected

him,” and that “for a moment all the different pretences he had indulged in,

the shames he had suffered, the future that wouldn’t accept him — all these

things joined together to form a single truth” (160). This purity of vision,

like Biju’s, is connected to “old hatreds” which are “endlessly retrievable”

(161). Worse, these old hatreds contribute to the creation of a violent adult

masculinity; they are fomented in a “masculine atmosphere” and make Gyan

feel “a moment of shame remembering his tea parties with Sai on the veranda

. . . the small warm space they inhabited together, the nursery talk” (161).

Now, Gyan uses Sai’s way of life to “define the conflict in his life that he

had felt all along, but in a cotton-woolly way. In pushing her away . . . a

purpose was whittled” (260). As the judge is unable to love, so he and the

GNLF inhibit Gyan’s capacity to love Sai. The novel, very unsentimentally,
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suggests that the consequences of the absence of love in the judge’s life are

real, devastating, and contagious. Gyan’s involvement with the GNLF results

in terrible arguments with Sai, where he belittles and humiliates her for what

he now sees as her aping of a foreign culture. There is a sharp irony in the

judge’s granddaughter being humiliated by her lover for having acquired the

very attributes that her grandfather could not humiliate her grandmother

into adopting. Sai, intuiting these larger factors declares “You hate me . . . for

big reasons, that have nothing to do with me. You aren’t being fair” (260).

It is unfair that Gyan blames Sai for things which are beyond her control.

On the other hand, it’s unfair that Gyan’s family has to sacrifice so much,

and that despite their sacrifices and his education, because he is not Bengali,

some opportunities are denied him.

Desai suggests that humiliation, as a result of keeping people in their

places, dividing them from one another, also breeds violence, such as the

judge’s beating of the cook and his wife, or Biju and the Pakistani’s brawl.

The novel deals with Biju’s anxious relief at knowing who he is when con-

fronted with a Pakistani in a mildly amusing way. But the GNLF’s chauvin-

istic sub-nationalism, as it’s on a bigger scale, results in violence which the

novel describes in shocking detail. Chapter forty-three, set in Kalimpong in

1986 at the beginning of the three years of unrest, describes a GNLF march

which turns into a bloody riot, and includes details such as, “A beheaded
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body ran briefly down the street, blood fountaining from its neck, and they all

saw the truth about living creatures — that after death, in final humiliation,

the body defecates on itself” (276).

All of the characters are caught in a similar cycle of humiliation, where

the humiliated become humiliators in their turn as they try to establish

or maintain a shred of dignity by denying it to someone else. All of the

characters experience it, some, like Biju, the cook, the judge as a youth, and

Gyan, because they are short of resources to protect themselves. Some, like

the retired judge or Sai, educated, once-successful and wealthy, still fairly

influential and affluent, are humiliated because of their relative privilege. In

clinging to dignity or attempting to create it by depriving others of it, the

characters further entrench themselves in a social hierarchy which is itself

bolstered even more firmly. In doing so, both humiliated and humiliators rely

upon or resort to narratives of exclusion which are purportedly authentic, and

fall back on simple stereotypes which seem uncluttered and therefore true.

Though The Inheritance of Loss suggests that characters at every level

suffer humiliation, it does not lose sight of their different positions in the

social hierarchy. That is, those who carry forward the losses of historical

political, economic, and gendered marginalisation are that much more vul-

nerable and invisible. Two characters who suffer extreme violence are Nimi,

Sai’s grandmother, and the road worker in Kalimpong who is even more
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precariously positioned than Gyan, or even the cook. Nimi, after suffering

marital rape and beatings, is sent in disgrace to live with her sister and

brother-in-law, who “resented every bite that entered Nimi’s mouth” (306).

Some years later, after independence, the judge receives a letter informing

him of her death. The novel hints at the cause of death very briefly, in just

half a page, and declares that “in a blink of an eye you could have missed

the entire thing,” it is so insignificant (308). She is not even named in death:

“A woman had caught fire over a stove” (307). The implication is that the

brother-in-law killed this useless women and bribed the police to prevent any

investigation. Though he was not involved in it, the road worker is arrested

after the judge insists that something is done about the robbery at Cho

Oyu. The police, practising their interrogation techniques for the imminent

insurgency, beat and blind him, which, apart from anything else, leaves him

unable to support his wife and father. Like Nimi’s story, the story of the road

worker and his family is told briefly, and the other more central characters

are either unaware of it or choose to ignore it. The invisible and vulnerable,

already “impoverished” are made “hungriest” during the insurgency, robbed

by the insurgents and used as police scapegoats (282). Women and the very

poor are those most damaged by the humiliation, claims to authenticity,

and violence, but the other characters do not see these vulnerable people as

important or as having anything to do with their concerns. That is, those
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who benefit from the current dispensation, either in being less exposed to

the violence of corrupt state institutions, or less vulnerable to the vagaries

of financial capitalism, remain unaware of or unconcerned with the existence

of people who are connected to them, but who they perceive as being unlike

themselves.

The Inheritance of Loss, through the cycle of humiliation and the desire

for a pure, valuable sense of self that this breeds, suggests that history is

something that everyone suffers from and in which everyone is implicated,

albeit unequally. The novel’s central thematic concern is the perpetuation

of the norm, that is, the ways in which the characters perpetuate inequality

and prejudice, sometimes deliberately, and sometimes unwittingly. It delin-

eates a self-perpetuating cycle of humiliation, and of exclusionary narratives

which create and perpetuate unjust hierarchies such that they appear a part

of the fabric of reality. Because it conceives of the phenomena of chauvinistic

nationalism and large-scale illegal immigration not as causeless disasters, but

as large historical forces which shape the characters’ lives, and which, at the

same time, are also shaped, incrementally by them, the novel is able to keep

in focus, albeit in a negative fashion, the need for a sense of commonality

and shared life beyond the familial and the romantic. “Hema and Kaushik”

understands being at home as an entirely private affair, never achievable be-

cause of overwhelming external forces, and Liquid Life describes individuals
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as powerless to alter the social conditions that determine their own destinies,

or perhaps to even be aware of them. The Inheritance of Loss assumes that

the characters are simultaneously connected and divided from one another,

through rigidly hierarchical social structures, however much they might deny,

ignore, or be ignorant of any connection. Romantic relationships and domes-

tic, familial spaces are not futile shelters against external forces, but shape

and are shaped by them. Like knots within a wider weave, the characters are

entities, points of tension and creation in their own right, which are made

possible because of their context. In elaborating upon these connected di-

visions, Desai asks us to think about other types of more deliberate, more

just connections — or their absence. In doing so, it connects two goals

that are important but separate in Bauman’s Liquid Life: the interest in

and attention to life in common, and the importance of the development of

autonomous, independent individuals who judge and decide consciously for

themselves (14, 140–141).

The type of questions Desai raises about altering the conditions of liquid

modernity are very different to Bauman’s. Liquid Life explores both formal

education and revolution as ways of altering liquid modernity, but does so in

such a way that separates intellectuals, as the bearers of education and insti-

gators of revolution, from the masses. Unlike Liquid Life, The Inheritance of

Loss does not see the world as in need of a revolution while being doubtful
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as to whether it has the means to create it. Rather, the novel is wary of

revolutionary change which proposes to alter the order of the hierarchy while

leaving the logic of the hierarchy in place. Where Liquid Life divides liquid

modernity into those who benefit from it at the very top, and the rest who

don’t (to varying degrees), Desai suggests that all of the characters, not just

the poor and vulnerable, are victims of modernity not despite but because of

their inequality. Counter-intuitively, it is because the characters are able to

humiliate and physically harm one another that they also have the capacity,

however uncertain, of subjectivity, or what Bauman calls emancipation. Like

Bauman’s Liquid Life, Desai’s novel does suggest that trying to perceive the

workings of liquid modernity is extremely challenging, and that formal edu-

cation may be a part of the problem rather than a solution to it, as we see

with the judge. But the novel doesn’t privilege exiled intellectuals or artists

as having a unique, if incommunicable, view of it. In the novel, Desai doesn’t

advocate for critical pedagogy as a way of altering the given conditions, but

for the making of a compassionate connection between my life and the lives

of others. If Bauman suggests that individuals have withdrawn from public

life, Desai suggests more that they have turned away from it, but that this

turning away does not extricate anyone from living a life created by others

while creating theirs in turn. Though not all of the characters will make

a compassionate connection between their own life and the lives of others,
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all of them could, and in this Desai’s imagination is more egalitarian than

Bauman’s.

Just because they can does not mean that they will, or even that they

are likely to. The characters struggle to see beyond their own exclusionary,

authentic narratives, and for most of the characters, intuiting this knowl-

edge is a painful and frightening process which occurs only at moments of

violence and distress, and which can be unacceptable even when glimpsed,

as it threatens the characters’ own cherished understandings of themselves.

Further, glimpsing this knowledge, though a feat in itself, is only the begin-

ning of being able to alter how a story is told, and does not guarantee this

by any means. The judge, for example, finds that when Sai arrives, the past

he has worked so hard to forget starts to intrude into his mind, manifest-

ing itself as a physical itch, a “burning sensation” which “roiled within him

until he could barely stand it” (56). He begins to fear that “all [he] had

worked so hard to separate would soften and envelop him in its nightmare”

(113). Sai’s arrival, on the one hand, is very threatening; it forces him “to

confront the fact that he had tolerated certain artificial constructs to up-

hold his existence. . . . He couldn’t knock down the lies, or the past would

crumble, and therefore the present” (210). At the same time, he admits to

himself amidst his desolation at Mutt’s disappearance that, upon Sai’s ar-

rival “though he had never properly admitted the fact to himself, he knew
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he hoped an unacknowledged system of justice was beginning to erase his

debts” (308). The reader knows, though the judge does not, that Mutt has

been stolen by the wife and father of the road worker. The judge refused to

help them, declaring that their plight was nothing to do with him, and they

stole Mutt in the hopes of selling her. The judge is devastated by the loss

of Mutt. This is another example of humiliation and indifference begetting

further loss. An unacknowledged system of justice operating on some higher

level cannot erase the judge’s debts. He is the only one who could, perhaps,

alter the way he relates to other people.

Desai suggests that everyone has the capacity to make compassionate

connections because, as everyone has the capacity to humiliate and be hu-

miliated, so they have the capacity to love and be loved. This is the practice

of agape. In fact, the judge himself and his impact upon other people suggest

that when the capacity for agape is thwarted or damaged, it contributes to

the cycle of humiliation. This capacity for agape may help the characters

acquire the painful knowledge about the history that has produced them

without making them feel, as the judge does, too threatened by even the

smallest intuition of this knowledge to contemplate it. Part of developing

the capacity for agape is recognising that everyone is capable of it, rather

than treating it as another marker of distinction. Biju, the cook, Gyan, and

Sai, the characters who love in difficult circumstances, have the most posi-
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tive glimpses of the way in which liquid modernity perpetuates itself, and the

need to find other ways of defining success, to recognise that narratives are

inherently communal, and to intervene in the cycle of humiliation without

finding the glimpse of all of this knowledge too threatening to contemplate.

Biju’s moment of clarity comes as he finally relinquishes his authentic-

Indian story in the face of Harish-Harry’s exploitation. Initially, without

this story to help him, he tries to focus on the money that he’s earning as a

justification, but this cannot sustain him:

Year by year, his life wasn’t amounting to anything at all; in a

space that should have included family, friends, he was the only

one displacing the air. And yet, another part of him had ex-

panded: his self-consciousness, his self-pity — oh the tediousness

of it. . . . Shouldn’t he return to a life . . . where he might relinquish

this overrated control over his own destiny? (268).

So, though he doesn’t yet have his green card, he decides to return to his

father in Kalimpong. This decision seems unfathomable because it rejects

the value system that motivated his migration to the U.S.A. in the first place.

We see here both Biju’s capacity to make his own decisions and the price he

pays in doing so. That is, though he decides on a communal rather than an

individualistic life, he is not materially better off in the end.

As for Gyan and Sai: initially, their romance forms a counter-point to the

insurgency. Just as everything seems to be splintering apart in Kalimpong,

so the two of them feel as if they have “melted into each other like pats
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of butter — how difficult it was to cool and compose themselves back into

their individual beings” (129). They call one another momo, dumpling, an

endearment which illustrates their sense of connection “one thing plump and

cozy within the other — it connoted protection, affection” (140). For Sai in

particular, spending time with Gyan has increased her sense of fluidity, that

she is a “malleable form” with “endless possibility for reinvention” (132).

Other people notice this effect — “she seemed out of focus, they couldn’t

read her expression clearly” (132) — and at one of the novel’s most optimistic

moments it seems that Sai may be finding her way into a completely new

way of being in the world that is unrecognisable to her grandfather.

Gyan, rather than feeling that he is adopting a new form, recognises

the need for something different. In the moments before he is pulled into

the feeling of authenticity associated with the GNLF march, he wonders to

himself, “were they taking their cues from old protest stories or from the

hope of telling a new story . . . ??” (157). At a moment of disconnection from

the march, while “looking at the hills” he wonders “how can the ordinary be

changed??” (157). This is the clearest expression of the size of this problem

of humiliation, hierarchy, and authenticity. It has so permeated life that it

is what everyone understands to be normal, ordinary. Gyan has to struggle

even to see that this may not be the only way of telling this ordinary story.

Of all the characters, Sai has been the most attuned to stories and to time.
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Where the judge treats Kalimpong as an unknown space where he can be

unknown to others and himself, Sai, from the moment of her arrival, has “a

fearful feeling of having entered a space so big it reached both backward and

forward” (34), which is precisely the point of view necessary for reconsidering

how stories might be told communally rather than individualistically. Sai, in

this novel which privileges the power of narrative, associating it with both

the repetition of stereotypes and the possibility of something new, finds that

“books were making her restless” and that “she was beginning to read, faster,

more, until she was inside the narrative and the narrative inside her” (68–

69), which anticipates the sense of the plurality of stories Sai comes to as she

listens to the judge beating the cook:

Who was she . . . she with her self-importance, her demand for

happiness, yelling at fate, at the deaf heavens, screaming for her

joy to be brought forth? . . . Her small greedy soul . . . her tantrums

and fits . . . Her mean tears . . . . Her crying, enough for all the

sadness in the world, was only for herself. Life wasn’t single in

its purpose . . . or even in its direction. . . .The simplicity of what

she’d been taught wouldn’t hold. Never again could she think

there was but one narrative and that this narrative belonged only

to herself, that she might create her own tiny happiness and live

safely within it. (322–3)

Sai realises that happiness that doesn’t extend beyond the self is not only

mean but also unrealisable. Insisting on exclusionary stories is a part of

the cycle of humiliation which connects the characters by dividing them into
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exclusionary hierarchies, and which imagines interests as exclusive and as

having to be gained or protected through denying the interests of others. Sai

does not have a revelation of some large, final, homogeneous happiness here.

These glimpsed insights do not radically transform Sai’s entire existence or

her relationships with the cook, the judge, or Gyan. For Sai, knowledge of the

way her life is connected to other lives is not a form of justice in itself. Rather,

she understands that she is already a part of a complex community, though

one which may be tearing itself apart. Happiness, rather than being an

individual project, can only come from a rich though risky sense of belonging

to a wider community in which interests, goods, and rights are pursued in

common, rather than competed for on an uneven playing field, and where

dissent does not mean violence and death. The second insight associated with

this is that creating a large happiness rather than a tiny one is an on-going

and uncertain project without a guaranteed outcome. It is a project made

of incremental changes partly because those who undertake it are themselves

on-going, never certain, projects in emancipation too. These insights may

result in Sai making incremental changes to the way she relates with other

people, but her own subjectivity is a modest and uncertain project too.

Through its form as well as its content, the novel illustrates the plurality of

stories, and the difficulty of seeing beyond one’s own story, or, to say the same

thing slightly differently, how hard it is to acknowledge everyone’s fragile
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potential for emancipation and to conceive of the common good. There is no

clear protagonist in this novel. The dominant threads of the story are perhaps

the judge’s, Sai’s, Gyan’s, and Biju’s, but these can’t be separated from the

cook’s, and those of the other residents in the neighbourhood of Kalimpong,

the people whose stories shape Biju’s in New York. As we’ve seen, Nimi

and the un-named road worker, seemingly unimportant, are more significant

for the story than the other characters can see. All of the characters are

portrayed sympathetically, too. This is not to say that the novel condones

their behaviour. The judge, for one, is drawn as cruel, selfish, and violent.

However, his time in Cambridge illustrates why he is so dreadful, and his

grief at the possibility of the loss of Mutt is, while faintly ridiculous, very

moving. The novel, while showing how malignant he is, manages to make him

sympathetic. Similarly, even the most likeable characters, Biju, say, or Sai,

are treated with a wry distance, and despite the extremity of the situations

in which they find themselves, in their responses they retain their foibles and

humanity, never acquiring heroic purity.

The plural nature of all stories as well as the difficulty of glimpsing those

beyond one’s own is mirrored in the novel’s structure: it consists of 53 short

chapters, each, for the most part, dealing with one character and one or two

time-frames. The novel switches between characters and settings abruptly,

sharpening the distinctions between them, and creating an effect of discon-
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nection, especially as the first forty three chapters jump between several

places: Cambridge, Gujarat, Kalimpong, New York, and times: 1919, 1939,

the 1940s, the 1970s, and the early 1980s. Further, all of the narrative threads

exist in their own present tense. Even when the judge slips back into mem-

ories, it is as if he is re-living Cambridge in 1939, so the novel resists any

sense of linear historical progression while also creating immediacy. Events

which happen in the same time but different places are explicitly paralleled

only rarely; there is no consistent sense of a co-incidence of events, which

occupy different worlds, even if they share a rough periodicity. As the novel

progresses, however, the chapters become shorter and shorter, almost breath-

less, and the last ten chapters are all set in Kalimpong, or, in Biju’s case,

travelling to Kalimpong in 1987. While the sense of disconnection does not

disappear, it is layered with an almost magnetic effect of connection too.

Where the novel gently mocks Sai and Gyan’s notions of the possibility of

slipping entirely into one another as being naive, this pressurised build-up

at the end of the novel which contains both connection and disconnection

reinforces Sai’s realisation as to the inherent plurality and communality of

stories while not suggesting that there is only one story.

The use of free indirect discourse and direct address to the reader is

another of the novel’s strategies for raising questions about how to intervene

in the apparently unending and worsening cycle of humiliation it describes.
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Sai, for example, stumbles across an early 20th century book of etiquette for

Indian gentlemen which seems to have taken its cue from Macaulay’s Minute,

and which contains attitudes which her grandfather has adopted, though Sai

does not make this connection herself. Nevertheless, she feels so furious at the

author’s assumption of difference and superiority that, since she can’t kill the

author, she’d like to hunt down his descendants: “But the child shouldn’t be

blamed for a father’s crime, she tried to reason with herself, then. But should

the child therefore also enjoy the father’s illicit gain?” (199). When the judge

first returns to India and starts presiding over the circuit court, he encounters

a similar sort of problem. He considers a case with “so many convolutions,

so many tit-for-tats that there was no right or wrong any more”; however, he

concludes that “Purity of answer was a false quest. How far back could you

go, straightening things out?” (57). But purity of answer has been exactly

what the judge, Biju, and Gyan have sought having been humiliated. It is

also what the GNLF seeks, and the novel, while extremely sympathetic to

the plight of the Nepali-Indians, is wary about not only the GNLF’s violent

means, but also its exclusionary ends, as this passage articulates:

What was a country but the idea of it? . . . How often could you

attack it before it crumbled? To undo something took practice; it

was a dark art and they were perfecting it. With each argument,

the next would be easier, would become a compulsive act, and

like wrecking a marriage, it would be impossible to keep away, to

stop picking at the wounds, even if the wounds were your own.
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(236)

This passage is free indirect discourse focalised through the eyes of Lola, an

Anglophile Bengali neighbour of the judge’s, and the same technique is used

for the questions Sai and the judge ask. Free indirect discourse is double-

voiced, containing at once the view of the character and the narrative voice,

sometimes easily distinguishable, and sometimes impossible to separate. It’s

an apposite technique for this novel which shows how divisions between ‘us’

and ‘them’ are created and entrenched. This rhetorical strategy fuses two

voices together while not dissolving them into one another, making a sharp

distinction between ‘us’ and ‘them’ impossible while keeping in play two

separate voices. In the three brief excerpts above, the characters are, however

briefly, imagining themselves as connected to others through a history of

injustice which they must now find a way to live with. With each rhetorical

question, the narrative also involves the reader using the doubleness of free

indirect discourse. In the case of Lola and the Judge, the use of the pronoun

‘you’ adds to this effect by simultaneously speaking to the character and the

reader, thus drawing the reader into the narrative and asking of her the same

questions Sai, Lola, and the judge ask of themselves, thus laying the ground

for the imaginative and caring engagement with the lives of others.

“Hema and Kaushik,” though it consists of three fragments, is a story
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which is closed, completed. At its end, Hema is married to Navin and preg-

nant. She is not in love, but she is secure, if haunted by Kaushik’s absence;

though not fully satisfying, this is the best case scenario in liquid modernity,

until, that is, this not-quite-homely space is interrupted by a tidal wave of

some kind. The structure of the narrative closes it off from further communi-

cation. The first two stories are each directly addressed by one of the central

characters to the other, creating an exclusive intimate exchange; when we

discover that this intimacy never existed, the sense of intimacy is then re-

placed with the impression that instead of conversation, we’ve seen futile or

missed opportunities, which culminates in Hema’s final words which are an

address to an absence which can never respond. Though spoken to ‘you’,

the stories position the reader in a place of absence, exclusion, all the bet-

ter a point from which to appreciate their desolate and disconnected mood.

“Hema and Kaushik,” with its sense of impending loss that is inevitably re-

alised, and its desire for what it perceives as impossible, has a sense of both

desolation and distance. The tone of Liquid Life is one of exasperation and

desperation. The Inheritance of Loss veers between comedy (either dark or

squeamish), shocking violence, and poignancy, and it shares neither “Hema

and Kaushik’s” finality, nor Liquid Life’s sense of a desperate hope against

what seems possible.

At the end of Desai’s novel, nothing is resolved in any final way, unlike
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in the finality in Lahiri’s short story cycle. Gyan has promised to help look

for Mutt, but we don’t know if she’ll be found, or what Gyan’s change of

heart might mean for his relationship with Sai. The cook agrees to pass a

message from Gyan to Sai, but we don’t know how Sai reacts to this. We

do not know if (or how) Sai will leave Kalimpong. Though Biju has been

reunited with his father, we don’t have any idea of what he will do now

that he’s back. This lack of completeness is another way in which the novel

suggests the possibility, however faint, of different choices being made in the

future, which has not yet been determined, however dire the present may

be. Supplementing Bauman’s Liquid Life, the novel suggests that being able

to imagine some version of a common good is a part of the uncertain, even

unlikely project of emancipation, which anyone could do. ‘Communal’ here

does not suggest a static state of amiability, but rather that the characters

are involved with, are possible because of the lives of others, while in turn

making other lives possible, and that, given the history of injustice the novel

delineates, this communality has most often manifested itself as a form of

loss, though the novel is tentatively hopeful in its suggestion that a capacity

for love is as inherent as the capacity to humiliate.

The novel is not trying to raise the consciousness of the oppressed and fo-

ment revolution, and nor is it providing a missing piece of information which

will allow for justice to be done. The problem the novel grapples with is
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not connected with a lack of education or information. Rather, it is to do

with how the characters see themselves in relation (or not) with others. By

drawing attention to the ways in which her characters create and are created

by history, even if they themselves are not aware of this, Desai insists on

an individuality which is constitutively relational. For the most part, the

types of relationship which create and are created by the characters are rigid

hierarchies kept in place with humiliation. Through details about police cor-

ruption and violence, about state bias in India, the effects of colonisation,

about the ineptitude of US immigration, and the cronyism and violence of

the GNLF, Desai explores the uncertain, never completed nature of rela-

tional self-determination within the wider socio-historical context that the

characters miss, too focused as they are on their own stories. All of Desai’s

characters are affected by humiliation, but they are not all affected in the

same way, there are some who are more precarious, more vulnerable than

others. At the same time, though Desai is excoriating about power and priv-

ilege, she has no illusions about the purity of the oppressed and the invisible

and a finely tuned sense of the ridiculous. Just as all of the characters, even

the judge, are sympathetic to some degree, however appallingly they behave,

none of the characters is ennobled by being impoverished, humiliated, or

alienated as Biju’s delighted reunion with his father while clad in a volumi-

nous pink woman’s nightgown illustrates. As a result, the novel is egalitarian
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and optimistic in a quiet, small way. If being aware of a plurality of narra-

tives and having the capacity for agape might alter the cycle of humiliation,

the types of stories the characters tell, and the characters themselves, this

awareness and capacity is present in all of the characters, as omnipresent

as humiliation. In bringing the reader into the narrative, alongside but not

identical with any of the characters, Desai might make the reader question

her relationships with the lives of others as Sai and Gyan do. Thus, Desai

suggests that the possibility for political transformation comes not from see-

ing the invisible, but from an ongoing project of incrementally altering the

inflection of relationships.
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Chapter 3

The horrifying success of
liberal political reason.

You say it’s money that we need
As if we’re only mouths to feed
I know no matter what you say
There are some debts you’ll never pay
Arcade Fire

Mohsin Hamid’s Filthy Rich (2013) and Wayne Macauley’s The Cook

(2011) have both been published too recently for there to have been much

critical work on them. Both novels have received critical acclaim, much

like both authors’ previous work, though Hamid’s reputation reaches further

than Macauley’s. One reviewer of Hamid’s novel calls it “a vital and affecting

portrait of a teeming and globally significant, but largely unrecorded culture”

(Gordon), while another argues that Hamid is “never merely telling a story.
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He’s pitting his story against prevailing narratives about Pakistan, the roots

of radicalisation, the unevenness of economic growth” (Sehgal). If these

reviews suggest that Hamid’s novel is making something not usually seen

visible, Macauley identifies his own novel as doing something similar. When

asked by an interviewer about the stylistic experimentalism of the work,

Macauley responds saying that it is not the form which is experimental:

What is experimental . . . in the Australian literary context is my

willingness to mess with form in the pursuit of an idea. In this

instance the idea of a rudderless young man as the apogee of

a fast, liquid, shape-shifting modernity; a mind that thinks like

society functions (or malfunctions): rapidly, superficially, vainly,

disconnectedly. (O’Neill)

Hamid’s novel is not dissimilar in its own messing with form so as to describe

aspects of modernity which are hard to see or seldom acknowledged. I argue

that these two novels describe invisible or ignored but globally significant

aspects of modernity in order to critique the type of modernity championed

in a certain type of Bildungsroman and financial self-help books.

Joseph Slaughter has identified the “surge in the Euro-American publica-

tion of Bildungsromane narrating the experiences of historically marginalized

peoples” (Slaughter, “Enabling Fictions” 1411), while the production and

sale of financial self-help books is also on the increase. Slaughter argues that

the increased publication of postcolonial Bildungsromane “corresponds to [a

period] of social crisis over the terms and mechanics of enfranchisement, the
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meaning and scope of citizenship,” while Mark Bridge links increased sales

in the financial self-help book with the economic downturn (1411). How-

ever, Slaughter goes on to note that some of these Bildungsromane cultivate

in their Western readers “an instrumental humanitarian disposition . . . that

ultimately confirms the reader as a capacitated citizen-subject, a fully de-

veloped international human rights person” (Slaughter, Human Rights Inc.

325–6). That is, they reassure their readers that they are modern, which

is to say free people living in a nation-state which supports and recognises

their freedom; as a result, these readers are both what and where histor-

ically marginalised people aspire to be. Financial self-help books are also

another reassuring textual form. They explain how their readers, who are

autonomous individuals in charge of their own destinies, can realise their own

potential and become free and successful, where both freedom and success are

understood as being financially independent. This type of reassurance rests

on both acceptance and approval of what Barry Hindess defines as liberal

political reason.

Filthy Rich and The Cook are satires which critique what Hindess calls

the “anodyne and ahistorical” version of liberalism espoused by these Bil-

dungromane and financial self-help books (Hindess, “Political Theory And

‘Actually Existing Liberalism’” 349). They are postcolonial takes on liquid

modernity because they make visible what is invisible: the underlying as-
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sumptions, contradictions, and losses of liberal political reason. What they

make visible is not so much a state as a state of mind. Using Barry Hindess

writing on this liberal political reason, I also argue that these novels make

visible an unacknowledged imperial legacy which now has a global impact,

affecting governance similarly in former colonies like Hamid’s Pakistan and

Macauley’s Australia. However different — third-world/first-world, develop-

ing or emerging/developed, global south/global north — these two nation-

states appear to be, these novels show that they both share the on-going and

damaging legacy of British imperialism in the shape of liberal political reason.

They are like siblings who are different from one another, yet with shared

inherited features. These two novels are postcolonial as Young defines the

term, in that they make visible an unacknowledged shared imperial legacy.

Together, they allow me to connect what liberal political reason itself marks

as dissimilar: First World and Third, emerging and developed, democratic

and authoritarian, freedom and discipline. However, like Desai’s The Inheri-

tance of Loss, these two novels are difficult to read as awareness-raising social

critique. Both suggest that it is an absence of an idea of a common good

which stymies justice: individuals who have no empathy, who see themselves

as existing in competition with others in a zero sum game, who see interests

and rights as individually held, and who see individuals as being the only

people responsible for themselves, will not be compelled to address injustice
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should they learn of it, and they may not see any difficulty with knowingly

causing it. Further, where success is defined in purely economic and market

terms, then violence and humiliation become acceptable.

Hindess argues that liberal political reason established itself as the dom-

inant political ideology in the second half of the twentieth century, but that,

regardless of the claims of some of its adherents, the defining characteristic

of liberal political reason is not that man is essentially free, that being a view

peculiar to modernity more widely. Rather, it’s the “optimistic belief that

a reasonable approximation to this capacity (for freedom) is already widely

realised within the populations of the modern West” (Hindess, “The Liberal

Government of Unfreedom” 99). Hindess points out that this belief rests

on liberal reason’s assumptions about the role the market plays in the real-

isation of our inherent freedom. For liberal reason, the market “promot(es)

the capacity for autonomous, self-directing activity — first, by encouraging

individuals to calculate the costs and benefits of their own decisions, thereby

. . . fostering the cultivation of prudential virtues, and secondly, by undermin-

ing relations of dependence and subservience” (99). If one is convinced of

the liberating capacity of the market, it follows then that “the ubiquity of

market relations in Western societies” ensures, or at least suggests, that a

large proportion of the population in such societies has realised, or is close

to the realisation of, the capacity for freedom (100). This version of liber-
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alism raises five intertwined issues, two of which Hindess explores explicitly:

liberalism’s developmental cast and its authoritarian side. The other three

are liberalism’s prescription of a normative process of subject formation;

liberalism’s description of a self-creating subject (epitomised by the self pur-

portedly helped by financial self-help books); and liberalism’s view of the

world as meritocratic in recognising and rewarding individual endeavour.

Hindess notes that “the academic political theory which developed through

the latter part of the twentieth century . . . prefers to focus on the assertion

of individual liberty,” leaving out liberalism’s “less attractive, authoritarian”

side (Hindess, “Political Theory And ‘Actually Existing Liberalism’” 349).

Refering to the works of classical liberal thinkers such as Arthur Balfour,

Herbert Spencer, John Stuart Mill, and John Locke, and to the history of

British liberal imperialism, Hindess shows that, whether it is acknowledged

or not, there has always been an authoritarian aspect to liberal thought.

Far from liberty being opposed to domination in liberal governance, the two

“are joined in liberal thought like two sides of a single coin” (“The Lib-

eral Government of Unfreedom” 94). While academic political theory may

choose to focus only on the more appealing side of the coin and profess to be

committed to the view that “all individuals are of equal worth, this has not

always been the case for actually existing liberalism,” which has a seemingly

constitutively developmental cast (“Political Theory And ‘Actually Existing
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Liberalism’” 349). Hindess notes that liberal political reason assumes that

many people and societies (though not all) have the capacity for freedom, but

some of them have not yet realised it. There are those who, because they are

not engaging in market relations and therefore fall below the civilised norm,

“must be subjected to improvement through more or less extended periods of

discipline before they can sensibly be left to manage their own affairs” (“The

Liberal Government of Unfreedom” 104). Paradoxically, freedom is both in-

nate and bestowed through discipline, which could also be called assisted

development.

Hindess calls “those in whom the capacity for autonomous conduct is

thought to be insufficiently developed” “the remainder”(101). These would

benefit from authoritarian rule which would hasten their becoming civilised/free.

Hindess notes that these subjects of improvement could be considered to be

in this position because of external factors, such as “accidents of ill health,

poverty, incomplete education, and the like,” which is usually the case for

those living in a modern Western society with an “already improved pop-

ulation” (106); alternatively, and historically, liberal government has as-

sumed that its colonial subjects’ need for improvement could be because

of innate backwardness that may take an extended period, perhaps genera-

tions, of discipline to develop. While Western colonial rule “has long since

been displaced, . . . its paternalistic perspective remains influential both in the
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programs of economic and political development promoted by international

agencies and the governmental practices adopted by independent, postcolo-

nial states” (95). While Hindess initially separates the external and internal

factors inhibiting the remainder as belonging to the West and the rest re-

spectively, he concludes with a provocative idea that such a distinction may

not be so sharp, to which I will return in my discussion of The Cook.

The authoritarian and developmental aspects of this liberalism are im-

plicitly invoked in Joseph Slaughter’s work on the Bildungsroman in the

postcolonial context. Slaughter has argued that we view the Bildungsro-

man as the generic name of a social function, a “genre which provides the

normative literary technology by which social outsiders narrate affirmative

claims for inclusion in the franchise of the nation-state, the story form of

incorporation through which the historically marginalised individual is ca-

pacitated as a citizen-subject” (Slaughter, “Enabling Fictions” 1411). As

this quotation suggests, the Bildungsroman is a form which has historically

been imbricated with institutions and ideas such as the public sphere and

the discourse of human rights (first articulated as the rights of man and the

citizen) that worked towards the legitimation of the emergent European na-

tion state. The Bildungsheld, the protagonist who comes of age during the

course of the Bildungsroman, has historically been capacitated as a citizen-

subject of a particular nation-state rather than the world more generally,
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with a patriotic sense of national particularity being a crucial element of the

Bildungsheld’ s cultivation or formation. Furthermore, the Bildungsroman

“more than any other genre, is said to perform what it thematises, imagined

to effect in the reader the modernising process of personality development

that it narrates for the protagonist” (1417).

Slaughter is interested in the recent “surge in the Euro-American publica-

tion of Bildungsromane narrating the experiences of historically marginalised

peoples,” and he calls these postcolonial or Third World Bildungsromane

(1411). These postcolonial Bildingsromane “do not merely replicate their

modern counterparts. In principle, they have a different compass,” one which

imagines human rights and responsibilities on an international scale, rather

than just in relation to the particularities of one nation-state. By extension,

this postcolonial Bildungsroman may effect in its reader an imagined sense

of belonging beyond the nation-state (1416). Like the modern Bildungsro-

man, postcolonial Bildungsromane tend to contain mise en abyme scenes

in which we read of the Bildungsheld’s reading of other Bildungsromane.

“These scenes,” Slaughter argues, “construct reading genealogies that situate

reader-protagonists” and the reader herself “in an international imaginary”

(1418). His most optimistic reading of this phenomenon of the postcolonial

Bildungsroman is that it perhaps has the capacity to “image a geocultural

and geopolitical alternative to the Westphalian model of national citizenship
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as the ultimate expression of human sociality and personality” (1418). These

ideal postcolonial Bildungsromane are the rhetorical and logical articulation,

inextricable from the content, of the productive paradox of human rights

where “a human personality that simultaneously preexists society and law

comes into being through social interaction and the collective declaration of

human rights” (1412). Slaughter calls this simultaneous circular and linear

movement where the individual in relationship becomes what she already is

“the tautological-teleological complex of inherency in becoming,” and notes

that it is apparent in the familiar protagonist-narrator split (1415). That

is, the Bildungsroman is commonly written in the first person, and it “con-

cludes where it began after bringing the past in conjunction with the present

and the earlier self in correspondence with the later narrator self, producing

the Bildungsheld as the narrator-protagonist (citizen-subject) of the story”

(1415).

But, and here we move into territory pertinent to my argument, in the

codicil to his monograph Human Rights Inc. (2007), Slaughter notes that

there is reason to be cautious regarding the boom in the Euro-American

publication of Bildungsromane set in the developing Third World. It ap-

pears that while certain instances of the postcolonial Bildungsromane may

be the rhetorical articulation of the productive paradox of human rights in

an international imaginary, other examples of the form lend themselves to

121



CHAPTER 3. HORRIFYING SUCCESS

the promulgation of liberal political reason.

The epigraph of Slaughter’s codicil is an excerpt from George W. Bush’s

speech to the Afghan people on his visit there in 2006. The salient sen-

tence is: “We like stories and expect stories of young girls going to school in

Afghanistan” (quoted in Human Rights Inc. 317 original emphasis). Slaugh-

ter argues that “these popular stories of literary incorporation package a

modicum of tolerable, even cherishable, cultural difference in a generic story

form that insinuates a transnational affinity between the novel’s reader and

its protagonist-reader” (322). His examples include Khaled Hosseini’s The

Kite Runner (2003), Turki Al-Hamad’s Adama (2003), Azar Nafisi’s Reading

Lolita in Tehran, and Dai Sijie’s Balzac and the Little Chinese Seamstress

(2001). Slaughter argues that such stories are appealing for what they say

about their readers as much as for what they say about their protagonists.

Slaughter argues that The Kite Runner’s characters are appealing because

they are represented as culturally different enough from their Euro-American

readers to be alluring, but are basically the same in that they love “freedom,

enjoy Coca-Cola . . . pursue happiness, and desire upward mobility” (321).

Through her reading, the reader assists the protagonist in his aspiration of

becoming like the reader. This uncomplicates the productive paradox of hu-

man rights. The performance that this type of Bildungsroman has thematised

is “the cultivation of an instrumental humanitarian disposition of the ‘pow-
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erful’ (rights holders) toward the ‘powerless’ (those who cannot enact their

rights) that ultimately confirms the reader as a capacitated citizen-subject, a

fully developed international human rights person” (Slaughter, Human Rights

Inc.325–6). The tautological-teleological inherency in becoming complex is

neatly divided between the reader and the protagonist. The protagonist will

become what the reader is through the reader’s literary humanitarianism.

Such a static view of the society into which the Third World Bildungsheld

hopes to be incorporated through the recognition of the First World reader

has lost the dialectical nature of the Bildungsroman where the protagonist

shapes society as well as being shaped by it, or, as Slaughter says, the genre’s

“dual capacity to articulate claims of inclusion in the rights regime and

to criticise those norms and their inegalitarian implementation” (Slaughter,

“Enabling Fictions” 1411). All of our attention is on the concerted efforts of

the plucky protagonist who pulls herself up by her boot-straps, and emerges

happily into the market, where the reader already resides. The underlying

assumption is a liberal one. Not only is the reader’s society more developed

than the protagonist’s, but, as Slaughter’s witticism about Coco-Cola, happi-

ness, freedom, and social mobility implies, the freedom here desired conflates

securing human rights with the ability to participate in market relations.

The autonomous subject who attains freedom through engaging in mar-

ket relations is both the goal and the assumed starting point of financial
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self-help books which may be the exemplary texts of liberal political rea-

son. I’ve chosen to look at two best-selling examples of the genre: Robert

Kiyosaki’s Rich Dad Poor Dad: What the Rich Teach Their Kids About

Money That The Poor and Middle Class Do Not (2000), and Jeff Olson’s

The Slight Edge: Turning Simple Disciplines into Massive Success and Hap-

piness (2005). Both state attaining financial independence as their goal.

The first of two connected central tenets of Olson and Kiyosaki’s books,

an extreme version of liberal political reason, is that individuals are self-

constituting subjects, endowed in advance with an innate freedom theirs to

individually realise (or not), and the second is that the world is meritocratic,

giving each individual the same chance to realise his freedom. If the indi-

vidual fails to realise or reveal his innate freedom, it is solely his responsibil-

ity. This individualising agenda is an appropriate fit for the commercialised

self-help genre, as it comes with a veneer of empowerment, suggesting that

individuals contain within themselves all that they need to shape the world

for themselves as they see fit. It also offers a representation of the world

as smooth and undifferentiated, populated by individuals on the verge of

revealing their own autonomy.

For these books, self-actualisation, success, and the acquisition of wealth

are conjoined. Olson’s begins with this quotation attributed to Emerson:

“The only person you are destined to become is the person you decide to
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be” (1). Olson goes on to describe his transformation from average Joe to

millionaire, following his sudden epiphany about the unbearable inequality

between his life maintaining putting greens and the lives of the wealthy who

golf on them. Early on in Rich Dad, Poor Dad, a book endorsed by Oprah

and Donald Trump, Kiyosaki declares that “One of the reasons the rich get

richer, the poor get poorer, and the middle class struggles in debt is because

the subject of money is taught at home, not in school” (16). Both Olsen and

Kiyosaki’s books are written as a series of connected parables; Kiyosaki’s is

organised into lessons rather than chapters. Both use simple tales, appar-

ently about each author’s own life experience from boyhood to maturity and

success, both use broad general categories such as ‘the rich dad’, ‘the poor

dad’, ‘the beach bum’, ‘the millionaire’, in the explication of these lessons

which can be applied to any life, and both address the reader directly. The

second person singular appears frequently as the author-narrator asks ques-

tions, gives advice, and explicates principles. The author-narrator recounts

his youthful lessons to the reader from his own position of financial indepen-

dence and success where he is a valuable, from a purely monetary point of

view, member of society. Like the normative postcolonial Bildungsroman that

Slaughter cautions against, these self-help books contain flattened elements

of the Bildungsroman. As with the normative postcolonial Bildungsroman,

the dialectic is lost. Instead, the reader-as-Bildungsheld, through learning
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the lessons that the author-narrator learned and is now teaching, hopes to

become like the author-narrator, or to effect in himself the process of per-

sonality development thematised in the self-help book.

The disavowed but niggling underside of the financial self-help book,

which Filthy Rich wittily points out, is encapsulated in the phrase ‘self-help’:

“a self-help book is an oxymoron. You read a self-help book so that some-

one who isn’t yourself can help you” (3). This self-constituting subject is

suddenly not quite so autonomous. Another niggling aspect is that, in order

to reveal or realise his pre-given autonomy, the subject of the self-help book

must obediently follow a series of injunctions, such as mastering the mun-

dane, slowing down to go fast, starting with a penny, investing in yourself

(Olsen). Kiyosaki’s lessons are gnomic in their simplicity: “The Rich Don’t

Work for Money,” “Mind Your Own Business,” “The Rich Invent Money,”

“Work to Learn, Don’t Work for Money” (n.pg). In addition, far from being

individually tailored, these mandatory steps apply equally to all autonomous

subjects, who start to seem like copies of one another, which is only empha-

sised if we remember that conforming to these mandatory steps will lead each

individual to the same definition of success.

The combination of a belief that only the market liberates and the as-

sumption that liberation is developmental should give us pause because it is

the articulation of a subjective norm, a single method by which liberation
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is achieved. As Peter Hallward (in an illustration of the modern but not

exclusively liberal assumption that we are all essentially free), argues:

Although we all have . . . the potential to become subjects — i.e.

to become free of determination, to begin thinking in our own

right — still the process of becoming is irreducible. There is

no subjective norm, there is no norm, or normalisable state of

subjective being. (49)

However, when a subjective norm is prescribed, and when liberation doesn’t

occur spontaneously in accordance with this norm, then liberal political rea-

son has both the problem of what to do with those deemed unfree, and the

rationale which calls the disciplining of subjects of improvement progress.

Having established the cultural context broadly, in the proliferation of an

anodyne version of liberal political reason, and more specifically in the liter-

ary articulations of said liberal political reason, the normative postcolonial

Bildungsroman and the financial self-help book, which is also a species of

flattened Bildungsroman, I now turn to Filthy Rich and The Cook and their

satirical responses to this context. Filthy Rich questions whether engaging

in market relations does bring freedom and illustrates that the autonomous,

self-directing subject who engages in market relations is, for one thing, coded

in such a way that only certain types of selves qualify for help; in addition

to this, the novel implies that such a self, purportedly solely responsible for

getting filthy rich, does not exist because individuals are constituted rela-
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tionally.

Macauley’s novel mirrors Hamid’s by showing the efforts of a non-qualifying

protagonist to become the impossible self, capable of complete control, finan-

cial independence, and success; it also imagines the destructive consequences

of the protagonist’s efforts to assume this impossible subjectivity. Both nov-

els make it impossible to persist with an optimistic belief that a reasonable

approximation to the capacity for freedom is already widely realised within

the populations of the modern West, while the less modern rest languishes.

Filthy Rich is set not in a benighted and homogeneous Africa / Middle East

that “Hema and Kaushik” invokes. Instead, upsetting homogeneous binaries,

it is set in an emerging market where a wealthy elite enjoys Coca-Cola and

doesn’t have much further upwards to go in terms of mobility. For its part,

The Cook is set in First-World Australia, but its protagonist could not be

described as an autonomous individual, though it’s left interestingly ambigu-

ous as to whether his freedom is constrained by innate or external factors.

The world created by liberal political reason which these two novels imagine,

far from being even and open to all is made discontinuous by differentially

inflected power relations not only between the First World and elsewhere, but

also within both the First World and the developing Third World, making

the terms ‘developed’ and ‘developing’ seem tendentious in the process.

An interesting parallel between the two novels is that in order to create
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satire, both adapt the conventional Bildungsroman narration which Slaugh-

ter describes and which I outline above. Filthy Rich uses the second person

to create a protagonist and an implied reader who are, so the narrator insinu-

ates, both similar and different to one another, though neither of these condi-

tions proves to be very reassuring for the implied reader, and perhaps for the

actual reader also. For its part, The Cook has a narrator with what can only

be described as an impossible mind who also directly addresses the reader.

Through their direct address to ‘you’, the reader, both Filthy Rich and The

Cook make the comfortably familiar, not to say desirable, Bildungsroman

discomfiting. Slaughter notes that the postcolonial Bildungsroman, if not

flattened, has the capacity to “reveal some of the exclusions and dispari-

ties enacted when the Bildungsroman is itself canonised as the compulsory

genre of incorporation into an international community of readers and rights

holders” (Slaughter, “Enabling Fictions” 1418). By implicating the reader

through direct address, these narratives queer the pitch preemptively for any

reader wishing to view her own act of reading as even an uncomplicated form

of sympathetic identification or witnessing, let alone a form of activism. This

uncomfortable co-option may be one way in which contemporary postcolonial

fiction is adapting to its position of being within the dominant.

This brings us to Hamid’s How To Get Filthy Rich in Rising Asia. Follow-

ing Slaughter’s argument that the Bildungsroman operates on two levels, I’ll
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consider the novel first on the thematic level of the protagonist’s story, and

then the performative level, where it is purported to effect a similar process in

the reader. Unlike Lahiri’s “Hema and Kaushik,” Desai’s The Inheritance of

Loss, or Hamid’s own The Reluctant Fundamentalist, Filthy Rich, eschewing

the perhaps more predictable First World/Third World, developed/under-

developed dichotomies, is set in an unnamed mega-city in an unnamed coun-

try in rising Asia, though its implied reader is firmly lodged in the developed

world. The point is that this setting is not characterised as prone to disas-

ter or underdeveloped because of its relationship with the rapacious West.

Rather, this is a place where economic progress is well under way. Unlike

“Hema and Kaushik,” which is desolate with an air of impending disaster,

Filthy Rich is a story of the economic success of both an emerging nation and

two entrepreneurs who determinedly help themselves despite their far from

auspicious beginnings. In the process, Hamid explores the violence, inequal-

ity, corruption, and organised crime which is entailed in the modernisation

process of this nation-state. Similarly, it considers the losses the protagonist

suffers in becoming successful as his society defines it, his inability to hold

on to this success, and his sense that there is something missing from his life

when he is at his most successful. To my mind, the novel is both fresh and

biting because it illustrates not disaster and the failure to succeed, but the

losses, violence, and damage entailed in succeeding according to the values
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of liberal political reason.

Rather than being a celebratory slumdog to millionaire story, this novel

delineates the many problems underlying the definition of success as one indi-

vidual’s movement from poverty to riches. This novel’s particularities make

it potentially very unpalatable. It goes against the grain of both the self-help

and Bildungsroman plot arcs where the protagonist makes good by finding

both success and love, and in doing so suggests that the success offered by

such a plot arc is not only chimerical, but that its pursuit contributes towards

economic inequality, corruption, and environmental destruction. Thus, the

novel implies, it is not so much that the heroic underdog-protagonist is suc-

cessful despite an unpromising beginning. Instead, the protagonist’s success

depends on his being able to turn societal ills such as corruption to his in-

dividual advantage. If there were no corruption, he would not be successful,

as success is understood in this novel.

Filthy Rich ironises what Slaughter argues is the Bildungsroman’s generic

promise about the relationship between the individual and society in that

its plot details the incorporation of a previously marginalised protagonist,

but not as an ideal citizen-subject. Where “the idealist Bildungsroman

. . . imagines a relational individualism, a harmonious concordance of the per-

son’s universalist inclinations and the interpellative force of social relations,

of which the person is a part and an effect” (Slaughter, “Enabling Fictions”
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1410), Filthy Rich depicts a society underpinned by social Darwinism which

interpellates a chimerical self-constituting individual who exists in zero-sum

competition with its contemporaries and believes that self-interested accu-

mulation of wealth is the definition of a successful life.

Mohsin Hamid’s previous two novels, Moth Smoke (2000) and The Reluc-

tant Fundamentalist (2007) experimented with second person narrative voice

and direct address to a homodiegetic narratee, both instances of an ambigu-

ous use of the pronoun ‘you’ such that the reader is at times unsure if the

person described is herself, the narrator, or another character. In addition,

The Reluctant Fundamentalist is an effective satire because the narrator’s

reluctance about fundamentalism turns out to be not so much to do with

radical Islam as with his difficulties adopting the values of the management

consultancy he works for. How To Get Filthy Rich In Rising Asia (2013)

continues and develops the formal experimentation and thematic preoccupa-

tions of Hamid’s earlier two novels in that it is written entirely in the second

person and, like The Reluctant Fundamentalist, it casts a critical eye on what

it means to be successful, what individual success reveals about wider society,

and the extent to which the individual can be said to create his own success.

Filthy Rich, like Rich Dad, Poor Dad and The Slight Edge, is a narrative

of one person’s life, though Hamid’s novel continues on past the point of

success until death. Like the self-help books, the novel is structured around
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twelve lessons, with each chapter explaining one of these simple but funda-

mental principles, and it is written in the second person. Filthy Rich follows

the strategy of the self-help genre which uses broad categories in order to sug-

gest that any reader in any situation can help himself. Filthy Rich, through

the use of the second person and direct address only, creates a narrator, a

protagonist-Bildungsheld, and an implied reader who is inconsistently char-

acterised. The protagonist is described in such broad terms that he does

not even require a name; the narrator only ever refers to him as ‘you’, and

his mother, father, brothers and sister, wife and son are referred to as such,

and thus remain equally nameless. Where characters are not described by

their familial relationship with the protagonist, they are for the most part

described by their occupations as a teacher, a personal assistant, a thug, a

bodyguard, a seller of pirated dvds, a civil servant, a politician, etc. The

protagonist’s love interest is called the pretty girl.

The novel is set for the most part in a mega-city in a nation-state some-

where in rising Asia. Hamid deliberately refuses to supply any proper names,

but he hints broadly that the country is Pakistan. The novel’s two cities,

the mega-city inland and the coastal city, suggest Lahore and Karachi. A

number of clues hint that this is Pakistan without ever confirming it: the

rapid recent growth of the mega-city which could be Lahore; the sophisticated

and powerful military state which controls lucrative industries; the violent
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political-religious groups on the university campus organised by bearded men;

the almost feudal rural farming system where the brutal landlords have re-

cently been replaced by equally brutal clerics; the women in headscarves; the

suicide truck-bombing of a hotel which is part of a prestigious international

chain recalling the bombing of the Marriott in Islamabad.

The novel declares early on: “This book is a self help book. . . . Its objec-

tive, as it says on the cover, is to show you how to get filthy rich in rising

Asia” (4). As I’ve mentioned already, the narrator draws attention to what

the self-help book hopes to pass over lightly: “Look, unless you’re writing

one, a self-help book is an oxymoron. You read a self-help book so that

someone who isn’t yourself can help you” (3). The idea of utter self-reliance

is thus destabilised, and the next thing to go is the conceit that the conven-

tional self-help book offers its services to anyone, anywhere. The question is,

who exactly are ‘you’? For this novel, ‘you’ identifies both the protagonist,

who is a fairly developed character, and the implied reader. The split be-

tween the two is made apparent in this passage in the novel’s opening pages

where the novel declares that in order to be able to help you, it must find

you in a very particular position:

huddled, shivering, on the packed earth under your mother’s cot

one cold, dewy morning. Your anguish is that of a boy whose

chocolate has been thrown away, whose remote controls are out

of batteries, whose scooter is busted, whose new sneakers have
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been stolen. This is all the more remarkable since you’ve never

in your life seen any of these things. (4)

The implied reader (and in most cases, the actual reader), simply by dint of

not being under her mother’s cot while reading the book, is swiftly separated

from the protagonist who begins to emerge. The protagonist starts his life

in a village where there is no running water, no electricity, no visible medical

infrastructure, and where entire families live in one room. When he moves to

the city, not much appears to change by way of quality of life, and in some

ways it deteriorates, though he now has access to a thriving market economy.

He is the type of someone who is quietly excluded from the implicit ‘anyone,

anywhere’ attitude of self-help books like Olsen’s and Kiyosaki’s. However,

the ‘you’ of the implied reader continues to hover alongside the protagonist,

invoked whenever the second person singular pronoun is used, and especially

when there is any ambiguity as to whom the novel could be addressing. For

surely the lines about the chocolate, scooter, and sneakers are addressed not

to the protagonist, but to the implied reader; someone who inhabits a world

not unlike that of the author-narrators in books like Rich Dad, Poor Dad or

The Slight Edge.

In the above excerpt, the knowing narrator appears initially to be draw-

ing a similarity between the protagonist and the implied reader, but the

vast material inequality between the two serves to highlight their differences.
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Filthy Rich’s implied reader is someone who, at the age of eight or nine,

eats chocolate regularly, who has toys with remote controls, a scooter, new

sneakers. While the author-narrators of the two self-help books present them-

selves as being poor in their youth, they had the advantages of safe, clean,

stable homes as children where they were not required to work in dangerous

conditions to contribute to the family income; they had access to a function-

ing free or subsidised educational infrastructure and so attended secondary

school and perhaps an institute of higher learning; and their entrepreneurial

endeavours are supported by a functioning, transparent legal system and a

relatively stable economy. They are full citizens of the nations they live in

and of a socio-economic status, gender, and race whose rights are respected,

meaning they enjoy the right to work and own property. This is the type of

person you have to be in order to be able to take advantage of the lessons of

these financial self-help books. In addition to being in very different mate-

rial circumstances to the protagonist, this same passage suggests an implied

reader who is rather insular and materialistic. The narrator’s appeal to an

anguish the implied reader might be able to understand, which is swiftly

shown to pale in comparison to the protagonist’s plight, suggests that the

implied reader needs a great deal of help imagining the protagonist’s experi-

ences.

The dissembling voice, it turns out, has inveigled the implied reader here
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under false pretenses. This slippery novel had to first dissemble, to pretend

that it was going to tell you (i.e. the implied reader) how to get filthy rich in

rising Asia in order to get you/the implied reader to pick it up, and then make

the experience of reading pleasurably familiar or amusing to keep you/the

implied reader reading about the protagonist who is not very like her at all,

it would seem. That is, this implied reader needs to be sweet-talked and

misdirected into countenancing something new.

While the novel suggests that it has something worth knowing to impart

to the implied reader, if only she can be persuaded to hear it, the relation-

ship between the novel and the implied reader seems to be less a didactic one

than that of a con artist to a mark. The implied reader is being manipulated

by this novel. The knowing, slick tone of the narrative implies an attitude

of, if not contempt, then at least the slightly cruel amusement to be had

from stringing someone along with the withheld promise of future pleasure

or knowledge which may or may not be fulfilled, all of which the novel con-

fesses to in its second paragraph: ”(S)lippery can be good. Slippery can be

pleasurable. Slippery can provide access to what would chafe if entered dry”

(4). The slippery entity the narrator describes here is the concept of the self

in the world of self-help books. The word-play, amusing though it is, has

disquieting undercurrents: is the novel implying that (financial?) self-help

requires slippery, conniving, underhand behaviour? What exactly does this
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self require access to, success? If so, this self’s efforts to gain access, given the

sexual innuendo in the passage, seem inherently deceitful: at best seductive,

and at worst coercive. And whose pleasures are being considered here —

only the slippery protagonist’s? Perhaps the slippery self the narrator refers

to here is also the implied reader, who the novel, in this first chapter at least,

characterises as a believer in both the pulling-oneself-up-by-one’s-bootstraps

ethos of self-help books and the ubiquity of the self said books claim to help.

However, the narrator’s word-play could also be describing the efforts of the

novel itself to persuade such an implied reader into reading about people

and places she is not interested in, or entertaining ideas she would otherwise

never countenance.

But perhaps we, the actual reader, already know, or have a sneaking

suspicion, that this is not a self-help book, making us not as gullible, mate-

rialistic, or insular as the implied reader. The adverb in the title may have

given the game away (though given the titles of Kiyosaki’s and Olson’s books,

perhaps not). But this leaves the actual reader in a very uncertain relation-

ship with the novel. Is the actual reader as knowledgeable as the mark or

as knowledgeable as the con artist? Do I feel comfortable because I already

knew that it’s not all about me, or is there a way in which it might be more

about me than I would like? If I am amused by the novel, is that because I

have understood the way the novel manipulates the implied reader, or is it
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because I am being manipulated? I’ll return to the narrative’s multi-layered

address to the protagonist, the implied reader, and the actual reader shortly

after first showing how through the construction of its protagonist, Filthy

Rich satirises the apparently very appealing lessons of the financial self-help

book.

One the one hand, Filthy Rich suggests that the experience of the implied

reader, which is perhaps similar to that assumed by the author-narrators of

Rich Dad, Poor Dad and The Slight Edge, is far from ubiquitous, and assum-

ing that it is ignores difference, in this case, mainly material and economic dif-

ference. This puts us in familiar postcolonial territory where hegemonic dom-

inant ideologies are identified as being not neutral universals but parochial

norms assumed or imposed more widely than they’re applicable. Though the

narrator continues using very general categories throughout, from the mo-

ment where the difference between the protagonist and the implied reader is

made disconcertingly explicit, the narrative continues to describe the protag-

onist not as the anyone, anywhere of the self-help genre, but as a character

who has to deal with the specifics of his circumstances, and the way in which

his life-choices are informed by his gender, location, class, birth order, and

his father’s occupation amongst other things.

In drawing attention to the specifics of intersecting determining factors

such as class, gender, and geography, Filthy Rich does more than suggest
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that its protagonist has experiences which differ from and are overlooked by

the self-constituting subject who appears in books like Olsen and Kiyosaki’s.

Instead, and more importantly, by paying attention to these determining

factors, Filthy Rich suggests that the self-constituting subject who appears

in Rich Dad. Poor Dad and The Slight Edge does not exist, either in the

experience of the protagonist, huddled under his mother’s cot and battling

his hepatitis E infection, or in the experience of the implied reader, with her

chocolate, scooter, and new sneakers. That the protagonist does not deter-

mine his own destiny is immediately apparent. The novel’s first instruction

is that those who wish to get filthy rich in rising Asia must move to the city,

just as the protagonist does. But the protagonist does not conceive of a plan

to become filthy rich, the first step of which is moving to the city. Instead,

he has a father who works in the city, so he is born with the possibility of

escaping from under the thumb of the landowner. Having left his family in

his rural home for many years, one year the protagonist’s father decides to

take his family with him when he returns to the city. The narrator suggests

that the protagonist has influenced this decision by bravely answering his

father’s question about how he’s doing positively, even though it is clear that

he is not at all well. At the same time, the narrator comments, “you’ll never

know if it is your answer that makes your father change his answer” (11–12).

This suggests, beyond the facts that the protagonist as yet has no intention
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to become filthy rich, and that he did not make the decision to move to the

city, that there are some events whose causality cannot be established.

The second chapter is similar to the first in that it exhorts the protagonist

to get an education, which he is doing. But again, though this requires

dedication on his part, his birth order and gender give him the opportunity

which was not available to his older brother and sister. He is a boy, so his

parents think it worth the expense to send him to school. He is the third

child, and so he has the time to go to school, unlike his older brother who

has to earn money for the family as soon as he is able to do so. His brother,

who does unsafe work from a young age, and his sister, who is married off

at a young age to a relative and sent back to the rural area, do not have the

slight edges the protagonist is able to leverage. Both die young and poor of

a combination of treatable illnesses and the exhaustion resulting from hard

labour over many years. The third chapter contains the lesson that if one

wants to be rich, one can’t fall in love. But the protagonist does fall in love,

only the object of his affections, the pretty girl, has plans of her own. It’s

her actions, rather than his own, which remove love as an obstacle to a goal

the protagonist has never expressed.

To be clear, if the protagonist is not completely autonomous from his

environment, neither is he utterly determined or specified by his cultural,

class, gender, or geographical constraints; if he were, it’s unlikely that he’d
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amass the wealth that he does over the course of the novel, or have been

so socially mobile. Rather, the novel depicts a protagonist who is “specific

to but not specified by (his) situation” (Hallward 49 original emphasis). He

is a subject “not endowed, in advance, with an innate freedom that need

only be exposed through elimination of . . . constraints,” but one who comes

into being through the on-going and never guaranteed process of resisting

or altering the specifying relationships and conditions of his existence into

“relational indetermination” (50 original emphasis). In other words, he is

a subject in that he is specific to the relations he alters from determining

to indeterminate. As he is constituted (though not determined) by these

relationships, he cannot transcend them, though transcendence is the self-

contradicting condition which the so-called self-constituting subject of the

self-help books suggests both has already happened and will happen when

the reader follows the proffered advice. The protagonist has a heart attack

which requires a hospital stay and constant monitoring, and Hamid uses

this as a springboard to show how the protagonist cannot transcend the

relationships and connections which constitute his selfhood.

You understand, though, that for the moment this apparatus

and you are inseparable. To be a man whose life requires being

plugged into machines, multiple machines, in your case interfaces

electrical, gaseous and liquid, is to experience the shock of an

unseen network suddenly made physical, as a fly experiences a

cobweb. The inanimate strands that cling to your precariously
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still-animate form themselves connect to other strands, to the

hospital’s power system, its backup generator, its information

technology infrastructure, the unit that produces oxygen, the

people who refill and circulate the tanks, the department that

replenishes medications, the trucks that deliver them, the facto-

ries at which they are manufactured, the mines where requisite

raw materials emerge, and on and on, from your body, into your

room, across the building, and out the doors to the world beyond,

mirroring in stark exterior reality preexisting and mercifully un-

considered systems within, the veins and nerves and sinews and

lymph nodes without which there is no you. It is good that you

sleep. (185–6)

Here, the narrator asks where exactly individuality is to be found if the pro-

tagonist is made possible by both the external and internal systems which

both support and preexist him, and continue to affect him whether he con-

siders them or not. It is not clear whether the protagonist has the full

realisation of the constitutive connections the narrator describes. The first

sentence in this long quotation is from the point of view of the protagonist

who does understand that he is “inseparable” from “this apparatus.” How-

ever, the beginning of the next sentence marks a possible shift away from the

protagonist’s point of view. The narrator seems to be describing him from

the outside, rather than relating the protagonist’s thoughts from his point

of view, and this is made especially clear in the short last sentence: “It is

good that you sleep.” One way of reading this is that the protagonist intu-

its the full import of constitutive relationality, but doesn’t fully understand
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or accept the implications of what he has briefly, and perhaps unwillingly,

glimpsed. The narrator does and, in his explanation, makes it clear to the

readers, actual and implied, also. Yet even if the narrator sees more than the

protagonist, he doesn’t see everything, as is shown by the double repetition

of the phrase “and on and on” at the end of what is already a long list.

That the protagonist intuits this constitutive relationality, and that even the

far more knowing narrator doesn’t fully see the extent and complexity of

the internal and external systems at the intersections of which each of us is

formed and sustained is also significant. It suggests that this complex web

of interconnections can be explained by analogy (with a fly in a cobweb) or

through synecdoche (with a man on life-support machines), but that these

only approximate the web, they do not encapsulate it. And in fact, the im-

ages used, that of a passive nature of the man relying on life support and a

trapped fly realising it is about to be dinner, contribute towards a description

of the complex web of relationships as if not predatory, then very forceful, all

the more so because the individual constituted at the point of intersection-

ality can gain some insight, but can never see the web fully or trace every

strand of causality. Thus, Hamid draws attention to both the fiction of a

self-constituting individual, and its allure.

While Filthy Rich may be read as a comment on an ontological condition,

that of individuality as constituted through a complex web of relationships,
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Hamid is also commenting on the complex, multiple networks of the particu-

lar socio-historical moment of globalizing capital, as the commodity, labour,

technological, and energy networks mentioned above suggest, and in partic-

ular the relationships created by a predatory state whose military elite is

more interested in lining its pockets than providing services to its citizens.

The toxic nature of these relationships which the protagonist cannot avoid

is expressed with the unusual point of view in chapter nine, whose lesson

is “Patronise the Artists of War” (157). In this chapter, the protagonist is

viewed “from the perspective of the world’s national security apparatuses”

for whom he exists as a physical person approaching a security check-point,

but primarily as data collected “in several locations,” including property and

tax registries; passport databases; and passenger manifests, telephone logs,

e-mail threads, spending trails, facial ratios, dental records, and finger prints

collected by military intelligence servers (161). In the predatory state in

which the protagonist lives, the big money is made through contracts with

military-controlled or owned corporations. The protagonist’s water extrac-

tion, purification, and supply company has been so successful that it’s now

competing for the monopoly share of the market. The existence or enforce-

ment of laws regulating anti-competitive behaviour is never mentioned, so it

appears that, due to his great success, the protagonist must either become

the monopoly supplier, or submit to a hostile take-over by the corporation
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that will be. To avoid a hostile take-over, it’s crucial to win the bid for the

lucrative and influential military contract to supply water to the luxury gated

communities developed by the military. But it’s also dangerous, as military-

related businesses skew the market aggressively in their favour. Just as the

military skews the market, so the intersectional determining factors shape

the possibilities of the individual.

As Peter Hallward has observed, to say that individuality is constitutively

relational is one thing, but this does not extend to a prescription of the

inflection of such relationality. That is, relationality is not inherently loving,

supportive, ethical, or emancipatory, though neither is it the opposite of any

of these. Rather, “inflection of a relation is contingent because the status of

relationality is itself transcendental of all particular inflections; there is no

attenuating the political responsibility of inflecting a relation in a certain way,

for good or ill” (Hallward 40). The protagonist specific to but not specified by

his situation chooses the inflection rather than adopting or inheriting a pre-

given attitude. As the first example of the protagonist’s brief and incomplete

intuition about his intersectional position illustrates, being sufficiently aware

of enough of these relationships to consider shifting or altering them is a

challenge in itself. Further, the novel implies, regardless of the awareness

one individual can glean, these relationships and shaping factors are vast and

powerful; that is, though the individual is not determined by these shaping
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forces, he is relatively much smaller than they. Though he escapes from

the slum, he adopts the values of a society which positioned him there in

the first place. Though the protagonist can alter his environment, he is

making incremental changes, a challenging and on-going endeavour, rather

than completed in one moment or one decision. The novel’s view of the

individual is of an entity both smaller and more hopeful than the impossible

self-constituting subject offered by Olsen and Kiyosaki. However, and this is

part of the novel’s sharp critique, the interconnections described in Chapter

Nine illustrate that there are some situations, such as the protagonist’s, in

which the choice of certain emancipatory or progressive inflections is harder

to conceive of at all, let alone to consider as worth realising.

The protagonist, who is sympathetically drawn, is phenomenally success-

ful, almost unimaginably so, if we compare the slum-child of the first chapter

with the mogul of the ninth, but his path from disenfranchisement to success

relies upon and contributes to wider societal injustice, corruption, violence,

and environmental degradation. The first three businesses that the protago-

nist is involved with, initially as a lackey but finally as an owner — selling

pirated dvds, selling recently expired fast moving consumer goods which have

been re-dated to disguise this fact, and selling counterfeit bottled water —

are all illegal. The narrator doesn’t comment on this, merely observes it.

Perhaps, though they are illegal, they are not immoral. After all, for one
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thing, the protagonist and his clients are priced out of the market for the

genuine articles. For another, regarding the expired food products, perhaps

the protagonist “is simply increasing the efficiency of the market, ensuring

goods that would otherwise be wasted find buyers at reduced price points”

(91–2).

Not only is the protagonist involved in illegal businesses, but the narra-

tor implies that he steals from his employer: “Everyone steals. At least a

little” (81), and the novel passes no judgement on this, just as it passes no

judgement on the nature of the businesses themselves. He merely observes

that stealing is the norm, as is the production of counterfeit goods. No one

gets ill from the faux name-brand bottled water the protagonist produces

and sells. It would be bad for business. Once the protagonist sets up his

own business, we learn that “as is customary, you bribe the tax man” (122),

and not only him: “permits denied, inspections failed, meters improperly

read, audits initiated, all these scams and hassles you have overcome over

the years by greasing junior and mid-level palms” (141). When he finally

wants to move the entire business above board so as to be able to compete

for more lucrative contracts, he has to pay a large bribe to a high-level bu-

reaucrat. Illegal dealings and graft are endemic, the narrator suggests, and

as the novel progresses, it’s only the scale, not the nature of the illegal deal-

ings that changes, which makes it hard to judge morality. Perhaps there is
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a difference between a small-time lackey stealing a small amount from his

equally small-time boss, and the need to pay a hefty bribe to an affluent

bureaucrat to legitimise a business, but it’s hard to know where to draw the

line. The narrator suggests that it’s all of a piece. Wealth may not have

trickled-down, but corruption certainly has.

Also common, and more immediately questionable, however, is the use of

violence. When an armed thug, hired by a wealthy and more established rival

in the bottled-water market, threatens to kill the protagonist for expanding

his business so it encroaches on his rival’s turf, the protagonist responds by

hiring his own security detail from a local armed faction to whom he pays

protection money. The next time the protagonist is threatened, his guard kills

the thug. Just before he is shot, the thug is presented sympathetically. On

his way to kill the protagonist, the thug, a very young man on a motorbike,

puts just a few litres of petrol in the tank and buys only one cigarette because

he’s low on funds. As he drives to his death, he thinks about a girl he’s trying

to muster up the courage to speak to, while the protagonist daydreams about

the games he used to play with his sister. The protagonist, though he hired

the guard, is disturbed by the shooting. It gives him sleepless nights, and he

gets his affairs in order in case he is visited by some retributive violence.

But violence does not compromise the protagonist’s pursuit of success,

leaving him wracked with guilt, or resulting in a future where by an unlikely
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twist of narrative fate, his deeds return to haunt him. The narrative does not

register it as being of any greater or less import than the bribery of the high-

level bureaucrat, the protagonist’s setting up of his own illegal business, the

illegal work he does prior to this, the education he gets, the move to the city

his father makes. None of these compromise the protagonist’s success; they

are a part of it. The novel’s blithe equivalence of getting an education and

moving to the city with being prepared to use violence, bribe a bureaucrat, or

patronise the artists of war, and its acceptance that such things are necessary

for those whose only desire is to get filthy rich in rising Asia, highlights both

the deeply flawed and damaging nature of success defined in these terms, and

the difficulty in imagining or realising other choices when the acquisition of

personal wealth at all costs is the definition of success agreed upon by an

entire society.

The protagonist’s water-supply business is a perfect illustration of the

toxic and ironic implications of his success which is enabled by and per-

petuates an unjust, violent, and corrupt society. He accumulates wealth

by privatising, through illegal methods, the use of water in order to turn a

profit. In 2010, through Resolution 64/92, the United Nations General As-

sembly “explicitly recognised the human right to water and sanitation and

acknowledged that clean drinking water and sanitation are essential to the

realisation of all human rights. The Resolution calls upon States and inter-
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national organisations to provide financial resources, help capacity-building

and technology transfer to help countries, in particular developing countries,

to provide safe, clean, accessible and affordable drinking water and sanitation

for all.” The Office of the High Commission for Human Rights notes that,

“the rights to water and sanitation require that these are available, acces-

sible, safe, acceptable and affordable for all without discrimination. These

elements are clearly interrelated. While access to water may be guaranteed

in theory, in reality, if it is too expensive, people do not have access.”

Ironically, of course, when we first meet the protagonist, he is suffering

from hepatitis E, a faecal-oral infection usually transmitted through contam-

inated water. This is unsurprising, given that though the people in his village

relieve themselves downstream of where they wash their clothes, which itself

is downstream from where they collect water, the village further upstream

does exactly the same thing, and further up, a small factory pours effluent

into the stream. In the mega-city slum, the protagonist and his family live

adjacent to an open sewer, where the protagonist and his sister play. Part of

the novel’s irony is that just as the protagonist does not have access to clean

water as a child, his business depends on the commodification of water into

a luxury good, available out of the taps to the affluent few who can afford to

live in gated communities, but nowhere else. For these affluent few, access to

clean drinking water amongst other things will make living in the gated com-
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munity like being in Europe or North America (164). However, as the gated

community resembles Europe or North America, the rest of the mega-city

moves further away from the possibility of life that is “secure, . . . impeccably

maintained, lit-up-at-night, noise controlled, perfectly-regulated” and with

safe drinking water (164).

But, similarly to Desai, Hamid establishes that the affluent few are con-

nected to the great unwashed through what divides them: differential access

to water. Further, this connected division is visible. While the gated commu-

nities enjoy clean drinking water out the tap, “the aquifer below the city is

plummeting and becoming more contaminated every year, poisonous chemi-

cals and biological toxins seeping into it” (165). By the end of the novel, the

protagonist is hearing reports that “the water table continues to drop,” while

lack of investment in the infrastructure of “leaky pipes and seepy, unlined

channels” means that it is falling apart (204–5). Neither phenomenon is new,

and the protagonist has profited from both, but now both are contributing

to “noticeable dessication of the soil, to a transformation of moist, fertile,

hybrid mud into cracked, parched, pure land” (205). “Meanwhile,” the nar-

rator comments, “similar attempts, both official and non, seem to be under

way to try and dessicate society itself,” with similar results. The narrator

senses “a rising tide of frustration and anger and violence born partly of the

greater familiarity the poor today have with the rich” (205). Again, this
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resonates with Desai’s The Inheritance of Loss where Lola wonders at the

continual picking at its own wounds which tear a country apart. The rising

tide of frustration is one instance of the novel’s extensive use of water im-

agery in the description of the narrator’s life and times. Here, as elsewhere,

the novel uses the analogy to neatly connect the connected issues of lack of

access to clean water with a society starkly divided between the rich and

poor, environmental degradation, and technological progress without greater

political or civic freedoms, or a more equitable distribution of wealth.

On a more personal level, the novel indicates that the protagonist’s ‘suc-

cess’ may not be all it’s cracked up to be. For one thing, though the novel’s

title suggests that once one becomes filthy rich, the goal has been achieved,

the protagonist’s life shows that keeping hold of the filthy riches one has

accumulated is nigh on impossible. Given the endemic dishonesty, the pro-

tagonist’s loss of his fortune, when it finally happens, is not particularly

surprising. His deputy, who is his brother-in-law, that is to say, the brother

of his ex-wife, has been secretly skimming funds for two decades, but consid-

ers himself a “mostly loyal” employee because he has never stolen enough to

cause real harm to the profit margin (182). But when the protagonist is hos-

pitalised after two severe heart attacks, his brother-in-law takes the opportu-

nity to “[abscond] abroad with the funds your company raised for its planned

acquisition,” leaving both the company and the protagonist bankrupt (189).
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The protagonist accepts this with surprising equanimity, even with a cer-

tain sense of its inevitability, given the social Darwinism informing the func-

tioning of this society. It’s worth noting that just as the protagonist’s move

to the city, birth order, and gender were factors integral to his success over

which he had no control, so his heart attack, happening just as it did when

the company had borrowed huge amounts of money, is presented by the nar-

rator as “fate, or narrative trajectory” (183). Because this rising Asian state

is both predatory and weak — as is apparent by its tolerance of a culture

of graft, its apparently ineffectual judiciary, and its having been co-opted by

military interests — it contributes to rather than smoothing out the exigen-

cies and excesses of the market. The best the protagonist can now hope for

“in the race between death and destitution” is that “the former (emerges)

victorious” (202). This is not so much a rags-to-riches tale, as rags-to-riches-

and-back-again. The narrative trajectory, a more worldly take on a slumdog

millionaire narrative, does not so much celebrate the protagonist as show

that it wouldn’t be possible to have a rags to riches story without extreme

disparities in wealth, social status, and political participation. Individual ac-

cumulation of wealth in such an environment, especially as it contributes to

rather than ameliorating corruption, inequality, injustice, and environmental

degradation, is not exceptional success so much as a neat opportunity for

social critique.
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The critique is sharper because at his wealthiest, the protagonist is not

living a completely fulfilling life. As well as being untenable and contributing

towards a more unjust and divided society, the protagonist’s accumulation

of affluence is not even personally rewarding. At the moment when he is,

arguably, most successful in that he is not only wealthy but very influential,

the protagonist feels unsatisfied, as this interminable list illustrates: “Of

late, you have had the impression of merely going through the motions of

your life, of rising, shaving, bathing, dressing, coming in to work, attending

meetings, taking phone calls, returning home, eating, shitting, lying in bed,

all out of habit, for no real purpose” (182). Before the acquisition of wealth

became an end in itself, the protagonist was motivated to become wealthier

and more influential because he wanted to create a situation where he might

have a chance with the pretty girl. The pretty girl, apparently cannier and

more focused than the protagonist, gets out of the slum and onto the ladder

to success sooner than the protagonist. Though she feels affection for the

protagonist, the pretty girl knows that her initial success depends on her

being both attractive and unattached. Because she is successful quicker than

the protagonist, the difference in their social status and wealth prevents

any attachment forming when they meet up again in their twenties. The

protagonist, though he has had marginal success by this time, is spurred on

to greater heights at this meet up where he sees that he’s not important
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or wealthy enough for her. The protagonist intuits that in order to have a

chance with her, he must improve his standing in life, but his means defeat

his ends and become ends in themselves.

To improve his standing in life, the protagonist marries his accountant’s

daughter to help secure her father’s loyalty and thus the success of his busi-

ness. Thinking of the pretty girl and focusing on his success leaves little

time for his wife, from whom he remains distant. Although his wife, sev-

eral years younger than him, tries very hard to create intimacy and foster

affection, the protagonist is never sufficiently aware of her to even respond

to these. He is not even aware that the opportunity to return his wife’s love

is slipping away, or that when it has, he will miss it, though this proves to

be true several years later when the protagonist tries unsuccessfully to form

a bond with her. She leaves him when their son is eighteen and remarries.

The protagonist loves his son deeply, but is too busy to spend more than

one hour a day with him, during which “you smile and laugh more than in

the other twenty-three” (168). The protagonist’s success is both motivated

and haunted by the tenuous connection with the pretty girl that he cannot

strengthen until he is in his eighties. The novel, though it purports to be

describing the protagonist’s march towards the goal of becoming filthy rich,

critiques the society which defines success as financial freedom which comes

from the individual acquisition of wealth. It shows that such a definition
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both depends upon and increases wider inequality; this form of success is

short-lived, and the very methods that are used to attain it contribute to-

wards not being able to maintain it; finally, having this type of success is

antithetical to a personal experience of a flourishing, meaningful life.

If the novel is a sharp critique of a certain definition of success, nascent

in this critique is a view of what might contribute towards a meaningful life.

This definition of a meaningful life is most positively defined in the penulti-

mate chapter, “Focus on the Fundamentals.” The fundamentals the narrator

outlines are similar to those of the management consultancy in The Reluctant

Fundamentalist : “cutting costs to the bone” (202). But by now we’ve been

primed to mistrust the narrator and look for alternative definitions of both

success and fundamental values. Though Hamid increasingly emphasises the

need to foster and cherish love relationships. This is especially noticeable on

the last page. The possibilities of loving relationships which bring with them

a sense of commonality are the alternative fundamental principle to cutting

costs to the bone. These loving relationships that the protagonist has and

that the narrator encourages show not only the sense of commonality, but

also the characters’ capacity to inflect their relationships, in however lim-

ited a fashion, rather than being utterly determined by their socio-historical

moment. On the one hand, the narrator’s observation that “despite all else

you have loved” suggests that the novel offers a finally very optimistic view
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of what it means to be human, in that, despite an environment which ac-

tively discourages it (as evinced by the chapter “Don’t Fall in Love”), this

protagonist has deliberately formed and benefited from relationships which

imagine the good life as individually constituted and shared, and deliberately

inflected (228). Having said that, the protagonist’s values and aims when it

comes to love remain for the most part restricted to his private, domestic

life, and do not extend to a wider sense of community. Other instances of

private, domestic love include the ex-wife’s generosity towards the protago-

nist when he is ill and bankrupt, even though their marriage was far from

happy. The protagonist’s relationship with his son is loving on both sides,

though the time they spend together is short and the son lives abroad as

an adult, returning rarely. The protagonist’s parents seem to have a strong

and physical affection, and the protagonist’s father’s decision to bring his

family with him to the city is arguably motivated by a combination of pride

in them and affection for them. The siblings love one another as children.

They are brusque but affectionate with one another, and the protagonist is

very generous to both his siblings as an adult. The entire family is devas-

tated when the mother dies. The protagonist and the pretty girl finally come

across one another when both are in their 80s and move in together, looking

after one another until the pretty girl dies. The protagonist has loved only

the pretty girl and his immediate family (some of whom have betrayed him).
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Further, his death-bed insight into the value of a shared communal life comes

extremely late and is very limited in its expression.

As a businessman, the protagonist’s principles are not loving, though this

acceptance of his society’s prevailing values is qualified by moments of altru-

ism. As an old man living in a hotel, the protagonist spends the majority

of his time helping all and sundry make their way in the business world. He

helps clansmen recently arrived from their villages, first or second generation

city boys, and older professionals and managers. His assistance consists of

“making calls, putting in a good word, and answering in painstaking detail

their many questions,” allowing the supplicants to “mine your network of

business and government contracts, a diminishing vein you are nonetheless

content to prospect on their behalf” (203–4). The protagonist accepts no

payment for his help. He does it out of curiosity and to pass the time, but

also “from lingering desires to connect and be of use” (204). The protago-

nist’s altruistic actions may not have entirely positive outcomes, given the

success he’s helping the supplicants towards. But nevertheless, this persis-

tent altruism survives. These loving moments which spring from and tend

towards a sense of the good life as commonly shared, rare, limited, compro-

mised or misguided though they might be, are the fundamentals the novel

suggests as an alternative to the success it critiques. At the same time, the

limits of this love and altruism suggest the tenacity of an individualising so-
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ciety and its definitions of success, while also indicating the importance of

effective institutions.

I’ve argued that Hamid critiques the whole idea of success defined by one

individual’s accumulation of wealth, and that he suggests instead that, as

his protagonist is constituted through a network of relationships, something

he can only intuit and which he will never fully see, life’s fundamentals may

be the deliberate inflection and creation of relationships which foster com-

monality, or some sense of the good life as shared; worryingly, however, in

some contexts, such as the protagonist’s, it is a challenge to conceive of these

fundamentals at all, let alone to try to realise them. Up until this point, I’ve

focused on Hamid’s subversion of the generic norms of the financial self-help

book, and this discussion has to some extent addressed the Hamid’s defamil-

iarising tactic of a second person narrative. Hamid uses the second person

narrative and a particular implied reader to undermine the financial self-help

genre’s claim that anyone, anywhere is able to help himself. The ‘anyone,

anywhere’ of the self-help genre turns out to be a very particular person in

a very particular place, much like the implied reader for one thing; secondly,

the assumption of the self-constituting subject upon which the self-help genre

rests is bogus. However, there is another aspect of the second person nar-

rative. The ‘you’, after all, invokes not just the protagonist but also the

reader.
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Slaughter observes that the Bildungsroman, “more than any other genre,

is said to perform what it thematises, imagined to effect in the reader the

modernising process of personality development that it narrates for the pro-

tagonist” (“Enabling Fictions” 1417). As per Slaughter’s definition, Filthy

Rich also operates beyond the level of plot in that the narrator specifically

engages the reader as part of Hamid’s critique of liberal political reason, and

the novel is at its most cutting in Hamid’s depiction of the public sphere in

which the protagonist’s story is published, circulated, and consumed, the one

inhabited by its implied reader. However, it’s also here that the novel per-

forms what it thematises as the narrator that the reader’s reading of the novel

is a part of the same relationally constituted individualism the protagonist

experiences. Through his characterisation of more than one implied reader,

his use of the second person, and his sly adaptations of the Bildungsroman

convention where the protagonist reads other Bildungsromane, Hamid asks

uncomfortable questions of the modernising process which has created the

implied reader and which this reader is so keen to endow upon protagonists

who, despite their appealing cultural differences, nonetheless want to live

just the way we do.

Filthy Rich is the antithesis of, or perhaps the antidote to, the Bildungsro-

man Slaughter describes as simplified or flattened, one which positions the

reader as a powerful rights holder benignly and patronisingly disposed to-
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wards the powerless protagonist who cannot enact her rights until capacitated

by the powerful reader whose reading is a witnessing, or form of activism that

recognises the protagonist as being similar enough in her desires, despite her

piquant cultural difference, to be included in the egalitarian imaginary. Filthy

Rich implies just such a reader, but makes her assumptions uncomfortable.

The novel is narrated by an apparently omniscient and very intrusive

narrator who refers to himself in the first person when he is describing the

nature of the relationship between himself and his implied reader, one of the

yous whom he narrates. The implied reader, as I argued earlier, is distinct

from the protagonist, the other you. Yet because ‘you’ can refer to either

the implied reader or the protagonist, both of whom, apparently, have need

of the narrator’s help, there are moments when it is not clear to whom the

narrator is speaking, and even when it is crystal clear which you the narrator

is describing, the other you hovers alongside each iteration of the word ‘you’.

In Slaughter’s simplified Bildungsroman, the difference in power but sim-

ilarity in essence between the protagonist and the reader is carefully curated.

The reader reads to affirm her own freedom and the protagonist’s lack thereof

in relation to her, which is why he is in need of her literary humanitarian

intervention. The space between the two is comfortable and constant. In

Filthy Rich, the doubleness and uncertainty accompanying each instance of

the word ‘you’ undermines exactly this certainty, rendering the protagonist
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by turns uncomfortably close and uncomfortably distant from the implied

reader. The flattened Bildungsroman reassures the reader with a protago-

nist who is just like her. It encourages insularity. Hamid, instead of focusing

on the “tolerable, even cherishable, cultural difference” of the formulaic Bil-

dungsroman, compares the differences of anguish between a child suffering

from hepatitis E and one who has, momentarily, lost his sweets and toys

(Slaughter, Human Rights Inc. 322). This difference is that much more

uncomfortable because the narrator begins by suggesting that the implied

reader and the protagonist are very similar before abruptly showing the vast

difference in their material conditions. The simplified Bildungsroman focuses

on cultural differences between the reader and the protagonist which it sug-

gests are essential and immutable but appealing. Filthy Rich emphasises a

stark difference in wealth between its implied (and perhaps actual) reader

and protagonist. While the implied reader desires riches, the protagonist

needs to be in a less precarious, poverty-stricken situation. By making this

distinction sharp, the novel casts aspersions on the implied reader’s motiva-

tions for reading this novel and makes it difficult for her to position herself

as a witness or literary humanitarian whose act of reading will save the pro-

tagonist. By focusing on the material differences between the implied reader

and the protagonist, the novel discourages insularity and draws attention

to differences that are not immutable, that have something to do with the
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implied reader, and that should be changed.

The uncertainty over the implied reader’s motivations is made more com-

plex and more critical, albeit in an amusing way, by Hamid’s characterisation

of the implied reader. The narrator does this only briefly at the beginning

of each chapter, and not entirely consistently. If the implied reader were as

fully-fleshed out as the protagonist himself is, it would be easy for us actual

readers to distance ourselves from the implied reader, who would have be-

come another character, easily separable from ourselves. At the beginning of

the first chapter, the narrator observes that, as she is reading the book, the

implied reader must be someone who is interested in getting filthy rich in ris-

ing Asia. For an actual reader who knows this is a novel, not a self-help book,

and who might also know that there are epistemological and moral problems

with characterising a vast swathe of the world as a homogeneous place any

part of which is available to those who wish to make a mint, this may be a

moment of self-congratulatory amusement similar to that of a shared in-joke.

If we’ve picked up Hamid’s hints and identified this unknown city in an un-

known country as Lahore in Pakistan, perhaps we feel even more in the know

and therefore superior. Even if the material difference between the implied

reader and the protagonist may give us pause, as our motivations in reading

this novel are not mercenary, and we know that Asia and its people are not

there simply to give us an opportunity to become wealthy, perhaps we feel
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distanced enough from the implied reader to feel amused by her assumptions

rather than too uncomfortable.

But if this has been the case, then the opening of the second chapter, “Get

an Education” seems to mock such pretentions in its invocation of another

type of implied reader. Here, the narrator asks:

Why do you persist in reading that much-praised, breathtak-

ingly boring foreign novel, slogging through page after page after

please-make-it-stop page of tar-slow prose and blush-inducing for-

mal conceit, if not out of an impulse to understand distant lands

that because of globalization are increasingly affecting life in your

own? What is this impulse, at its core, if not a desire for self-

help? . . . And what of the other novels, those which for reasons of

plot or language or wisdom or frequent gratuitous and graphic sex

you actually enjoy and read with delighted hunger? Surely these

too are versions of self-help. At the very least they help you pass

the time, and time is the stuff of which a self is made. . . . Indeed,

all books, each and every book ever written could be said to be

offered to the reader as a form of self-help. Textbooks, those

whores, are particularly explicit in acknowledging this. (19–20)

The narrator could be offering what might be a description of this novel

which, though widely distributed by Penguin in England, Canada, Australia,

New Zealand, India, and South Africa, will nonetheless be foreign to many if

not most readers, and which, though it can’t be accused of being written in

tar-slow prose, is one large formal conceit. Or, if this novel is not high-brow,

are we hoping for gratuitous and graphic sex? The book-cover blurb on the

paperback Penguin edition describes this novel variously as “romantic, excit-
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ing, a page-turner,” “a rags-to-riches love story,” and “a vital and affecting

portrait of a teeming and globally significant culture.” Assuming we, the

actual readers, laughed at the mercenary implied reader of the first chapter

who thought this was actually a self-help book, who are we laughing at here

and why? Ourselves? The novel (high or low-brow)? Both? Have our moti-

vations for reading it (titillation and /or the acquisition of capital, cultural

or otherwise) just been embarrassingly revealed? Have we mistaken the novel

for something it isn’t? Is it serious or fun? How will it help us understand

a distant city if we’re not certain where this place is? It might be Lahore in

Pakistan, given that’s where Hamid comes from, but now everything seems

so uncertain! This is the moment in Filthy Rich where the novel evokes the

trope of the reading of other Bildungsromane in order to probe our motiva-

tions for reading this novel. If we are motivated by the self-interested search

for information, then are our desires categorically different from those of the

mercenary implied reader in the first chapter, or the protagonist himself?

Whether the actual reader has more affinity with the implied readers

in the first or second chapters is not really the point. What is significant

here is that, either way, the actual reader has experienced a modicum of

uncomfortable affinity with both the implied reader and the protagonist: all

three are motivated, at least on occasion or in part, by self-interest. If the

protagonist, clutching under his arm his textbooks, those whores, is on his
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way to getting the most instrumental of educations, which is crucial for his

acquisition of wealth, it seems that the reader-as-Bildungsheld is embarking

on as compromised an endeavour, one which, like the protagonist, the reader

may understand not as a cause for concern but as an integral part of being

a success in life. Rather than the implied reader recognising the protagonist

as comfortably similar to the implied reader, it’s more that the implied (or

actual) reader recognises that she is uncomfortably similar to the protagonist.

The flattened Bildungsroman offers reassurance about the reader’s own way

of life by suggesting how much the protagonist wants to adopt it, and thus

fosters a sense of noblesse oblige. Hamid’s novel inveigles the reader into

asking uncomfortable questions about her own way of life. Rather than the

distance between the protagonist and the narrator being reliably constant

(culturally exotic but with the same aspirations), the distance between the

protagonist and the reader shifts from pointing out uncomfortable material

differences to hinting at shared motivations one might rather not consider

too closely. If comfort fosters benevolent generosity, then this discomfort

perhaps fosters empathy.

Either way, the shifting ‘you’ makes it difficult for the reader to consider

her reading as a one-way interaction of recognition or intervention. Even if

she had held no such expectations, the narrator has observed that as this

novel, at the very least, helps to pass the time. As “time is the stuff of which
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a self is made,” this novel is a part of the shaping of the reader’s self. By

insisting that the reader is creating the novel as much as the writer has done,

Hamid suggests that constitutive relationality is the fundamental principle

for the protagonist and reader alike. Once the narrator has left the reader in

the uncomfortable position of not knowing whether the amusement she feels

is directed at herself or not, he defines the novel itself as a “collaboration:”

“Self-help books are two way streets after all. Relationships,” declares the

narrator, thus establishing that this novel is the result of a relationship,

which is made explicit at the beginning of the very next chapter, where the

narrator points out that “like all books, this self-help book is a co-creative

project”(97).

However, though recognising that we shape society as society shapes us,

that is, that we’re constituted through relationships, is a necessary first step,

“relationality itself is not inflected in any particular way” (Hallward 50).

That is, relationality is not inherently ethical, nurturing, or oriented towards

consensus, though neither is it inherently oppressive or violent. The novel

suggests (gratifyingly) that reading (in general and of this novel in particular)

is, or at least can be, a privileged activity, which, by drawing attention to

the basic relationality of the individual, encourages empathy, and thus an

inflection of relationality which comes from and tends towards a conception

of the good life as pursued in common. Fiction may foster the creativity
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and empathy which allow for such a conception to be both imaginable and

desirable. According to the narrator, “when you read a book, what you

see are black squiggles on pulped wood, or, increasingly, dark pixels on a

pale screen. To transform these icons into characters and events, you must

imagine. And when you imagine, you create” (97). He is more explicit still

at the beginning of the last chapter:

For there was a moment where anything was possible. And there

will be a moment where nothing is possible. But in between we

can create. . . . As you create this story and I create this story, I

would like to ask you how things were. . . . I would like to tarry

here awhile with you, or, if tarrying is impossible, to transcend

my here, with your permission, in your creation, so tantalising to

me, and so unknown. That I can’t do this doesn’t stop me from

imagining it. And how strange that when I imagine, I feel. The

capacity for empathy is a funny thing. (219–220)

The narrator seems to be arguing that imagination, or creation, comes from

relationships, which is also suggested by the narrator’s observation that cre-

ation happens in an in-between place. Hamid’s in-between, neither a place

where anything is possible, nor a place where nothing happens, is similar to

Hallward’s description of the contingent space where the relational individual

(specific subject, in Hallward’s terms) chooses, or chooses again and again,

as this is better understood as an ongoing project than the attainment of an

ontological state, within a particular context, the inflection of her relation-

ships. This is also perhaps why Filthy Rich tells the story of the protagonist
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from his youth until his death, which is the point where “nothing is possible”

because the protagonist is no longer able to colour or alter the orientation of

any of his relationships.

It’s significant that the narrator describes creativity and imagination as

limited. They do not occur in the moment where anything is possible, which

is perhaps similar to Hallward’s definition of the singular, that is, a moment

or entity which is self-constituting, which “creates the medium of its exis-

tence,” and is not shaped by or “specific to external criteria or frames of

reference” (Hallward 3). Similarly, the narrator cannot transcend his here,

in fact, his inability to do so is what invents imagination and empathy, and

also, by extension, the capacity for (though not guarantee of) change of both

the self and society, which is a far more potent image of the individual than

that offered by the self-help books or the simplified Bildungsromane discussed

above. The narrator knows he cannot know what the reader imagines, but

he tries to imagine it nonetheless. If he knew what the reader imagined,

he would not need to imagine. The individual shaped by and shaping but

distinct from her context is the only type of individual capable of creativity

and imagination as Hamid defines it. In giving us a glimpse of relationality

(though not transcending it so as to fully grasp it), and putting us in the

position where we imagine how it is for the other, for ‘you’, the novel at-

tempts to effect in the reader the theme it explores through the protagonist:
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namely, that “you (the protagonist) contain (the pretty girl), and this book,

and me writing it, and I too contain you, who may not yet even be born,

you inside me inside you, though not in a creepy way” (228). The novel does

not prescribe, or say what we will inevitably do; rather, it insists not only

that “we can create,” but also that “there is no attenuating the political

responsibility of inflecting a certain relation in a certain way, for good or ill”

(50).

Despite the novel’s harrowing insights, it ends on a very optimistic note.

The novel’s reviewers have tended to attribute the optimism of the ending

to the love story element as distinct from the rags-to-riches or social com-

mentary elements of the novel. However, the novel isn’t so neatly divided,

as its use of ‘you’ illustrates. The optimism, rather, comes from the nascent

possibility for agape, not necessarily for the protagonist, but perhaps for the

implied (and actual?) reader despite an individualising society. The opti-

mism also comes from the possibility for and the possibilities of creativity

and imagination. Individuals are connected to one another, are created by

and creating one another, and are capable of imagination and creation. The

novel has a startling, persistent, and egalitarian hope in the individual’s ca-

pacity to perhaps not utterly transform, but to incrementally change her own

circumstances through compassionately imagining the lives of others. This

optimism, teasing humour, and belief in the possibility of change are less
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apparent in Wayne Macauley’s The Cook.

The Cook is a satire in the vein of Jonathan Swift’s A Modest Proposal.

Like Filthy Rich it blends genres, in this case allegory and Bildungsroman.

Zac, the protagonist-narrator, tells the story of his transformation from juve-

nile delinquent to trainee chef being rehabilitated at Cook School, to private

chef for the Fletcher family and aspiring restaurateur. He ends up exploited

by the Fletcher family, who lead him on by suggesting that the next step

will be their investment in his restaurant. In a bid to secure this investment,

Zac butchers and serves his patron’s teenage daughter in the hopes that the

results will impress. The story closes with Zac apparently in a high secu-

rity psychiatric facility. Through Zac’s profession, Macauley mocks what he

calls the “rarefied fine dining for the credit card rich” (O’Neill). Macauley

mocks an industry which he calls “shallow and ephemeral” and which has

“been allowed to take itself so seriously” that altering the perspective very

slightly makes the whole thing look ludicrous (O’Neill). The reviewers for

The Guardian and Overland pick up on the novel’s critique of fine dining,

but Macauley’s satire is more general. In the novel, the violence, excess,

unsustainable growth, exploitation, and humiliation entailed in creating and

consuming haute cuisine are symbolic of Australian society more widely.

Similarly to Filthy Rich, The Cook depicts a society that is sharply divided

between the haves and the have-nots, but where Filthy Rich’s narrator un-
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dermines the assumptions of the financial self-help genre, Zac, The Cook’s

protagonist-narrator, appears to have swallowed them whole. Zac believes

what he is taught: that all that is required for him, or anyone else, to be

successful, independent, and upwardly mobile is that he does exactly what

he’s told, and that the individual alone is responsible for his own success

or failure because Australian society is essentially meritocratic. However,

he finds that despite his acceptance and internalisation of the demeaning

servant-role he had thought was his only route to success, his unremitting

hard work does not result in the realisation of financial independence and

dignity. Zac’s understanding of what success means and what it entails is

troubling for what it suggests about the ends of self-improvement, for one

thing, but also that, for a society which defines success in this way, stark

inequality, prodigal consumption, and a lack of compassion are not signs of

error, but are deliberately produced, necessary attributes of the system which

purports to resolve them. Where Hamid uses water metaphors, Macauley’s

overarching metaphor is eating, in order for him to describe a society which

is destructively consuming itself.

If we understand the postcolonial as a shorthand for a tool or frame al-

lowing for the consideration of the history and legacy of colonialism and

imperialism and / or contemporary (neo)colonial injustice, The Cook does

not immediately present itself as a postcolonial novel. There’s no overt explo-
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ration of the history of settlement, the experiences of Aboriginal people either

in the present or the past, or of the historical or contemporary creation of

whiteness against racialised others, such as Eastern European, Middle East-

ern, East and South Asian migrant labour, or desperate (and desperately

treated) asylum seekers. Putting Filthy Rich together with The Cook shows

that both a developing or emerging context and a developed or First World

context are necessary in order to see that liberal political reason, a legacy of

British imperialism, is pervasive.

The Cook suggests that the redemption promised by liberal political rea-

son is insidious. Joseph Slaughter has some caveats about the postcolonial

Bildungsromane, but he retains carefully qualified hope that the egalitarian

imaginary of the genre can be an enabling fiction. His argument is a legal

one, rather than a political or economic one, in that it is interested in hu-

man rights and international law. However, his description of the normative

or flattened postcolonial Bildungsroman as conflating freedom with the free-

dom to engage in market relations suggests that the three can’t be easily

uncoupled. Slaughter himself does not comment on this conflation. Fur-

thermore, he concludes with the assumption that “we incorporated readers

of the postcolonial Bildungsromane” not only reside in the West but are the

“beneficiaries of the social, economic, and political dispensation of the world”

(Slaughter, Human Rights Inc. 326–7). Zac is clearly not a beneficiary of the
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social, economic, and political dispensation of the world. For all that he lives

in Australia, he has more in common with the protagonist in Filthy Rich,

or Biju in The Inheritance of Loss than with the Fletchers. What I argue

here is not the conservative, isolationist point that developed nations should

prioritise their own needy above needy immigrants here, or needy victims

elsewhere. Rather, Zac’s position as a contemporary subject of improvement

in a developed nation shows not the differences between the west and the

rest, but the way in which the authoritarian liberalism of the colonial past

has been adapted for the supposedly modern, free, postcolonial present. The

Cook suggests that, inequalities of various stripes notwithstanding, the win-

ners and losers aren’t positioned in the west and elsewhere. Rather, there

are no winners in this dispensation, only different types of losers.

The Cook suggests that thinking in terms of beneficiaries and poor rela-

tions, as liberal political reason does, is symptomatic, rather than being a

good starting point for correcting different outcomes. As I’ve noted, Barry

Hindess argues that contemporary advocates of liberalism focus on the as-

sertion of liberty with the result that the authoritarian rule which is not

antithetical but integral to liberal thought tends to fall out of the discus-

sion. In fact, “the resort to authoritarian rule in certain cases,” “far from

being a simple matter of liberal hypocrisy,” is a “necessary consequence”

of the liberal commitment to liberty (Hindess, “The Liberal Government
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of Unfreedom” 94). Though authoritarian rule is unacceptable for modern,

autonomous individuals, it is necessary when dealing with ‘the remainder’.

Hindess notes that for policy purposes, the remainder can be divided

into three categories: the hopeless cases, subjects of improvement who are

innately backward but who can be developed through compulsion, and sub-

jects of improvement with external constraints such as a lack of education,

ill-health, or poverty. Interestingly, all three categories within the remainder

are, or have been, found in Australia. Hindess notes that the Aboriginal

inhabitants of what became Australia have in the past been classed as hope-

less cases by liberal colonial administrations. A factor determining what it

is possible to do with people who are not yet free often, in practice, depends

on the resources of the government as much as the qualities of the people

themselves. If such people could not be improved, the assumption was that

they would die out. However, if they could not be improved and they stood

in the way of progress, then in the absence of any alternative suitable gov-

ernment instruments, it would be necessary to use physical force. Thus, “the

people in question might sensibly” rather than from greed, brutality, caprice

or thoughtlessness “be driven off the territory they currently inhabit, be ex-

terminated, enslaved, worked to death,” which brings to mind for example

the intentions behind Arthur’s Black Line in 1830, and the Wybalenna Abo-

riginal Establishment on Flinders Island (Hindess, “The Liberal Government
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of Unfreedom” 101, see also 102–104).

The second category of the remainder is assumed to be less recalcitrant,

or (though perhaps this is the same point) suitable instruments of govern-

ment exist to deal with it. Again, in the Australian context, both the Stolen

Generations and the Northern Territories Intervention come to mind. Hin-

dess’ third category, subjects who require improvement due to their external

constraints, “reflects the liberal ethos of welfare,” and as such, may seem to

be in a different class from the other two (101). The purported difference

lies in the external nature of the constraints this third category faces. Once

these are mitigated, then the small group in question will be able to exer-

cise its autonomy. Unlike with the second category, the constraints facing

the third category are external because this category of persons is found (or

judged to be present) within developed western nations where most people

are thought to already have realised their freedom. In principle, the im-

provement of many individuals in developed nations like Australia should be

brought about with “only limited resort to authoritarian means” (107). In

practice, however, contemporary western states subject some welfare recipi-

ents “to a degree of coercion that . . . effectively denies their status as citizens”

(107). Furthermore, Hindess draws attention to the indistinct borders be-

tween the two different subjects of improvement, and comments that this

difference may depend more on governmental resources than on the qualities
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of the people themselves. He describes how appealing new paternalism was

to the Howard government for whom it was only the cost of ‘suitable govern-

ment instruments’ which prevented more people from being considered not

“disadvantaged individuals . . . capable of managing their own affairs,” but

those who required more authoritarian governance (107).

Zac embraces the values of liberal political reason. Zac is a perfect exam-

ple of what Hindess calls ‘the remainder’, though it’s never made explicitly

clear in the novel that he needs improvement because of external accident

or innate backwardness, and the novel’s ambiguity regarding the cause of

Zac’s backwardness adds to its capacity to unsettle. In a scenario somewhat

similar to Jamie Oliver’s Fifteen, Zac is one of sixteen young offenders who

have been sent to Cook School so that they can acquire marketable skills

and become productive members of society. Zac tells his narratee that he

confided in his new friend Hunter what he had said to his parents before he

left for Cook School (to which convolutions of telling we will shortly turn):

“I was not going to be a loser any more I was going to change” (6). Zac’s

determination to change his ways and his prospects marks him as a subject

of improvement. He identifies himself as ambitious (5), and from the very

beginning, he is disparaging of the “shitkicking suburbs” he and the others

come from (1). He acknowledges immediately that before he was sent here

he had been hanging out with “the wrong crowd,” but now that he’s here,
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he is, from the very first evening, able to imagine a life outside of the bleak,

depressed, suburban sprawl: “a restaurant my own restaurant somewhere

very modern down by the docks” (2–3).

Initially, Zac’s education seems to be going well. He starts out not know-

ing how to identify a leek or what a reduction is, but he is an apt pupil

and swiftly becomes very knowledgeable. In order to be a chef, he has to

learn about agriculture, animal husbandry, butchering, pairing flavours, knife

skills, how to lay a table and plate and serve a meal, and all aspects of food

preparation from bread to pastries and dessert, to stocks and sauces, with

some additional sommelier ’s knowledge to boot. Zac learns about the history

of haute cuisine, and his narration begins to include references to chefs and

gastronomes such as Câreme, Brillat-Savarin, and Loiseau, and he starts to

spend his evening perusing the chef’s bible Larousse, which Zac presciently

if unwittingly describes as “a big book you could have killed a man with”

(48). He also starts to teach himself French. As he acquires both practical

skills and information, his language changes. His vocabulary starts to include

terms particular to cooking like al dente, bouquet garni, jus, mise en place,

as well as the names of herbs, vegetables, starches, and cuts of meat, not to

mention the means for describing how these things taste. Like Desai’s judge,

Zac realises that he needs not just information about his particular discipline.

In order to be fully educated, he needs to be au fait with the cultural mores
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associated with the consumption of haute cuisine. Very early on, Zac can

neither cook nor articulate himself, but this changes quickly. Early on, he

describes one of his first lessons: “I picked garlic carrots a green onion beans

and three different herbs I didn’t know their names” (9). He soon finds out

that the onion is in fact a leek, his bunch of herbs should be called a bouquet

garni, and that his sauce needs to be reduced, though what reducing is, and

what specific herbs he chose, remains a mystery to him for the moment. But

by the end of his second week, Zac can not only prepare the perfect lamb

chop, he can describe it as “very good the flavours in harmony the meaty

smell coming through but on top of that the slight acidity of the wine and

the sweet perfume of the rosemary at the back of the nose” (47). He learns to

hold his fork “like a fork and not a shovel” (15), and in telling the narratee

about the theory he’s been learning, he consciously corrects himself: “the

history of the chook I mean chicken I mean bird” (17). Zac seems, before

our eyes in a number of days, to be visibly more civilized. He is learning not

only practical skills and information, but, as his assessment of the layers of

flavour in the lamb chop suggests, he is both more aware of complexity and

more capable of it himself.

Zac is being educated in more than cookery skills — he’s learning a whole

new ideology, though he himself doesn’t seem to be aware of this. It’s worth

drawing attention briefly in passing to the fact that he has changed, a pro-
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cess contrary to the liberal thinking Hindess describes. This assumes that

becoming an autonomous individual in Western societies is a matter not of

internal change, but of the removal of external constraints which prevent

the subject of improvement from participating in market relations. In other

words, rather than his freedom to engage in market relations being an es-

sential aspect of his being which liberalism merely unveils, it is the result of

his internalisation of a particular ideology. Most disturbingly, though Zac is

aware of the new information and skills he is acquiring, he does not register

the ideological shift at all. Tellingly, Zac doesn’t fully register how his own

attitudes have changed, ascribing all of the changes to Hunter. Early on, he

and Hunter have a heart-to-heart, after which they “got pretty close,” but

six months later, Zac observes that “Hunna had changed we never went up

the hill anymore never talked like we used to” (6, 86). Zac also doesn’t see

the difference between Hunter and himself as ideological. Hunter is disillu-

sioned by the way Terry, the farm manager is treated, and he cannot stand

Head Chef’s humiliation of them all. In his opinion, haute cuisine itself is

the problem, “it was an old fashioned thing good for a time when there were

kings and princes but not when we are all supposed to be equal” (86). He

ends up leaving Cook School to start a family-run farm and cook artisanal

food. Zac dismisses Hunter and “his little white trash family . . . running off

to live like peasants in the past” (100, 107). For Zac, Hunter’s choice to
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pursue some other life is not valid but irrational and misguided. Hunter is

choosing to fail and by doing so relegates himself to the pre-modern past.

While he self-consciously corrects his use of language, and makes extra time

to both study and practice, Zac does not seem to be conscious of these other,

more disturbing changes in himself.

His early ambition of running a trendy restaurant in a modern part of

Melbourne and making his parents proud seems laudable at the beginning

of the novel, especially for a disadvantaged, poorly educated young offender.

But Macauley’s novel places this innocent-seeming desire in the wider context

of an individualising society which understands progress and success in purely

economic terms, and Zac’s desire, while never ceasing to be familiar, also

becomes, along with Zac himself, disturbing and violent as he internalises

the lessons of the charismatic Head Chef. According to Head Chef, Zac and

his cohort “have the great honour to be brought up in a world where there

are no walls no barriers no good or bad there is only freedom a world where

choice is not a privilege but a right” (41). The dominant norm of what it

means to be successful means that choosing something different is seen as

either irrational or evidence of a lack of ambition. Choice may be a right, but

not all choices are equally valid. Head Chef says to Zac and his peers: “you

can get what you want if you’re prepared to go out and climb that ladder

of opportunity,” with ‘what you want’ in this case referring to wealth and
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fame (41). Head Chef models what he teaches in that, like the boys, he came

from nowhere, but is now a celebrity chef who also owns three restaurants.

He appeals to Zac because of this, and because “he had pride when did any

of us in that shitkicking suburb ever have any pride” (21). The Head Chef’s

life and philosophy make Zac feel empowered for the first time. According

to Head Chef, the goal of the “gastronomic revolution” is to “raise society

up” from “mediocrity suburbanity the boring the bland” to “a richer more

sophisticated people”; but, if Australia isn’t careful, it will end up “crawling

back through the decades to the fifties cooking boring food in our boring

kitchens in boring suburban homes” (21–22). Head Chef characterises the

march of progress as hard work and far from a fore-gone conclusion for society

as a whole or for each individual: “in this world of freedom there are always

going to be some people left behind” (41). To avoid personal and societal

atavism, each person must focus on “tomorrow and tomorrow and tomorrow”

while asking “How can I be better?” (21–22 original emphasis).

Head Chef’s description of society and individuals progressing forward,

though perhaps not inevitably, chimes with Hindess’ characterisation of lib-

eral political reason, which the novel casts doubt on at this particular mo-

ment through Head Chef’s unwitting allusion to Macbeth. For his part, Zac

starts to believe that he lives in a world where there is freedom of choice

and equality of opportunity, where he alone is responsible for his success or
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failure. Though everyone has the chance to make something of himself, the

world is organised in a strict hierarchy which fosters not collaboration or the

consideration of the interests of others, but competition and the use of others

towards one’s own ends; this is integral to success which is measured by how

high one manages to ascend, and soon Zac believes that it is the strength of

his efforts alone which will determine how far upwards he is able to move.

The other boys drop out or opt out and Zac, being the only boy still remain-

ing after eight months when even the teachers have left, the owner of the

property has died, and the estate is about to be divided up, is the dubious

winner, the Bildungsheld who has won this weird MasterChef parody and is

prepared to be welcomed into the regime whose values he has adopted both

assiduously and partially unknowingly.

Zac is the last boy standing because he has determinedly focussed on

becoming better by working for and modelling himself on those further up

the ladder of opportunity, an attitude which already assumes the necessity

of hierarchy. Zac seems to have learned the lessons taught by Filthy Rich’s

narrator, such as getting an education, not loving, avoiding idealists, learning

from a master, befriending those who will be useful to him, focusing on

the fundamentals, and being prepared to use violence. Zac’s fundamentals

are very similar to those described in both Filthy Rich and The Reluctant

Fundamentalist in that he aspires to run a perfectly controlled kitchen where
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“there would be no room for error every stage monitored every outcome

designed to generate a high-margin loss proof return” (87). And, rather

than cooking for himself, as Fabian the idealist suggests, Zac knows that

the only sensible thing to do is cook for the rich: “You make complicated

high-end labour intensive dishes so you can charge top dollar for them” (92

original emphasis). Zac has learned what Robert Kiyosaki explains in Rich

Dad Poor Dad: What the Rich Teach Their Kids About Money That The

Poor and Middle Class Do Not : unlike “the trail of losers (Zac) left behind

at home” who “[whinge] about the bad hand they got dealt the rich have

figured it out create a want forget about needs and charge what you like”

(92).

Zac’s education in the principles of liberal political reason alters him

in disturbing ways. The lesson Zac learns quickest, though without ever

explaining his intentions explicitly, is the need to love less, and perhaps

ideally not at all. By the end of the second week when his parents come to

visit, he no longer sees their pride in him as a part of his success. He starts to

find his mother’s weight and his father’s sickness (he has severe respiratory

problems from years of unsafe factory work) embarrassing, but rather than

ignoring them or avoiding them when they visit, “when I saw them coming

I thought good good now I remember that’s what I’m leaving behind” (50).

His parents are embarrassing because they have made nothing of themselves,
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they are the opposite of successful. They come from the banal and mediocre

sprawl of suburbs. Eight months later, when Zac is the only resident left in

Cook School, and apparently on the whole property, he receives an e-mail

from his mother saying that his father has died and asking him to come

home. Zac decides not to go to his father’s funeral on the grounds that Head

Chef, who has not put in an appearance in months, might come back either

or both hungry and curious to assess Zac’s latest work, and Zac doesn’t want

to miss him.

A second disturbing lesson Zac learns, connected to the lesson of loving

less, is to see everyone in terms of how they fit into a hierarchy of value. As

Head Chef himself explains to the boys in a compelling paradox which eerily

echoes the slogan above the gates of Dachau, “by subjugating ourselves we

become strong” (42). Zac adopts the motto “power through service” with

alacrity, arguing, “how’d that little man with the glasses from the crappy

suburb get that beautiful wife those beautiful kids and that beautiful car

and that beautiful house the swimming pool the restaurant empire he got

it by serving by bowing . . . He knows how to serve but more important he

knows who to serve . . . now there’s a riddle for you but true maybe all pow-

erful people got there like that” (48). With an insight similar to Walter

Benjamin’s, though with a wholesale acceptance of the troubling state of

affairs Benjamin rejected, Zac asks: “Was there ever any culture anywhere
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in history that didn’t have its slaves who do you think built the pyramids

the pharaohs?” (63). As Zac makes himself servile to those above him, so

he despises the ‘white trash’ and the inhabitants of the ‘mediocre’ suburbs,

or anyone who he deems to be below him on the ladder. Zac believes that,

though he’s on a lowly rung, he has figured out how to climb the ladder,

making the ladder itself vital to his endeavours. In his imagination, and to

his delight, the ladder appears to be infinite, suggesting endless opportunities

for advancement: “Give me a good ladder to climb that’s what I say . . . show

me the rung above where a lord is sitting . . . and let me serve that lord and

hope that someday his lordliness rubs off on me and when it does . . . let me

see a prince above and let me go and serve that prince and when I’m feeling

nice and princely let me see above me a king” (94).

Being aware of the hierarchy is crucial, because it helps Zac to identify

where people sit on it in relation to him and therefore how he can use them

to his own ends. Zac decides where Terry, the friendly farm manager, fits

in relation to him: “is he our equal no he’s our supplier he’s there to serve

us we cultivate a friendship for one purpose,” namely to have access to the

best ingredients. Seeing everyone in a hierarchical relationship to oneself

and as useful only in so far as they can help realise one’s own goals reduces

Zac’s capacity for empathy. About six months into the programme, Fabian,

the boys’ teacher, makes two suicide attempts and kills himself on the second

187



CHAPTER 3. HORRIFYING SUCCESS

one. We can surmise that Fabian may have killed himself because he despises

Head Chef’s cooking philosophy while being completely dependent on him

for any advancement in his career, because he can see that he is falling out

of favour with Head Chef, and because not only is Cook School slowly falling

apart but the boys who remain are learning to expect to be humiliated and

subservient in the expectation of a success Fabian knows from experience

not to be forthcoming. By this point, Zac is completely absorbed in rearing,

slaughtering, butchering, and preparing lamb as he perfects the agnelet de

lait farci he wants to serve to Head Chef the next time he visits. Even

though Fabian has been an attentive and encouraging teacher, Zac expresses

no interest in the reasons for Fabian’s death or emotion as a result of it,

apart from noting that “the guy had tried to kill himself there was not much

to respect about that” (86). Fabian is of no interest to Zac because he’s no

longer useful.

Zac’s lessening of emotional connection towards and concern with inter-

ests other than his own drive to be successful are accompanied by a lessening

of any moral response towards violence. Zac is not at all disturbed by either

of the occasions that Fabian hangs himself, even though it is Zac who finds

the body the second time. This is markedly different from Zac’s reaction to

the slaughtering of a lamb very early on. Zac describes the lamb as “the

cutest thing you’ve ever seen,” and has a moment of revelation where he
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makes the physical, visceral connection between lamb chops in the kitchen

and the woolly creature in front of him (32). Terry familiarises them with

the lamb by making each boy walk it a short way before he shows them how

to slaughter it. Zac spends three pages describing the whole event, where

Fabian’s death later gets about a quarter of a page. As well as finding the

lamb charming, Zac assumes that it has both feelings and thoughts. He notes

that it was afraid, it knew what was coming, and it pulled, twisted, and dug

its heels in to try to avoid its death. When Terry calls the lamb “little fella,”

Zac comments that this “made it worse some of the kids were thinking about

their baby brothers or sisters I was thinking about how much blood and how

red it was going to be” (33). As Zac doesn’t know for certain what the other

kids are thinking (though I’ll discuss Zac’s narrative voice in more detail

shortly), we can assume that, as well as picturing the blood, it is he who is

reminded of a small child when he sees the lamb. As Terry slits the lamb’s

throat, Zac describes the sounds it makes as “bleating . . . Save me save me

I done nothing wrong,” and Zac doesn’t miss a detail of the slaughter itself,

describing Terry’s movements using violent and swift verbs such as kick, pull,

cut, hack. Someone faints. The blood spurts and gloops, the lamb spasms

and jiggles, and Zac can’t seem to help trying to put himself in its place:

“you could see it thinking I wonder what then it went very still” (33). Worth

noting here is that after the lamb is skinned, Zac sees it as “a weird alien
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creature,” and comments on the process of objectification that has happened

in front of his eyes as Terry turns the alien “from a lamb into something else

. . . a thing we could eat” (34–35).

As Zac becomes inured to violence, so objectifying the lambs as poten-

tial dishes becomes easier. Zac begins to see the lambs as “products . . . you

can manipulate” while they are still alive (52). In experimenting with lamb

dishes, Zac force-feeds one of his lambs which sickens. Zac is concerned, but

only because this might affect the meat. Soon Zac is not only force-feeding,

but also slaughtering and butchering his lambs too. He then becomes in-

terested in controlling the lamb in utero, which involves force-feeding the

mother grain, rosemary, sea salt, and pinot noir, the flavours of which will

be taken up by the unborn lamb through the placenta. After its birth, the

lamb is fed on a combination of high-fat cow’s milk and whisked eggs. After

slaughtering, Zac has a lamb he describes as “subtly flavoured with a bit of

its mother’s old grassiness but overlaid with hints of grain rosemary wine

and salt yet exceptionally tender on account of the milk and eggs” (88). Zac

comes up with and executes (so to speak) this process on his own initiative,

and it requires killing dozens of lambs. It’s not that he revels in the cruel

treatment and slaughter of the animals; he barely comments on this, and

does not seem to register it as violent, cruel, wasteful, or excessive. He is

proud of his own skills and knowledge, and he merely explains in detail the
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steps necessary to produce the perfect lamb dish. The dish itself is a sign of a

perfectly controlled process, and also of Zac’s being on the road to riches and

success: “What else are rich and successful people except those who’ve learnt

how to manipulate what’s around them a guy dealing the money market ar-

chitects designing fancy buildings TV guys making TV shows selling dreams

to losers writers and their happy endings” (89). Art is indistinguishable from

commerce, and both are accomplished by autonomous subjects who are able

create the world in such a way that it will make them wealthy. It’s after

tasting Zac’s perfect lamb dish and hearing how he created it that Fabian

kills himself.

Zac learns to love less, to assume the necessity of hierarchy for success, to

depend on authoritarianism, to objectify the world and other people and use

them towards his own ends, to accept inequality as an integral part of the

creation of wealth, and to ignore violence as a part of the process. Embrac-

ing the values of liberal political reason makes Zac monstrous, but cruelly,

it does not result in the success he desires. As a member of ‘the remainder’

who has been subjected to the improvements of civilisation, according to

the tenets of liberal political reason, Zac ought, now, to be an autonomous

member of society engaging in market relations as a skilled labourer and

entrepreneur. This is certainly what Zac thinks of himself. The Cook, like

Filthy Rich, rather than stopping at the moment where the protagonist ac-
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quires his riches, or in this case, where Zac wins by being the sole survivor

of Cook School’s lessons, continues a little further to explore what life holds

for a formerly marginal Bildungsheld who has been accepted (so he thinks)

into his regime of choice. In Filthy Rich, we see that the means by which the

protagonist acquires his riches also makes them untenable, and that the pro-

tagonist does not derive the meaningful elements of his life from them after

all. Unsurprisingly, The Cook is not dissimilar, though what Zac’s experi-

ences illustrate is not so much that success is untenable as that Head Chef’s

assertion that this liberal society is meritocratic is untrue, and that despite

(or because) of his assiduous attempts to improve himself, Zac is unable to

achieve his goal of running his own restaurant. He arrives at the Fletchers’

house convinced that if he works hard and ingratiates himself successfully,

the inevitable next step will be Mr Fletcher providing the start-up capital

for Zac’s modern restaurant on the docks. Though he devotes himself to

the family, Zac never secures this investment capital. Zac raises the topic

of opening his own restaurant with all of the Fletchers, but none of them

seem to be able to remember that it is important to him. This is because the

Fletchers embrace the same principles as Zac while they occupy higher rungs

than he does. They’re completely preoccupied with maintaining their own

positions and pursuing their own interests, and consider Zac only in so far as

he can be used towards one of their own ends. Zac lives with the Fletchers
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for at least a year, possibly longer. In this time, he assumes whatever role

each of the Fletchers requires of him. Deidre initially and misguidedly thinks

that having a live-in cook to prepare breakfast and dinner will “help turn us

into a family again” (122). When this predictably fails to come to pass, she

doesn’t blame him but begins to flaunt him as a status symbol and then to

view him as a sexual object.

Melody and Jade, like their mother, also objectify Zac without considering

that he has feelings and thoughts of his own. Melody uses Zac to score

points off her parents and to feel morally superior, although this does not

prevent her from either eating the food Zac cooks, or demanding large sums

of money from her father. She claims that her parents are exploiting Zac,

which initially seems to be an indication that she sees him as a person. But

when Zac tries to have a conversation with her, she refuses to listen to him,

saying “you’re just a victim leave it alone” (180). When Zac tries to compare

his service to her family with Melody’s service to the children in Cambodia

she’s going off to educate, she is offended and angry with him. Zac sums it up

with his observation that “she really thought I shouldn’t have an opinion,”

and when he insists on engaging with her on the topic, she dismisses him

saying “please just let me eat” (181, 183).

Jade sees Zac as a source of food brought up to her room whenever

she wants it and an opportunity for flirtation and sexual experimentation.
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Eventually, Zac is providing her with not only snacks but also sexual favours,

and she seems to view the satiation of both appetites in the same light, with

no consideration as to Zac’s own feelings or thoughts. Jade has explicitly told

him that she will ask her father to fund his restaurant dream, but she does so

only to get him to do what she wants, and has no intention of ever keeping this

promise, or any real understanding of what the restaurant signifies for Zac. It

is with Zac’s interaction with Jade that we see the violence of objectification

work itself out. As noted earlier, when Zac sees his first lamb slaughtered and

butchered, he compares it to an alien, an object to eat, rather than a lamb,

an entity with its own agency. Zac also describes the butchered, plucked

carcass of a chicken as an alien which a matter of minutes earlier had been

a live, feathered chicken. Zac realises that “Jade looked at me like I was an

alien which is funny I suppose I was” (228–9). He never elaborates on this

point; he has accepted that he is an object to Jade. However, he does not or

cannot consider that his being an object to her threatens his understanding

of how a hierarchical society fuelled by humiliation and contempt will result

in his realisation of his ambitions. Zac cannot realise liberalism’s promises

of freedom. Instead, having learned the lessons of liberal political reason,

he is ready to be exploited, to be marginalised by others who objectify him,

literally labouring under the misapprehension that this is how he will make

a success of himself.
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What Zac doesn’t accept until he is institutionalised is that, though it

appears meritocratic, the game is rigged. Not only is Zac’s world fixed so

that the wealthy remain wealthy while those further down the ladder stay

where they are, but it is unstable. The novel suggests that liberal political

reason’s contradictions pull it apart or cause it to devour itself. The Fletchers’

home becomes more dysfunctional and more financially precarious as time

passes. The Fletchers are unable to pay the debts they owe to the local

small businesses. The house itself, symbolically, starts to develop wider and

wider cracks in the walls. The malaise seems to be affecting more than the

Fletchers, as all the local businesses close down. Ray, the butcher, explains

the situation to Zac. Like Head Chef, Mr Fletcher, and Zac himself, Ray is

a nobody who has aspired to be a self-made man, but despite working flat

out for a decade and never spending time at home with his family, he hasn’t

been able to make it work, and he has started to think that both the work

itself and the goal are meaningless. Pondering on years of working for twelve

hours a day six days a week, he asks “for what? To hold my spot here in

the richest leafiest suburb where people pay thirty dollars for a kilo of lamb

backstraps to give to their cat and why?” (207). Zac’s orthodox answer is

“to make money . . . to value-add to increase your margin and that way your

profit . . . that’s what we’re supposed to do” (207). And here Ray defines

the problem against which Zac’s mind will shortly break: his customers, to
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whom he has extended vast amounts of credit, are not paying their debts,

and Ray, who is “lucky to be here” asks “what right have I got to ask these

people to pay their bills?” (208). So dependent is he on their good-will that

he cannot ask for what is owed to him, and as a result, his business has

failed. In such a hierarchical system where the only hope for advancement

rests upon those above you allowing you to progress, there is no relief, no

clear course of action when those higher up do not do what they have implied

to you that they will. Your failure is your own, and they owe you nothing.

But as you are reliant upon them for everything, if they do not keep their

promises, then you are unable to progress, no matter how hard you work.

Zac cannot accept that what has happened to Ray applies to him also. He

ignores the situation and focuses on serving the Fletchers, which is requiring

more and more creative problem-solving. As their credit runs out, he makes

innovative plans to keep food on their table. He plants a vegetable garden,

starts keeping chickens and lambs, sells their forgotten toys and luxury goods

to buy groceries, and cleans Ray’s shop for payment in fresh meat. According

to Zac, Deidre has no idea that the Fletchers don’t pay their bills, but he

asks “why should she care? Laissez-faire they call it” (226). More than

this, while standing there naked in a vegetable garden he’s cultivating for

a woman who has no idea what’s going on and who sees him as an object

for her own amusement, Zac convinces himself that he is with the Fletchers
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rather than the Rays of the world. He raises his chin with pride, and writes

of, or perhaps reflects on Deidre’s comments: “Good good that’s good said

the Mistress she liked my chin like that” (225–226). The humiliation that

Zac endures with such pride is the contradiction at the core of Macauley’s

rendering of liberal political reason.

The contradiction of the ideology Head Chef espouses and Zac follows is

that on the one hand, Zac learns that the better he is able to control and

manipulate his environment, knowing how to use other people and objects

towards his own ends, the more successful he will be. On the other hand,

his success is not at all in his control as it depends on those above him. In

this constitutively unequal ordering of society, the only way to improve your

lot is by debasing yourself to those above you, reassuring them about how

special they are in the hopes that they might pass some of that along to you.

Zac explains the situation using this analogy:

I’m your dog you’re my master give him shame out of every pore

make him feel so big and special that he can’t help dropping

something down for you. It’s not up to us to change them our

job is to lick their boots kiss their arses let them make the money

they’re the ones who know how to and let’s be thankful for what

trickles down. (64).

Zac embraces this constant humiliation, which may seem odd given the ad-

miration he has for Head Chef’s pride, but Zac believes that “shame is (his)

engine” up the ladder of opportunity, so he resolves “to nurture and love
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it” as it is “a shame (he) want(s) to be proud of” (63). With the spaniel

analogy, Zac suggests that ingratiation is like preparing a lamb. If he does it

well enough, he’ll get the desired outcome. This obscures how reliant Zac is

on other people, which is a contradiction that the world-view he’s adopted

cannot untangle. Other people, people who see you as a means to an end

much as you see them, need to somehow see you as a subject with desires of

your own, and to want you to achieve them, in order for them to give you

the help you need to succeed.

There is a volatility in this contradictory ordering of things which is most

clear in Zac’s attitude towards those he serves. Zac describes himself as being

allowed to serve these lordly people as if it is a privilege. Thus, echoing

the relationship between Desai’s cook and the judge, their humiliation of

him is something to be proud of. It gives him some reflected status of his

own and is the proof that he is on the path to being lordly too. However,

he also describes those who consume the objects made by those capable of

control and manipulation as “losers.” Though Zac sees Head Chef as the

lord who will show the way to the prince and the king, his description of

Head Chef as a “little man with glasses from the crappy suburb” betrays

contempt. Zac feels pride and contempt for those above and below him in

the hierarchy, and for himself, and the twisted logic of the system works

itself out in the novel’s bloody denouement. Zac, motivated by a cocktail of
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the desire to impress and advance his career and a pervasive contempt he

can’t acknowledge, inured to violence, accustomed to both being an object

and objectifying others, and embodying the volatile paradox of pride and

humiliation, slaughters Jade, and serves her for a dinner meant to impress a

business associate Ian Fletcher is wooing. The meal achieves its goal while

the diners still think Jade is venison “milk-fed and mollycoddled” with “pale

and delicate flesh” (236). This step does not seem especially drastic to Zac.

He has been convinced for some time that the only way to get the money

from Ian is through his daughter, and when Jade fails to keep her promise

to Zac, he finds another way to use her. Because of his confusion between

contempt and awe for those who are foolish enough to be taken in by his

product and yet whom he serves, he does not see a contradiction here.

In paying attention to the role of humiliation in perpetuating an unjust,

hierarchical society, The Cook is similar to The Inheritance of Loss. For

Desai’s novel, humiliation is the titular inheritable loss. When individuals

and societies have a history of having been humiliated, they are more likely

to humiliate others in their turn. For Desai, humiliation has the circular,

atavistic quality of abuse. The characters revert to it when they themselves

have been humiliated, or when they are frightened, threatened, or have had

their self-centred, inflated, perhaps mendacious sense of self upset. Where

The Inheritance of Loss is poignant, The Cook is disturbing. Zac’s coming
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of age as a valuable member of society is possible only because he willingly

embraces and cherishes humiliation. Humiliation, like hierarchy, education,

violence, and the manipulation of one’s surroundings, is necessary for suc-

cess and pride. In this novel, humiliation is the sign not of a distressing,

reprehensible reversion, but of the orderly functioning of Zac’s world. It’s

this paradox, and how compelling it is for Zac, which makes The Cook such

an uncomfortable read, especially when we see the consequences of Zac’s

internalisation of this ideology.

Zac’s killing of Jade is horrifying, but, perhaps more disturbing still, is

that Zac himself is not merely horrifying but is a very sympathetic figure.

From the beginning, Zac is sympathetic for a number of reasons. He comes

from a rough background, but is determined to make something of himself

now that he has the chance. He works hard, he has ambition, and it’s not

so much that he wants to be extraordinarily wealthy or famous, it’s that

he wants to have something to be proud of, to find meaning in. Despite

having had what we can assume is a rough youth, he is affectionate and

loving. He wants to make his parents proud and cultivates intimacy with

Hunter. He is so enthusiastic about cooking. He has the beginnings of a

sense of humour. Initially he is capable of empathy, for Terry the farm

manager and his daughter, but also for the first lamb he sees slaughtered.

He is oddly honourable in that he refuses to disclose any details about his
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or any of the other boys’ lives before Cook School. He is also honest in

that he doesn’t appear to leave any part of the story out, or to try to paint

himself in a good light. He is appealing because of his ability to learn, and

the increasing sophistication of his narrative. His delight with what he sees

as his own success and his unshakable conviction that he has found a way to

make his life better, even when it has become clear that the Fletchers don’t

care about him at all and are just taking advantage of him, makes him seem

very vulnerable. Moments of particular sympathy occur when, for example,

early on after a lengthy heart-to-heart with Hunter, Zac comments sparely,

“it was good to talk to someone not myself,” which suggests a profound

depth of loneliness. This loneliness is never alleviated, and Zac seems to

become disassociated from his own emotions. Towards the very end, after

he’s had sex with Jade who treats him as an exercise in honing her capacity

for manipulation, going out of her way to lead him on and make him jealous,

making promises she has no intention of keeping, and then abruptly treating

him like a minion whose only function is to cook whatever she orders, Zac lies

on his bed in a dark room and gives himself a fairly heart-breaking pep-talk:

“Feed her (Jade) what she wants I said don’t stop serving now. See how low

you can go. . . . I hadn’t cried for a while so I guess it was probably time.

Then I went downstairs to cook” (223).

The novel’s strength lies is in the characterisation of Zac. He is both
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disturbing and sympathetic, rather than being only disturbing like Bret Eas-

ton Ellis’ Patrick Bateman. If Zac were only cold and violent, then it might

be possible to pathologise his behaviour for one thing, while he might also

come across as only a villain to be frightened by. Further, it is not just that

Zac has some qualities which make him disturbing and others which make

him sympathetic; rather the qualities which make him sympathetic are also

those which make him disturbing. Zac’s ambition, his educability, his desire

for meaningful work and a meaningful life, his belief in his ability to make

something of himself, his strong work-ethic and his enthusiasm for his work

are all widely-shared values. The novel shows that these normative values

make Zac the most promising pupil, the subject most likely to be improved,

but they also result in his accepting humiliation, contempt, violence and ob-

jectification. While the changes in Zac are apparent to the reader, Zac either

does not seem aware of them at all, or considers them as signs of education

and success. Though we see the transformation in Zac which foreshadows

the grisly end, this novel is not tragic in that we can’t identify Zac’s hamar-

tia. The novel is disturbing because he doesn’t have one. His early laudable

desire to make something of himself thus overcoming the restrictions of his

background, does not alter in kind, it is only elaborated upon in more detail

as Zac gradually realises what he must do in order to realise his ambition.

The novel’s denouement, Zac’s killing of Jade, has a certain inevitability to
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it, but there is no clearly identifiable point where Zac’s failings precipitate

the series of events leading to the murder. If such a tipping point exists,

it’s at the beginning of the novel where Zac resolves to make something of

himself. But Zac’s ambition here is conventionally more a virtue than a fail-

ing. Zac’s ambition, his understanding of what it means to be successful,

and his desire for a life made meaningful through work he can be proud of

are qualities which seem positive. But they are inextricable from the steps

he takes and attitudes he adopts in trying to realise his ambitions. By the

end of the novel, Zac’s desires and methods have become horrifying because

they are familiar, rather than because they are strange.

Macauley’s adaption of the Bildungsroman contributes to the creation of

Zac as disturbingly familiar. Like Filthy Rich, The Cook upsets the care-

fully maintained distance between the reader and the narrator/protagonist

which is typical of Slaughter’s flattened Bildungsroman. Like Filthy Rich,

The Cook creates a sense of disturbing familiarity through its unusual narra-

tive voice, though The Cook also creates an unstable time of narration also,

undermining the circular-progressive narrative structure Slaughter identifies

in the Bildungsroman. At the beginning of the novel, Zac appears to be a

reliable first-person narrator who is writing up his experiences shortly after

they happen as he confides in an unknown narratee only ever called ‘you’

who never writes back or responds to him. Zac’s use of the second person
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invites the reader into the position of Zac’s unknown narratee; we slot into

the ‘you’ whom Zac appears to be addressing, an imaginative move made

easier because Zac’s confidante, like Hamid’s implied reader(s), is left vague

and uncharacterised. Zac’s confidante doesn’t know much about him. He

has to explain who his family are to her, so she is not from home, an as-

sumption supported by her not knowing what Zac did to have ended up at

Cook School. However, she also does not appear to be familiar with Cook

School. Zac describes it to her as a nice place, but “that doesn’t mean it’s

a holiday if that’s what you’re thinking we get up at six,” before going on

to introduce Fabian and the other staff (1). In knowing very little about

either Zac’s former life or Cook School, ‘you’, the confidante, is in exactly

the same position as the reader. At the same time, Zac is familiar with and

trusting of this person. He appears to be telling her (you) everything with

the intention of explaining what is going on at Cook School and what Zac

thinks about it all. Though he sometimes gets lost himself in describing how

crop rotation works (9), or corrects his terminology, or finds that his as yet

un-practised narration gets in the way of his attempts to tell the story, there

is no attempt to conceal or misguide. If Zac leaves something out, such as

what he did which resulted in his being sent to Cook School, he informs

you / the narratee / the reader. The Cook is not dissimilar to “Hema and

Kaushik” where the use of ‘you’ initially seems to pull the stories together
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and create intimacy, until we realise that Hema and Kaushik never confided

in each other in this way and the ‘you’ becomes an address to an absence

rather than an intimate. The Cook’s ‘you’ creates and then collapses the

distance between / connection with the reader in the same way.

At first, the reader might be something like the type of reader Slaughter

identifies as having an appetite for stories set in far-flung places whose char-

acters are culturally different enough to be intriguing, but similar enough in

their desires to be familiar. Zac initially appears to be a protagonist of a

flattened Bildungsroman whose story is reassuring as it confirms the reader’s

comfortable position in the world and makes her feel benevolent in encour-

aging others to share it through her reading. That Zac is in the developed

world and yet is in need of some benevolent reading is the first of many

niggles which result in its being impossible to read this story as reassurance

about the world shared by both Zac and the reader.

Macauley adapts the conventional Bildungsroman narration Slaughter de-

scribes where the protagonist-narrator recalls his journey from youth to wis-

dom in the present day, with the novel both ending where it began while also

showing progression. Rather than recalling events from a place of mature

wisdom, Zac is writing them up shortly after they happen without the ben-

efit of much hindsight. Rather than being a wise narrator explaining things

to the reader, Zac is barely literate, and unable to read his own narrative
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as astutely as may the reader. The reader sees changes in Zac of which Zac

himself doesn’t seem aware. The reader’s keener insight may suggest that our

superior insight both distances us from Zac and prevents us from adopting

his methodology for success.

Or so it seems. Having firmly established the idea that Zac is writing

up his experiences shortly after they happen for an unknown but insightful

‘you’, much like the reader, to read, the narrative starts to slip into interior

monologue. Not only is the time of narration suddenly the same as the time

of the events narrated, but the narratee disappears. But Zac will then jerk

disconcertingly back into a retrospective narration to ‘you’. Chapter Eleven,

for example, opens with Zac’s description of himself “at my new computer

at my new desk in my new room in one of the best suburbs in Melbourne”

(113). It’s early morning on his first day and he is listening to Melody splash

as she does laps. The implication is that he is recalling recent events in the

recent past and composing them into a narrative for the narratee. Given that

the previous chapter ended with Zac still at Cook School, dreaming about

impressing Head Chef, he needs to explain how he got from there to here.

And Zac explains all of it. He describes his last days at Cook School and

how he came to be living at the Fletchers’ house.

The last few pages of the chapter are set in Melbourne, so we expect Zac’s

narration to catch up to the time of narration at his desk early on his first
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morning in the house. But this never happens. The novel starts to read like

Zac’s interior monologue reflecting on events as they happen, as we see in

this excerpt:

The window was half-open but the room still smelled shut up

and musty I could hear that low humming noise again the filter

pump on the pool. A small white cloud drifted past. There were

other sounds too now someone drilling a lawn mower far-off a car

going past a school bell in the distance the sound of kids shouting.

(119)

Zac describes everything in granular detail as if at the moment it registers

on his consciousness. The apparently irrelevant detail combined with the

sensory language here, which appeals to hearing, smell, and sight, makes

what is happening seem immediate, an impression made stronger by the

word ‘now’. Shortly after this, Zac falls asleep on his bed, then wakes up

“sweating”:

Someone was knocking and the next thing the Mistress is standing

inside my room leaning forward saying I’m sorry you must have

fallen asleep it’s already five o’clock. (120)

Zac’s shift from the simple past to the present and past progressive as well

as the inclusion of Deidre’s words as if they are direct speech makes this brief

series of events seem as if they are unfolding, right now, in this moment. The

narrative never obviously catches up to the point of narration where Zac,

having arrived very recently, sits at his desk listening to Melody swimming
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while he writes. The chapter closes at night time. Zac has just eaten a

meal that Jade brought up to his room, and he settles down not with his

computer to write to his reader, but with his workbook and Larousse to plan

tomorrow’s meals. It is very difficult to account for this discrepancy.

When he first arrives at Cook School, and also at the Fletchers’, Zac keeps

a meticulous record of the days and months, explaining what activities hap-

pened on which day, or how far ahead he starts thinking about and planning

for the Fletchers’ Christmas meal. By the end of the novel, as more and more

of it reads like interior monologue, this careful chronology begins to break

down, and it becomes harder to figure out the narrative’s time. On the final

page of the penultimate chapter, Zac seems unable to order time at all. He

references a conversation he had with Deidre about Jade’s disappearance as

if it is occurring in the present, before it becomes apparent that it happened

some time ago; then he appears to be in the garden collecting vegetables,

but again, this time in the garden could be in the present or the immediate

past. Then there is a moment where he could be imagining a future where

he serves Jade to her parents or recalling a past where he has already done

this. This complete chronological breakdown suggests that perhaps the novel

has been interior monologue with some reflections all along, and that now

Zac may be losing his grip on reality. This version of events does leave the

problem of the narratee. Who is the ‘you’ to whom Zac has been addressing
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his thoughts?

The suspicion that Zac may not be writing to an actual companion be-

comes stronger after he starts living with the Fletchers. First, now when he

occasionally does address ‘you’, it is in a very different way to before, much

more aggressively and also implying things about this ‘you’ which contradict

what we think we already know about her. Take this example from the end

of Chapter Twelve where, after a period where the narrative seems to be

Zac’s interior monologue, he switches into a direct address: “I thought about

Hunna and his little family on their little patch of dirt up in the Valley saying

service will never get you anywhere if only he could see me now! Tell them

all when you see them those other losers where I am now ask if they’re happy

with their miserable little lives. The Master was on the rich list last year

. . . make sure you tell them that too” (131). The ‘you’ is no longer someone

Zac confides in a but a loser, perhaps at Cook School (although there is no

one there), perhaps in Zac’s old neighbourhood; but, as I’ve already shown,

the earlier characterisation of ‘you’ suggests that she can’t be from either of

these places. This moment is also jarring because it is the first time that Zac

is contemptuous towards her.

A second element which troubles the assumption that Zac is writing to a

companion is that he is not in contact with anyone else at all. Shortly after

moving in with the Fletchers, he describes the contents of an email he writes
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to his mother, explaining why he can’t come home and how what he’s doing

is so important, commenting “it ended up being pretty long that email I must

have had things to say” (176). He doesn’t send it, however, and he notes

that he started writing an email to Hunter, but he doesn’t know his address.

Later, he also composes an email to his sister, but then decides not to send

it. Zac includes details about emails he composes but does not send. He also

lists all the objects he handles, goods he purchases, and meals he prepares.

But he never makes a reference to the physical act or material requirements

for the emails or letters he appears to be writing to his confidante, which

indicates that he is not writing any letters at all, and the whole novel may

be addressed to a part of himself he has split from himself. This possibility

is suggested in the novel’s first pages where Zac tells his confidante about

his closeness with Hunter, noting that “it was good to talk to someone not

myself” (6). With retrospect, perhaps Zac already had a habit of talking to

an apparently separated part of himself when he arrived at Cook School.

If it becomes impossible to determine whether Zac has been writing to a

confidante all along, or only to himself, the ending of the novel also confounds

any idea we might have of the time of Zac’s narration. So far, it seems that

either the time of narration could be soon after events have occurred when

Zac writes them all up to send to his confidante, or at the moment events

unfold, when the novel reads like Zac’s interior monologue. Either way, Zac
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does not seem to have any foreknowledge of what is to come. At the end

of the novel, Zac is in an institution (perhaps for the criminally insane?)

and the final chapter is a letter he writes to Hunter after Hunter has come

to visit him. In it, Zac explains everything that happened to him between

Hunter’s departure from Cook School and his visit to Zac in the institution.

At the very beginning of the letter Zac notes that Hunter’s visit made him so

stimulated or agitated that an unknown ‘they’, presumably the institution’s

staff, “had to give me something after”; in addition to this, “write it down

they said. They always want you to write it down” (231). If they always

want Zac to write it down, perhaps that is what the entire novel has been?

To summarise: If the novel is his own interior monologue, then the nar-

rative’s granular attention to detail is plausible, but then to whom is Zac

speaking when he says ‘you’? If the you is the confidante to whom he is

writing, then his extremely detailed recollection of his experiences pushes

up against the edges of plausibility, especially as he never includes any de-

scription of the writing or sending of these letters or emails, he occasionally

slips into the present tense, and the characterisation of the ‘you’ to whom

he is speaking is very inconsistent. If Zac is speaking to himself, and the

entire novel is his recollections from the institution he ends up in, then the

inconsistent characterisation makes sense, but the lack of any foreknowledge,

the present tense, and the impression, created through sensory language,
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that Zac is narrating his experiences as he lives through them cannot be ex-

plained. The point here is not to determine once and for all whether Zac is

writing letters to a confidante, speaking in an interior monologue to a part

of his mind he has split off from the rest, or writing down the events well

after the fact for his psychiatrist. Rather, it’s to establish that, although

these three different possibilities are mutually exclusive, each of them seems

plausible and can be substantiated within the text, which itself undermines

the plausibility of all of them. The three possibilities cannot be reconciled

with one another, but none of them can be dismissed, resulting in a logically

impossible narrative, a puzzle with no plausible solution.

The novel’s narrative voice and structure are the formal shape of the

modernity Macauley describes: structured around an impossibility which

not only pulls itself apart but also produces a disturbing and disturbed sub-

ject apparently alienated from himself. Slaughter argues that the circular-

progressive movement of the Bildungsroman is its productive paradox. It

is the formal shape to the dialectical movement of the narration of inclu-

sion into society which can be changed and critiqued by the Bildungsheld.

The Cook, however, suggests that both the principle and the practice of lib-

eral political reason are at fault while also implying that there’s a certain

disingenuousness to the claim that subjects require improvement in order to

attain autonomy. Rather, they seem to require improvement in order to cre-
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ate wealth for others, plus ça change. Macauley is not pointing out room for

improvement; he’s suggesting that we need new principles. It is a postcolo-

nial novel not because it shows that Zac’s society is broken, but because Zac’s

society is working, and that there’s little difference between the workings of

Australia’s colonial past and the present. What I want to emphasise here is

the “liberal perception of a hierarchy of social arrangements” underlying the

assumptions that some people cannot govern themselves, liberation is devel-

opmental, and autonomy can be attained only though engaging in market

relations (Hindess, “Neo-liberal Citizenship” 134). The Cook suggests that

this perception of hierarchy, which Zac internalises, is very damaging. This

liberal perception of hierarchy has implications for Slaughter’s argument that

postcolonial Bildungsromane have marginalised individuals as protagonists

and are set in Third World. Not only is Zac living here with ‘us’ (though he’s

not of us) in the modern West, but it is the operations of the liberal state

in which he lives which perceive and position him as marginal. The Cook

undermines the liberal assumption that the modern Western welfare state is

the best of all possible worlds.

Flithy Rich and The Cook both adapt the Bildungsroman in order to

satirise two different societies’ similar understandings of what progress is

and what success looks like. Read together, they show that liberal politi-

cal reason is a pervasive imperial legacy prevalent in both First and Third
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world countries, or perhaps more properly in both developed and emerging

capitalist societies. The satirical point of both is that economic development

is not the same as social progress, and that both emerging and developed

societies are perhaps horrifying in their successful implementation of this

development. Both Filthy Rich and The Cook show that the egalitarian

imaginary, the meritocracy liberal political reason espouses, is hollow. These

novels are not claims of inclusion then, but illustrations of exclusion’s role

in modern and emerging states. What makes The Cook particularly bleak,

and certainly more bleak than Filthy Rich, is not only its setting in a fully

emerged economy, but also the completeness of Zac’s improvement. Hamid’s

protagonist finds that it is love which is important, and that fostering a sense

of interconnection, rather than being filthy rich, gives his life meaning. Zac’s

time at Cook School and with the Fletchers removes his sense of fellow-feeling

and militates against his ability to even imagine let alone realise a different

way of organising the world. At a very basic level, Zac is being taught not to

have empathy, not to identify with or enter into the differences of any other

person. The assumption that hierarchy is natural and necessary for individ-

ual success; the acceptance of violence and objectification; the belief that the

individual alone is responsible for changing his life: all of these mean that

Zac struggles to understand any conception of the good life as egalitarian or

shared in common.
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Hamid and Macauley frame postcolonial modernity as successful accord-

ing to dominant liberal norms, with the satirical point being that this eco-

nomic development is destructive. It is environmentally unsustainable, for

one, but it also fractures communities and societies. Hamid constructs a

narrative of self help around the marketisation and pollution of water, an

increasingly scarce resource. The transformations of liberal political reason

are simultaneously historical, socio-economic, and ecological. Macauley’s mo-

tifs of consumption and cannibalism also indicate this ecological sensibility.

Both types of consumption are predicated on a grim view of progress as both

violent and wasteful and anything but sustainable. Both novels play with

the link between sustenance (water and food) and sustainability (success is

inseparable from the depletion of resources rather than their preservation).

The issues of inequality and environmental destruction on the one hand,

and consumption and economic growth represented as leading to or result-

ing from progress and freedom on the other, are pertinent for the authors

of the novels in the two remaining chapters: Indra Sinha’s Animal’s People

(2007) and Richard Flanagan’s Gould’s Book of Fish (2001). As important

is the serious way Sinha and Flanagan deal with the concept of love, particu-

larly agape. Love is compromised, limited, and private for the protagonist in

Filthy Rich, though the narrator implies that agape is nascent, and perhaps

fostered through the implied reader’s reading of this slippery novel. For Zac,
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even domestic or romantic love becomes impossible thanks to liberal political

reason. In different ways, Sinha and Flanagan consider what agape might

look like and where it might come from given the unpromising conditions

of liberal political reason. They also make connections between agape and

altering the conditions of postcolonial modernity.
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A kind of promise: slow politics
and agape in Indra Sinha’s
Animal’s People.

O look, look in the mirror,
O look in your distress:
Life remains a blessing
Although you cannot bless.

‘O stand, stand at the window
As the tears scald and start;
You shall love your crooked neighbour
With all your crooked heart.’
W.H. Auden

Indra Sinha’s Animal’s People (2007) is a fictionalisation of the catas-

trophic gas leak at Union Carbide’s Bhopal factory in December 1984 and

its devastating aftermath. Set in the fictional city of Khaufpur, Animal’s

People (2007) is the tale of how the Kampani (the transnational company
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responsible for the disaster) avoids being held responsible for the damage it

continues to cause because the judiciary, legislature, local government, and

police force are vitiated by graft.

The Kampani is able to act with impunity because there is no framework

of enforceable regulations which governs its behaviour, and the graft and

lack of regulation are clearly interconnected. Another way of identifying the

problem would be to say that graft and poor regulation come about because

of the weakness of institutions of governance such as the justice system, the

legislature, and the local police force. Though he raises awareness about

the problems of graft and a lack of regulation, Sinha does not suggest that

these problems will be solved merely by drawing attention to them. Rather,

he considers the universalisable values which are the grounds upon which

any efforts to create strong institutions of governance would rest. He also

suggests that weak institutions and a lack of regulation result from the lack

of a conception of the good life as communal project and the subsequent

perception of other individuals as disposable objects. Fostering or finding

some sense of agape is a necessary precondition for the political work of

implementing universalisable values.

My argument is largely a response to Rob Nixon’s essay on Animal’s

People which appears in his Slow Violence and the Environmentalism of the

Poor (2011), and it makes extensive use of his invaluable concept of slow vi-
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olence; however, I am not convinced by Nixon’s argument that slow violence

is mostly an issue of visibility. Nixon suggests that the novel is admirable be-

cause it successfully dramatises the complex and not very narrative-friendly

events in Bhopal, where large transnational forces shape the local, and where

violence is slow and multi-faceted. I argue that because the novel is ambiva-

lent towards its own methods, because it attempts to create a spectacle while

at the same time being suspicious of spectacle, it cannot be read only as rais-

ing awareness. Against a backdrop of slow violence, Sinha considers what

politics looks like beyond raising awareness or taking an oppositional stance.

Despite closely echoing events in Bhopal, the novel is not so much an inter-

vention as a more general reflection on what justifies the slow political work

of creating strong institutions of governance, and, beyond that, what makes

this type of political work conceivable at all.

Nixon argues that we need to adjust our understanding of what vio-

lence looks like in order to understand environmental catastrophes, though

arguably slow violence is not always environmental. Nixon argues that vio-

lence is commonly “conceived as an event or action that is immediate in time,

explosive and spectacular in space, and as erupting into instant sensational

visibility” (2). His examples of this type of immediate, explosive violence

include “falling bodies, burning towers, exploding heads, avalanches, volca-

noes, and tsunamis” (3). By contrast, slow violence “occurs gradually and
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out of sight, a violence of delayed destruction that is dispersed across time

and space, an attritional violence that is typically not viewed as violence at

all” (2). In addition to being attritional, slow violence is also exponential,

“operating as a major threat multiplier” (3). The general examples of slow

violence Nixon gives are all environmental ones: “toxic buildup, massing

greenhouse gasses, and accelerated species loss due to ravaged habitats” (3).

These are all “cataclysmic,” but also “convoluted” with postponed casualties

(3).

A more specific example Nixon gives are the 67 American atmospheric

nuclear tests which occurred between 1948 and 1958 in the Marshall Islands,

then governed by the United States. These tests left the Marshall Islands the

most contaminated place in the world, and this contamination compromises

the Islands’ independence, though it is now formally a self-governing nation.

Like the slow violence in the Marshall Islands, the slow violence in Bhopal

is more than environmental. Nixon describes it as “political violence both

intimate and distant, unfolding over time and space on a variety of scales,

from the cellular to the transnational, the corporeal to the global corporate”

(46). The nuclear tests in the Marshall Islands and the Union Carbide gas

leak in Bhopal both had severe and still on-going impacts on the physical

environment, but also on the people living in those environments. Nixon

identifies the slow violence in Bhopal as not just environmental but also
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political, with political here seeming to have something to do with the direct

or indirect wielding or influencing of governmental power within and between

states, but perhaps also the sense of lacking in principle and underhand. This

political slow violence is both man-made and unjust.

Nixon’s conception of the man-made nature of slow violence resonates

with the complex, slow-building, and normalised violence in Desai, Hamid,

and Macauley’s novels, though not with Lahiri’s short story cycle. In Lahiri’s

“Hema and Kaushik,” the Boxing Day Tsunami symbolises the violence of

liquid modernity as it’s represented in the triptych: it’s unpredictable yet

inevitable. It overwhelms everyone equally. No one can stop it, and no one

caused it. The humiliation in The Inheritance of Loss and The Cook, on the

other hand, could be read as a form of slow violence just in itself; but also,

given the multiple, many-faceted nature of slow violence, the humiliation

is a symptom of something larger, and is also connected to other forms of

violence. In both novels, humiliation is a catalyst for physical violence, such

as beatings and killings. Arguably, the endemic graft in Filthy Rich is an

instance and a sign of slow violence, which seems to be both cause and

effect of an injustice perhaps best described as undemocratic. Crucially, the

relationship between those who suffer this violence and those who perpetuate

it is “occluded” partially due to the way slow violence unfolds, and partially

due to “the geographies of concealment in a neoliberal age” (Nixon, Slow
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Violence And The Environmentalism Of The Poor 47). Nixon’s ‘neoliberal

age’ is not dissimilar to Bauman’s ‘liquid modernity’, though Nixon relies on

metaphors of speed rather than liquidity. Nixon describes a world divided

between “enclaved rich and outcast poor,” with the gap between the two ever

widening (8). For “the world’s privileged classes surrounded by technological

time-savers,” one of the effects of living in this age of “turbo-capitalism” is

“the sensation of not having enough time” (8). Our immersion in the speed of

turbo capitalism, and “our rapidly eroding attention spans” make it difficult

for us to see “the slow erosions of environmental justice” (8). The implication

here is that the ‘we’ reading Nixon’s work are a part of the privileged classes,

but that if we could adjust our attention spans, we could see slow violence

and do something about it.

However, adjusting one’s attention span is only a part of it. The place

of slow violence, or the place of slow violence in relation to those of us im-

mersed in the quickness of turbo-capitalism, is another factor. According to

Nixon, slow violence tends to happen to people in places that are somehow

hard to see. Nixon describes the Bhopal disaster as just one example of a

phenomenon where “transnational companies internalise profits and exter-

nalise risks, particularly in impoverished regions of the global South” (52).

The people bearing the costs of such risk are the already marginalised, al-

ready invisible. Not only is the violence itself unspectacular and multiple,
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not confined to a single moment or event, with effects both delayed and

distanced in time and space, but it happens in places and to people who,

to paraphrase Young, are in a significant sense, not there in the sense that

they don’t count. The task Nixon identifies for literature is the represen-

tation of slow violence in order to secure justice, which resonates strongly

with Young’s argument that postcolonial studies makes the invisible visible

so as to redress injustice. Nixon argues that contemporary global politics

is as much about material dominance as the control over appearances, and

“the battle over spectacle becomes especially decisive for public memory —

and for the foresight with which public policy can motivate and execute pre-

cautionary measures — when it comes to the attritional casualties claimed,

as at Bhopal, by the forces of slow violence” (66). Disasters like the one in

Bhopal “are readily dismissed from memory and policy planning by framing

them as accidental, random, and unforeseeable acts of God, without regard

for the precautionary measures that might have prevented these catastro-

phes or mitigated their effects” (66). Creating a compelling vision of slow

violence which draws attention to the inequality and injustice which cause

and exacerbate it is very challenging, as such representations risk “resorting

to sentimentality and political moralising as substitutes for arresting specta-

cle and narrative tension” (52). For all of these reasons, Nixon argues that

it is difficult but necessary to represent slow violence in a spectacular way,
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something he argues Sinha has done. Like Young, Nixon is of the mind that

seeing slow violence is a part of doing something about slow violence. In fact,

Nixon’s Slow Violence and the Environmentalism of the Poor is exemplary

of the postcolonialism Young calls for: a shift in conceptualisation which lo-

cates the hidden rhizomes of colonialism which reach forward from the past

and metastasise into new forms in the present.

Nixon reads Animal’s People as successfully adapting the picaresque

mode towards the interests of environmental justice in order to represent

the nature and effects of slow violence on an already invisible underclass

whose plight, even if briefly noticed, is not completely understood, and is

anyway swiftly forgotten while the slow violence itself continues to unfold.

For Nixon, the strengths of Animal’s People in contrast with other types

of representation, such as social scientific accounts, are that it has greater

visibility and, rather than “veer[ing] toward the anonymously collective and

the statistical,” it presents a harrowing human account (66), although Nixon

does not go into any detail regarding the audience to whom the novel is

presenting this account. Nixon also notes that, as it is set in the fictional

city of Khaufpur which bears striking resemblance to Bhopal without being

Bhopal, the novel has the versatility of being “both specific and non-specific,

a fictional stand-in for Bhopal, but also a synecdoche for a web of poisoned

communities spread out across the global South” (48). In other words, the
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novel may have a more general relevance than a social scientific account. As

the above quotations show, Nixon suggests that representing slow violence

may ameliorate it and/or prevent other instances of it. That is, he implies

that the representation of slow violence is a political act in itself whose suc-

cess lies in its capacity to directly impact policy decisions relating to both

the specific incident described, and to possible future incidents; however,

his argument is surprisingly non-specific about to whom the slow violence is

represented, who notices, has not understood, or has forgotten.

According to Nixon’s argument, the people or entities, identified only as

public memory and public policy, who see these representations of slow vi-

olence are political actors who have the capacity to do something about it

should they see a spectacular representation of it. The readers of Animal’s

People Nixon imagines recall Slaughter’s fully incorporated citizen-subjects,

the ‘we’ who in an ideal world read the postcolonial Bildungsroman with its

international egalitarian imaginary. However, unlike Slaughter, Nixon does

not consider the flattened Bildungsromane which cultivate in their Western

readers “an instrumental humanitarian disposition . . . that ultimately con-

firms the reader as a capacitated citizen-subject, a fully developed interna-

tional human rights person” (Slaughter, Human Rights Inc. 325–6). That is,

fictional texts which don’t transform their readers into activists, but instead

reassure them that, unlike the characters they read about, they are modern
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and free citizens of modern and free nation-states. As I’ve shown, Filthy Rich

and The Cook indicate that there is some difficulty in conceiving of injustice

as stemming from ignorance, while The Inheritance of Loss, despite having a

geographical and historical scope which makes the perpetuation and damage

of humiliation visible, envisions modest and intimate solutions rather than

raising awareness in order to correct injustice.

Nixon’s conceptualisation of slow violence through the description of (in

this particular chapter) events in Bhopal and Chernobyl, is both ingenious

and timely, giving a name to a prevalent and unseen or ignored violence and

thus allowing for its analysis. His analysis of Sinha’s novel is also compelling,

up to a point. Nixon shows that Sinha has managed the not inconsiderable

feat of giving the novel “a local materiality while exposing the web of transna-

tional forces that permeate and shape the local,” while also “[dramatising]

the costs of uneven development when their delayed effects are intimate but

their genesis is far off” in both time and space (52). Again, though, he is

vague as to for whom the novel is putting on this drama, which is surely a

pertinent question as it is this audience which constitutes the public memory

and the public policy makers who will address the problem of slow violence.

At the beginning of the chapter on Chernobyl and Bhopal, Nixon discusses

the complexity of slow violence, and particularly the “dissociative rituals of

a neoliberal transnationalism determined to disown, across time and space,
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the toxic repercussions innate to its practices” which are only exacerbated

by the actions of “corrupt, legally immune politicians” (55–56). That is, at

the beginning of the chapter, Nixon notes that two of the causes of slow

violence are political graft at the state level and the absence or inefficacy of

regulation of transnational corporations. However, by the end of the chapter

Nixon suggests that Sinha’s novel makes an effective political intervention

because it “exhumes from the forces of amnesia not just the memory of a

long-ago disaster but the present and future force of that disaster’s embod-

ied, on-going percolations” (67), implying that the single most important

factor which causes, or exacerbates slow violence is ignorance of it; thus, the

action of drawing attention to it may be if not all, at least the substantial

part of what is needed to ameliorate or prevent it. This conclusion is sug-

gested in the chapter’s epigraph: “It is only right, to my mind, that things

so remarkable, which happened to have remained unheard and unseen until

now, should be brought to the attention of many and not lie buried in the

sepulchre of oblivion” (Anonymous, Lazarillo de Tormes qtd in Nixon 45).

For Nixon, the novel’s success is its great visibility, which enables it to speak

truth to power, revealing the truth to those who will make policy changes

perhaps in Bhopal and possibly elsewhere. That is, its success lies in either

the mere revelation of truth, or in the policy changes that this revelation has

or will bring about.

227



CHAPTER 4. A KIND OF PROMISE

Nixon’s emphasis on dispelling ignorance is problematic for a number

of reasons. Part of the difficulty with this formulation, suggested by the

very general terms “forces of amnesia,” “public memory,” and “public pol-

icy,” is that those who make and shape public policy, such as politicians

and transnational corporations, are also the forces of amnesia. This is not

accounted for with an argument which suggests that making those in power

aware of a situation they have been ignorant of will result in a change of

policy. In other words, this is not a case of speaking truth to power since

with regard to the situation in Bhopal, the powerful and the powerless both

know all about the truth of this slow violence. The former would rather

everyone forgot it, and the latter have no way to remind anyone about it. A

second, related, problem is Nixon’s definition of success as the capacity to

change public policy, and his confidence that Animal’s People has or will do

so. Part of the problem is that this is a claim which can never be verified,

though in this instance in particular, the novel does not seem to have had a

demonstrable, never mind a publicly acknowledged influence on changing the

approach of either the politicians or the corporation; further, the novel itself

interpellates not policy-makers, but a concerned, if not very informed and

rather sentimental western reader. Perhaps, then, Nixon is reading the novel

as a form of activism meant to raise the consciousness of a civil society which

is ignorant of the slow violence. It is this civil society which will then hold
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policy-makers accountable, but this too has its difficulties which I’ll illustrate

in a moment by comparing Sinha’s novel with the advertisements he wrote

to raise consciousness and funds for the Bhopal Medical Appeal. Finally,

Nixon attributes the success of the novel to its spectacular nature, but in

the novel, Sinha is both ambivalent about the nature of spectacle, and scep-

tical about the capacity of stories to make political change. Neither aspect

is addressed in Nixon’s argument; instead, Nixon assumes that spectacle is

beneficial and necessary and that stories about the underclass will help to

alter their situation. Moreover, Nixon claims that the novel is visible and

therefore better able to influence public memory and public policy than less

visible social scientific accounts, but the argument doesn’t discuss the novel’s

place or language of publication, or area of distribution, all of which would

presumably have some bearing on where the novel might be expected to have

influence, or on assessing the type of influence it may have had. That the

novel was published in England, in English, and was not widely distributed in

India, is surely relevant for Nixon’s argument regarding the novel’s capacity

to influence public policy. 1 Furthermore, the novel was initially not visible

at all. According to Sam Jordison in The Guardian, before it was selected for

the Booker shortlist in September 2007, it had sold only 231 copies, and by

1See Sinha’s interview with Rediff for his discussion of the novel’s distribution:
http://www.rediff.com/news/2007/aug/22inter.htm
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early October 2007 it had sold only 1189 copies. As Nicholas Lezard pointed

out in an exasperated article in The Guardian, the combined sales of all of

the novels on the Booker Prize short list that year were exceeded by the sales

of glamour model Katie Price’s novel. It would definitely be possible to con-

sider ways of tracing the novel’s influence apart from giving two snapshots of

the number of copies sold in the months shortly after its publication, but the

point is that its influence and visibility cannot be assumed by an argument

for which influence and visibility are measures of success.

My criticism of Nixon’s argument may seem like mustard-seed splitting

that doesn’t engage with the substantive points, especially given that his def-

inition of slow violence is so compelling that it now seems to have been a phe-

nomenon just waiting for a name. Further, his analysis that Animal’s People

marks the advent of a new literary mode, the environmental picaresque, is

also difficult to disagree with. However, the main preoccupation of my ar-

gument is not to do with the definition of slow violence per se, but with

Nixon’s suggestion that making slow violence visible will ameliorate it, and

that Animal’s People is a successful example of the making visible Nixon calls

for. My argument is that Animal’s People cannot be read as a spectacular,

successful piece of political activism. For one thing, as I’ve suggested, the

novel was not successful according to Nixon’s criteria of success. This is not

to suggest that the novel is then just a failed piece of activism, but rather
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that while the novel very self-consciously contains elements of activism, it is

also other than, or more than these, so it can’t be judged according to these,

or only these, criteria. Political activism, by its nature, tends to be focused

on achieving specific, precisely-defined goals, such as raising awareness about

a particular incident, raising funds for a particular cause, seeking a legal or

legislative solution for a particular injustice, etc. I argue that the novel does

not have so narrowly-defined an object. The point of my argument is not

just to identify the aspects of the novel that Nixon missed which will now be

taken into account by my own more encompassing interpretation. Rather, I

am curious about the questions Nixon’s argument raises. If the novel can-

not be read as a piece of activism meant to raise funds or raise awareness,

then what is it suggesting about spectacle, audience, slow violence, the na-

ture of politics, and the conditions of possibility for the political? If drawing

attention to the existence of representation-resistant slow violence does not

address it, then what might? It’s my contention that Sinha’s novel doesn’t

suggest that slow violence is mostly a problem of visibility. Rather, repre-

senting slow violence as spectacle may both exacerbate and ameliorate it, and

the novel explores the dual nature of spectacle very explicitly. Rather than

being a form of activism, the novel explores the limits of thinking of activism

or adopting an oppositional stance as the only recognisable form of politics.

That is, while the novel is interested in the disastrous combined effects of
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graft and poor or no regulation, it also considers at a broader level not just

the policy questions of how to prevent graft, or how to implement regulation

to make transnational corporations more accountable, but also the nature of

the wider societal malaise which normalises corruption and exploitation.

In order to begin exploring these questions, I’ll first offer a textual analysis

of several of the numerous ads that Sinha has written for the Bhopal Medical

Appeal between 1994 and 2014 in order to establish how the ads are successful

according to Nixon’s criteria and the similarity in content between the ads

and the novel alongside their striking formal differences. I’ll then show that

the novel can be read not only as a response to the Bhopal disaster and its

aftermath, but also to Sinha’s own representation of it in his ads. The novel is

not a political intervention in the way that the ads are, but through it Sinha

explores what politics is in a broader sense. Sinha suggests that politics is

the pursuit of universalisable values, and that politics is made possible by a

sense of agape which is itself not a properly political act, but is a constitutive

condition for though not the guarantee of such.

In 1994, well before Indra Sinha wrote Animal’s People, published in

2007, he started writing advertisements as part of a campaign to raise money

for the establishment and funding of first one and then two free clinics in

Bhopal. The clinics are the only free health treatment available to the large

number of urban poor who continue to be affected by the 1984 gas leak. The
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reason for the need for the clinics is well-known, as the gas leak at Union

Carbide’s insecticide plan in the heavily-populated city of Bhopal is still

identified as the world’s worst industrial disaster. In brief: Union Carbide,

an American-based transnational company Pablo Mukherjee identifies as a

military industrial complex, 2 owned a subsidiary in Bhopal which produced

insecticides, including MIC, or methyl-isocyanate, an extremely toxic and

volatile substance. Due to a concatenation of avoidable events, there was an

MIC gas leak on the night of the 2nd of December 1984. The events which

lead to the leak resulted from Union Carbide taking drastic cost-cutting

measures; these resulted in the poor maintenance of facilities and the use

of shoddy or second-hand materials for repairs, inadequately trained staff

whose numbers were in any case too low to effectively monitor the facility,

and the failure to follow best practice in the storage of MIC. 3

The leak resulted in between 5000 and 10,000 immediate deaths, and these

deaths were harrowing. Those who inhaled MIC first experienced a burning

sensation in their soft tissues and mucous membranes, before going blind.

The tissues in their throats and lungs melted; they vomited and defecated

uncontrollably; they lost control of their nervous systems, lost consciousness,

2See Mukherjee’s Postcolonial Environments p138–139
3For further information on the full scope of the Bhopal disaster, see The

Bhopal Medical Appeal: http://bhopal.org/; and Amnesty International’s reports
from 2004 and 2014: https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/asa20/015/2004/en/;
https://www.amnesty.org/en/articles/news/2014/12/thirty-years-bhopal-disaster-still-
fighting-justice/
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and died. Those who inhaled the gas but did not die never recovered full

health, as a result of which, most were unable to continue to work, leaving

them not only ill but destitute. 15,000 died in the following years. Union

Carbide made itself further notorious by giving incorrect information sug-

gesting that MIC had no ill-effects, as a result of which the provision of

medical assistance was, in the words of the Indian Supreme Court delib-

erately “delayed, . . . inadequate, and ineffective” (quoted in Muralidharan

5197). Warren Anderson, then chairman of the Union Carbide corporation,

denied any responsibility for the accident, saying that the leak was due not

to systemic or institutional problems, but to Indian failures of management

and human error (Mukherjee 137). Now, Dow Chemical, which bought Union

Carbide out in 2001, places all the responsibility with an elusive disgruntled

employee who apparently sabotaged the plant, causing the leak. 4

Less well-known, perhaps, are the places where and the ways in which

the leak’s aftermath continues to be felt. In a report on Bhopal published in

2004, Amnesty International noted that “100,000 people are suffering chronic

and debilitating illnesses for which treatment is largely ineffective” (1). The

toxins which have leaked into the air, the earth, and the water table continue

to have detrimental effects on the environment and its inhabitants, human

and otherwise, to a degree that has not fully been assessed, though Green-

4http://www.bhopal.com/Cause-of-Bhopal-Tragedy

234



CHAPTER 4. A KIND OF PROMISE

peace’s analysis of the water quality in the affected area suggests that they

are severe and far-reaching. Union Carbide abandoned the factory without

disposing of any of the chemicals. These have leaked into the water table.

In “Under the Volcano,” Sinha notes that in 1999, Greenpeace tested the

drinking water around the factory and found that carbon tetrochloride was

present at levels 682 times higher than US Environmental Protection Agency

(EPA) limits. In August 2009, Greenpeace analysed samples from the same

areas again and found that carbon tetrochloride levels are now at 4880 times

the EPA limit. In May 2004, India’s Supreme Court handed down an injunc-

tion ordering the state to supply clean water to the poisoned communities,

and some communities were supplied with clean water in 2009, and 8 more

in 2013.

The legal battle is another aspect of the leak’s aftermath. The US multi-

national went on to engage in a hugely expensive and complex legal battle,

during which it claimed both that the Indian courts had no jurisdiction over

it, as it was an American organisation, and that “American courts and juries

could not try it because they would not be able to comprehend the reality of

daily life in India” (Mukherjee 142). Union Carbide’s deep pockets allowed

it to protract proceedings apparently indefinitely, exhausting the plaintiffs’

resources and ignoring the pressing need for a legal remedy. On its part, the

Indian Government, having passed The Bhopal Gas Leak Disaster (Process-
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ing of Claims) Act of 1985 in order to act as parens patriae on behalf of those

affected, failed to keep adequate records of gas-related deaths and illnesses.

Sukumar Muralidharan states unequivocally that “not only did the state

neglect its responsibilities, it actively suppressed the rights of the victims”

(5197). The task of identifying poison sufferers was plagued by bureaucracy

and ineptitude, but also by corruption which suggested that “sections of the

Indian bureaucracy were colluding in Union Carbide’s plans of concealing

the true magnitude of the damage” (Muralidharan 5197). In 1989, the state

accepted the corporation’s offer of a full and final settlement of $470 mil-

lion, a shockingly low figure. In “Under the Volcano” Sinha notes that “the

compensation paid by Union Carbide, meant to last (the 100,000 sufferers)

the rest of their lives, averaged some £300 a head: taken over 25 years that

works out at around 7p a day, enough perhaps for a cup of tea.” A curative

petition to re-negotiate this settlement was filed in 2010, but the government

figures for death and injury were too low. Also in 2010, 7 Indian employ-

ees of Union Carbide India Limited were sentenced to two years in prison

and fined US$2000, while UCIL was fined US$11000. Warren Anderson died

in 2014 without ever having been brought to trial, and Dow still continues

to evade criminal charges, the pollution has still not been cleaned up, and

the effects of the contamination persist.5. As to the lessons that have been

5see Amnesty International’s 2014 report for a more detailed and extensive timeline of
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learned from the disaster: in June 2010 the Obama administration was in

negotiations to provide nuclear technology for power stations in India. The

success of any agreement would depend on capping damage liability, with the

United States demanding that the Indians agree in advance to $100 million

liability in the event of a nuclear accident (Nixon, Slow Violence And The

Environmentalism Of The Poor 275).

This, then, is the context in which Sinha wrote his first advertisement in

1994 for the Bhopal Medical Appeal, a charity which describes itself as a joint

effort of ordinary individuals in Britain and in Bhopal to bring free medical

relief to the victims of gas and water poisoning. 6 The first advertisement was

published in The Guardian and was a great success; with the funds raised,

the Bhopal Medical Appeal opened a clinic called Sambhavna (Possibility)

in 1996, and then later a second one. For the purposes of my argument,

what is striking about the numerous ads Sinha has written is the extent to

which they use the methods Nixon ascribes to Sinha’s novel, but they do

so without ambivalence and to great effect. What’s more, the definition of

success stated clearly in the ads is the same as Nixon’s definition. The ads are

single or double page spreads which have appeared in both conservative and

liberal British newspapers, initially The Guardian, but also The Times, The

legal and political events: https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/asa20/035/2014/en/
6See http://sofii.org/case-study/bhopal-medical-appeal-press-advertisements
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Independent, and The Daily Telegraph. As established above, Nixon argues

that a successful representation of slow violence will describe not only a local

materiality but also the web of international forces that shape that locality; it

will be spectacular and attention-grabbing and will rely not just on statistics

but also on human stories. This could be a description of the ads, all of

which feature a combination of personal experiences, sometimes told from

the point of view or using the words of the people who experienced them

which connect personal experience to the actions of both Union Carbide

and the state. The ads also feature hard data. One contains a map of

Bhopal, another an image of a human body with details of how the poison

affects different parts of it, and they frequently contain statistics about the

measurements of contamination in the water, or the number of deaths, the

number of ill people, or lists of the types of illnesses. This hard data is often

presented through or alongside arresting photographs, such as Raghu Rai’s

now iconic photograph of a toddler’s face and her father’s hand as he buries

her hours after the gas leak. This photo took up an entire page of the first ad

which was a double spread and has appeared somewhere on each subsequent

ad.

Just as these ads use the methods Nixon describes, they are also successful

according to his terms in that they have lodged in the British newspaper-

reading public’s memory and have resulted in visible change (though not
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strictly changes to public policy). Since 1996, the money raised by these ads

has paid for the establishment and day-to-day running of first one and then

two free clinics in Bhopal, both of which offer treatment to and are run by

victims of the gas leak. The ads are the clinics’ single source of funding. In

2002, the original clinic won the Margaret Mead award for small organisations

which make large differences. According to an advertisement published in

2012, the clinics have helped upwards of 30,000 patients. If the success of

a representation of slow violence is understood as its capacity to combat

the forces of amnesia operating on public memory, resulting in changes at

a societal level, then these ads satisfy those criteria. However, these ads

also illustrate that success defined in these terms is both quantifiable and

connected to the realisation of clearly defined goals. The ads raised enough

money to pay for themselves and then cover the expenses of opening and

running the two clinics, and without this precise and measurable outcome,

success could not be said to have occurred. In making this success, Sinha uses

devices associated with creative writing rather than the factual style used by,

for example, the 2004 Amnesty International report which, according to the

conventions governing the presentation of its findings, needs to convey that

the information it presents was collected using a rigorous methodology that

can be verified by other investigators.

The Bhopal Medical Appeal ads, on the other hand, read like creative
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non-fiction, and as a result are engrossing in their presentation of personal

experiences. Creative non-fiction, perhaps not unrelatedly, is a mode of writ-

ing which Nixon approves of and advocates for. In a recent article he has

praised creative non-fiction for its “public voice” in comparison to “cultural-

studies sludge-speak”; not only can creative non fiction be a pleasure to

read, it might also have an impact that can “reach deep into academe and

beyond” (“Literature for Real”). Part of creative non-fiction’s appeal for

Nixon is its “aura of the real,” the quality of which is unambiguously present

in Sinha’s ads, but less so, or in a self-consciously less straight-forward way

in his novel (“Literature for Real”). I’ll refer in detail here to an ad which

appeared in 2012, “We were gassed, then poisoned, then left to die,” but

the same points could be made using any of the others. The ad features

individualised, named individuals, what would be called round characters if

this were fiction, whose stories are sometimes presented from a first person

point of view. For example, the 2012 ad features a youth called Elvis. Before

describing the eighteen-year-old’s last hours and death, Sinha explains that

he was called Elvis because he knew the lyrics to all of Elvis’ songs despite

not speaking English. This same ad appears to be narrated by Farah Khan,

a resident of Bhopal who was 10 years old in 1984; she recalls her own ex-

perience of the events, includes the stories of other people that she knows

who, if they did not die that night or subsequently, now work with her in the
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clinic. The stories of other Bhopalis who are still alive are presented using

direct speech, and the ad also uses sensual descriptions of the setting, noting

that there were “no calls to prayer, no temple bells”; the ad also includes

specific details of the way that people were affected by the gas, including

the description of Aziza, a heavily pregnant woman who “felt the child in

her womb slide helplessly into the street” while she and her other children

“[struggled] through streets so choked with dead that there was no choice

but to tread on the bodies.” The combination of the first person narrative,

the inclusion of the direct speech of others, the developed characters, and the

vivid, sensory detail has the combined effect of making the stories themselves

seem authentic, immediate, and unmediated (that is presented as if they are

transparently, completely, and easily available to the reader).

Aside from the experience of the gas leak itself, the ads suppress any

differences in socio-economic status, cultural background, language, nation-

ality, societal structure, etc. that may exist between the readers and those

represented. The people are described in the context of their immediate

families and their neighbourhoods, and in their efforts to continue to work

and to raise their children, relationships which make them familiar to British

newspaper-readers. Further, the people of Bhopal are all described in heroic

terms; Elvis, for example, apparently died because he went back into the

bastis and tried to rescue children; Aziza’s “grief and shock and pain” at her
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miscarriage turns into “anger and a determination to live”; in the present,

Aziza “gives gentle medical care” to other victims visiting the clinic. Their

courage and kindness, apparently unfailing and ubiquitous, make them seem

that much more deserving of help, for one thing, but the ad characterises its

readers in a similar way, noting that the Bhopal Medical Appeal was started

by “British newspaper readers who found themselves unable in conscience to

stand by and watch as innocent people suffered without help,” and that it is

“thanks to the unfailing generosity of the British public” that the clinics have

been such a success. The ad concludes with a direct appeal from the Bhopalis

to the British readers of the paper: “Like you, we believe in justice, fair play

and kindness. Please support this good work as generously as you are able.”

These authentic, immediate stories are told by people who, apart from their

experience of this calamity, share similar interests and concerns with their

readers; what’s more, the Bhopalis are kind and courageous, which makes

them that much more deserving of help, and the readers of the ad are the

same, making them that much more likely to donate money. The ads state

that the help given in the past has been effective, and that the help given

in the future will continue to be so, suggesting to readers not only that they

can make a difference, but that stories have the power to create meaningful

change for an entire section of society. In sum, it is because the ads use the

methods Nixon describes that they are successful according to his terms.
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Animal’s People shares much of the same content with the ads. Apart

from the general similarities between the Bhopal Sinha writes about in his

ads and the Khaufpur he writes about in his novel, there are several similar-

ities in the people and experiences which appear in both. An ad from 2006

entitled “And men shall drink the blood of men” illustrates with a story of

a family in crippling life-long debt that a free clinic means people do not get

into debt with money lenders in order to try to raise the funds for medicine

or a doctor’s visit; a similar story occurs in tape seven in the novel. Two ads,

“Torture me,” and “Life and death of a mad Bhopali child,” both speaking

about the effects of the poisoned water on the already poisoned and destitute

population, feature stories about people suffering physically and psycholog-

ically. One woman has forgotten her own language, though she still speaks

unintelligibly and sings as she wanders partially clothed in the alleys. She is

also blind. She seems to have been split among a couple of characters in the

novel, and can be seen in blind Hanif and Ma Franci who has forgotten how to

speak Hindi. Another man, Sunil, to whom Sinha dedicated the novel, hears

voices in his head. He also works hard for the victims, receives publicity for

doing so, and moves uncomfortably between a celebrity world and the slums

of Bhopal. During what may have been a psychotic break, he runs away to

the jungle to live with the animals. He tries to commit suicide by taking rat

poison. He eventually does commit suicide. While his character and experi-
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ences are not identical to Animal’s, there is a strong resemblance. The ads

contain other details found in the novel, such as children drinking water and

binding their stomachs in order to feel full (“Torture me”), the phenomenon

of mothers with contaminated breast milk and children with terrible birth

defects (“Anatomy of a crime against humanity”), as well as the recurrence

of particular descriptive notes, such as the smell of the gas being similar to

‘burning chillies’. A final, interesting point of overlap is that both novel and

ads have been recognised for their own particular formal innovation. The ads

are something of a phenomenon in this regard; they break the conventions of

direct response fund raising appeals in that they use long copy and a detailed

editorial style, and they’ve also broken records in terms of the money they’ve

raised during a period where newspaper circulation has been in decline and

when direct response advertising was thought to be losing its efficacy.7

As Nixon notes, Animal’s People is formally innovative for the way it

adapts the picaresque mode, but, unlike the ads, and unmentioned in Nixon’s

argument, are the formal strategies by which the novel shows authenticity

to be a deliberate construction and draws attention to the mediated nature

of this particular story. In addition, the protagonist and narrator, Animal,

is uncomfortable with being made into a spectacle, is sceptical about the

7See http://sofii.org/article/who-says-that-in-2013-off-the-page-donor-recruitment-
cant-be-massively-profitable
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inherent goodness of and similarity between the Khaufpuris and the western

reader the novel interpellates, and has no faith in either the capacity of

victims’ stories to effect any meaningful change or in the good intentions of

the Jarnalis who wants to tell Animal’s story. Nixon is not incorrect when he

notes that part of what makes the novel work is Sinha’s capacity to create a

compelling, suspenseful, and ‘scabrously funny’ 8 story out of so unlikely an

incident. However, just as important is the aversion that Animal, the story’s

narrator, has to the idea of becoming a spectacle, even as he goes out of his

way to tell a gripping tale. In this, Animal’s People is similar to Filthy Rich.

The implied readers of both novels are very similar, and both novels make it

difficult for said reader to assume that her own reading is a form of activism;

both novels suggest that the implied reader’s interest in the protagonist’s

story is suspect and self-serving.

The novel purports to be Animal’s memoir, which Animal himself has

recorded on a series of tapes which have then ended up (we never learn

how) with an editor who has transcribed, translated, and published them.

Animal gets the idea of recording his story from a foreign journalist, or

Jarnalis, who arrives in Khaufpur looking for authentic victim testimony.

Chunaram, an unscrupulous shop-keeper introduces the Jarnalis to Animal,

8A comment from The New York Magazine’s review widely quoted in reviews of the
novel thereafter: http://www.vulture.com/2007/08/hey publishers get these books.html
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for a small fee; he also impresses upon Animal the need to “spout the usual”

tale which reveals him as a victim given a voice by the foreign Jarnalis (6).

While the Jarnalis or his readers may think that the subaltern has been

given an opportunity to speak, Animal knows better. “You have turned us

Khaufpuris into story-tellers, but always of the same story,” he accuses the

Jarnalis. Not only is the same story endlessly re-cycled, but it’s one that

panders to the sympathies of its readers and turns the victims of the disaster

into a spectacle in the process. This is the type of story that sells. This

commodification resonates with Filthy Rich, teasingly set in a non-specific

rising Asia which the implied reader views as an investment opportunity, and

with the exotic India, used to sell holidays, tea, and food in the New York

of The Inheritance of Loss. The endless repetition of the same story also

echoes the hopeless, horrific, and homogeneous Africa-and-the-Middle-East

where Kaushik is posted in “Hema and Kaushik.”

Rather than following Chunaram’s instructions, Animal records a tape of

curses and scatological ditties (6). Much to his surprise, he finds that the

Jarnalis loves his transgressive tale and wants more of the same. However,

the still (and rightly) distrustful Animal negotiates a deal to try and thwart

the efforts of the “foreigners at the world’s end who’ve never set foot in

Khaufpur [to] decide what’s said about this place” (9). By showing that

even transgressive, oppositional voices are not immune to commodification,
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the novel exposes the limitations of relying on oppositionality as the only

imagined form of politics. This Jarnalis tries to convince Animal to tell

his story by telling him that thousands of people might read it, and that it

might make him famous. This has the opposite than desired effect, as Animal

considers the “awful idea” of “thousands staring at me . . . . Their curiosity

feels like acid on my skin” (7). For a long time Animal refuses to tell his

story, and when he eventually does, it is not because he wants to create a

spectacle for the voracious readers he imagines as ‘Eyes’, but because he feels

compelled to do so: the story “has been locked up in [him], it’s struggling to

be free” (12). For the remainder of the narrative, Animal’s narration keeps

in tension both his desire to tell a compelling story, and his insistence that

the story is not a spectacle served up for the delectation of the rapacious

Eyes.

Animal is obvious in his desire to hook and maintain the reader’s interest,

and he is an adept story-teller who knows about pacing and how to create

suspense, and his deliberate use of cliff-hanger moments and slightly insulting

direct address to the reader adds to his charm, as the ending to tape two

illustrates: “Well Eyes, I guess you want to know what happens next,” he

says knowingly, before employing a delaying tactic (20). Animal’s narrative

control is in sharp contrast to Zac’s inept account. Though he becomes

more and more articulate, the gap between what Zac sees and what the
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reader understands is never closed. Animal has an impossible control of

the narrative. He begins to seem like an omniscient narrator as the novel

progresses. This difference is perhaps because of the difference in setting. In

The Cook, Macauley is suggesting that Zac’s belief in his own improvement

into an autonomous individual in a meritocratic society is not particular to

Zac. The illogical, destructive, and unjust ideology is pervasive — people

living in a world similar to Zac may also think that they’re free with the

right and responsibility to shape their own destinies in what they assume

is setting which gives them a fair go. In Animal’s People, Sinha is pushing

back against a representation of the people of Bhopal as victims who need

saving. Giving Animal complete narrative control is a part of the upsetting

of the expectation that he is helpless. Animal’s suspicions about the Eyes

is an uncomfortable reminder that interest in Animal may have more to do

with either or both the Eyes’ desire for entertainment and for reassurance,

than with learning about an injustice and thus taking action to address it.

Animal is a con artist, like the narrator of Filthy Rich, and like the nar-

rator of Filthy Rich, Animal uses conspicuous and deliberate ploys such as

cliff-hangers and direct address to the ‘you’ of the implied reader which is

also the actual reader. Because these ploys are so blatant, the actual reader

may feel distanced from the implied reader, the voracious Eyes who want

to consume Animal. If it’s a con, it’s one the Eyes might fall for, but the
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actual reader thinks she sees a little further or a little better. However, like

Filthy Rich, Animal’s People occasionally upsets the actual reader’s equanim-

ity. Early on, in an effort to get him to talk, the journalist advises Animal

to imagine that he is telling his story to one person, a trustworthy friend.

Animal responds to the Jarnalis’ clumsily obvious attempts at emotional

manipulation by neatly turning them onto the reader. Animal addresses the

reader plaintively and uncharacteristically, not as the voracious plural Eyes,

but as a singular ‘you’: “I am trying to recognise you. I’ve been waiting for

you to appear, to know you from all of the others” as “that person” to whom

I can “open [my] heart” (13). The appeal here is uncharacteristic but also

poignant. It can be read as simultaneously heartfelt and as a sharp satire on

the journalist’s machinations and the Eyes’ desire to sympathetically identify

with Animal.

While deliberately setting out to create a spectacle, Animal also insists

that the story is not fully available or comprehensible to the Eyes who read it.

Despite the fact that the novel’s fictional editor takes responsibility for the

translation of Animal’s story from Hindi into English, Animal frequently acts

as if he is speaking English to the reader, occasionally saying a phrase in Hindi

and then giving the meaning in English (Sinha 47, 50). He consistently plays

the role of tour guide, explaining about Khaufpuri customs and geography.

His explanations make things clearer but also draw attention to the need
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for explanation. Animal often asks the reader to imagine and to hear, thus

emphasising all that is left out of a story that is (purportedly) translated

words on a page. At times, Animal makes this absence, and the gap between

himself and the reader, explicit: “I keep forgetting you do not hear me. The

things I say, by the time they reach you they’ll have been changed out of

Hindi . . . For you they’re just words written on a page. Never can you hear

my voice, nor can I even know what pictures you see” (21). For a novel that

places emphasis on the aural it is telling that the reader is positioned as a

pair of Eyes.

The novel also consistently draws attention to its own mediation, and

in doing so creates some confusion about whether the novel has been trans-

lated or not. It is divided into tapes rather than chapters. The editor’s note

tells us that the tapes have been faithfully transcribed and that “apart from

translating into English” nothing has been changed (n.p.). On the face of it,

this suggests that we have complete access to the entirety of the story. How-

ever, as I have shown, it’s unclear whether Animal speaks in non-standard

English, or whether he speaks in Hindi which has been translated by an un-

named translator into non-standard English. The unknowability of the text’s

status is itself telling. Furthermore, the translation itself is incomplete, and

the novel comes with a useful glossary, suggesting that there are a number

of words which cannot be adequately rendered in standard English. Interest-
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ingly, the non-English words are not italicised as is conventional. A glance

at the page suggests that it is all immediately accessible, but the reader fre-

quently encounters non-English words which disrupt an easy assimilation of

the story. The novel also contains lacunae left when the tapes were tran-

scribed. The editor’s note tells us that minutes of inexplicable laughter and

city sounds were included on the tapes, but the main text neither contains

these transcriptions, nor marks their absence.

The novel plays with the idea of authenticity which the ads rely upon

for their efficacy. The novel purports to take its authority from its being an

authentic narrative told by a survivor of the Khaufpur disaster. Hence all of

the trappings of the editor’s note and the glossary. It’s even more authentic

(and this creation of degrees is a deliberate subversion of the whole idea

of authenticity) because Animal is a rogue story-teller. He has refused to

tell yet another version of a familiar victim’s tale. Having established its

authenticity with such care and attention to detail, the novel then proceeds

to completely dismantle any pretence that it is an authentic memoir. The

tapes begin to include direct speech, conversations in the present tense (some

of which take place in Animal’s absence), and focalisations through other

characters, though Animal, impossibly, is still the story’s narrator. Animal’s

direct address to the reader becomes less frequent, and in its final hundred

pages (bar the last few paragraphs) there are no instances of this whatsoever.
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By this time, we are reading the novel as a novel, not a translated memoir,

with an unreliable first-person narrator who may or may not have impossible

knowledge about other characters and events, set not in Bhopal, but in a

fictional Indian city. In emphasising its own status as a work of imagination,

set in a fictional city with a narrator who draws attention to his own un-real

status, the novel creates a deliberate distance between itself and the events

in Bhopal which inspired it.

If Animal’s People is a novel, rather than a memoir, it leaves the Eyes in

a peculiar position. Animal assumes that these Eyes, whom he finesses and

satirises, are labouring under the delusion that they are what Jennifer Rickel

has called “literary humanitarians” (87). Animal undermines these readers’

false assumption that by reading his story and sympathetically identifying

with him, they are recognising his humanity, thus giving him agency, though

it’s worth nothing that such sympathetic identification is exactly what the

ads create in order to raise funds. This complicates the politics of knowl-

edge and visibility Young describes. It’s true that Sinha created visibility

for Bhopal, successfully raised funds, and thus helped to improve the lives

of thousands of people living in Bhopal. However, it’s difficult to argue that

this increased visibility, even if it has raised money and improved lives, has

resulted in the redress of injustice. ‘Justice’ implies the maintenance of what

is right or fair by an authority, and the meting out of correct reward, punish-
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ment, or redress. In this case, the ads had nothing to do with empowering the

Indian justice system to bring Union Carbide to court, to correct corruption

and bribery in the government, or to secure adequate monetary compensa-

tion and the cleaning up of the polluted sites. The medical need the ads met

is a sign of institutional and societal failure. Rickel argues that a focus on

sympathetic identification with a victim avoids having to consider the larger

structures and forces which lead to the disaster in the first place, and that

sympathetic identification, especially when figured as the entire solution to

the problem, is woefully inadequate in ameliorating or altering the situation;

hence Rickel’s emphasis on the importance of being attentive to a local poli-

tics, to which I will return shortly. However, the point for the moment is that

Animal mercilessly and amusingly sends up any readers who would like to

understand their reading as making a connection with a traumatised victim

who lacks access to systems of governance and redress, a connection which

then saves said victim. Speaking into the tape machine and addressing the

journalist, Animal says:

You told me that sometimes the stories of small people in this

world can achieve big things, this is the way you buggers always

talk. I said, many books have been written about this place,

not one has changed anything for the better, how will yours be

different? . . . On that night it was poison, now it’s words that are

choking us. (3)

Animal neatly articulates the limits of politics understood only as making
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an injustice visible and thus addressing it. There no immediate causal con-

nection between the writing of a book and the revolutionary change that the

journalist, in an effort to elicit his story from him, promises Animal. Ani-

mal’s assumption that the journalist is either manipulative or naive, and his

equation of words with poison, makes it difficult to sustain a view of the novel

as analogous with the activism undertaken by Zafar, the charismatic leader

of a grass-roots protest movement. The failure of stories to cause immediate

political change is borne out by the rest of the novel. The novel’s ending is a

peculiar mixture of the comedic and apocalyptic; on the one hand, the two

marriages with the hint of a third in the near future suggest a return to a

social order where the characters’ happiness and well-being is assured. At the

same time, Animal’s final words, “all things pass, but the poor remain. We

are the people of the Apokalis. Tomorrow there will be more of us,” suggest

the persistence of slow violence once it has been unleashed (366). Despite the

possibility of individual, private happiness, the status quo in Khaufpur has

not changed. Life for most people remains neither equitable nor safe: “life

goes on. . . . the hearing’s again been postponed, the Kampani’s still trying

to avoid appearing, but Zafar is confident we’ll get them in the end. There is

still sickness all over Khaufpur, hundreds come daily to Elli doctress’s clinic”

(365). Animal’s narrative suggests that the problems in Khaufpur cannot be

addressed, or at least not solely, by spectacular narratives or politics.
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Not only is the novel not articulating a single, clearly defined purpose,

such as the need to raise money to fund a clinic, it is undermining the methods

by which the ads achieved those goals and questioning the effects of the

methods by which funds were raised in the process. If, pace Nixon, the

novel doesn’t fall into the category of activism, then what is it doing with

this representation of slow violence? Especially as it is a novel which is

clearly interested in the political: it features a grass-roots activist movement

and includes a number of political protests, including marches and a hunger-

strike. Animal’s People itself has a clear political stance or ideology, one that

is broadly similar to that articulated in the ads and by Rob Nixon. The novel

clearly desires a changed world, but it is under no illusions that the writing

or reading of the novel can be understood as actions which will directly result

in this change, which is a very different message than the one Sinha sends

in his ads, or than Nixon hopes for the novel. The novel is a self-conscious

reflection on the limitation of the ads, and how their representation of the

slow violence in Bhopal, while making possible the provision of free health

care to 30,000 people, is at the same time implicated in the slow violence it is

addressing. In fact, it is through the particular nature of their representation

of the slow violence that these ads are implicated in it, even as it is through

this representation they raise funds which are used to ameliorate it. In order

to fund the clinics, these ads present the Bhopalis as pure, heroic victims
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in need of help whose goodness and heroism make them deserving of help.

Though the ads note that an appeal to the British public to voluntarily

donate money is only necessary because of the failure to respond of the other

actors involved, such as Union Carbide or the state, in doing so the ads imply,

or at least do not contest, that the privatisation of healthcare and voluntarism

are acceptable alternative ways of solving the problem. The troubling idea

that the representation of slow violence may simultaneously address it and

further entrench it can be explored in a novel, but can’t be acknowledged by

the ads which, in order to raise funds, must present an unambiguous take

on the situation, and unequivocally position themselves as responding to the

violence, not adding to it. It’s my contention that, even though the novel

does have a clear ideological stance, it not only resists the idea of being read

as a spectacular intervention, it also notes the limits of a definition of politics

which includes nothing beyond the taking of an oppositional stance or raising

of a defiant voice, noting that transgressive marginality is a hot commodity.

Where Nixon suggests that slow violence can be counteracted by making it

into a spectacle, the novel, while it doesn’t contradict this, also does not

mistake Zafar’s hunger strike — which draws attention to corruption — for

being a solution to it.

That is, Sinha considers in more detail what is required between draw-

ing attention to slow violence and producing the type of public policy that
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might prevent it; what the ends of such policy might be and what would jus-

tify them; and also what conditions are necessary for the slow, incremental

political work that might address slow violence and the societal malaise that

underlies it. One of the things required between drawing attention to slow vi-

olence and creating the change to address it (a change in policy which might

require a change in administration) is a justification for such change. The

GNLF in The Inheritance of Loss demonstrates and agitates for a change,

but Gyan has his suspicions that the change the GNLF envisions is not so

much an alteration of the way things are organised as an adjustment to the

people in control. Gyan envisages the same graft benefiting different people.

The protests in Animal’s People are not justified by the activists’ desire for

control over the power, influence, and wealth that the current administration

exploits. The activists want to get rid of corruption and create a strong ju-

diciary in order to bring the Kampani to court. The changes Zafar envisages

are justified by universal, or better yet, universalisable principles. Arguably,

the GNLF as it is presented in The Inheritance of Loss is not advocating for

political change at all because of this absence of universalisable principles.

The concept of the universal is a thorny one for postcolonial studies,

associated as it is not with justice or politics but the violent imposition of

parochial norms, but it is also one which politics, a just politics, cannot do

without. The rejection of and reliance upon a concept of the universal can
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be seen by the way in which two critical essays on Animal’s People both rely

upon and reject it. In “Dead Air: Indra Sinha,” a chapter in his Postcolonial

Environments (2010), Pablo Mukherjee argues that the novel imagines a

principle of equity based on difference rather than normative homogeneity.

At the same time, he echoes Bentham in arguing that Animal issues a call

for equality and justice based on the universality of suffering which must be

minimised for the good. His argument characterises two different universals:

a ‘false’ universal, used as an authoritarian imposition, or as a justification for

exclusion, and a ‘true’ universal which is better understood as a capacity or

a characteristic, in this case, the capacity to suffer. According to Mukherjee,

the right to equality and justice rests upon this universal capacity to suffer.

Thus, his argument values difference rather than normative homogeneity (the

false universal) while also relying on a concept of the universal understood

as an innate characteristic or capacity. This simultaneous rejection of and

reliance upon a concept of the universal creates a tension in the argument

which we can see in the way it privileges difference while quietly retaining a

correct (read: essentially present rather than externally imposed) concept of

the universal. There is no explicit discussion of how difference and sameness

can be valued simultaneously, how to differentiate between coercive sameness

and essential sameness, or how the value of difference will be conjoined with

a call for justice predicated upon sameness.
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The first part of Jennifer Rickel’s argument in “‘The Poor Remain’: A

Posthumanist Rethinking of Literary Humanitarianism in Indra Sinha’s Ani-

mal’s People” also explicitly privileges difference against sameness by making

explicit the reasons why Animal’s People satirises a literary humanitarian

reader. Rickel argues that literary humanitarianism’s first fault is its deploy-

ment of a parochial, normative conception of the human masquerading as

a universal. In its efforts to rescue the victims of the disaster through an

empathetic reading, literary humanitarianism assimilates difference into the

category of “the human” in a move that purports to be a neutral recogni-

tion of the humanity of the other, but is in fact an imposition of the norms

which are the only conditions under which the other will ever be entitled to

bear rights. Rickel’s posthumanist approach “does not imagine that people

are no longer human. Rather, it interrogates the discursive and ideological

structures that allow for the supposed dehumanisation of individuals” (90

my emphasis). In Rickel’s argument humanity can neither be removed by

transnational corporations, nor bestowed by benign humanitarians because

it is an innate characteristic that all people always already possess, albeit in

different ways. However, in arguing for a more expansive, inclusive, implic-

itly universal understanding of the way in which we embody or experience

our varied humanities, Rickel’s argument, like Mukherjee’s, relies upon the

concept she repudiates.
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Rickel goes on to argue that the second fault of literary humanitarianism

is that it is apolitical. It sees the Bhopal disaster as a universal ethical

problem of suffering, thus drawing attention away from the people who caused

the violence, and the economic and political power structures that enabled

such violence to occur and which remain unaccountable. Rickel eschews such

free-floating abstract ethics in favour of a situated local politics, arguing that

being attentive to local politics is the only way to secure justice. Here, Rickel

idealises the local as the inherently preferred and coherent basis of politics

for everyone; beyond idealising the local, Rickel argues that it is the basis

for everyone’s politics. Like Mukherjee, Rickel simultaneously rejects and

relies upon a concept of the universal. Beyond this, the local may, as with

Animal’s People, be both too diverse and inadequate for the politics Rickel

calls for. Though advocating for local politics, Rickel does not address the

position of Sinha’s novel, written, published, distributed, and read far beyond

the particular local circumstances in Bhopal, or the fact that it transforms

Bhopal into Khaufpur. Further, the insistence on the attention to situated

local politics may also fail to grasp the political and economic structures and

relationships at a national and international level which resulted in Union

Carbide having a subsidiary in Bhopal. This seems especially problematic

when it is remembered that it Union Carbide successfully represented itself

both as an American multinational beyond the jurisdiction of Indian laws,
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and the Indian subsidiary as beyond the jurisdiction of US laws in order to

avoid prosecution.

In short, both arguments are in the invidious position of valuing differ-

ence against an oppressive norm but calling for justice based on some idea of

sameness; further, both arguments repudiate the universal as a false concept

but also quietly rely on it in their own broader conceptions of the grounds

upon which a call for justice rests. The universal, then, is the concept ab-

sent from any discussion which privileges difference over coercive norms, but

finds a reiteration of this value unequal to the insidious process of othering,

the creation of difference in order to justify an attitude of utter disregard

for the lives of others. This is not to say that parochial norms are not used

coercively. They are. But injustice is also perpetuated by a self-serving in-

sistence on spurious difference. Peter Hallward’s definition of what it means

to describe a value as universal is useful here. In his Absolutely Postcolonial

(2001), Hallward defines ‘universal’ in a particular way. Unlike Mukherjee

and Rickel, he does not understand “those banal facts” such as the capacity

to suffer, a shared species designation, “or the fact that we are primates,

breathe oxygen, use language to communicate, [and] reproduce sexually” to

be universal traits; he describes these instead as “transcendental constants,”

which “specify us as Homo sapiens” (179). He reserves the adjective univer-

sal or universalisable “to the prescription of certain unconditional principles
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. . . that circumscribe how we are relational. Principles of justice and equality

for instance” (179 original emphasis). Each universalisable principle “is de-

cided, deliberated as an external encouragement or constraint,” rather than

being “inherent in or immanent to ourselves or the way we relate to one

another” (183). A universalisable principle “[applies] . . . without exception,

but within certain situational parameters” (183 original emphasis). It “is

. . . produced in a particular situation at a particular time by particular sub-

jects” (184–185). While the principle may exist as an abstract concept prior

to the attempt to apply it, each application is a project particular to its own

circumstances. Having said that, a universalisable principle is not exhausted

by, or limited to relations within that situation, or situated local politics.

Hallward’s examples are prescriptions of an end to racial or sexual discrimi-

nation, but Zafar’s desire for an end to the Kampani’s disregard for the lives

of the Khaufpuris falls into the same category. Hallward quotes Alain Ba-

diou here, who says explicitly that “it’s absolutely indispensable to support

[such prescriptions] on other grounds than the existence of a community of

African-Americans or women. The theme of equal rights is really progressive

and really political, that is, emancipatory, only if it finds its arguments in a

space open to everyone, a space of universality” (Badiou quoted in Hallward

40).

Following critics of postmodernism such as Jürgen Habermas and Terry
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Eagleton, Hallward argues that “a political sphere deprived of any universal

reference can only operate in line with a kind of law of the jungle. . . . To

deny the validity of universalisable principles is to affirm, sooner or later,

the equation of right with might” (176–177). Animal’s People presents the

Khaufpuris’ struggle to bring the Kampani to court as exactly this type of

scenario, as Animal points out to the Jarnalis at the very beginning of the

novel: “You’ll talk of rights, law, justice. Those words sound the same in

my mouth as in yours, but they don’t mean the same” (3 original emphasis).

In lamenting the Khaufpuris’ experience of rights, law, and justice, Animal

shows how desperate they are for universalisable principles, but also how

difficult it can seem to secure them when the Kampani is free to behave as

if the same principles do not apply to both it and the Khaufpuris. This is

illustrated in a scene towards the end of the novel when the Khaufpuris are

demonstrating in front of the courthouse, fearful that the Kampani is about

to strike a deal with the state. An old woman called Gargi asks of one of

the lawyers as he enters the court, “You were making poisons to kill insects,

but you killed us instead. I would like to ask, was there ever much differ-

ence to you?” (306). The othering that Gargi registers here, an insidious

creation of difference in order to mask or excuse a treatment of others as

disposable, echoes the way the Bhopal disaster was first reported by The

Wall Street Journal and the New York Times. These papers attributed the
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accident to a specifically Indian incapacity to work with advanced technolo-

gies: “hazardous facilities often pose added risks in developing nations, where

skilled labour and public understanding are often lacking” (New York Times

quoted in Mukherjee 137). In attempting to mitigate or deny the culpability

of Union Carbide by arguing that hazardous facilities are simply riskier in

‘developing nations’, the New York Times is indirectly arguing that people in

‘developing nations’ are different, and this difference means that they are not

entitled to the same rights as those in developed nations. What is necessary

to counteract the deliberate distancing through the creation of a difference

is an insistence on a sameness, in this particular instance, the shared right to

isonomy, or the indifference of law as it applies to all persons, which should

characterise the jurisprudence of any state calling itself a democracy.

The protests in the novel are political in that the protestors are trying

to realise universalisable principles, and this puts the politics of invisibility

in another light. It is not visibility itself that is a virtue or a political end

in itself. The politics of visibility don’t consist in making anything that is

unseen or ignored visible but in showing how a legal or political principle

which ought to extend to them does not. But this brings us to the question

of who does the seeing, which is a problem of political community. The

protestors in the novel agitate for the recognition of their right to isonomy,

but the Kampani and the government cannot be persuaded to respond to
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their demands. That is, Sinha considers what Andrew Schaap in another

context calls the problem of the political:

Namely, why those who happen to be in proximity to each other

should look to the same law and political institutions to secure

their basic rights. While it might be true that every person has

an interest in securing certain basic rights for herself, each person

also needs a reason why she should co-operate with others in a

particular historical community to secure her rights in common.

(252)

Zafar’s protests against the Kampani are a demand for the universalisable

principle of isonomy, and he understands that the American Kampani is

powerful because “it has everything on its side, money, powerful friends in

the government and military, expensive lawyers, political masseurs, public

relations men,” and there are several occasions in the novel where we see

these different types of power being brought to bear upon the people of

Khaufpur (54). The local government and police force know that it’s in their

financial best interests to break up demonstrations violently if necessary, and

Zafar knows that should the protesters resort to violence, then they will have

lost the PR war completely. Zafar also urges the protestors to obey the law

in order to differentiate themselves from the Kampani by showing respect

for the law which will bring justice if applied indifferently. But Animal asks,

“When the government that is supposed to protect us manipulates the law

against us, of what use then is the law? Must we obey it while our opponents
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twist it to whatever they please? . . . if the law is useless, does it matter if we

go outside of it? What else is left?” (284). The activists are so beleaguered

because they are not equal before the law. Those who control the institutions

of governance and the Kampani which evades them do not see the activists as

of equal consideration. The novel itself does not seem to have much hope for

awakening remorse or fellow-feeling in the perpetrators (and perpetuators) of

the disaster in Khaufpur, and nor does it imply that they are ignorant of the

damage they do. The Kampani lawyers, the Chief Minister of Poison Affairs,

and the Chief of Police are characterised to a man as venal, unscrupulous,

and determinedly self-interested even in the face of harrowing poverty and

illness. The problem of the political as Schaap defines it seems, with good

reason, an intransigent one for this novel. Absent from the novel is a sense of

political community shared by all parties to the wrong which requires redress.

Hallward argues that “the prescription of universal criteria is always a

project in the most concrete — and most subjective — sense” (187). More-

over, universality “persists as a fragile assertion, a projection from the spe-

cific: it holds insofar as its proponents are able to make it stick” (183). The

novel gives a full consideration of what might be involved in such a project;

it considers the privation which results from the absence of such principles,

their indispensability, and the tribulation involved in endeavouring to pre-

scribe them. In the novel, Zafar goes on a hunger strike in an attempt to
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draw attention to the sordid negotiations going on between the Chief Min-

ister and the Kampani’s delegates where there is every reason to think that

the Kampani is not only denying any culpability but is also paying the gov-

ernment off, and that the government, purportedly acting on behalf of the

people, will not be representing their interests at all. However, Animal in-

tuits that Zafar does not have great hope for his hunger strike; rather, “he

is doing this because he is tired of fighting and this is the only way he can

stop with honour” (294). That is, while he believes in the justice of the

legal principles, he cannot see how they will ever be implemented. Nisha too

describes the creeping despair that comes with living in Khaufpur and real-

ising that “This struggle, it’s going to go on and on and on. It will outlast

all of us. If our children grow up here, it will blight their lives too” (285).

Animal’s People shows that when state institutions are vitiated or corrupt,

attempts to make these indispensable universalisable principles stick have

increasingly high costs, and the chances of success are proportionately slim.

The protestors in Khaufpur demand that “the Kampani must stand trial,

and it should pay just and proper compensation for all the wrongs it has

done” (306); in this way, the novel advocates for an autonomous field of civil

governance, that is, one free of custom or privilege, which “both practically

favours the public commitment to universal values and legitimates the on-

going critical effort to unmask hypocritical or mystifying instances of such
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commitment” (Hallward 186). At the same time, Sinha suggests that such a

project is best described not so much as incomplete as hardly begun.

Politics needs to be other than an intervention, more than raising aware-

ness or the speaking or hearing of a marginal voice. Instead, politics is the

on-going project to make certain legal principles universalisable, and this

effort will result in and be enabled by strong institutions of governance, as

these are what is needed to achieve legal redress, to enact and enforce regula-

tion of the behaviour of transnational corporations, to ward off corruption in

politics. Equally, however, should these institutions be absent, the on-going

political project becomes that much more difficult and tenuous. And where

people are proximate to one another but cannot imagine themselves in a

political community, then the task for activists like Zafar becomes arduous.

Two final components — not necessarily of politics, but which are necessary

for politics — which the novel deals with, perhaps as part of Sinha’s reflec-

tion on his ads where the Bhopalis are represented as entirely dependent on

the good-will of the British news-paper reading public, is that looking to

an institution to secure one’s basic rights requires a concept of the self as

capable of looking, that is, capable of agency, and a sense of a common good.

Without these, the problem of the political as Schaap defines it cannot even

be posed.

In the character of Animal, Sinha reflects on how being represented as
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a helpless victim may be a way of raising funds or establishing culpability

in the short term, but, because it is associated with passivity, in the long

term victimhood can compromise the ability to conceive of the self as capa-

ble of being a political subject. This is the converse of the problem where

the Kampani, the Minister for Poison Affairs, and the police, though prox-

imate to the Khaufpuris poisoned by the still-leaking chemicals, do not see

themselves as involved with or connected to them. Through Animal, and his

relationship with Elli, the American doctor who has come to Khaufpur to

set up a free clinic, the novel explores in some detail what seeing someone

else as a victim, even if this is done benignly, reveals about the assumptions

of the person looking, and how it affects the person being seen.

Animal rejects victim status from the get go, which we could read as part

of Sinha’s subversion of his own representation of the Bhopalis as dependent

victims who are not only like the British newspaper-reader the ads address,

but are also kind and heroic. Animal is none of these. His main focus in life

is not the plight of the poison victims, but the effort to get laid, and, though

he does have some qualms about this, he isn’t above resorting to spying on

Elli and Nisha (the novel’s two main female protagonists) as they undress.

He attempts to poison Zafar out of jealousy. He may have caused a fire in

the abandoned grounds of the Kampani’s factory. He is, in short, far from

spotless. As I’ve shown in the analysis of Animal’s narrative style, he also
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insists that he is not like the Western reader he interpellates, and that his

story is not fully available to said reader. Aside from being far from a paragon

of virtue and insisting on his dissimilarity from the reader, Animal also refuses

to be seen as a victim while gleefully undermining normative understandings

of what those capable of agency look like, which tend, as Animal shows, to

be associated with being a ‘normally-shaped’ human. As an infant, he was

left on a doorstep shortly after the night of the gas leak, with the implication

being that his parents were killed by the cocktail of toxins which billowed

over Khaufpur. Although Animal initially seems to have survived the leak

relatively unscathed, as he grows up in the orphanage, it becomes apparent

that the poison has lodged in his body. By the time he is a young child, his

spine has twisted and fused such that he cannot walk upright. Instead, he

moves around on all fours.

Animal insists that he is capable of agency not despite but because of his

particular physiognomy. While at the beginning of the novel he is bitterly

envious of those who do walk on two legs, and for much of the novel he

cherishes a secret hope of one day being able to do so himself, he does not

wait until such a day to exercise his agency, and his capacity for agency is

not predicated upon the future realisation of this hope. As a child and then a

teenager, Animal lives in poverty on the streets and makes a meagre living by

taking advantage where he can of those who persistently see his poverty and

270



CHAPTER 4. A KIND OF PROMISE

‘non-human’ shape as indicative of passive victimhood. Animal opines that

“if you act powerless, you are powerless. The way to get what you want is to

demand it” (19). For example, he effectively holds restaurant proprietors to

ransom (if only for the price of a meal) by displaying his abject poverty and

twisted body in sight of the patrons. Although the restaurant proprietors

resent this ploy, they’d rather give Animal handouts than have him upset

their customers. Sinha is careful to show that although his circumstances are

constraining, Animal is characterised by his capacity to think and innovate,

but a great deal of this thought and innovation is focused on keeping body

and soul together on a day-to-day basis.

Two of the other characters in the novel, Elli and Zafar, both of whom

are sympathetic, struggle at times to understand respectively the possibility

of and the limits upon the ability to exercise agency. Elli is an American

doctor who has come to Khaufpur to set up a free health clinic. She has no

motivations other than the desire to alleviate the suffering of the Khaufpuris.

A group of local activists and community leaders suspect her of being in

league with the Kampani, and convince people to boycott her clinic, while she

tries to convince them that this is untrue. Much of the narrative is concerned

with the working out of the tensions and the establishment of relationships

that arise from this initial misunderstanding and suspicion. However, Elli,

initially at least, persists in seeing the Khaufpuris and Animal as only victims,
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and this hampers her efforts to help them. In fact, in Animal’s first encounter

with Elli, we see how her view of him poses a real threat to his sense of

himself as capable of agency. As Elli looks at Animal, who had been looking

at her with curiosity and no small degree of lust, Animal suddenly hears an

overwhelming voice inside his head. Animal tries to retreat inside his mind,

but he cannot escape from the voice tied to Elli’s gaze which says, “when you

looked at her you thought sex, when she looked at you she thought cripple”

(72). In Elli’s view, because Animal is a cripple, and because she is a doctor,

the relationship between the two of them is unequal and uni-directional. By

helping him to have a proper human shape, she will help him into full agency,

and so it doesn’t occur to her to consider him as a ‘normal’ adolescent boy.

Elli views the Khaufpuris in the same light. While walking through Par-

adise Alley, the heart of the Nutcracker, one of the slum districts and Ani-

mal’s home, Elli comments that “the whole district looks as if it was flung

up by an earthquake,” and Animal, suddenly seeing through her eyes “how

poor and disgusting are our lives,” experiences her perspective as a debilitat-

ing physical pain which brings on a black-out (105–106). It is not that Elli

blames the poor for this state of affairs as Animal initially fears, but rather

that she blames “those who should know better” (151), that is the wealthy

and powerful inhabitants of Khaufpur. Elli is totally focussed on the effects

of the Kampani greed and the corruption of the local government, and as a
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result, she casually assumes that the poor do not know better, and are unable

to do anything to help themselves or even for themselves. In doing so, she

cannot see all that they are already doing for themselves, and she struggles

to form relationships with the people she wishes to help until she starts to

see them as capable of agency, albeit agency specific to and therefore sharply

circumscribed by their desperate circumstances.

Elli devotes considerable time to correctly diagnosing Animal, and to

securing funding to have his spine corrected in the USA. However, in the

process, we see that in focussing all of her energies on wanting to ‘cure’

Animal, Elli reproduces the hierarchies of privilege whose symptoms she

is trying to treat, but whose causes she does not see. On more than one

occasion Elli says to Animal that if he lived in the United States, his spine

would have been operated upon when he was a child. She also notes that

as he is very intelligent, if he were in the United States, he would be very

well educated. Elli’s description of American education and medical care

might be true. It might also be an idealisation of development in the United

States in relation to the development in India, which relies upon the liberal

political reason Macauley satirises in The Cook. Either way, Elli never argues

that if the American Kampani had not been in Khaufpur in the first place,

Animal’s spine would not be the way that it is, suggesting that she does

not see how development in the United States could be connected to the
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underdevelopment in this part of India. In the end, Animal does not get the

spine-correcting operation Elli has promised and funded. He sees that the

operation would transform him into an “upright human,” but an “unhealthy

one,” ever-dependent upon a wheelchair or walking sticks (366). Further, he

sees that undergoing the operation would amount to capitulation with the

categorisations which he continually challenges.

Zafar, the leader of the activist group and one of the community leaders

who organises the boycott against Elli, understands all too well that just

because the people of Khaufpur live somewhere that looks as if it has been

flung up by an earthquake, it does not mean that they are not capable of

agency. Zafar understands that part of the reason why people struggle to

organise themselves into demanding changes on a large scale is that it is al-

ways “now o’clock” in the Nutcracker: “how can you think about tomorrow

when all your strength is used up trying to get through today” (185). Zafar

also understands the terrible bind that the poorest and worst affected people

of Khaufpur are in. The justice system, upon which any future reparations

and convictions depends, appears to be hopelessly ineffectual, and those who

should be representing the interests of the very poor are corrupt. However,

should the poor try to take justice into their own hands (for despite the in-

sistence of now o’clock Zafar has managed to create a protest movement),

they will not only be violently suppressed, but their movement will be dis-
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credited. When confronted with the apparent hopelessness of this situation,

Zafar himself is at times guilty of romanticising the dignity and endurance

of the poor who live in the Nutcracker. At one point, Zafar expounds on the

differences between the ways in which the rich and the poor have sex. For

the rich, according to Zafar, sex is an indulgence, but for the poor, it is an

art. To be erotic in the middle of a densely populated slum requires finesse.

Animal mocks Zafar’s romanticising and points out that it’s not so much

that people have silent, almost motionless, and yet beautiful sex, but that

everyone else in earshot learns to be quiet and not giggle while it’s going on.

Zafar is unperturbed, and says that “[this] proves that the poor have further

virtues. As well as being modest, inventive, and long-suffering, they are also

discreet and keep a sense of humour in the face of troubles” (114). Animal

sees that at this moment, in emphasising the power of the poor, Zafar loses

sight of how their lives have been detrimentally affected by the greed, irre-

sponsibility, and corruption, noting, “when Zafar talks like this, it’s not the

laughter of the poor I hear, it’s the laughter of the Kampani that slaughtered

them” (114).

While Animal is characterised not as a passive victim, but as someone

capable of agency, he is not a self-made individual. In fact, the novel can be

read on one level as a Bildungsroman in which Animal begins as excluded,

unloved, bitter, and self-interested, but ends up being a loved member of
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a wider community to which he feels responsibility, and which itself has

evolved in order to accept him on his own terms. His relationship with

this community is complex, and the community itself is characterised by

competing interests and disagreement as much as by nurture and harmony.

Nisha, the girl who first sees Animal on his own terms, invites him into her

father’s house, thus bringing him into the community, and Animal harbours

a deep if unrequited passion for her. Nisha herself loves and is beloved by

Zafar, the leader of the protest movement. Animal’s relationship with Zafar

is thus a complex one. From the beginning, Animal is jealous of Zafar,

primarily because Nisha loves him and Animal is hopelessly in love with

Nisha, but also because in Zafar, Animal sees the life of a ‘normal-shaped’

human that is not available to him, not because of any physical limitations,

but because of people’s attitudes towards physical difference. Animal works

out this jealousy by slowly poisoning Zafar in the hopes that this will disrupt

his relationship with Nisha.

On his part, Zafar includes Animal in his group of what Animal describes

as “fucking do-gooders,” entrusting Animal with greater and greater respon-

sibility (27). Animal enjoys the inclusion for a number of reasons: he gets

a small salary, he spends a lot of time with Nisha, and he gets increasing

respect from people because he is “one of Zafar’s” (27). However, Animal

vocally rejects Zafar’s philosophy. Where Zafar is motivated by lofty political
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idealism, Animal “couldn’t be bothered with the political shit, I hated all

that talk of ‘poison victims’, I don’t want to be pitied, I refuse to be some

fucking bhonsdi-ka victim” (27). As this suggests, it could be that Animal

feels alienated by Zafar’s politics precisely because within them he is situ-

ated as someone who needs to be helped, and at this stage of the novel he

associates the need to be helped with utter dependence. Ironically though,

it is through the work that Zafar gives Animal that Animal becomes less

dependent. Animal approaches the work he does for Zafar with a vengeful

relish, and a personal interest rather than an abstract idealism; he spends

his time “finding out what the government, munsipal etc were up to, because

those buggers are always up to no good” (27). Animal conceives of himself

as an agent, and he derives great satisfaction from working for the common

good of the community. While by the end of the novel Animal has not only

stopped trying to poison Zafar, but is much more interested in the lives of

other people, it is always with the same sense of personal involvement, with a

degree of cynicism, and a deep scepticism towards the possibilities of justice

worked out through the courts; he never adopts the abstraction, idealism, or

political urgency of Zafar’s philosophy. Animal (and Zafar and Elli) learns

that he does not have to accept normative categorisations in order to find

his place in his community. That is, he learns to conceive of the connections

based on difference rather than normative sameness.
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Animal develops an understanding of interconnected difference and com-

mon good by mulling over the implications of an attitude to the world that

Elli learned from her father. Elli’s father describes the world as being “made

of promises,” suggesting a place where all entities are not only interconnected,

but are aware of their mutual interdependence (200). Elli extrapolates fur-

ther, saying that “things work when we keep our promises to each other and

to ourselves, when we don’t keep our promises, things fall apart” (204). The

promise Elli describes is something an individual undertakes knowingly and

in relation to others, suggesting a constitutively relational idea of agency,

but one which is thought-out and deliberate, not automatic. That is, it is a

relationality which the individual inflects. The idea of kept promises already

suggests a sense of agape which Animal elaborates upon with Somraj’s theory

of music. Somraj, Nisha’s father, used to be a gifted singer. However, the

toxic gas leak not only killed his wife and son but also permanently damaged

his voice and lungs. For Somraj, “because all music is one thing . . . there’s

music in all things,” including frogs croaking, rain falling, street noises, etc

(250). In pondering the way different notes combine to make a harmony, An-

imal argues that “what makes a thing itself is it always keeps its difference

from other things . . . isn’t that a kind of promise?” (249). Thus, Animal

theorises an understanding of a community built on difference by thinking,

relational individuals; however, this community is not an imposition but a

278



CHAPTER 4. A KIND OF PROMISE

choice because, as Somraj points out, “the nature of a promise is that it

comes without guarantee” (249). In other words, there is no assurance that

the promised note will sound truly or where it is expected. Like Elli, Somraj

emphasises the choice made in keeping the promise, and adds to this the

notion of being within unfolding time where one cannot know the future but

is still required to make decisions.

The novel, with its elements of both comedy and Bildungsroman, strongly

privileges the idea of community, but the community the novel imagines is

neither homogeneous nor without strife, and the novel ends with a peculiar

mixture of the comedic and apocalyptic. Sinha never forgets that the time

is severely out of joint, and certainly Animal’s story has not proved to be a

magic bullet such as the Jarnalis promised it might. The promise born of love

is not one that is being kept by the Kampani or the corrupt local officials,

and at the end of the novel there is no sense at all that the harmony underly-

ing the community in Khaufpur extends even as far as the reader. Animal’s

theory of music and promises has a clear moral, which is that promises can

be kept, harmonies can emerge, and communities can be established if peo-

ple are willing to trust, and that if there is love, people would be willing to

take the risk of keeping a promise without guarantees. Informed by a par-

ticular context and constitutive relationships, Animal moves from alienation

to integration, having developed his own philosophy of what it means to be
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a part of a community along the way. The love that Animal intuits here

is not a familial or romantic love, but agape. In response to the problem

of what might motivate individuals to co-operate in securing their rights in

common in a particular historical community, one made further complex by

the absence of any trustworthy institutions of governance in the novel and

Sinha’s recognition that agency can’t be assumed, I argue that agape, which

comes from awareness of individuals being constitutively relational, makes

it possible to conceive of politics as the implementation of universalisable

values.

I’ve argued that Sinha’s novel is not, or not only an example of a writer’s

activism. The novel can also be read as Sinha’s reflection on and critique

of the methods he used to successfully raise money for the Bhopal Medical

Appeal. In the novel, Sinha reveals the limits of this activism and considers

the slow political work that is necessary alongside the spectacular ads which,

though they were extremely successful in what they set out to achieve, are

also troubling — they needed to enact some representational violence in

order to ensure that material benefits accrued to the victims of the Bhopal

disaster. Through reflecting on the costs and limits of the ads’ success, Sinha

considers the nature of politics beyond making something more visible. It

considers the universalisable values which are the justification for any call for

justice, and which differentiate it from mere revenge. It also considers the
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sense of agape upon which any concern for universalisable values rests. For

this novel, agape is imagined through the analogies of the keeping of promises

with no guarantees, and the arrangement of notes in a harmony. Thus, Sinha

suggests that Animal’s sense of agape, as well as being a sense of love, is also

an expression of agency and of a community based not on sameness but on

difference. Despite the novel’s humour and final sense of hope, it remains

an uncomfortable read, because the sense of agape that Animal feels is not

extended beyond the urban poor who people the novel to the reader, who

remains on the outside.

Hallward’s and Schaap’s thinking on what politics looks like, when read

together, gives these criteria: The political sphere needs some concept of the

universal, or of principles which can be universalised. While the universal

legal or political principles might exist in an abstract sense in advance, each

individual case will require the negotiation of a specific application by both

(or all) parties. This is perhaps an aspect of looking to the same law and

institutions when seeking redress or accepting a judgment. Beyond a concept

of the universal, what is needed are individuals capable of agency, and the

pursuit of universalisable principles is an on-going project of a subject whose

own project of subjectivity is also on-going. This individual imagines the

pursuit of rights (i.e., universalisable principles) as being a common good in

that they are held in common and pursued in common, not only by those who
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have been wronged, but also by those who seek redress for wrongs. But the

problem for politics which Schaap defines is not itself political but ethical:

how does someone come to care about the problems of others as if they are

her own, especially if she perpetuates or benefits from those problems?

Sinha’s ads are the type of political intervention that makes visible an

injustice, raises consciousness, and provides the knowledge which activism

needs. His novel is a reflection on what politics is beyond this. What else

needs to be present in order for visibility to occur and policy to change?

Sinha’s novel suggests that in addition to this, universalisable principles, indi-

viduals with agency, a sense of political community, and strong but transpar-

ent institutions of governance are necessary. And behind all of this, though

perhaps occurring simultaneously with it, is the ethical question of what

makes the failure to make a universalisable principle stick the problem of

someone who benefits from, or is at least not damaged by, that failure. The

novel’s ending suggests that its characters are figuring this out as they go,

but though Animal figures out how to think of the pursuit of rights as a

common good commonly pursued, as someone who is wronged, he is not in

the same position as the government and the Kampani, or the reader. What

would persuade the politicians or the Kampani’s employees, or the readers

of this novel, to consider the plight of the poisoned Khaufpuris as not just a

problem, but a problem in which they share? In asking this question, Sinha
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demonstrates that postcolonial writing is valuable not only for its capacity to

say no, to make an intervention, or raise awareness. Postcolonial literature

in general, but Animal’s People specifically, is invaluable because of what it

asks rather than what it answers, in this case, what is politics beyond making

the invisible, visible?
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Chapter 5

Imagining what’s lacking:
Gould’s Book of Fish and the
problem of the political

The present is always

with us, always open. Though to what, out there

in the dark we are making for as seven o’clock

strikes, the gin goes down and starlings

gather, who can tell?

. . .

What goes is time, and clouds melting into

tomorrow of our breath, a scent of lemons

run wild in another country, but smelling always of themselves.

David Malouf

In 2011 Richard Flanagan delivered the Alan Missen Oration and took

the opportunity to diagnose the “malaise” affecting Australian society (45).

He observed that “the only true crime in an ever-more bland Australia is
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to not conform” (51). He condemned Australian politicians, both labour

and liberal, for being “conformists par excellence, capable only of agreeing

with power however or wherever it manifests itself” (306). Here, Flanagan

is in the same territory as Bauman when he describes a liquid modern world

where emancipated thinkers are scarce, and Bauman’s emancipation seems

similar to Flanagan’s freedom. Flanagan identifies a new class emerging in

Australian public life “composed of those individuals for whom the role of

politician, journalist, minder and senior bureaucrat are just avatars they

inhabit, interchangeable ways of exercising power against freedom” (306).

According to Flanagan, this new class of political, media, and public figures

“[understands] only self-interest, [believes] only in the possibility of its own

cynicism, [and is] committed to nothing more than its own perpetuation”

(306). It is incapable of “a belief in something larger than its own future”

(306). In making its accommodations with power, this class gets into bed

with corporate interests and supports the rise of “a new far right unseen in

the West since the 1930s” (306). Flanagan points out this new class of people

reflects, or perhaps shapes, the wider attitude in Australia where there is a

general acceptance of “manifestations of non-freedom” (197). According to

Flanagan, “Australia over the last two decades has been one vast psycho-

logical study in which our leaders have desensitised a nation to the plight of

others” (252). For Flanagan, this desensitisation damages Australia’s others,
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and Australians themselves. He calls it “the harm we did ourselves” (252).

Similarly to Desai, Flanagan identifies the malaise afflicting contemporary

Australian society as the experience of loss in which everyone has a share.

In Flanagan’s novel, Gould’s Book of Fish (2001), he considers the nature

of this harm more fully and how to ameliorate it. Like the other writers I’ve

considered, Flanagan troubles an understanding of injustice as ignorance.

As with Sinha, the context out of which Flanagan writes is one where there

has been a specific attempt to make people aware of information they may

not have had in the expectation or at least the hope that making an in-

justice visible will make it possible to redress it. In Sinha’s case, his novel

is a reflection on his own ads and their representation of the Bhopalis to a

British readership. In Flanagan’s case, Gould’s Book of Fish is a response to

the pedagogical focus of the national reconciliation process that took place

between 1991 and 2001. Both novels raise questions about the limits and

compromises of projects whose goal is making injustice visible; both novels

consider what politics consists of beyond making little-known information

more widely available. When he refers to a nation desensitised to the plight

of others, Flanagan invokes the problem of the political. That is, why people

who live in proximity should look to the same laws and institutions to secure

their rights in common. Animal’s People is mostly concerned with those the

Kampani has poisoned, those experiencing an urgent need to make a uni-

286



CHAPTER 5. IMAGINING WHAT’S LACKING

versalisable principle stick. By contrast Flanagan is concerned with those

who directly or indirectly benefit from the harm done to others, but who

don’t see this as pertinent or damaging to themselves. In identifying the

harm Australians did themselves, Flanagan refers to the ethical conundrum

underlying the problem of the political that I described at the end of the

chapter on Sinha’s Animal’s People. What motivates people to look to the

same laws and institutions to secure their rights in common? This question

is trickier when those whose rights are not protected have historically been

marginalised. If a certain group of people is protected by or benefits from the

status quo, what might motivate them to see another group’s vulnerability

as a problem for both the vulnerable and the protected groups? That is, a

problem which must be dealt with in common? As Hallward has identified,

though certain principles purporting to govern how we relate to one another

may be universalisable, the application of these principles is specific to a

certain set of circumstances though not exhausted by them.

The Australia that Flanagan describes resonates strongly with Macauley’s

depiction of Australia in The Cook, a novel that describes in detail Zac’s

desensitisation as he learns to conform in order to advance his own career.

Macauley’s novel depicts a society that purports to be egalitarian, but which

relies upon and perpetuates an unjust social hierarchy, and which enlists

Zac in this perpetuation that damages him even as he will certainly fail to
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achieve what he has learned to understand success to be. Macauley’s novel

is particularly bleak because, unlike Hamid’s, it suggests that Zac has been

improved beyond all hope of ever being able to imagine a common good,

and that this is because rather than despite the fact that he lives in the

developed world. Flanagan’s novel is not dissimilar in that it is a rejection

of the national reconciliation process, a process which seems on the face of

it to have made Australia a more just place by educating settler Australians

about the colonial past.

Flanagan is not alone in his critique of the reconciliation process. Tony

Barta, a historian who is an active participant in Australia’s genocide de-

bates, has a similar point of view. In a piece published shortly after the

official apology in 2008, Barta says that Rudd’s “words deserved to be re-

ceived with acclamation,” and approves of both Rudd’s pledging “immediate

and sustained action in housing, health and early childhood education,” and

his bi-partisanship (205). However, Barta is astute in his assessment that,

with the focus on the political battle between Liberal and Labour, “the apol-

ogy was pushed into the limelight without the legal argument that had helped

place it on the national agenda,” that is, the legal argument that removing

children from their families was part of an Aboriginal genocide (208). Rudd

“striving for maximum consensus” did not mention the word ‘genocide’ (208).

Thus, for Barta, rather than acknowledging it “genocide was buried in the
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national apology” because in his assessment, “no one enjoying record levels

of wealth and consumption wants to be reminded of the relationship between

the basis of their wealth and the dispossession of peoples who not so long

ago owned the whole country. Much less do they want to be reminded of the

fate of those peoples, of lives destroyed in the genocidal rush to take over the

land” (210–11). In the opening pages, of Gould’s Book of Fish, the narrator

of its faux frame narrative, an ex-con and a con artist called Sid Hammet,

disparages the tourists to whom he sells fake antiques in terms very similar

to the ones Barta used seven years later:

To be fair to them, (the tourists) were only after something that

walled them off from the past and from people in general, not

something that offered any connection that might prove painful or

human. They wanted stories, I came to realise, in which they were

already imprisoned, not stories in which they appeared along with

the storyteller, accomplices in escaping. . . . [They] had money

and we needed it; they only asked in return to be lied to and

deceived and told that single most important thing, that they

were safe, that their sense of security national, individual, spiri-

tual wasn’t a bad joke played on them by a bored and capricious

destiny. To be told that there was no connection between then

and now, that they didn’t need to wear a black armband or have a

bad conscience about their power and their wealth and everyone

else’s lack of it . . . They were really asking ‘Are we safe?’ and we

were really replying, ‘No, but a barricade of useless goods may

help block the view.’ (7–9)

The two different types of stories Sid describes here recall the different stories
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Sai distinguishes between in The Inheritance of Loss. Towards the end of

Desai’s novel, Sai has an epiphany: “Never again could she think there was

but one narrative and that this narrative belonged only to herself, that she

might create her own tiny happiness and live safely within it” (323). She

realises that narratives, a term which might mean one’s experience of one’s

own life, are multiple, shared, not uni-directional, and more complex than

she has been taught to think. The tourists want narratives that belong to

them alone and in which they can live safely. But like the fake antiques

Sid sells, these reassuring stories are disingenuous. They perform a similar

function to the flattened postcolonial Bildungsroman Slaughter describes in

that they detail inequalities of power and wealth, but reassure their readers

that these differences have nothing to do with them.

In the stories Sai describes, the focus is on whether stories are individ-

ual or shared. Sid makes a similar distinction between stories with only one

owner and stories which are what Hamid would call co-creative projects. In

addition to this, Sid’s stories are to do with history, with the “connection be-

tween then and now,” an issue at the centre of debates about reconciliation,

land rights, genocide and redress for genocide, and contemporary inequality

in Australia at the time of the novel’s publication. When Sid uses the term

‘black armband’, he’s invoking Australia’s history wars, an aggressive series

of debates in public, political and academic circles about Australia’s colonial
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history. In the 1990s, Australian historians began to reconsider Australia’s

colonial history and the relationship with Aboriginal Australians. These new

historians of dispossession, or black-armband historians, as they were widely

if pejoratively called, were influential. Arguably, their work informed both

the Mabo (1992) ruling and inquiry into Aboriginal child removal which pre-

sented its findings in the Bringing Them Home Report (1997) (Manne, Intro

1). The Bringing Them Home Report was presented to parliament on the

26th May 1997 and one of its recommendations was that the Prime Minis-

ter apologise for the Stolen Generations. In 1996, the Labour government

had been replaced by a Liberal coalition, with Howard as Prime Minister.

Throughout his four terms in office, Howard refused to make the apology the

report recommended. He characterised those who questioned a triumphal,

or pejoratively a ‘white blind-fold’ version of Australian history as ‘extrem-

ists’, and treated the Bringing Them Home Report’s genocide conclusion as

risible (Manne, Intro 1). The change to a Liberal Coalition government in

1996 was matched by an escalation of the history wars, with Keith Wind-

shuttle’s self-published rebuttal of ‘black arm-band’ history, The Fabrication

of Aboriginal History: Volume One Van Diemen’s Land, published in 2002,

perhaps marking the nadir in this debate.

The national reconciliation process, occurring between 1991 and 2001,

was, along with the history wars, part of the same larger public and polit-
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ical discussion about the nature of the connection between then and now

which is an organising focus for Flanagan’s novel. It seems not coincidental

that the centenary year of Australia’s federation and the final year of the

national reconciliation process under the auspices of the Council for Aborig-

inal Reconciliation (CAR) was also the year that Gould’s Book of Fish was

published. Regarding reconciliation in particular, two dominant understand-

ings of the term emerged in public discourse, somewhat analogous to the

‘black arm-band’ and ‘white blindfold’ camps in the history wars: symbolic

reconciliation favoured by Labour and practical reconciliation. The Howard

government rejected what it termed a symbolic, and empty, reconciliation

in favour of a pragmatic reconciliation which was defined as ameliorating

inequality in terms of socio-economic indicators. When the Liberal Coali-

tion was defeated by Labour in 2007, and when Rudd apologised in 2008,

the narrative that emerged described the Labour victory as also a victory

for Aboriginal people and for the huge numbers of settler Australians who

had participated in the Annual Sorry Days and Walks for Reconciliation.

Rudd’s apology appeared to be the long-awaited final stage of the reconcili-

ation process. Rudd himself certainly presented it as such, saying “the time

has now come for the nation to turn a new page in Australia’s history by

righting the wrongs of the past and so moving forward with confidence to

the future” (n.pg). Variations on the phrase turning a new page occur three
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times, references to this being a time of transcending the past, ‘the time

has come’, occur five times, and the word ‘future’, always in conjunction

with phrases connoting positive progress, occurs 21 times in Rudd’s speech.

Rudd’s speech is the ushering in of this future, the end of reconciliation, a

moment of closure delayed by Howard, but finally realised.

As Barta observes, Rudd’s apology was momentous. Isabelle August’s

2009 article published in Coolabah gives some sense of how emotional and

long-awaited the moment was. She writes that as she felt “privileged to be

in Canberra . . . and share with other Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people

this long awaited moment of reconciliation” (43). She notes that 1.3 million

people “Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal, Australians, and non-Australians

had gathered in the main square of capital cities, in the outback, or on the

lawns of Parliament,” while others “woke up in the middle of the night in

Europe to watch the Apology on the internet”; “Many Aboriginal persons

thought this will never happen in their life-time. Some brought with them

pictures of family members who did not have that chance (to witness it)”

(46). August is certain that “reconciliation seems to be on track again”

and that “the image of the Prime Minister and the leader of the opposition

walking hand in hand towards the members of the stolen generation is the

image which will remain” (49, 48). August implies that it’s the election of

the Labour government which made the apology possible, which is in line
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with Rudd’s take on this. In the apology itself, he refers to the promise of

the apology as having been a part of his platform. When August mentions

that, with the apology from the Labour PM, reconciliation seems to be on

track again, she’s implying a derailment of the reconciliation process during

Howard’s term in office. With Rudd’s apology in 2008, the promise of the

CAR had finally been fulfilled.

However, Flanagan’s writing before and after the event and Barta’s as-

sessment of Rudd’s apology suggest that not enough has changed. Barta

specifically notes that the Liberal/Labour political competition removed the

legal framework that had prompted a call for apology in the first place. Ar-

guably, the CAR itself was a part of a similar process: a phenomenon which

appears to signal a shift or a change, but which in fact ensures more of the

same. This is insidious because the appearance of change suggests that no

further work is necessary, that everything has been done. Rather than being

the nuanced, more generous alternative to Howard’s determined pragmatism,

the CAR’s national reconciliation process, of which Rudd’s apology was the

final part, is an instance of the exigencies of realpolitik. The CAR was created

as a response to Aboriginal demands for a treaty. In the 1970s and 80s, the

National Aboriginal Council and the Aboriginal Treaty Committee insisted

on the need for a treaty, but “politicians did not like the word treaty . . . it

implied two sovereign nations” (Short, “Reconciliation, Assimilation” 494).
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But, unpalatable though a treaty was, demand for it persisted throughout

the 80s, even as “relations between Aborigines and the Commonwealth gov-

ernment . . . reached a state of crisis. The government had reneged on its

commitment to introduce national land rights legislation and drawn back

from consideration of a treaty” (Attwood 245). Note that the government

Attwood mentions here is a Labour government, not a Liberal one. The re-

luctance to countenance a treaty was shared by both major political parties.

The CAR was formed as part of the shifting of the debate from a treaty to

education, a direction already indicated in the Two Hundred Years Later re-

port from 1983. Moran points out that the CAR did have support from both

Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal communities, and that it could not have been

conceived without them. “Nevertheless, the Reconciliation Process was de-

veloped as a compromise between the major non-indigenous parliamentary

parties, and not through widespread negotiation with indigenous people”

and was thus “reflective of the relatively weak political position of the in-

digenous” (Moran n.pg). Attwood argues that the CAR “sought to unify

Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people within the Australian nation and re-

fused to countenance any Aboriginal political demands that could not be

accommodated readily by the unitary nation state” (246), and Short makes

the same argument, stating that “by tying social justice for indigenous peo-

ples to a nation-building framework the council effectively places a ceiling
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on indigenous aspirations” (496). Moran also picks up on the apparent in-

evitability of a single Australia and the attitude that “indigenous Australians

have to accept the situation of the settler nation, and become like all other

Australians” (n.pg). That is, the unitary settler nation is an unalterable

given. This in itself makes the idea of Aboriginal self-determination or one

(or several) separate Aboriginal political entities seem not so much disagree-

able but implausible, unworkable. It’s worth pointing out that the demand

for a treaty was not outlandish in that such treaties exist in Canada, New

Zealand, and the United States, making Australia unusual. However, a de-

mand can seem outlandish if it is presented as impossible, impractical, or

unworkable; this can take it off the table much more effectively than sug-

gesting that it is disagreeable, which seems to have been the case with the

treaty demand. Currently, instead of demands for a treaty, the focus is on

constitutional reform and recognition; that is, alterations within a national

frame-work, though even here there has to date been scant progress. Pre-

senting demands for a treaty as outlandish are not dissimilar to presenting

any findings of genocide as risible, unbelievable.

Attwood argues that, as the demand for Aboriginal sovereignty wasn’t

considered as a genuine option, the CAR focussed instead on the “pedagog-

ical goal” of educating settlers about “the grim truth about the colonisation

of Australia” (246–7). This follows the lead of Two Hundred Years Later
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(1983), a report on the feasibility of a compact between the commonwealth

and Aboriginal people. It concluded that the problem was not the lack of

a treaty but social attitudes towards Aboriginal people, which were them-

selves a result of a poor knowledge of Australia’s colonial history. According

to Attwood, the CAR’s logic seems to have been along similar lines: Abo-

riginal and non-Aboriginal people in Australia have a shared history that is

the basis of the Australian nation. The task for reconciliation is educating

people about the facts of the history they already share, persuading them

that it is theirs to own. Thus, CAR’s framing of reconciliation reinforces the

assumption that a single, even if not homogeneous, Australian nation is a

given, making the possibility of a treaty that much more difficult to coun-

tenance even as its aims were to repair the relationship between Aboriginal

people and settler Australians.

A second aspect of CAR’s representation of the grim truth is that it pre-

sented this truth as of the past. Attwood argues that by emphasising “his-

tories of humanitarian endeavour” in order to suggest an already existing

reconciliatory tradition upon which it was merely building, the CAR “[pro-

pounded] a history of progress in which non-Aboriginal Australians had repu-

diated the past by redressing its wrongs” (248). As a result, the CAR created

the sense that it was the final stage of reconciliation, and that any wrongs

were historical and had already been addressed. In this way, present-day
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on-going wrongs were effectively glossed over or understood as anachronis-

tic hang-overs from the less progressive past which would shortly disappear.

The Liberal-Labour political contests in the 1990s and 2000s make this nar-

rative of progress all the more persuasive. Though Labour’s victory in 2007

seemed like a win for reconciliation which had been set back by the Liberals,

this surface disagreement obscures the more fundamental opinion shared by

both parties regarding Australia as modern, progressive, and unitary, and

now fully educated about its grim, but thankfully historical, colonial past.

While it may be difficult to countenance, the violence of the relationship

between Australia and the Aboriginal peoples pervades all aspects of society,

as Barta’s connections between wealth and genocide attest. The term vio-

lence here is broad, encompassing many varieties including systemic police

violence; the destruction of families, communities, culture, and environment;

forcible removal; and state sanctioned disenfranchisement and denial of land

rights. It (if something so multi-faceted can be called ‘it’) also goes back over

two centuries to the arrival of the First Fleet in 1788. If slow violence is mul-

tiple, occurring on a variety of scales and at a variety of speeds, man-made,

and unjust, then the treatment of Aboriginal people by settlers, colonial ad-

ministrations in Britain and in Australia, and by Australian administrations,

seems a perfect illustration of such. While the formal reconciliation process

appeared to address injustice, it worked to reinforce the unjust hierarchical
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ordering of society by making the present seem both inevitable and more

just than the past. Disturbingly, this consolidation of the status quo was

framed as a pedagogical exercise. Knowing about the past was presented as

achieving a form of justice, or at least redress for past injustices. Armed with

the knowledge of their shared history, Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people

could continue in stable economic prosperity, reassured that Australia is a

progressive place which gives everyone a fair go. Rudd’s apology, the apogee

of the reconciliation process, is the exemplary instance of a non-aboriginal

education in and acknowledgement of past wrongs which have now been ad-

dressed, allowing the whole nation to move forward together, but the CAR’s

priority on making injustice visible should also give us pause. Young argues

for a postcolonial politics of knowledge and visibility where visibility makes

it possible to redress injustice. The CAR’s agenda, and Rudd’s apology, col-

lapse the distinction between visibility and justice. By making the colonial

past visible to settler Australians, justice is being done. However, at the

same time, demands for a treaty or redress for genocide seem excessive or

implausible, or no longer pertinent given the successful implementation of

the national reconciliation process.

These are the circumstances which shaped Gould’s Book of Fish and to

which it responds. Though this is an invidious situation where justice ap-

pears to have been done such that any further demands appear extreme or
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mis-guided, Gould’s Book of Fish is not a bleak novel, unlike Macauley’s

The Cook. The novels are different in that where The Cook describes Zac’s

transformation into someone incapable of agape, Gould’s Book of Fish’s Billy

Gould undergoes this process in reverse. Initially, Billy views the settlers and

guards in Van Diemen’s Land as “the bastard and idiot issue of the Old World

who through theft & terror thought they had a right to rule the new” (134).

“Which, I ought to add,” he notes, “they did. It’s the only way anyone ever

got to rule & I for one didn’t seek to argue with it, only to derive a small

living on its fringes” (134). But Billy alters, or is altered, such that he can’t

abide this organisation of society, ruled by those who assume that they alone

have the right to rule. Flanagan’s novel retains a sense of optimism about the

possibility not of redemptive revolution or transformation, but of the always-

existing though never-guaranteed possibility of metamorphosis both of the

individual and of society. That is, in Gould’s Book of Fish, Flanagan imag-

ines a slow politics to counter the slow violence of the relationship between

Australia and the Aboriginal people who lived there first. The possibility of

metamorphosis Flanagan explores shares some similarities with the promise

born of love that Animal intuits in Animal’s People, but Sinha’s novel main-

tains a distinction between the Khaufpuris and the Kampani’s employees and

the corrupt politicians. Animal’s people are those who have been poisoned.

This distinction makes perfect sense for Sinha’s novel where the nature of
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the Kampani’s crime against the Khaufpuris, and the corrupt government’s

failure to protect the Khaufpuris’ interests are both clear. That is, the prob-

lem is not so much figuring out what justice might look like as in securing

justice. Flanagan’s novel is more like Desai’s in that it sees the harm of

the settlement of Tasmania as inherited by all Tasmanians though they bear

it differently and to different degrees. The novel insists on the connections

between then and now, between relative wealth and poverty, and between

relative security and vulnerability against a dominant narrative that asserts

that education about the harms of the past is a sufficient form of justice and

that, as a result of this education, the present has become the best of all

possible worlds. The questions that Sai asks: “but the child shouldn’t be

blamed for a father’s crime . . . . But should the child therefore also enjoy the

father’s illicit gain?” (199); and that the judge asks: “Purity of answer was

a false quest. How far back could you go, straightening things out?” (57),

are the questions Flanagan asks in Gould’s Book of Fish. For Gould’s Book

of Fish, it’s not clear what justice might look like; further, thanks to the

national reconciliation process, there’s a prevailing idea that the injustice of

the past has been redressed.

Rancière’s work on la police and la politique proved to be very helpful

in framing the politics of Gould’s Book of Fish. Rancière’s term la police is

commonly translated as ‘policing’ or ‘the police order’, while la politique ap-
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pears as ‘politics’ in English. My contention is that the connections between

then and now made by the CAR, the Liberal Coalition, and Rudd’s apology

which strove for maximum consensus are what Rancière calls policing, but

which he also refers to as the commonsense or the consensus. For Rancière,

we are always, everywhere, living within this commonsense. Policing “does

not refer to the repression or the disciplining of bodies. Nor is it solely the

affair of the state apparatus” (Rancière, “Un” 561). It is a broader concept

than this which includes the activities of the police themselves, but also en-

compasses policy-making, the workings of both bureaucrats and politicians,

and also those who influence bureaucrats and politicians, such as lobbyists,

the media, and public opinion; what Flanagan calls the new class emerging in

Australian public life. The police order “aims to fix what is visible and what

is not, what can be said about that given and what not” (Rancière, “Un”

561). Or, the police order is “an order of the visible and the sayable (pred-

icated on a division between ruler and ruled) that sees that . . . this speech

is understood as discourse and another as noise” (Rancière, Disagreement

29; quoted in Schaap 260). The police order counts or “names any order

of hierarchy”; it is the “dividing up and making visible the various parts of

the social order” (Chambers 306). This hierarchy justifies and perpetuates

itself in two connected ways. The first is that the police order is a way of

accounting for everything which “excludes the possibility of any supplement”
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(Chambers 307). New members, types, or identities can be included in the

order, can be fitted into its taxonomy, but the way of ordering which deter-

mines where each new entity belongs is unquestionable because it purports to

have accounted for everything. Thus, if a new identity needs to be accounted

for, there can be a redistribution which nevertheless keeps the logic of the

taxonomy in place. Rancière puts it like this: “Consensus says: there is a

multiplicity of groups, interests, values and aspirations for our society, but

there is only one sensory reality that is given to all of us in the same way,

only one sense that can be made of that given reality, and only one particular

set of possibilities allowed by it” (Rancière, “Un” 566). Rancière gave this

particular definition in Parliament House in Canberra in 2006. It’s telling

that on this occasion he emphasises the time of the police order. Elsewhere,

he speaks about the identities the commonsense designates, or the spaces it

organises. In Australia’s parliament, he describes the commonsense as con-

taining a number of different groups and interests, but underlying these is

a uniform idea regarding what is possible. This evokes the heated public

debate over symbolic vs. pragmatic reconciliation in Australia while the de-

mands for a treaty or for a recognition of Aboriginal genocide fell out of the

discussion.

The commonsense which has a place for everything and puts everything

in its place might not be so bad, except that it is inequitable and unjust;
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people are valued differently within it, and these differences purport to be

given, inevitable and completely reasonable. Rancière notes that there is a

classical and a modern form of the police order’s hierarchical distribution.

The classical form “affirmed a clear separation between two categories of

human beings,” one of whom was politically capable (and therefore able to

rule) and one who was not (and was ruled) (Rancière, “Un” 563). Men,

“freed from the encroachments of private life and economic necessity” made

up the first category, with everyone else, “namely women and workers,” in

the second (563). In the modern period, this barrier has been dismantled,

“everyone is supposed to be included in the political community” (563). But

in the modern iteration of the police order, political capability is not, as it

turns out, equally distributed amongst everyone. Most people, lacking the

requisite expertise to be political, have only the capacity to confirm, through

voting, “the competence of those whose birth, economic power, knowledge or

experience gives an entitlement to deal with the complexity of public affairs”

(563). Those who have the expertise to deal with public affairs do so, and it

follows that those who are not doing so must not have the requisite expertise.

Thus, the police order seeks to naturalise the inequality of the social order,

though as Chambers points out “there is nothing natural about inequality”

(319). The stories Sid sells, the ones which reassure the tourists that they are

safe and their consciences clean, are an aspect of the police order. But the
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unease which these stories assuage attests to both the bad faith of the police

order and the possibility that politics can disrupt and alter it, although not

overcome it.

If the police order is the order of the visible and the sayable, then politics,

for Rancière, is what disrupts the commonsense. Thinking about identity, we

can understand politics not as a redistribution resulting from the introduction

of another group into the multiplicity; it is “a displacement or break in a given

set of places and identities,” and it occurs “when there is something wrong

in the picture, when something is not in the right place . . . when we don’t

know how to designate what we see, when a name no longer suits the thing or

character that it names” (Rancière, “Un” 560). Politics is the moment of the

introduction of a supplement into the police order that it cannot account for;

politics thus reveals the falseness of not only the police order’s claim to have

accounted for everything, but also its method of counting. The police order

is not infallible, complete, or exhaustive, and therefore it can be questioned

and altered. Other futures are possible. Politics demonstrates that the police

order, far from being natural or inevitable, is both unjust and contingent,

but it can therefore always be different. Thus, another way of describing

politics is that it is the “processing of a wrong” (Rancière quoted in Schaap

260). The wrong of the police order is the instantiation and rationalisation

of inequality.
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For Rancière, politics doesn’t have equality as its object; rather, it is a

testament to a fundamental already existing equality. This is distinct from,

for example, liberal political reason which assumes that there is a potential

for equality provided the remainder can be improved. Hence the authoritar-

ian side of liberal political reason, and the unequal social order which persists

alongside the claim that liberal political reason is egalitarian. By contrast,

politics occurs in the midst of an unequal social order and draws attention

to the inequality that underpins the police order. Politics shows that the in-

equality which justifies the division between ruler and ruled, between the free

and the remainder, the same inequality the police order purports to amelio-

rate through authoritarian means is not pre-given but created by the police

order. Politics is not the substantiation of equality, but the verification of the

principle of equality. As “politics is the staking out of a speaking position

that is not made available by a police order,” a political event, because it

goes against the shared commonsense, the purportedly single sensory reality,

is not immediately recognisable as making any sort of sense and “can only

be perceived as noise” (Schaap 260).

As the police order is the distribution of identities and competencies,

the political subject is one that comes into being through dis-identification,

through the rejection of a given identity, and is thus both “supplementary”

and “unstable” (Rancière, “Un” 563). This is not dissimilar to Hallward’s
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description of subjectivation as the on-going but never guaranteed process of

transforming determining forces into indeterminate ones. As for the place or

sphere of politics: it can be anywhere, it has no proper place precisely because

it is a disruption of proper placement. “There is dissensus [politics],” says

Rancière, “when we don’t know how to designate what we see, when a name

no longer suits the thing or the character that it names. A dissensus is thus

an aesthetic matter. It is a matter of poetic invention. . . . There is a poetics

of politics which consists in inventing cases of dissensus” (560). Rancière

argues that poetic invention can take the form of the rejection of a particular

identity. However, it can also reframe time, specifically a consensus about

the only possible future for a particular polity. Poetic invention “[substitutes]

a topography of the redistribution of the possible and a multiplicity of lines

of temporality for the order of time prescribing the impossible” (Rancière,

“Politics to Aesthetics” 23).

Despite the contests over symbolic vs. pragmatic reconciliation, Lib-

eral, Labour, and the CAR agreed that reconciliation was subsumed within

a nation-building framework that assumed a single Australian nation-state,

and in the process injustice was positioned as either historical or anachronis-

tic. A poetic intervention would upset this pre-determination, making other

outcomes possible, though not guaranteeing them. It’s important to note

that poetic invention does not imagine a utopian place of perfect equality,
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as this is another way of framing time around a certain outcome. It is not

a replacement of the police order, but a displacement from within it. It is a

renegotiation of the given, but this is an on-going process, not a final destina-

tion. Gould’s Book of Fish is such an invention. It is the type of disruption

Sid refers to when he describes stories in which both the listener and the

teller appear as accomplices escaping the status quo.

Like Filthy Rich, The Cook, and to a certain extent Animal’s People,

Gould’s Book of Fish is not so much social realism as a thought experiment

exaggerating and extrapolating from a present which purports to be devel-

oped, successful, the best of all possible worlds. For Gould’s Book of Fish,

this present is Australia at the centenary of its federation. The novel is set in

present day Tasmania, which is characterised as bland and fearful, and in the

Van Diemen’s Land of the 1820s and 30s which appears to be historically ac-

curate in being a “terrifying place” (Madley 78). If the formal reconciliation

process framed time such that the present seemed to be the moment when

Australia, having been educated about the grim past, finally transcended it

and become true to itself as a modern, predictable, and profitable place, the

novel suggests that the terrifying Van Diemen past persists in present-day

Tasmania. Similarly to The Inheritance of Loss, The Cook, Filthy Rich, and

Animal’s People, Gould’s Book of Fish connects the invisibility of ongoing,

everyday injustice to the consumption of certain predictable, endlessly re-
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producible narratives which comfort and insulate their readers. In addition

to this, these narratives purport to be complete, in the sense of being all-

encompassing and also finished. Any alternative way of understanding the

world, or arranging it, is not so much wrong as implausible. This is espe-

cially the case where, as in Australia, a national reconciliation process with

a pedagogical focus has created the impression that any injustice is histori-

cal and that learning about past injustices is a form of redress and closure.

In challenging its readers to imagine what is lacking in this reassuring, im-

prisoning story, Gould’s Book of Fish introduces not new information, but

an alternative way of thinking about the individual, society, and the world.

This is not the same as imagining a different world, though that may be the

desired outcome. Flanagan doesn’t offer a utopia; instead, through insisting

on both the on-going awfulness of the colonial past and the extraordinary

nature of people and the world, the novel makes connections with then and

now. Flanagan’s characters, Billy and Sid, as a result of being confronted

with the beauty and the ugliness which appears to define Australia, are able

to imagine something other than a bland, empty, and fearful, present, and

to create a sense of self intertwined with others. 1

Briefly, Sid, though disparaging of the tourists, continues to make and sell

1Flanagan is not the only author to identify beauty intermixed with ugliness as
quintessentially Australian. See Robin Boyd’s The Australian Ugliness (2010) and Tsi-
olkas’ introduction.
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fake antiques to them until he finds hidden at the back of an antique shop

a motley collection of papers and paintings loosely bound together which

appear to be an old convict journal written by one Billy Gould. Sid realises

that the paintings are replicas of those in a sketchbook, Gould’s Sketchbook

of Fishes, currently housed in the State Library of Tasmania. The Sketchbook

of Fishes was commissioned by an amateur naturalist, and created around

1832 by William Beulow Gould, an historical convict, artist, and con-artist.

Convicts were not allowed to keep written accounts of their experiences, and

the novel itself purports to be Billy Gould’s own forbidden account of his time

on Sarah Island; it contains not only his paintings, but also the story that is

missing from the sketchbook in the State Library. Though initially tempted

to cannibalise the book and sell the paintings, Sid becomes fascinated by it,

and particularly by “the refusal of its story to end.” each time he opens the

book, he finds a slip of paper, or a section of writing he hadn’t noticed before,

“that would force [him] to rethink the whole in an entirely changed light”

(24). However, Sid is the only one who appreciates the book of fish. He takes

it to a historian who he thinks will be fascinated by the find, but the historian

dismisses the journal out of hand as an elaborate fake, and Sid realises that

the historian “looked for truth in facts and not in stories, that history for him

was no more than the pretext for a rueful fatalism about the present . . . [he

was] prone to a shallow nostalgia that would inevitably give way to a sense
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that life was mundane as he was himself” (20). The tourists want stories that

will bolster their security, but the historian wants stories that will confirm his

most cynical suspicions. In different ways, both want stories which confirm

what they have already decided is possible, making both in slightly different

ways a part of that police order, which perpetuates inequality by implying

that the status quo is either or both safe and inevitable; anything else is

either an unthinkable risk or a delusional fantasy. For the historian, the

journal Sid finds is something out of place that he dismisses as mere noise.

Sid, by contrast, finds that Billy’s journal is the fulfillment for a craving

he didn’t know that he had. One night, the book dissolves into a puddle

of water, leaving Sid devastated. He then does his very best to reconstruct

from memory the book that he read, but did not fully understand or finish,

paintings and all, and this is the frame narrative whereby we are introduced

to Sid’s memory of Billy’s journal.

If Billy’s journal ends up being a protean, never-ending story, this is not

how it begins. Initially, Billy wants very much to tell an all-encompassing

story that is capable of capturing the full truth of his life and Macquarrie

Harbour, but he struggles to find the correct mode. Tongue firmly in cheek,

he informs us that before he started writing, he asked his cell-mate:

How might I commence such a mighty chronicle? By singing a

new genesis? By singing of fish & of the man, fated to be an

exile, who long since left the land of the English and & came to
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Van Diemen’s Land to this island gaol; & how great suffering by

land and by sea at the hands of gods thought long dead because

his crimes demanded that he suffer retribution in the same coin?

(52)

When he first dismisses the epic mode, it appears to be because of the quali-

ties of the place in which they all find themselves. As Billy asks disparagingly,

“who would ever wish to sing this country anew?” (53). But very quickly

we see that it is not Tasmania that is the problem. Rather, Old World forms

can’t be used to sing this new country into being. Instead, comparison with

the Old World becomes “the same dreary story,” one informing convicts like

Billy “you guilty & you are to blame” and thus serving only to “paint the

bars anew & imprison you & yours forever after, gleefully singing and paint-

ing: Less! Less! Less!” (53 original emphasis). Finding the epic mode

unsuitable, Billy resolves instead to tell what he calls “the dirty truth” (53).

Billy’s desire to tell this dirty truth of Tasmania becomes even more acute

when he accidentally breaks into the prison library and finds the pristine

official record of the place which is being kept for posterity. He finds that the

archive is a detailed, exhaustive, authentic-seeming rendering of the penal

colony, but one which depicts the bloody violence of the prison system as a

perfectly rational and progressive society. If this is how the penal colony is

remembered, Billy fears that “he and everybody he knew were being con-

demned to an eternity of imprisonment” (290).
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In order to pre-empt this, Billy breaks out of prison, intending to deliver

the archive to the bush ranger, Matt Brady, figured as a revolutionary hero.

Billy is initially sure that Matt will correct the archive and thus avenge

history. At this stage, Billy’s idea of telling ‘the dirty truth’ is to expunge

errors and add the missing pieces, thus making the archive whole. In other

words, Billy chooses Romance as the mode to counter the failures of Epic.

This is a logical choice for someone seeking vindication. As David Scott has

argued, Romance is the narrative form favoured by anticolonialists because

it is a narrative form which tells a story of redemption, and overcoming.

Such stories, Scott says, “largely depend upon a certain (utopian) horizon

toward which the emancipationist history is imagined to be moving” (Scott,

8). Having been found in the wilderness and dragged back to the prison

by the guards, Billy is sentenced to death by hanging. At the moment of

his death in the mid 1800s, Billy somehow transforms into a fish who has

an impossible lifespan and ends up in a fish tank gazing solemnly out at

Sid’s Tasmania which he describes as “a utopia desecrated, . . . a hell that

could be obliterated only by a determined amnesia” (372). Before his re-

capture by the guards and his (un)fortunate transformation into a fish, Billy

realises that, like the prison archive, stories of redemption and overcoming

can become prisons of their own when they purport to be complete, to tell

the whole of the story with everything in its new place. This resonates with
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the GNLF as depicted in The Inheritance of Loss : a change appears to have

happened, but it’s a change of place on the unjust social hierarchy, when

what’s needed is a different way of organising society.

In his arduous trek across the Transylvanian wilderness, it slowly dawns

on Billy that the archive is terrible not just for its imagining of the world as

“a system in which one was accorded an ignoble but necessary part” (288)

but because it is in effect a book with “the obscene ambition of becoming

the world” (291). While dragging the prison archive behind him and slowly

starving to death in the wilderness, Billy has a terrifying moment where

he realises that along with the archive, he is somehow also carrying Sid

Hammet’s version of the book of fish which appears to contain Billy himself.

As Billy reads of the experiences he had just a moment before, he feels

“entrapped in a book, a character whose future as much as his past is already

written, determined, foretold, as unalterable as it was intolerable.” (336). He

“tries desperately to avoid the conclusion that if this book of fish was a history

of the settlement, it might also be its prophecy” (337). To prevent himself

being fixed in this way, and this prophecy from being enacted, Billy burns the

book of fish along with the prison archive. He has realised that Matt Brady

cannot transform either the archive or the book of fish into a final utopian

version of Van Diemen’s Land. Rather, as Billy reiterates throughout the

novel, the trick is to remember that while the world contains an alphabet, an
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alphabet cannot contain the world which is itself “an act of creation, for good

or bad, in which people constantly reinvent themselves” (288). That is, Billy

doesn’t eschew stories altogether. Instead, he distinguishes between stories

that imprison by purporting to be a complete account and stories that make

no such claim; it’s not that these other stories offer a different and better

version of the world so much as that they suggest that the world cannot

be completely accounted for and that there are always other ways that it

could be. Billy relentlessly mocks any use of art as cultural capital or proof

of national authenticity, but he insists that there is a fascinating, troubling

element to painting and stories. Stories, for example, have a disquieting

tendency to take possession of one, as Sid discovers. But, having done so,

they don’t take you anywhere. As Billy says, “at best, a picture, a book are

only open doors inviting you into an empty house, & once inside, you just

have to make the rest up as well as you can” (46). This state of making your

self up, or metamorphosis, is connected in the novel to an awareness of the

world as extraordinary, as unable to be fully accounted for. Billy describes

the Transylvanian wilderness in these terms as “unfolding before my eyes

into something beyond words” (317).

The Transylvanian trek occurs towards the end of the novel. Here, the

novel makes most explicit the themes it has been elaborating all along. It

connects the extraordinariness of the world with the capacity for metamor-
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phosis. Billy’s metamorphosis is at once a response to the extraordinariness

of the world and an example of it. Here, the novel also makes very clear the

distinction between extraordinariness and metamorphosis on the one hand

and banality and imprisonment on the other, as well as the capacity of sto-

ries to contribute to either condition. Thus the novel bears out Rancière’s

argument that “there is no issue or sphere that is inherently political and

politics’ guiding principle of equality is not essentially political” (Schaap

260). Similarly, the political subject does not pre-exist the political event,

but comes into being through a process of dis-identification, of rejecting the

identity given by the police order. This is exactly the opposite of the liberal

political reason that Hindess explains where a normative process of subjec-

tivation is assumed. Individuals become subjects (with the capacity to be

political amongst other things) through engaging in market relations, and

authoritarian rule is justified in so far as it endows subjects of improvement

with the capacity to engage in market relations. But, as Peter Hallward

argues, “although we all have . . . the potential to become subjects — i.e. to

become free of determination, to begin thinking in our own right — still the

process of becoming is irreducible. There is no subjective norm, there is no

norm, or normalisable state of subjective being.” (49). In Rancière’s terms,

“a process of dis-identification is what creates a political subject” (“Un”

561). Rancière gives examples of (unstable) political subjects who emerged

316



CHAPTER 5. IMAGINING WHAT’S LACKING

through a process of dis-identification, such as the writers of workers’ po-

etry in nineteenth-century France and the young French students protesting

in Paris in May 1968 whose slogan was “we are all German Jews” (561–564

“Un”). What Richard Flanagan’s novel explores is the change in Billy Gould,

who when he is first transported to Van Diemen’s Land “always maintained

that the best way of battling power is to agree,” and who knows that far from

“bring[ing] forth its opponents as the rain does grass,” tyranny is compelling,

because “for every tyrant born so too are a thousand men willing to be en-

slaved” (65–67). Thus Billy becomes someone who breaks out of a prison

cell on an impossible journey to try to liberate Van Diemen’s Land from the

way it will be remembered. Flanagan, literally and literarily, re-visits the

originary wrong of the settling of Tasmania to attest to the equality denied

there in the hopes of altering the police order in the present.

With his focus on figuring out a new way to tell the story of Van Diemen’s

Land, Billy is similar to Animal, who stubbornly and deliberately resists be-

ing framed as a victim, or to the protagonist of Filthy Rich, who creates and

then upsets his implied (and perhaps actual) readers’ preconceptions. Ani-

mal’s People and Gould’s Book of Fish differ in that Sinha’s novel ends on a

point of deliberate unease: the promise born of love is not one that is being

kept by the Kampani or the corrupt local officials who are promise-breakers

rather than promise-keepers, and the novel asks but doesn’t provide any an-
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swers about how they might come to see themselves as sharing in the plight

of the poisoned Khaufpuris, even though they perpetuate or benefit from the

situation as it is. Animal’s People is the story of someone who has been

wronged. Despite representations of himself as either worthless or helpless,

Animal comes up with his own theory of the individual’s relationship with the

community: he imagines the very different actors in a community as different

notes which together create harmony, and he hypothesises that each person

plays her part, or keeps her promise, because of a sense of agape. Flanagan’s

Gould’s Book of Fish is for the most part the story of Billy Gould who, while

not being an utter villain, sins as much as he is sinned against. Though Billy

is not on a par with Sinha’s Minister for Poison Affairs for either influence

or corruption, he makes his accommodations with power happily enough in

the hopes of flourishing at best and surviving at least. This difference means

that though Flanagan, like Sinha, is concerned with imagining a subject ca-

pable of agency who exists within a political community, Gould’s Book of

Fish is concerned not with asserting the possibility of agency for someone

who has been oppressed, but with how it might be that oppressed and op-

pressors might both come together to address the wrong upon which their

commonsense is predicated. Flanagan rejects the Australian reconciliation

process, but beyond merely rejecting reconciliation for failing to provide ad-

equate justification as to why those who happen to be in proximity to each
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other should look to the same law and political institutions to secure their

basic rights, the novel also considers what might amount to adequate justi-

fication in a context where nation-building is generally accepted as all the

justification required. In other words, it tries to consider how to answer a

question that hasn’t even been raised by the police order and in doing so it

shows that the future the police order imagines is not inevitable, and that

the police order itself is not as firmly grounded as it claims.

Billy cannot reconcile himself to the horrors of the penal colony. This is

to say that, having initially just got on with making a living for himself on

the edges of the vast injustice which was the colonisation of Tasmania, he

begins to find its foundation unacceptable. What prompts him to this point

is a sense of agape, a loving connection or decision to involve the self with the

lives of others. In Billy’s case, his sense of agape extends to the landscape

in which he finds himself and its non-human inhabitants. It’s in his painting

of the fish and his relationship with Twopenny Sal that the novel introduces

both the idea of agape, its conception of the principle of equality, and the

awareness of a fundamental wrong as being the necessary conditions for a

sense of the extraordinary and the capacity for metamorphosis, which are

the ways this novel invents politics, or the dissensus which transforms the

police order from within, and through its own terms.

Billy is a thief who also knows how to paint, mostly imitating the style of
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the Old Masters to sell to those aspiring to be nouveau riche. He’s convicted

of forgery, however, and Lempriere, the prison surgeon and an amateur natu-

ralist, assumes that Billy will be capable of painting natural specimens such

as fish. While Billy is a perfectly good imitator of other people’s paintings,

he finds that he cannot paint fish. They are far too complicated, they are

simply beyond him. But the alternative to painting fish is hard labour, so

Billy makes a go of it. Stuck with the apparently impossible task of paint-

ing a porcupine fish, he starts to paint a caricature of Lempriere. He then

adds some spikes, and presents the painting to Lempriere who is delighted

with Billy’s efforts, finding them true to life. Thereafter, every fish Billy

paints for Lempriere is a warped imitation of a person. In his quest to cap-

ture the natural world by creating a perfect, and perfectly organised, replica

of it, Lempriere has in fact surrounded himself with entirely human images

that he doesn’t recognise as such. Billy’s porcupine fish is analogous to the

prison archive and Sid’s antiques. It confirms a commonsense world-view,

which is to say it panders to pre-conceptions and assuages insecurities by re-

confirming the status quo. But if Lempriere is satisfied with Billy’s paintings,

Billy is more and more disquieted by the fish, and he finds that he cannot

confine himself to catering to Lempriere’s preconceptions or his requirements

that Billy produce comprehensive, authoritative images, each representative

of a particular species, to fit into a larger system of classification. Billy finds
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that the fish refuse to be known in this way. For example, one of his early

efforts is a kelpy, but he finds that as he paints the kelpy, he is painting a

number of other things, such as the gruesome death of a fellow-convict, the

story of the Haitian slave-uprisings, his own fear; and yet, at the same time,

all these things are also, inexplicably, the single dying kelpy. It is not that the

kelpy itself or the painting of the kelpy is allegorical, a representation of an

event or a person more important than and separate from itself. It is almost

the opposite. The kelpy in itself is too complex for Billy to apprehend, and it

is also connected with everything else. Billy knows neither where to start nor

how to finish painting. Despite his inability to paint the fish as is required of

him, he becomes infatuated with them and the process of painting and finds

that the pursuit of the extraordinary, with things that defy commonsense, is

itself extraordinary.

Billy talks about the natural world and stories and paintings as having

the capacity to take one beyond oneself, of being opaque and impossible

to fully account for, as delightful yet terrifying. While this might suggest

a Romantic attitude, Billy has no concept of the sublime, revelling in the

earthy rather than the transcendent. Billy focuses on the earthy and even

the sordid, rather than trying to find a point of view from a distance. He

rejects landscape painting in favour of the still life because “the truth is never

far away, but up close in the dirt, in the vile details of slime & scale & filth,
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along with the Devil, along with the angels, . . . & us” (93). Billy himself is

the furthest thing possible from a heroic, solitary, revolutionary artist. He

is if anything a picaro: lowly, grubby, corrupted, selfish, and cynical. As he

frankly admits, he has ended up not on a heroic quest but embroiled in “a

venture as quixotic as it [is] infinite” (90). Not only is Billy not solitary, but

in his quixotic venture he realises that he is inextricably involved with the

lives of other people, and that this involvement itself is extraordinary in that

it is on-going, terrifying, delightful, and overwhelming. Billy’s relationship

with the woman he knows as Twopenny Sal and ‘the Mulatto’ is a good

illustration of this.

Sal is the Commandant’s personal whore, but Billy sneakily avails himself

of her services when he can. Thanks to some initial anthropological othering,

he initially sees her as different, and he knows what he needs to know about

her to enjoy himself: “that she was black; that she was for my pleasure; &

that I could make love to her without consequence” (275). However, though

he “began with certainty,” he “ended in doubt, both as to who she was &,

even more shockingly, as to who (he) was” (275). He begins to love her, but

as he does so, she becomes “more mysterious” to him. He realises that he

has no idea about her desires or motivations, or even her given name. This

involves a terrible sadness, as it neither absolves nor separates him from

the violence of the penal settlement. It is not a Romantic redemptive love,
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relying on “the idea that the world had shrunk down to just two people”

(274). Just as it does not occur within a private space untouched by politics,

so the love Billy feels is more agape than eros. The moment when Billy’s view

of the woman changes is when he has met her in a filthy, dilapidated hut,

and painted a fish onto her body before they begin to have sex. He notices:

“on one wrist a large silver bangle, on the other a large unlanced boil. Lice

crawling up her arm and onto a cowfished breast; this sight of one body

ceding to others, of the inevitable advance of death and at the same time its

transformation into new life struck me as terrible and wonderful. Nothing

was reconciled: everything was beautiful” (275). Billy is not encountering

some ineffable Other here; there is no sense of the sublime, the other-worldly,

or the imposition of any absolute and impossible ethical demand. This is an

embodied encounter during which Billy begins to be attentive to her rather

than to his own desires, and to see that far from being simply ‘for his pleasure’

she is a person in the same way that he is; that is to say, he becomes aware

that she is extraordinary. In the moment of realising this, he begins to see

that he can no longer treat her as an object; as he changes in relationship with

her, his own certainties about himself become unstuck. That is, as he changes

in relationship with her, he himself becomes different. In Billy’s awareness

that he has been treating something extraordinary as if it were mundane,

and in his love for the Aboriginal woman, Flanagan seems to explore how
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through an awareness of the wonderful and the terrible (or we might say of

equality and its denial), the oppositional identities of ‘settler and ‘aboriginal’,

‘convict’ and ‘guard’ might metamophose into something else. That is to say,

Billy begins a process of dis-identification, rejecting the identity given to him

by the police order; this rejection is by definition political.

Billy and the Aboriginal woman illustrate the limiting nature of the iden-

tities given to them. In Billy’s case, convict; and in the woman’s case, Aborig-

inal. The Commandant calls the Aboriginal woman ‘the Mulatto’ and claims

that she is from the Cape in South Africa, because a mixed-blood woman

from Africa is more exotic and appealing than an Aboriginal one. Other

people, perhaps out of earshot of the Commandant, call her Twopenny Sal.

This may be because that’s what she charges; but the name could also sig-

nify her mulatto status, and it may refer to her two-timing the Commandant.

Sal is double and unreliable in that she presents herself as both Cape Malay

and Aboriginal. The name is perhaps ironic, as both the Commandant and

Billy think they have the measure of her, only it turns out that neither is

able to fully account for her. Billy’s initial view of her is informed by racist

stereotypes about Aboriginality: she is dependent on alcohol, she’s promis-

cuous, she is there to be used. But the woman known as both the Mulatto

and Twopenny Sal walks away from both of these names. Billy himself in-

creasingly feels that he cannot be described fully as either a victim or an
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oppressor. “Do you think I was only gaoled?”, he asks before beginning a

long Ginsbergian passage where he says of himself amongst other things:

I too was the gaoler. Do you think to keep my own hide unflogged

I never lied? Never stole off a mate? . . . Do you think I never

informed on a mate? I was both cobber & dobber I liked them &

wept for them when they took them off to be flogged on my false

information. I survived. It was bad & wrong & I may as well be

the cat o’nine tails stripping bark off their backs when I traded

souls for some scraps of food or paint. I gave away all I needed

. . . I cradled their broken bodies dying. I kissed their suppurating

boils. 261

In being all of these things, Billy says “I was Australia” (261). Here Billy

rejects any simplistic history of Australia which would like to forget the

gaolers and the convicts and remember only mateship and the extension of

a helping-hand. Billy claims here that the gaolers, those who made their

accommodations with power, and the mates are not only all of a piece, but

were sometimes the same people, as the undifferentiated use of ‘they’ in the

above excerpt illustrates. You can’t have one without the others, Billy insists,

and attempting to remember only one aspect of Australian history fails to

understand how the brutality and inequality of the penal system warped all

of those who inhabited it.

It is the Aboriginal woman who introduces Billy to an alternative identity

which is other than a redistribution of identities within the same sensory

reality. She refers to herself as Palawa and to Billy as numminer. Palawa

325



CHAPTER 5. IMAGINING WHAT’S LACKING

is the name of the Aboriginal people in Tasmania, and numminer refers to

their initial understanding of who the Europeans were, “the ghosts of the

ancestors” (Lehman). In doing so, the Aboriginal woman is articulating a

view of reality as one in which both Palawa and numminer have a shared,

equal existence. “Gould numminer, but long time before you were Palawa,”

the woman says to Billy as they stand next to the burning archive:

And with an outstretched arm she described a vast arc through

the dawning sky above, her pointing finger beginning at me and

ending at the other end of her world pointing down at the charred

earth. . . . Said she ‘Come back, cobber’. (340)

Here, the Palawa woman acts as a fulcrum. Her hand gesture moves in a

sweeping, inclusive arc that contains everything from Billy to the archive

within her version of the world, and it disrupts the hierarchical distinction

between Aboriginal and settler identities. Although Billy, who has for so long

been obsessed with the past, finds that he cannot yet “follow Twopenny Sal

into the future” (340), this is the moment where the novel offers a different

set of Australian identities. Now, this description is risky in two ways. First,

it risks being considered as a sentimental merging into one-ness of two very

different people that is purely symbolic. It also risks being accused of cul-

tural appropriation. This is a novel by a white Tasmanian man featuring an

Aboriginal woman who forgivingly welcomes a settler character into her life-

world. How convenient. With regard to the first risk, I’d say that the novel
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effectively resists sentimentality throughout, preferring the dirty truth, with

its suppurating boils and crawling lice. Reading the Palawa and numminer

identities as sentimental and symbolic fails to keep in mind Billy’s insistence

that if things are wonderful, they are appalling at the same time, and beauty

does not transcend filth. Reading the Palawa and numminer identities as

assimilative is another way of seeing them as a redistribution of identities

rather than a dis-identification. The names have changed, but nothing else

has, and so the status quo perpetuates itself. This type of reading is a famil-

iar form of social critique which “despises the displacements of positions at

the surface, and looks at the ‘real’ process which stands behind or beneath”

(Rancière, “Un” 565). By “unmasking the tricks and disguises of domina-

tion,” such a reading reveals the reality of the situation. I’ll talk more about

this specifically when I conclude with some thoughts on the capacities of fic-

tion and politics as more than an intervention making the invisible visible.

Here, I’d suggest that a reading of Flanagan’s Palawa and numminer as a

(perhaps unwitting?) mask of domination and that therefore he is simply a

dupe creating more of the same isn’t plausible given the novel’s attentiveness

to the way in which stories can imprison.

Against a view of the world as static, accounted, for, and complete, Flana-

gan’s novel privileges metamorphosis which stems from the sense of being

possessed by an extraordinary, delightful, scary sense of interconnection, or

327



CHAPTER 5. IMAGINING WHAT’S LACKING

perhaps that this sense is the metamorphosis. Even the novel’s structure is

metamorphic. It is episodic with peculiar interconnections; as it purports

to be a journal, it is initially narrated from Sid and then Billy’s limited

first person point of view; but Billy appears to have impossible knowledge

of other characters’ points of view, and then starts to refer to himself in

the third person, acquiring a prophetic vision at the same time. Billy dies

twice in the novel, once in the wilderness and once on the gallows, except

that he also survives both deaths. The frame narrative that Sid sets up in

the first chapter dissolves away at the end, and we are left in present day

Hobart Town unsure if the narrator has been Billy, Sid, a weedy sea dragon,

or some combination of the three; the novel’s Afterword reveals that, accord-

ing to the Colonial Secretary’s Correspondence File, Billy’s aliases include

Sid Hammet, as well as four of the novel’s other major characters. Billy, or

perhaps Sid, seems to have been making himself up as he goes along. From a

structural point of view, the novel uses the open-ended faux frame-narrative

to tuck the past firmly within the present, and by the end of the novel, it has

become impossible to separate the two time periods at all, undermining any

notion that the past is something which has been transcended or overcome.

The novel not only privileges metamorphosis, it also undermines any no-

tion of authenticity, much like The Inheritance of Loss and Animal’s People,

and for much the same reasons, if we understand ‘authenticity’ to be a way
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in which the police order justifies its authoritative, complete ordering of the

world. The novel is not dissimilar to Animal’s People in that it makes strong

(if always slightly suspect) initial claims to be an authentic historical artifact.

William Gould was a real person, and the novel refers to several other histor-

ical figures, including Lemprière, Governor Arthur, Matt Brady, John James

Audubon, and George Keats (brother of the more famous John), though as

the historian observes acerbically, the so-called journal “seems to concur with

the known facts only long enough to enter with them into an argument” (16).

The novel purports to be the account of Gould’s time on Sarah Island. As

convicts were strictly forbidden to keep journals, there are passages in the

novel which refer to the extraordinary lengths Gould has to go to in order

to procure the necessary writing materials. The first edition of the novel is

printed in different colours that represent the various substances — human

blood and excrement, fish scales, and ash — Gould used as ink. So, while

being a complete fabrication, the novel draws attention to the supposed ma-

terial conditions of its production, going out of its way to explain how it came

into existence. Gould, not unlike Richardson’s Pamela, gives implausible de-

tails of the small and unlikely locations in which he secrets this voluminous

collection of papers to prevent them being confiscated. In fact, he loses the

first iteration, and reproduces a second version from memory while locked up

in solitary confinement, though there is later some doubt as to whether this
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second version actually existed either. When he is waiting on the gallows to

be hanged after Musha Pug hauls him back from his failed attempt to find

Brady, Billy informs us that he wrote “this book of fish . . . in its entirety in

my mind word for word, which I painted brush stroke for brush stroke in that

instant between when I was of this flesh & when I was not” (393). Further, if

we remember, what we are reading is not Billy’s journal (whichever iteration

of that this may be), but Sid’s memory of Billy’s journal which had dissolved

into a puddle of water. Only Billy burnt Sid’s version along with the prison

archive. Just as Sid finds that the book is never complete, so its original

never seems to have existed. There are no pure beginnings and there are no

final ends, the novel suggests; there is never a moment of completion, tran-

scendence, or conclusion. There is the unfolding now which is extraordinary

and horrifying, yet which could always be different than it is.

Hallward argues that there is no subjective norm, and for Rancière there

is no stable political subject, and no sphere or issue which is inherently polit-

ical. Even if we can read Billy as having become an unstable, not to say fishy,

political subject, what is the point of this model of subjectivation if it is not

replicable? It’s my contention that Gould’s Book of Fish rather than offer-

ing a template for subjectivation does the apparently more difficult task of

imagining how a character, despite the existence of strong determining forces,

might become different. Billy Gould starts out knowing all about tyranny,
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but wants nothing more than to make a living on its edges; this suggests

that while knowledge of the police order may be necessary, it is insufficient

motivation to alter the situation. Billy undergoes a metamorphosis because

of his sense of interconnection with the world. The relationships he has with

the world are violent, objectifying, loving, and delightful. He is aware of

himself as wonderful and horrible in a world that is wonderful and horrible,

and both himself and the world are changeable. This brings me back to the

problems of social critique which seeks to unmask the disguises of domina-

tion, and why it’s necessary for the political project of postcolonialism to be

more than the politics of invisibility.

Rancière observes that social critique is informed by a Marxist under-

standing of ideology:

It rests on the idea that people are subjugated because . . . they

are cheated by the images and fallacies that the machinery of

domination presents to them in order to hide the reality of its

mechanism and prevent them from becoming aware of their real

situation. Therefore the task of the critique was to free subalterns

from their ignorance and illusion by unmasking all the tricks and

disguises of domination, all the fallacies of commodity culture

that made them indulge in the illusion of their free choice. . . . By

so doing, Marxist critique and the critique of culture offered a

number of insights, tools for reflection and energies for protest.

. . . Yet they became huge machineries dedicated to the relentless

demonstration of the omnipotence of the machine and the inca-

pacity of the poor idiots to resist its power. (Rancière, “Un”

565)
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This characterisation of social critique resonates with Bauman’s description

of the masses in liquid modernity, and also the conundrum, then, of how to

alter liquid modernity. Young and Nixon, though more hopeful than Bau-

man regarding the possibilities of social critique, also suggest that dispelling

ignorance and illusion is the central task for postcolonialism. However, as

Rancière notes, this type of social critique risks becoming a “nihilistic wisdom

that demonstrates the irresistible reign of consumerism” and understanding

emancipation as coming about only through “the global negation of the global

logic of the capitalist process” (565). Thus, social critique devotes itself only

to “acquiring knowledge of the global system,” but this results in “a debase-

ment of political dissensuality, which was viewed as the appearance hiding

the logic of the system” (565). It’s this type of logic which would see Flana-

gan’s concept of Palawa and numminer as nothing more than a disguise of

domination because nothing else seems possible. Arguably, the Historian in

Gould’s Book of Fish who rejects the journal as inauthentic noise, and for

whom history “was no more than the pretext for a rueful fatalism about the

present,” is one of the heirs to the critical tradition as Rancière describes it

(20). He sees “a world where all forms of dissensus are swallowed by the big

machine which frames out of them a homogeneous continuum of indifferent

differences and makes any protest a form of commodity or entertainment”

(Rancière, “Un”566). Though Rancière does not say so explicitly, it seems
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that the same assumption about the unequal distribution of capacities which

justifies the inequality of the social hierarchy is present in this form of social

critique when it is completely divorced from “the dissensual logic of emanci-

pation” (565).

In addition to social critique, what’s needed is “an affirmation of ca-

pacity” (565). There is no affirmation of capacity in Lahiri’s “Hema and

Kaushik” or in Macauley’s The Cook. Hema and Kaushik cannot change the

conditions of their lives, they can only wait and try to cope as best they can.

In The Cook, Macauley demonstrates that what might appear to be progress

is in fact destructive on a variety of levels. In the process of showing how

complete Zac’s improvement is, because he is to bright, hard-working, and

educable, Macauley suggests that there is little that can be done to resurrect

the capacity for agape once it has been crushed. But Hamid, Desai, Sinha,

and Flanagan all affirm the capacity of their protagonists to alter what is

given, in however small a way; All of these novels suggest that current cir-

cumstances shape their characters, but have also been shaped by them; the

state of the world is neither inevitable nor unalterable.

Billy through his painting and his relationship with Twopenny Sal, dis-

covers that “one is only ever an awestruck witness to everyday wonder” (372),

and that this everyday is at the same time the Aboriginal woman, the wilder-

ness, the fish, and the paintings of the fish and also the space of brutality,
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violence, exploitation, and massacre. Rather than being despairing or tri-

umphal, the novel is desperately optimistic. It combines an awareness of

both the awful and the extraordinary in order to articulate and embody an

idea of metamorphosis which rejects both closure and predictability, propos-

ing instead that knowledge of the past and the self are always incomplete

projects. While Billy never labours under the delusion that he has created

himself, he shows that he is not fully determined, either. Avoiding either

cynicism or sentimentality, the novel offers a relationally constituted indi-

viduality which while it may not be chosen is also not fixed. This makes it

possible to see the status quo as other than inevitable, and grounds the pos-

sibility that Aboriginal people and settlers can change the identities they’ve

been given. If this individual is neither self-made nor completely determined,

he is constituted through his relationships with others. In doing so it’s of-

fering “not the hope that politics will save us, but that democratic politics

will change what is, will alter what is given” (Chambers 318). Though the

novel attests to the possibility of a slow politics, it doesn’t downplay the

reach and multiplicity of the slow violence which a slow politics might alter.

The novel shows how internal social relations intersect with global capital-

ism, suggesting that it is at this point that colonialism’s legacies of material

inequalities and prejudice are exacerbated by the commodification of history

and the destruction of the environment, thus making it very clear what will
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be lost in the on-going perpetuation of the present. Not uncoincidentally, the

chapter in which Billy Gould contemplates metamorphosis most explicitly is

named after the freshwater crayfish whose Latin name happens to be Asta-

copsis gouldi. The freshwater crayfish is the world’s largest freshwater inver-

tebrate. It is found only in Tasmania and is an endangered species, thanks in

large part to the destruction of its habitat by aggressive clear-felling, a topic

Flanagan mentions in the novel and has written about elsewhere. 2 This

type of symbolism, both witty and poignant, epitomises the novel’s tenor.

Billy watches a crayfish shedding its carapace on the riverbank, and “marvels

at its metamorphosis, at the magical power it has to appear one thing and

become another, its ability to leave behind an image of itself that was no

longer itself” (341).

2see “Out of Control: The Tragedy of Australia’s Forests” in The Monthly vol 2. 2007

335



Chapter 6

Conclusion

With reference to Young and Nixon, I have argued that there is a tacit

method for reading or valuing postcolonial literature where the single most

important element driving political change is the acquisition of knowledge.

Young defines postcolonial studies as a wide-ranging political project that

concerns itself with “imperialism and colonialism in all their different forms”

(20). According to him, the task of postcolonial studies is “to locate the

hidden rhizomes of colonialism’s historical reach, of what remains invisible,

unseen, silent, or unspoken,” to make “the invisible visible so that its injus-

tices can be redressed” (21–23). Nixon’s argument regarding slow violence

is very similar. Nixon argues that slow violence unfolds invisibly, or non-

spectacularly. It is not confined to a single moment or event, and its effects

are both delayed and distanced in time and space. Further, it happens in
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places and to people who, to paraphrase Young, are in a significant sense not

there, they don’t count. Nixon argues that contemporary global politics is as

much about material dominance as the control over appearances, and “the

battle over spectacle becomes especially decisive for public memory — and

for the foresight with which public policy can motivate and execute precau-

tionary measures — when it comes to the attritional casualties claimed, as

at Bhopal, by the forces of slow violence” (66). Creating a compelling vision

of slow violence which draws attention to the inequality and injustice which

cause and exacerbate it is very challenging, as such representations risk “re-

sorting to sentimentality and political moralising as substitutes for arresting

spectacle and narrative tension” (52). For all of these reasons, Nixon argues

that it is difficult but necessary to represent slow violence in a spectacular

way.

Young and Nixon’s method for reading postcolonial literature is informed

by Marxist social critique and is not confined to postcolonial literary studies

alone, as is illustrated by Bauman’s work on liquid modernity. Bauman’s

description of liquid modernity is a felt if elusive aspect of the postcolonial

condition, and is thus very useful as part of the shift in conceptualization

that Young calls for. Mark Davis sums up liquid modernity as dominated

by the processes of globalization and individualisation, which “are related

by the notion that there has emerged a global configuration in which all
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human activity is bonded together by a free-market economic framework

that is utterly beyond the control of individual citizens” (1238). Bauman’s

description of the liquid modern world offers a potential alternative to the

diasporic framework through which postcolonial critics have tended to read

Jhumpa Lahiri’s “Hema and Kaushik” or Kiran Desai’s The Inheritance of

Loss. However, Bauman’s argument is very similar to Young’s and Nixon’s

in the solutions that it proposes for altering liquid modernity such that there

would be a resurgence of interest in the public sphere and a greater number of

the emancipated thinkers capable of seeing beyond the false and temporary

shelters offered by the culture industry.

Where Young urges postcolonial studies to make the ignored visible, Bau-

man identifies the task for emancipated thinkers as resolutely imagining what

does not seem possible within the logic of liquid modernity. In a liquid mod-

ern world, the task of social critique is to explore the opposition between solid

and liquid modernity in order to “[redeem] the hopes of the past” (Adorno

quoted in Bauman 135). This task is “a testimony to the transience of frus-

tration and the duration of hope, to the indestructibility of possibility and

the frailty of adversities” (143). Social critique practised by emancipated

individuals is the only way of altering the conditions of liquid modernity,

and it’s the critical pedagogy of already emancipated thinkers which creates

other emancipated thinkers: “The fates of freedom, of democracy that makes
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it possible while being made possible by it, and of education which breeds

dissatisfaction with the levels of both freedom and democracy achieved thus

far, are inextricably connected and not to be detached from one another”

(14). Only it seems that education has become uncoupled from freedom and

democracy. Rather than being a way of becoming an emancipated thinker, it

is the gateway to a job. Bauman even distinguishes between intellectuals who

are emancipated thinkers, and the knowledge classes who have used their ed-

ucation to hoist themselves into the upper echelons of the light and sprightly

liquid modern elite. So, while Bauman identifies the need for education, he

also shows how it is increasingly captured by liquid modernity, thus resulting

in the perpetuation of the same. The conundrum is that though emancipated

thinkers will change the conditions of liquid modernity, the conditions of liq-

uid modernity have vitiated even education itself, which is no longer critical

pedagogy but a path to upward mobility. Therefore, the conditions of liquid

modernity make it increasingly less likely that critical pedagogy will manage

to create any emancipated thinkers.

For their part, the already emancipated thinkers (though how this eman-

cipation came about is unclear), with their imagining of what does not seem

possible, seem to the rest of the masses to lack all common sense. From

their position of exile in relation to the rest of society, these emancipated

thinkers “can penetrate deeper into the universal logic of the liquid modern
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world” that the rest of us share, but are oblivious to (155). Though the

position of exile allows the intellectuals to understand liquid modernity, it

prevents them from communicating it to anyone else. The masses, for their

part, have sought refuge in false shelters, meaning that the critical pedagogy

the intellectuals hope to practise “is up against the awesome resistance of the

‘culture industry’; but also against the pressure of that multitude whose crav-

ings that industry promises to gratify” (141). Bauman quotes Adorno saying

that “People are not only, as the saying goes, falling for the swindle . . . they

desire a deception, they sense that their lives would be completely intolerable

as soon as they no longer clung to satisfactions which are none at all” (140–

141). All that remains for intellectuals then is to record their vision which

will have to act like a message in a bottle, perhaps legible to revolutionaries

who may be capable of receiving it at some presently-indiscernible future

point. This begs the question as to how present-day emancipated thinkers

managed to emerge from the fearful masses. More than this, in Bauman’s

view, being emancipated is an ontological state: one is or one is not, and

the process for changing from one to the other seems rather vexed. Finally,

though Bauman cautions against making the necessity of the intellectuals,

i.e. the need for proletarian revolution, into the virtue of the proletariat,

he perhaps goes a little far in the other direction. As I’ve suggested, the

sharp distinction between the emancipated intellectuals and the masses is

340



CHAPTER 6. CONCLUSION

not self-evident and the process of transformation is obscure, but Bauman

is also somewhat disparaging of the multitude who are not yet (or not able

to be?) emancipated. While Bauman is much less optimistic than Young

and Nixon, all three thinkers make a similar argument: liquid modernity

for Bauman, the different forms of imperialism and colonialism for Young,

and slow violence for Nixon are at their most fundamental point problems of

invisibility or of ignorance. If a new perspective can be found so as to make

the workings of domination, or their unequal and unjust effects visible, then

it would be possible to redeem the promises of the past, to redress injustice,

or to ameliorate and prevent slow violence.

Australia’s national reconciliation process as framed by the CAR is a

practical application of this pedagogical approach that demonstrates its lim-

itations. During the 1970s and 80s the National Aboriginal Council and the

Aboriginal Treaty Committee insisted on the need for a treaty. Attwood

observes that “relations between Aborigines and the Commonwealth govern-

ment . . . reached a state of crisis” as “the government reneged on its com-

mitment to introduce national land rights legislation and drew back from

consideration of a treaty” (245). Two Hundred Years Later (1983), a re-

port on the feasibility of a treaty between the commonwealth and Aborig-

inal people, concluded that the problem was not the lack of a treaty but

social attitudes towards Aboriginal people, which were themselves a result
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of a poor knowledge of Australia’s colonial history. The CAR was formed

as part of the shifting of the debate from a treaty to education. Moran

points out that the CAR did have support from both Aboriginal and non-

Aboriginal communities, and that it could not have been conceived without

them. “Nevertheless, the Reconciliation Process was developed as a com-

promise between the major non-indigenous parliamentary parties, and not

through widespread negotiation with indigenous people,” and was thus “re-

flective of the relatively weak political position of the indigenous” (Moran

n.pg). Within this context, a single Australia seemed inevitable, and the

idea of Aboriginal self-determination or one (or several) separate Aboriginal

political entities seemed not so much disagreeable but implausible, unwork-

able. Attwood argues that, as the demand for Aboriginal sovereignty wasn’t

considered as a genuine option, the CAR focussed instead on teaching settler

Australians “the grim truth about the colonisation of Australia” (246–7).

It’s not so much that education about the past was seen as the better op-

tion, as that it was the only possible method for redressing colonial injustices

which were seen as historical rather than on-going. At the same time, the

CAR emphasised “histories of humanitarian endeavour” in order to suggest

an already existing reconciliatory tradition upon which it was merely build-

ing (Attwood 248). In doing so, it “[propounded] a history of progress in

which non-Aboriginal Australians had repudiated the past by redressing its
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wrongs” (248). A nation that has learnt to see itself as progressive, all the

more so thanks to an official reconciliation process, is that much less able to

recognise that the legacies of the colonial past are very much present, and

that something else is required alongside knowledge of the past for political

transformation. That is, the CAR’s pedagogical approach not only did not

redress the injustices of the past through making it visible, but it made it

more difficult to secure any sort of redress. Judging by the support for the

Walks for Reconciliation in 2000 and similar events, it seems to have been

true that the CAR had educated settler Australians about the grim events of

the colonial past. However, something beyond knowledge was required. All

of the parties to the wrongs that made reconciliation necessary in the first

place should have been equally involved in deciding what that reconciliation

might look like, and what it might make possible.

The works of fiction that I have considered in this dissertation make

visible the imperialist legacies of violence, inequality, and exploitation in

contemporary form, so they can be read as furthering the aims of the broad

postcolonial project as Young defines it. The inheritance in The Inheritance

of Loss is the self-perpetuating cycle of humiliation which both connects peo-

ple in a stratified society and makes inequality and violence seem acceptable.

In Filthy Rich and The Cook, Hamid and Macauley delineate the workings

of liberal political reason where success is defined in purely economic terms
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and is possible because of an unequal society. In learning to be successful,

Zac accepts inequality as natural, stops loving people and instead begins to

treat them as objects to be used towards his own ends, and, despite strong

evidence to the contrary, believes that his successes or failures are his own,

created by him alone. Hamid’s protagonist exists in a similar environment,

and Hamid suggests that the economic growth in this unidentified Asian na-

tion (resembling Pakistan?) is possible because of endemic corruption, is

environmentally destructive, and widens the gap between the rich and the

poor. Filthy Rich is set in a liberal capitalist society, and the novel makes for

uncomfortable reading as the narrator unpicks definitions of progress, suc-

cess, and modernity that his implied readers, like his protagonist, go along

with. The Cook is set in a long-esablished liberal capitalist society, and its

setting, though different from that of Filthy Rich, makes it uncomfortable

in a different way. Using Barry Hindess’ work on the inherently authoritar-

ian, developmental, and hierarchical nature of liberal political reason, I argue

that Macauley’s novel is disturbing because it shows that what is understood

as progress in developed, modern Australia fosters violence, inequality, and

a lack of empathy. In Animal’s People, Indra Sinha draws attention to the

Bhopal disaster, and explores its on-going legacy. In Gould’s Book of Fish,

Flanagan describes a contemporary Australia which, because of rather than

despite a reconciliation process with the pedagogical goal of teaching settler
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Australians about the horrors of the colonial past, continues to accept in-

equalities of wealth, opportunity, and outcome. Though it does not have the

same interest in inequality and violence as the novels, Lahiri’s short story

cycle, in its description of the experience of living in liquid modernity — the

vulnerability, the sense of impending disaster, the absence of any sense of

being at home — is describing something elusive but felt.

However, these works of fiction did not lend themselves to the aims of

social critique in a completely satisfying way, and as a result they raise ques-

tions about the nature of politics and the capacities of literature. To say

that these works of fiction are primarily making the invisible visible so as to

redress injustice would be a mis-characterisation. They are variously too mis-

cellaneous, not single-minded enough, insufficiently heroic or high-minded,

and too sceptical about transformative moments to be accommodated within

the postcolonial project as Young defines it. In “Hema and Kaushik”, Lahiri

describes the experience of living in liquid modernity, giving shape to an in-

visible condition, but there’s no connection in this short story cycle between

the making visible of the lived experience of liquid modernity and any sort of

redress for injustice. Young, Bauman, and Nixon to a lesser degree describe

the postcolonial project as a noble-minded, righteous endeavour. This tone

is not matched in The Inheritance of Loss, which is a serious novel, but not

a high-minded one. Biju’s homecoming is at once faintly ridiculous in that
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he arrives dressed in a woman’s pink nightgown, poignant in that he has less

(in terms of material goods) on his return than he did on his departure, and

affecting in that father and son are so delighted to see one another. This is

one of the novel’s happiest scenes, but not because some injustice has been

redressed. Though the novel is attentive to a multiplicity of scales, tempo-

ralities, geographies, and voices, its scope is not epic. Rather, Desai draws

attention to the modest, incremental, and provisional achievements of char-

acters who briefly glimpse how they are connected with the lives of others

and alter the inflections of these relationships. Young’s essay tends towards

the characterisation of invisible groups of people as the deserving poor, while

Desai’s novel, scathing though it is about the corruption and hypocrisy of

those in power, does not depict Biju, his father the cook, Gyan, or even

the judge’s wife or the family of the tortured road worker as ennobled or

wise as a result of their downtrodden situations. Nor are the judge, Noni

and Lola, or Sai made despicable because of their relative privilege. In this,

Desai is egalitarian and humane. In Animal’s People, Sinha goes out of his

way to subvert any suggestion that the Khaufpuris in general and Animal

in particular are innocent or helpless in their victimhood. While Sinha is

clearly appalled by the injustice of the situation in Bhopal, like Animal, he

is under no illusions that this story will result in justice. The protagonists

in The Cook and Filthy Rich are the hard-working type of poor most de-
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serving of liberal improvement. In detailing their paths to success, Hamid

and Macauley make similar satirical points about the horrifying implications

of their societies’ definitions of what constitutes success, and what type of

individual is able to achieve it. In Gould’s Book of Fish, Flanagan’s Billy

Gould is as much a sinner as he is sinned against, and though he starts out

hoping for the final redemption and closure which he thinks he can secure

either through an epic new Australian history or through the offices of the

heroic Matt Brady in turning the archive on its head, he ends up committing

to dogged, continual metamorphosis with no assured outcome or possibility

of transcendence.

Though some of these works of fiction are drawing attention to a spe-

cific injustice, none of them purports to be the authoritative knowledge that

Young calls for. They are also suspicious about the effects of education,

rather than connecting knowledge with the redress of injustice. For “Hema

and Kaushik”, knowledge about the precariousness and vulnerability of life

in a liquid modern world doesn’t allow either character to make a life which

is any less vulnerable. “Hema and Kaushik’s” tsunami symbolises the in-

evitable, unstoppable, unpredictable condition of living in liquid modernity,

and through this symbol Lahiri implies that none of the disasters which over-

whelm the characters are within the characters’ spheres of influence. In The

Inheritance of Loss, education is connected with humiliation and entrench-
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ing prejudice in the case of the judge. Inequality is perpetuated through a

hierarchic society, but it’s an inequality which is apparent to the cook and

the judge and which both accept. Similarly, Biju and the Americans and

Indian-Americans he works for are all aware that he is being exploited. In

Filthy Rich, getting an education is necessary for getting ahead, rather than

for making the protagonist aware of invisible inequality. Hamid implies a

reader whose education is similarly self-interested. She reads in order to ac-

crue actual or cultural capital. Zac’s education in The Cook is lethal. He

learns that hierarchy is necessary for success, to believe that he alone is re-

sponsible for his successes or failures, and that empathy is an impediment.

Both The Cook and Filthy Rich resist being seen as authoritative purvey-

ors of knowledge, and Hamid and Macauley seem more interested instead in

interconnection and constitutive relationality. Filthy Rich teasingly resists

being pinned down to a specific location, and it also suggests that while it’s

possible to glimpse the networks which shape and are shaped by us, there’s no

way, even for the narrator, to fully comprehend the entire system of shaping

forces within which one is positioned. The Cook initially appears to be story

told by a näıve if honest narrator to a more insightful and trusted confidant,

but both the time of the narration and the existence of the listener become

questionable and unverifiable. Macauley is not concerned with authenticat-

ing an unheard narration but with drawing attention to the alienating and
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violent effects of liberal political reason. Authenticity is debunked in both

Sinha and Flanagan’s novels. Animal’s People satirises the idea of an authen-

tic victim’s narrative read by a sympathetic and enabling reader. Not only

does Animal doubt that stories, in themselves, have the capacity to change

anything, to make the invisible visible thus doing some sort of justice, but he

is disturbed at the thought of being made a spectacle. Gould’s Book of Fish

uses similar tactics to discredit the idea that history can be either forgotten

or overcome. The novel purports to be a genuine convict diary, but at the

same time, Sid discovers that it has magical properties. Billy himself, in his

narration, refers to several iterations of the diary, some of them completely

insubstantial, and to its destruction. Flanagan makes up a Van Diemen his-

tory in order to process the foundational wrongs of the colonisation of Van

Diemen’s Land which continue to make present-day Tasmania what it is. His

history, far from claiming to be an ignored, unauthorised knowledge of the

past, is a deliberate fiction.

A belief that knowledge of the overlooked is transformative contains

within it several questionable assumptions. Firstly, there is the problem

of stasis at both a societal and an individual level. The idea seems to be that

knowledge about exploitation or injustice will result in justice and in the

process it will transform the individual into someone knowledgeable and not

prepared to put up with any injustice. Society will thus also be transformed
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into a utopian place without injustice. That is, when there is full knowledge

and therefore a full transformation, there will be no need for politics or for

political individuals. The open-endedness of The Inheritance of Loss, Ani-

mal’s People, Filthy Rich, and Gould’s Book of Fish all resist such movement

towards a final utopia. There is the possibility that the given might be al-

tered, but this is on-going and not guaranteed. In Samuel Chambers’ words,

the aspiration is “not the hope that politics will save us, but that democratic

politics will change what is, will alter what is given” (Chambers 318). Thus,

there can be no end to politics.

Similarly, the protagonists in these works of fiction never reach a point

where they emerge as knowledge-filled, political actors. The knowledge that

Hema and Kaushik acquire about the impossibility of ever being at home

is not accompanied by the ghost of a chance that there may be a way of

altering this state of affairs because it’s just the way of the world. In Lahiri’s

words “everything is illusory; everything goes in the end.” (Leyda 78). Sai,

Gyan, Biju, and even the judge, the protagonist in Filthy Rich, Animal,

and Billy and Sid all have moments when they catch a glimpse of their in-

terconnections with others, or how larger historical, political, and economic

forces shape them and connect them, either violently or lovingly or both,

with others in hierarchical or egalitarian structures. But none of them un-

dergoes some permanent apotheosis. In Hallward’s terms, the characters
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are “specific to but not specified by (their) situation” (Hallward 49 origi-

nal emphasis). They are “not endowed, in advance, with an innate freedom

that need only be exposed through elimination of . . . constraints”, but come

into being through the on-going and never guaranteed process of resisting

or altering the specifying relationships and conditions of their existence into

“relational indetermination” (50 original emphasis). In other words, they

are subjects in that they are specific to the relations they alter from deter-

mining to indeterminate. As they are constituted (though not determined)

by these relationships, they cannot transcend them. Rancière, though unlike

Hallward in that he’s talking about a subject with a particular orientation,

argues something similar: the political subject does not pre-exist the political

event but comes into being through it (Rancière “Un” 563).

Suggesting that knowledge leads to justice makes it hard to account for

people who know all about injustice but don’t give a damn. The Kampani’s

employees, the minister for poison affairs, the police in Animal’s People all

know all about injustice and exploitation, but don’t feel compelled to do

much about it. The same is true for Billy and Sid in Gould’s Book of Fish

who make their accommodations with power willingly enough if not happily

because doing so allows them to make a living. Lola and Noni and the other

Anglophile Bengalis living in Kalimpong realise that they are surrounded

by inequality, but they assume that this state of affairs is both normal,
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perhaps even natural, and has nothing much to do with them anyway, which

is not dissimilar from Hema and Kaushik’s attitudes. Zac, on the other

hand, believes with blinkered determination that success is predicated on a

hierarchy, and that it’s possible for him to become successful if only he works

hard enough and follows the rules obediently enough. In Animal’s People,

Sinha also describes a reader at the other end of the earth from Khaufpur for

whom knowing is sufficient. Even though the knowledge changes nothing for

the people in Khaufpur, it is an entertaining, pathetic spectacle for the Eyes,

and there seems to be quite a market for such knowledge. Sinha suggests

that knowing is not enough. If, as I’ve argued, we read Animal’s People as

a response to Sinha’s own ads for the Bhopal Medical Appeal, then we can

also read Animal’s People as a reflection on how a type of knowledge of the

people in Bhopal may help to raise the money for free healthcare that is so

desperately needed, but in order to raise money, representational violence is

done.

The idea that the problems of injustice, exploitation, and inequality are

due to ignorance appears to be quite benevolent, to give those who don’t

yet know any better the benefit of the doubt, and the opportunity to learn

to be different. However, as Bauman’s description of the multitudes who

desire to be duped suggests, such an attitude contains elements of superiority

which don’t sit well with the apparently egalitarian aims of such education.
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They’re not that far away from the authoritarian, developmental assumption

of liberal political reason that if only the remainder could be improved, then

they could be worthy of the enjoyment of their freedom through participation

in market relations. Where there is an assumption that injustice comes about

through ignorance, there is also a risk of pre-determining and then seeking to

impose this justice with a certain outcome in mind, rather than negotiating

the application of a universalisable principle. Such an assumption might also

insist that emancipated thinkers form a consensus, making disagreement an

indication of ignorance rather than rational dissent.

As I argued explicitly in the chapter on Animal’s People, and to para-

phrase Badiou, the argument for equal rights, for equality, for the identifica-

tion of something as unjust, is a political, emancipatory argument only if it

occurs within a space open to everyone, a space of universality. That is, where

Gyan suspects that the GNLF is protesting for a change which is not open

to everyone, the protestors in Animal’s People are demanding the applica-

tion of the principle of equality before the law. So, universalisable principles

are indispensable. However, as Hallward observes, though a universalisable

principle is not exhausted by or limited to a particular situation, the appli-

cation of a universalisable principle is “produced in a particular situation at

a particular time by particular subjects” (184-185). That is, the problem

of injustice is one which needs to be worked out, to be negotiated amongst
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the individuals who (may, could) make up a particular political community.

It’s not a problem, or not only a problem of a lack of knowledge, it’s also a

problem of interconnection, of the relationships between the individuals who

are all party to the particular injustice. It is not visibility itself that is a

virtue or a political end in itself. The politics of visibility don’t consist in

making anything that is unseen or ignored visible but in showing how a legal

or political principle which ought to extend to them does not. The problem

of invisibility is as much about the see-er as the seen, which might also be

called the problem of political community.

Namely, why those who happen to be in proximity to each other

should look to the same law and political institutions to secure

their basic rights. While it might be true that every person has

an interest in securing certain basic rights for herself, each person

also needs a reason why she should co-operate with others in a

particular historical community to secure her rights in common.

(Schaap 252)

In all of the novels I discuss, the authors thematise the community of

dissensus which Schaap describes here, and they explore not only what rea-

sons those who live in proximity with one another might find for securing

their rights in common, they also consider how people might come to ask

this question, to feel the need for a reason, or a lack of community in the

first place. Schaap’s words here might suggest that a group of individuals

un-related to one another might become a political community by finding a
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reason to co-operate with others. The novels, and even Lahiri’s short story

cycle to a certain degree, show not isolated individuals coming together to

co-operate despite their differences but suggest the need for something a little

tougher. In the societies depicted here, people are already connected with

one another. They are connected through disconnection in the perpetuation

of unjust, unequal social hierarchies which seem to be natural, simply the

way the world is, and the task is to continue to alter the nature of these rela-

tionships, to process the wrong which created them. Seeing the connections

at all, and seeing them as unjust or unequal, comes from a sense of agape, or

of a pre-existing equality (rather than an equality which might be realised in

the future), which is being denied by the current social order.

Through my readings of these works of literature, I have developed a

multi-faceted understanding of the problem of the political. I argue that

politics is an on-going project without end, rather than a decisive moment of

transformation. Similarly, freedom is not an ontological state whose opposite

is ignorance and un-freedom. Rather, emancipation is a process which is al-

ways possible but never guaranteed. Individuality is constitutively relational.

Beyond knowledge of injustice, individuals need universalisable principles and

some conception of the common good in which these principles are held in

common and pursued in common by those who have been wronged, by those

who seek redress for wrongs, and by those who have wronged. The applica-
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tion of these universalisable principles cannot be determined in advance; it

must be negotiated in each instance by those who alter themselves as they

address injustice. It’s a provisional, incremental process without guarantees,

and it is on-going. A central problem for politics is not itself political but

ethical: how does someone come to care about the problems of others as if

they are her own, especially if she perpetuates or benefits from those prob-

lems? These works of literature offer agape as this motivating reason. Agape

comes from a sense of the constitutive relationality which makes individual-

ity possible, combined with a sense that the nature of these relationships can

be altered, however incrementally, and that, as rights are held in common,

any failure to make them stick is my problem, even if I am not the wronged

party. As well as being a sense of love, agape is an expression of agency and

of a community based not on sameness but on difference. I argue that these

writers implicate the reader in their stories of injustice. In doing so, they try

not only to thematise agape, but also to foster it.
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On the morning of December 3, 1984,
my father, as usual, drove me to school.
On the way, by the shore of Bhopal’s big
lake, I saw lots of people lying in the road.

‘Drunk!’ said my father. ‘At this time of
the morning.’ But there was an edge of
alarm in his voice and we both knew the
people in the road weren’t drunk. Many
were children. Blood-streaked foam was
frothing from their mouths.

My name is Farah Khan. I was ten on that
day none of us wants to remember but no
one can forget. It was 28 years ago and I
remember as if it were yesterday. 

Nearby, Tony Henriques was gasping
for his life. He’d come from Bombay on
business and was woken in his hotel on
Hamidia Road by howling and screams. 

He emerged into what he truly thought
was the ending of the world.  

Oh my God! Why are all these people
lying in the road? They’re dead – hundreds
of them – dead. The dying were urinating,
defecating and vomiting. I ran into the by-
lanes and through the hutment area. I was
choking. I stopped at a hut and asked a
weeping woman for water. 

‘What has happened?’ I asked her.
‘It’s gas,’ she said.
‘You will die here,’ I said.
‘All are dead,’ she replied. ‘I too will die here.’
I ran to the lake – to the road that leads

up to New Market. There’s a small temple
here. I ran down – oh God, thousands of
people were lying there. 

Some were alive, they were drinking water,
they were vomiting in the lake and drinking
the same thing. Many were dead. Choked,
dying bodies were heaped up… one dying
on top of another. 

I lay down beside the dead bodies and
dipped myself into the water. I stripped my
T-shirt off me and held the wet shirt in front
of my face. I thought – in a few minutes I
will be dead. What will happen to my
body? It will rot here, or maybe someone
will burn my remains in this chamber of
death. Back home, my wife, children and
parents must also be dead. This is a nuclear
explosion, it cannot be anything else. 

I’m dying. This is the end of the world. 

How silent it was that morning. There
were no calls to prayer, no temple bells. 

There was nobody at my school. 
‘Go home,’ the caretaker said, ‘don’t you

know, poison gas has leaked from Union
Carbide?’ Even though we were in the
city we did not know more till we heard
the BBC World Service.

The stories that even today make me
cry are those told by ordinary people.

Elvis was 18. His real name was Raju
Thanwar but everyone called him Elvis
because of his clothes and because he
could croon all of Elvis’s songs without
knowing a single word of English. 

Raju lived in his sister Sunita’s house in
Jai Prakash Nagar, right across the road
from the Carbide factory. The house is
marked on the map (right). 

When the gas came Sunita grabbed her
youngest, 18-month old Rakesh and Raju
lifted up 4-year old Puja. 

They began running. When burning
lungs and legs failed they walked, then
ran again, for two and a half miles until
they reached Pir Gate near the lake. Here
they all fell unconscious. 

Sunita woke to find that Rakesh was
dead. Puja died the next day. Of Elvis
there was no sign. His body was found
two miles away. A piece of paper on his
brow bore the number 570. We believe
he went back into the worst of the gas to
try to save others, because number 569,
lying dead beside him, was five-year old
Leela. She was from Kainchi Chhola,
barely 400 yards from Elvis’s house.

One of my friends is Aziza,
who works at our free Sambhavna
Clinic, giving gentle medical care
to people who, 28 years on, are still ill
from gas and from the water poisoning that
followed and is still going on.

On that night Aziza was running too,
with her two children Ruby and baby
Mohsin. She was heavily pregnant and
the gas unstrung her nervous system. She
ran for miles covered in her own and the
children’s vomit and urine and faeces. At

the Bhopal Talkies junction she fell, and
knew that she and her children must die.

At this worst of moments she felt the
child in her womb slide helplessly into
the street, but a strange thing happened.
Her grief and shock and pain, as blood
poured out of her, turned to anger and a
determination to live. Struggling through
streets so choked with dead that there
was no choice but to tread on the bodies,
she got her children to Kamla Park near
the lake where kind people found them

and took care of them. It
was the place where I saw
the people in the road. Had
she been one of them?

A recent Supreme Court order and
an official scientific study confirm
that neighbourhoods which suffered
most gas deaths are now being poisoned
again by chemicals leaking from the very
factory that gassed them. 

Sanjay Yadav is my age. He lived near
Elvis in Jai Prakash Nagar and recently he
told us his family’s sad story.

We were always here, in this very house.
On that night I was nine or ten years old.

The whole night we ran here and there. I
am not quite forty, but my joints

hurt, my eyes burn, my sight is
blurry. I need to work but get
breathless. There is no help from

anywhere for our family. Some years after
the gas our wells went strange. The water
smelt bad, it smeared onto vessels and  had
a rainbow film like oil which we’d skim off
before drinking. For 25 years we’ve rattled
the government’s doors, but they take no
notice of ordinary people. Now we know the
chemicals are from the same factory whose
gas killed so many.

My two boys were born damaged. My
boys can’t stand, much less walk. We must
help them do everything, wake up, go to the
latrine, we wash, feed and dress them. Our
government does nothing at all to help and
the company says it isn’t responsible. Who
is responsible? Is nobody responsible? 

We used to hope that decency and justice
would prevail and the world would not let

innocent people be abandoned. But
we’ve waited years and the world is too
busy with its own affairs. What will

happen to my boys when I’m gone? It would
have been better to have died in the gas.

Union Carbide Corporation knew 20
years ago that community drinking water
was in danger.  A March 30, 1992 letter to
Norman Gaines, UCC’s Head of Safety

reveals that local drinking wells ‘are not
very stable’. (Wells R & C on map above)

Suppose a foreign company comes to
your town, builds a factory near your
house, ignores the warnings of workers
and journalists that disaster is inevitable
and when it happens denies responsibility,
says the gas is ‘harmless’ and obstructs
medical efforts to help.

Suppose the company knowing that
toxic waste is leaking into drinking water,
watches in silence as families its gases
decimated are poisoned again?

It happened in Bhopal. The evidence is
in Union Carbide’s own documents and
in our report The Bhopal Marathon which
is available at bhopalmarathon.org and
has more stories, like that of Lachho, who
lost her children, her sight, and her mind. 

President Obama threatened to ‘kick
BP’s ass’ and has just forced it to pay $4.5
billion in criminal damages. 

Union Carbide Corporation is facing
criminal charges in India but for 20 years
has refused to show up in court, citing a
1989 Settlement which neither covers
criminal charges nor the contamination.
Will someone please kick Carbide’s ass?

The Bhopal Medical Appeal was started
in 1994 by British newspaper readers
who found themselves unable in conscience
to stand by and watch as innocent people
suffered without help.

Thanks to the unfailing generosity of
the British public, we have been able to
fund two award-winning clinics which
have by now given free first class medical
care to some 30,000 people. 

Our clinics are the only places in the city
where children and adults affected by the
poisoned water get free medical treatment,
physiotherapy, speech therapy, education
and skills training. 

There is no one else to do this work. If
we weren’t doing it, there’d be no help for
these people. None at all. 

Like you, we believe in justice, fair
play and kindness. Please support this
good work as generously as you are able.
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Life and death of
a mad Bhopali child
SUNIL, FOR MUCH OF YOUR SHORT LIFE,

you believed that people were coming to murder you.

‘Nonsense,' we, your friends, would try to reassure

you. ‘The sky's blue. We are all here. You have done no

harm to a soul, why should anyone want to harm you?'

‘I guess I'm mad,' you'd say, who could see night-

mares in sunlight and hear voices bellowing in his head.

Mad? Maybe you were. If so was it surprising?

When you are 13 years old, safely asleep in your

house with your parents and five brothers and

sisters, you don't expect to be woken by

screams. You don't expect your eyes and lungs

to be on fire, nor to discover that the screaming

is coming from your mum, or that your dad's

yelling ‘Quick, everyone, we must get out!

Union Carbide's factory has exploded!'

Nothing in your life has prepared you for

what you now experience. Your family bundles

out into darkness thickened by something that

blinds and burns. All around, frightened people

are running. A woman lies convulsing where

yesterday you were playing marbles. In the

panic to escape you are wrenched from your

parents and swept away to fall into blackness.

You wake on a truck piled with corpses,

bundling you off to a funeral pyre because the

people who found you thought you were dead.

When you learn of the awful, terrifying,

unbelievable thing that has happened, you

return to Bhopal to find your family. Alone, too

numb to cry, you wander the streets. Posters

show the faces of bodies as yet unidentified. On

each brow is a numbered scrap of paper. This is

how you learn that your mum and dad and three

of your brothers and sisters are dead. What of

the others? You keep searching, and by a miracle

find them, your baby brother of eighteen

months and your sister of nine, alive. You bring

them to the only home you have, the house

across the road from the Union Carbide factory.

So at 13, mad Sunil, you are the man of the family,

the breadwinner. You find work as a day labourer and at

night wash glasses at a tea stall. You keep your little

family going and somehow get yourself to school often

enough to pass the 10th standard.

Mad, are you? For the sake of your little brother

and sister you refuse to be defeated. You are kind to

others. Your house becomes a refuge for kids whose

parents beat them. You ask, ‘Is it better to have parents

who beat you, or no parents at all?'

You learn all you can, dear crazy friend, about the

disaster that took away your family, and you join other

survivors. You take the lead. When neither Union

Carbide nor the authorities give medical help, it's you

who lays the foundation stone at the pole-and-thatch

health centre the survivors themselves start, which will

soon be ripped down by the police.

You march each anniversary. Your voice is heard.

Then, dear madman, you are sent to the US to testify in

the Indian government's case against Union Carbide.

You’ve never flown before and don't like the food. The

government lawyers tell you, ‘be brave and honest, just

tell your story’. But they don’t consult you or the other

survivors before they do a deal with Union Carbide that

makes its share price jump for joy. 

You are outraged. Off you go on another world

tour, another month of telling your story to whoever

will listen in Ireland, Holland and the UK, which you

tour with Bianca Jagger. You're mixing with famous

people, but you, poor mad bugger, just want to be home

in Bhopal. Instead you find yourself at the Union

Carbide AGM in Houston. In the hotel lobby you’re

handing out copies of an environmental report when

you're arrested. Union Carbide, whose gases entered

your house and killed your family, charges you with

criminal trespass. You're thrown in jail. It takes hundreds

of phone calls to the mayor of Houston before you are

released without charge. At last you can go home.

The voices in your head grow louder. They taunt

and torment. You know your mind is playing tricks.

You can’t sleep, and talk of taking your life. Your friends

try to joke you out of it, but privately we’re worried.

Then, mad Sunil, you find another way to escape

this cruel world. You run off into the jungle to live like

an animal. ‘I lay on my belly and drank from a ditch like

a dog,' you say when we finally find you. You cannot get

work, but when we open the free Sambhavna Clinic in

Bhopal you instantly volunteer. You're penniless, but

refuse to be paid. You have a phenomenal memory.

Every day you scan the papers for gas disaster stories

and later recall the smallest details. You work in the

clinic garden, for a time your voices abate. One day you

piss in a cobra's hole calling, 'Come out, cobra maharaj!'

The enraged reptile erupts from its defiled home, head

raised and hood spread. You sprint 400 yards to the

tamarind tree and never piss in a snake's hole again. 

Ah, Sunil brother, the cool and beauty of the herb

garden were not enough to quell the demons.

Again you tried to take your life. You drank rat

poison and after we'd had your stomach pumped

you rang the bastard who through his tears is

writing this and said, ‘Guess what, it tasted sweet!'

Dear Sunil, we did our best to get help for

you, but there was little help to be had.

Although some 60,000 Bhopal survivors suffer

from depression, anxiety, memory loss, panic

attacks, insomnia and a host of other afflictions,

the government refuses to accept mental health

problems as a consequence of the gas. People

with mental problems get no compensation or

treatment, they are ridiculed and dismissed.

Today, in all Bhopal's hospitals, there’s only one

part-time psychiatric consultant.

Sunil, when still a child, you told a journalist

that those responsible for the carnage in Bhopal

should be hanged. They have never even been

brought to trial and in the end the person who

was hanged was you. We found you in your flat,

dangling from the ceiling fan. You left a note

saying that you were fully in your senses when

you decided to take your life. You, who rarely

wore t-shirts, chose one specially for this final

farewell. It said NO MORE BHOPALS.  

Dear Sunil, you thought you were mad, but a

world without justice is madder. At least you are

now safe. We scattered your ashes in the flooded

Narmada river, and for your funeral feast we

followed your precise instructions: quarter bottle of

Goa brand whisky, mutton curry from Dulare's hotel

near the bus stand, betel nut, tobacco and all. Were you

there with us? If not, who was it that in the darkness

chuckled, ‘I am no longer afraid of being killed – I am

already dead and fearless.'

EVERYONE IN THE BHOPAL survivors’ movement knew

Sunil and loved him. He was one of its great characters.

His death made headlines around the world. 

For us his friends, running a clinic that has given

free medical care to upwards of 20,000 people, the pity

is that we could do nothing for Sunil.

We decided that although we had no budget, we’d

open a mental health department at our free Sambhavna

clinic. Today ours is the only place in Bhopal where

poor people with mental problems can go for care.

How will we fund this extra work? We thought that

if we shared with you not just the statistics of despair,

but the human story, you would want to help.

Please Gift Aid your donation. This increases the value

of your gift at no cost to yourself as we can claim the tax

you’ve already paid on it. Please tick box if you can confirm

you’ve paid UK Income Tax or Capital Gains Tax.

Please contact me about making a standing order.

I would like to receive email updates about Bhopal  -

(no more than one email every three or four months).
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By cheque payable to PAN-UK(Bhopal Medical Appeal) / Charge my credit/debit card.  Valid from           /
Card no Expiry date            /         Issue no. (Switch/Solo) /

Please fill in your details and sign where indicated

Name........................................................................................................

Address...................................................................................................

...................................................................................................................

................................................................Postcode..................................

Signature......................................................Date..................................

Email.......................................................................................................

1.

2. 4.

4.

3.

Please post the completed form to:

Pesticide Action Network/Bhopal Account

FREEPOST LON100406, London EC2B 2BR

No stamp needed but if you use one it saves us the cost. You

can also donate direct to:

PAN-UK/Bhopal Account No 61752312, NatWest Bank,

Sort Code (60-03-36), 504 Brixton Rd, London SW2 8EB

Bhopal Medical Appeal
INDEPENDENT CHARITY IN ENGLAND & WALES NUMBER 1117526

KINDLY ADMINISTERED BY THE PESTICIDE ACTION NETWORK UK

REPORT BY INDRA SINHA
www.indrasinha.com

SUNIL KUMAR, BORN 1972, DIED JULY 26, 2006

Medicine works best when given with love. On that basis, here is my gift to help those still suffering in Bhopal
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THE GOONS HAVE ARRIVED in the alley outside my house. I can

hear them. ‘Old man, are you in there?’  ‘Bastard, where’s the money?’

I despise these men and fear them. Their eyes are red from drink, they

have knives and are willing to use them. Their boss is R.L. moneylender.

‘Where’s the f***ing money?’

‘Have pity,’ I plead. ‘My grandson has just died.’

‘So look on the bright side,’ says one. ‘No more medical bills.’ They

know that it was to pay those bills that I needed the loans.

‘Learn a lesson, you old git, don’t make promises you can’t keep.’

But I had also promised to take care of my grandson.

Twenty two years have passed since the poison gas leaked from Union

Carbide’s factory. I’ll never forget that night. I was woken by screams. The

air was full of mist that burned. It grew worse and worse. I said, ‘Run, or

we’re done for.’ Our daughter Leila grabbed her 18 month old son Habib,

but my poor wife fell unconscious. I lifted her on my shoulder. We ran. 

The gas was so thick, you couldn’t see. My lungs burned up inside.

People were dropping dead. I found some water to put on my wife’s face.

She began vomiting. Greenish stuff with blood. We reached the hospital

too late. The gas got there first. As I watched a nurse just collapsed and

died. Later that night my poor wife passed away.

Habib had always been healthy, but after the gas he was never right.

None of us were. From that night on, pain, breathlessness, fevers, coughs,

never left us. Leila and I filed a claim for compensation. We couldn’t read

or write so  we had to pay someone to do the form. Union Carbide said that

we were pretending to be sick. They would expose our lies and we would

be punished. In the end we got some money. It wasn’t enough to cover our

medical costs but it was supposed to last all our lives.  

Despite being ill we worked very hard. I sold peanuts from my bicycle.

Leila rolled leaf cigarettes. She could make 1,000  in a day for which she

got 35 rupees (42p). Habib grew up thin and weak. He found a job at a tea

stall, twelve hours a day for 70 rupees (85p). 

After some time Habib began to be in a lot of pain. He hid it so as not

to worry us. In the end he was in agony. We took him to a doctor. She said

we should get an X-ray, plus blood and urine tests. But we had no money.

Too bad, said the doctor. I’m not a charity. No money, no treatment. 

We were scared of moneylenders. Who wouldn’t be, the things you

hear, but what choice had we? R.L. offered a loan of 5,000 rupees (£60).

We had nothing worth mortgaging, so the interest would be 10% a month. 

The tests showed diabetes. Habib began having insulin injections,

and got better. After a year the money ran out. His feet swelled. We took

a second loan, also of 5,000 rupees. Another year and that too was gone. 

After some weeks without insulin Habib fell unconscious and was in

a coma for six days. We took a third loan, again of Rs 5,000.

In September 2004, Habib complained of severe pain in his legs. He said

he was thirsty. Leila went to fetch water. When she came back he was on

his face unconscious. I was not there and Leila did not have enough money

for a rickshaw fare to a hospital. She was worrying about transport, crying,

when Habib came to his senses and asked for food. Leila gave him some

milk. A little later he went limp. He stopped breathing.   

Our poor boy is gone but the debt remains. It will never reduce. It will

be round our necks till the day we go to join him.

My own health is now bad. I can’t earn, I’m weak, can’t stand for long.

We can’t pay the interest on the loans. R.L.’s goons come to the house and

take whatever they want. Leila had a good brass pot. They

took that. I explained that I couldn’t sell peanuts as I can

no longer ride my bicycle.  

‘Well then you won’t miss it.’

It’s Union Carbide who should pay our medical

costs, but in this world there is no justice for the

poor. We are caught in the moneylender’s trap, but

he’s just a leech sucking blood from wounds made

by the company.  There is a prophecy that a day

will come when men will drink the blood of men. 

In Bhopal, that day is here.

The doctor who saw Habib might not have been a

charity. But we are.

Had Habib’s family known of our

Sambhavna clinic, which provides free first-

class medical care to survivors, his diabetes

could have been controlled. He’d be alive today.

With 120,000 people in Bhopal seriously ill

two decades after ‘that night’, we need to get

word out to the furthest reaches of the community

that people should come to us.

‘What? All free? Injections free? Medicines

free? Free X-rays? Don’t have to pay the doctor?’

‘No,’ we say. ‘Everything’s free and you are

most welcome.’  

The Bhopal Medical Appeal was launched in 1994

when a man from Bhopal came to Britain to tell people

about the calamitous condition of the Bhopal survivors.

Most had never had any proper medical treatment.

People were refused treatment for lack of money, or kept

waiting for hours and then sent away with a prescription for

aspirin. Doctors often refused to examine low caste patients

whose touch would ‘defile’ them. Now they can come to us.

On the 10th anniversary of the disaster we launched the

Appeal with a newspaper advertisement like this. Within two days

we had enough money to buy a building in Bhopal, recruit doctors

and other staff. Today the Sambhavna clinic has 36 staff, about half

of whom are themselves gas-affected. Upwards of 20,000 people

have received free medical care. We have pioneered new therapies by

blending state-of-the-art modern medicine with traditional Indian

herbal medicine and yoga. Combining insulin treatment with yoga has

proved particularly good at controlling diabetes.

When medicine is free there’s no need for moneylenders, and it doesn’t

cost a great deal to provide free medical help in Bhopal. 

Habib died because his family could not afford interest payments of

£18 a month or repay a total debt of £180. If you think that’s a pitifully

small sum, the same money would cover a third of the salary of the yoga

therapist whose treatment could have saved his life.  

Make a donation and you won’t just save lives. You’ll save some of the

world’s poorest people from the slavery of debts they should never have

had to incur. They are so grateful for your help. They have no one else.

Make a donation, or volunteer in Bhopal or London, please support

this good work in any way you can and as generously as you can afford.

Please Gift Aid my gift. (This increases its value at no

cost to yourself as we are able to claim back the tax you’ve

already paid on it. Please tick the box if you can confirm

that you’ve paid UK Income Tax or Capital Gains Tax.)

Please contact me about making a standing order.

I would like to receive email updates about Bhopal  -

(no more than one email every three or four months).

‘There may be no justice in the world, but there are good people, and that alone keeps us alive’ - B H O PA L S U RV I V O R
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I’d like to give  £5         £10        £20         £50          £100         £ 250         £500           £1,000         £3,000          £5,000        Other............

Here’s a cheque payable to PAN-UK(Bhopal Medical Appeal) / Please charge my credit/debit card.     Valid from               /

Card No Expiry date            /               Issue no. (Switch/Solo only)

Please fill in your details and sign where indicated

Name..........................................................................................................

Address.....................................................................................................

.....................................................................................................................

.................................................................Postcode..................................

Signature.......................................................Date..................................

Email.........................................................................................................

1.

2. 4.

4.

3.

Please post the completed form to:

Pesticide Action Network/Bhopal Account

49 Effra Road, FREEPOST, London SW2 1BZ

No stamp needed but if you use one it saves us the cost. 

You can also donate direct to:

PAN-UK/Bhopal Account No 61752312, NatWest Bank,

Sort Code (60-03-36), 504 Brixton Rd, London SW2 8EB

Bhopal Medical Appeal
A PROJECT OF PESTICIDE ACTION NETWORK UK, CHARITY 327215

Gua0904

Habib should not have died

Free treatment for the poorest

Save lives, starve the moneylenders

The night that ruined our lives

No money, no treatment

Our poor boy is gone but the debt remains

“And men shall
drink the blood 
of men” REPORT BY INDRA SINHA

www.indrasinha.com
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APPENDIX A. SINHA’S ADS

LACCHO SITS IN THE DOOR of her house, cradling a

garment that belonged to her daughter. She is

speaking, but what she’s saying, no one can tell.

She’ll break into song, give a little laugh.

Sometimes, she cries. 

‘She’s been like this for years,’ says a neighbour.

‘All day sitting in the doorway, holding that cloth,

talking to God or whoever will listen.’ 

Hearing voices, Laccho turns and surveys us

with empty eyes, then gives us a toothless and

unexpectedly sweet smile. To look at you would

think she was in her eighties, not her forties. 

Laccho was born in Bhopal in 1958. At sixteen

she was married to Laxmi Narayan, a hotel waiter.

There was never enough money. Laccho earned a

few rupees rolling leaf cigarettes but the couple

were always hungry. Having no money to buy a hut,

they built a shack of planks near the fine new

American factory that had opened in Bhopal to

make ‘medicine for the fields’. Laccho and Laxmi

soon grew used to the odour of boiled cabbage that

hung about the place.   

‘Laccho never knew much joy,’ says Laxmi. ‘She

gave birth to a child, but it died before its first

birthday. She got pregnant again, but again the baby

died after just a few months.’

Meanwhile all kinds of gases were leaking

inside the Carbide plant. Workers were often sick.

They would vomit, feel giddy and had headaches.

Laxmi and Laccho noticed that when the cabbage

stench from the factory grew stronger their eyes

would water and they’d have trouble breathing. 

‘We had a third child,’ says Laxmi, ‘but it too

died in weeks. Laccho was in despair. Our fourth

child lived a few months, then like the others it

became sick and left us. At that point I think my

wife wanted to end her own life, but I said, be

patient, trust God and pray for a healthy child.’

In 1982, Laccho’s fifth baby, a girl was born and

to her parents’ joy survived. She was two years old

on the night of December 2nd, 1984. 

‘ON THAT NIGHT there were four of us running,’

says Laxmi. ‘Laccho, our daughter, me and fate –

we all fled together.’ 

The night of the Union Carbide gas disaster in

Bhopal has often been described – the screams,

panic, street lamps reduced to pinpoints by thick

clouds of gas, dying figures stumbling in tobacco

brown light, thousands of bodies in the streets –

but we can never know what it was like to be there.

Those who survived it find it too horrific to

recall. ‘We thought someone was frying chillies,’

they’ll say. ‘The gas burned our eyes and lungs, we

were choking. We ran. We fell down. We thought

we would die.’ Over and over one hears this story –

it has become a formula that hides the anguish and

deep terror of the victims. 

A 2000 study by the Fact Finding Mission on Bhopal

found that nearly 6 in 10 survivors had significant

losses of memory about ‘that night’. When Mahesh

Matthai’s film Bhopal Express was screened in the

city, the audience groaned and wept. 

Laccho was heavily pregnant and could not run

fast. In the crush she fell unconscious. A few

months later she gave birth to a second daughter.

By this time both she and Laxmi were too ill to

work. Their little family slid towards starvation.

Union Carbide was worth billions, but resisted

paying compensation. It threatened to wreck any

case brought against it by calling every single one of

the people its gases had injured to the witness stand.

There were 568,000 of them. India’s politicians settled

for a pittance that made Carbide’s share price jump.

Most survivors got less than $500 to last the rest of

their lives. Over the years since 1984 this comes to

£0.03 a day. Well, it would buy a cup of tea.

(The Times of India reported that after the Exxon

Valdez oil spill, Exxon flew in fresh lobster to feed

sea otters affected by the spill at a cost of $500 per

day per otter.)

Laxmi and Laccho, ill and unable to work, were

now destitute. When their two little girls cried at

night from hunger, Laccho, like many other mothers,

filled their tummies with water from the well. Only

years later did people living near the factory learn

that for years their water had been poisoned by

chemicals abandoned by Carbide. By then cancers

and other illnesses were raging and children were

being born malformed.

In 1995 Laccho lost her mind.  

‘SHE STRAYS IN THE ALLEYS,’ says her husband.

‘Often improperly dressed. Some make fun of her,

but most feel pity. So many here have lost their wits,

living beings who are no longer aware of their own

existence.’ 

A study by the National  Institute of Mental Health

and Neuro Sciences found that at least half of those

exposed to Union Carbide’s gases suffered from

mental health problems. That was in 1985. There

have been no further government studies. 

‘When we lost Laccho,’ says Laxmi, ‘our girls,

needing a mother’s care, had to look after her

instead. Now they’re married I do my best to keep

her clean and cook our meals. I can’t hear well, my

sight blurs, my limbs are numb. I take any work I

can get, yet I can’t fill our bellies.’ 

Laccho listens with a smile. Some trace of a

forgotten life stirs in her, she feels the urge to offer

us tea and gropes for a strainer and glass. 

‘She can no longer see,’ says Laxmi sadly. ‘It’s

the final cruelty. In June last year, she was betrayed

by her sight. For her there’s no more day,  just one

long night, full of what dreams I dare not think. She

sits at the door crying senseless words with no one

to feel her agony. There’s only me, and these eyes of

mine are wet with tears.’      

MENTAL ILLNESS IS NoT RECOGNISED as an effect

of gas-exposure in Bhopal. Sufferers get no help or

support. All the government hospitals in Bhopal

between them have not one psychiatrist. 

The only place these poor people will find help

is at our free Sambhavna Clinic where we now have

a psychiatrist and other staff trained to help people

with mental problems. Ours is also the only place in

Bhopal where people affected by water poisoning –

and the children of survivors – are treated free.

It is said that medicine works better when it is

given with love. We offer a blend of cutting-edge

modern medicine, classical Indian herbal treatment,

yoga and massage. We have so far given medical

care to some 20,000 gas  and water survivors and

their families. Thanks to the generosity of British

newspaper readers, all consulations, medicines,

treatments and therapies are completely free.

The poor of Bhopal, no less than the victims of

recent great catastrophes, were innocent. They did

nothing to deserve their terrible punishment. But

after they died, thousands in one night of horror, no

crusade was launched, no rock concert was staged

for their benefit, no pop stars sang about freedom

and the world has all but forgotten Bhopal. 

Please help generously, we really need you.  

Please Gift Aid your donation. This increases the value

of your gift at no cost to yourself as we can claim the tax

you’ve already paid on it. Please tick box if you can confirm

you’ve paid UK Income Tax or Capital Gains Tax.

Please contact me about making a standing order.

I would like to receive email updates about Bhopal  -

(no more than one email every three or four months).

I cannot and will not turn a blind eye to the suffering of the innocent victims of Bhopal which has been going on 22 years too long
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I want to give £5      £10      £20      £50       £100       £ 250       £500        £1,000       £3,000       £5,000        Other............
By cheque payable to PAN-UK(Bhopal Medical Appeal) / Charge my credit/debit card.  Valid from           /
Card no Expiry date            /         Issue no. (Switch/Solo) /

Please fill in your details and sign where indicated

Name........................................................................................................

Address...................................................................................................

...................................................................................................................

................................................................Postcode..................................

Signature......................................................Date..................................

Email.......................................................................................................

1.

2. 4.

4.

3.

Please post the completed form to:

Pesticide Action Network/Bhopal Account

FREEPOST LON100406, London EC2B 2BR

No stamp needed but if you use one it saves us the cost. You

can also donate direct to:

PAN-UK/Bhopal Account No 61752312, NatWest Bank,

Sort Code (60-03-36), 504 Brixton Rd, London SW2 8EB

Bhopal Medical Appeal
INDEPENDENT CHARITY IN ENGLAND & WALES NUMBER 1117526

KINDLY ADMINISTERED BY THE PESTICIDE ACTION NETWORK UK

aim a blowtorch at my eyes

pour acid down my throat

strip the tissue from my lungs

drown me in my own blood

choke my baby to death in front

of me, force me to watch 

her struggles as she dies – 

cripple my children, let pain 

be their daily and only playmate – 

spare me nothing

ruin my health so i can no longer

work or feed my family –

watch us starve – see my children 

drinking water at night 

to fill their hungry bellies

then poison our drinking water

never warn us of the danger

cause monsters to be born among us

make us curse god

stunt our living children’s growth

say it's nothing to do with you

don’t ever say sorry

for twenty two long years ignore our cries, 

teach me that my rage is

as useless as my tears  

prove to me beyond all doubt

there’s no justice in this world

for you are a big american corporation 

and i am a woman of bhopal

the survivor’s poem

REPORT BY INDRA SINHA
www.indrasinha.com
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APPENDIX A. SINHA’S ADS

AT  T H E  F O OT  of this page is a picture of a child being
buried the morning after a leak at Union Carbide’s factory in the
Indian city of Bhopal killed thousands in one night of horror.
The photographer cried as he took the picture. 

If you don’t know the story of that night, it is of people
woken from sleep with a gas 500 times more deadly than
cyanide in their mouths and eyes, of people choking,
blinded by an invisible fire that burned and tore at the
lungs until it drowned them in their own body fluids. 

On that hateful dawn, as heaps of bodies lay
in the streets twisted in their death agonies, who
could have guessed that 22 years later we would
still be burying babies in this city?

Today in Bhopal, 120,000 people are chronically
sick, ten people each month die from injuries caused
by the gases of 1984. But the story grows wickeder.

People who were never exposed to Carbide’s
gases are falling ill with symptoms similar to those of
the victims of 1984. In some areas near the factory, there is a
98% rate of anaemia among women. Children are
being born without fingers, lips and noses. The
cause is lethal chemicals in their drinking water,
poisons leaking from the now-derelict factory that Union
Carbide never bothered to clean up.

The death factory was not a single large building, but
a collection of chemical plants, offices and warehouses
spread over a 66 acre site. It was always a flawed project.
In the most dangerous units Carbide’s US managers cut
costs by using technology their own report describes as
unproven and fraught with difficulties. 

The risk, they decided, was ‘acceptable’.
The waste from the factory, thousands of tons of

deliriously toxic sludges, was dumped in vast open-air
lakes lined with plastic flimsier than a dustbin bag. Come
the first rains, they leaked, spreading poisons across fields
and into drinking water. Cattle died, people became sick.
Frantic telexes from Bhopal about the leaking ponds were
ignored by bosses far away in America.

By 1984, with the factory making massive losses,
Carbide went on a major economy drive. 335 jobs were
culled. The maintenance staff was halved, safety training was cut
from six months to two weeks. 

MIC, methyl isocyanate, the gas that leaked, is so volatile
that Carbide’s own safety regulations required its storage tank –
the size of a locomotive – to be kept at 0˚C, but refrigeration
was turned off to save freon gas worth $37.68 a day. Half the
plant operators in the fatal MIC unit were sacked. 

Urgent warnings from the workforce and growing public
disquiet, including four separate articles by journalist Rajkumar
Keswani predicting an impending catastrophe, were all ignored, as
were the alarming findings of a 1982 safety audit by Union Carbide
engineers from the US. The cost-cutting continued. Old parts were re-
used to save money on repairs. A leaky valve and a worn washer
led directly to the disaster.

When disaster struck, not one of the factory’s safety systems
was working. The vent scrubber lay in pieces, dismantled for
repairs that were never to be completed. The flare tower was
turned off. The fire hoses were too feeble to reach the escaping
gases. The public alarm siren did not sound. Union Carbide

Corporation in the US, which as 50.9% majority shareholder had
managed the factory and supervised the cost-cutting, first blamed
its Indian managers, then an imaginary terrorist group and finally

asserted that the plant had been sabotaged by ‘a disgruntled
employee’ – a claim it repeats to this day.

The human consequences of these actions are
appalling. Half the women pregnant on ‘that night’ had
miscarriages. The months that followed saw a spate of

‘horrific births’, which continue to this day. 
But if the original disaster can be called an accident, what

followed cannot, for Union Carbide abandoned its factory
leaving behind thousands more tons of poisons like lindane

and carbaryl in gunny bags and rusting drums. Mercury drops
still lie on the soil where they fell more than two decades ago.

While the factory grounds returned to jungle, 22 monsoons
washed the poisons ever deeper into the subsoil and into the

drinking wells of people like the family of Shahida Bee.  
‘My daughter-in-law had a son on 15 March (2006).

The baby was perfectly formed, with a beautiful face,
except the rest of the head was missing,’ says Shahida,

who was in Delhi recently with survivors who had walked 500
miles to ask the Prime Minister for help.  

Like some 26,000 other people, Shahida’s family have for
years been washing in and drinking poisoned water. 

Carbide’s private documents reveal that the company knew of
the danger as early as 1989, but kept denying that there
was a problem. It watched silently  while local people,
many of whom were already victims of the gas, were
poisoned a second time. It did not even clean up the
chemicals. Union Carbide, today wholly owned by

Dow Chemical of napalm and agent orange fame, still refuses
to clean its factory. Since 1992 it has also been refusing to
appear in an Indian court where it faces criminal charges of
culpable homicide. It has been declared an absconder from

justice in India. Dow could easily afford to clean the
factory. It’s ready to pay $2.2 billion to settle
Carbide’s US asbestos liabilities, but says it is not

responsible for Carbide’s Indian liabilities.
The diseases and illnesses suffered by the Bhopalis are

beyond description. 
This figure illustrates a few, but cannot show the agony

of the girl who endures three periods a month, with pain that
causes her ‘to flip about like a fish out of water’. It cannot

start to express the terror of mothers who know
their babies are suckling poisoned breast milk,
nor the grief of the young woman who told us,

‘Babies born with a missing palate can not breast feed. They
try, but all the milk runs outof their noses.’

In 1996, we opened a free clinic in Bhopal to give care to
survivors of the gas disaster and those suffering from water
poisoning. Our combination of modern medicine, herbal
treatments, yoga postures, breathing and massage has so far
eased the suffering of more than 20,000 people. 

All consultations, treatments and medicines are free.
The clinic relies solely on donations from individuals.

Now that you know this awful story, we beg you, please
dig deep to help us carry on our work. As Shahida

says, ‘In this world there’s no justice, but there are
good people. That alone keeps us alive.’

Please Gift Aid my gift. (This increases its value at no

cost to yourself as we are able to claim back the tax you’ve

already paid on it. Please tick the box if you can confirm

that you’ve paid UK Income Tax or Capital Gains Tax.)

Please contact me about making a standing order.

I would like to receive email updates about Bhopal  -

(no more than one email every three or four months).

I cannot turn a blind eye to the suffering of the innocent victims of Bhopal which has been going on 22 years too long

I’d like to give  £5         £10        £20         £50          £100         £ 250         £500           £1,000         £3,000          £5,000        Other............

Here’s a cheque payable to PAN-UK(Bhopal Medical Appeal) / Please charge my credit/debit card.     Valid from               /

Card No Expiry date            /               Issue no. (Switch/Solo only)

Please fill in your details and sign where indicated

Name..........................................................................................................

Address.....................................................................................................

.....................................................................................................................

.................................................................Postcode..................................

Signature.......................................................Date..................................

Email.........................................................................................................

1.

2. 4.

4.

3.

Please post the completed form to:

Pesticide Action Network/Bhopal Account

FREEPOST LON100406, London EC2B 2BR

No stamp needed but if you use one it saves us the cost. You can also

donate direct to:

PAN-UK/Bhopal Account No 61752312, NatWest Bank,

Sort Code (60-03-36), 504 Brixton Rd, London SW2 8EB

Bhopal Medical Appeal
An independent charity registered in England & Wales, No 1117526

Kindly administered by the Pesticide Action Network UK (PAN-UK)
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damaged lungs,

breathlessness, cancers

stomach aches,

digestive problems

nausea, vomiting

aching joints

leukaemia

chronic fatigue

skin rashes, boils

numbness, 

tingling

menstrual chaos among young women,

miscarriages, many children with birth defects

liver damage,

kidney problems

cancer and birth-defect causing

chemicals in breast milk

brain damage, 

headaches, eye problems, 

early cataracts,  dizziness,

depression, 

anxiety, panic attacks

‘Human figure’ by Prakriti
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