
of ideas that often arrange itself to a 
centra l theme of ' meaning ' of 
aesth e tic and literary experience. 
This provides a grasp fo r critical 
thinking and incisive a n alysis. With 
hi s t \,·o decades o f teachin g o f 
Aesthetics, Malshe is able to generate 
a considerable h ybridity that criss
crosses theories with texts and puts 
them in a lucid juxtaposition. His 
comm i tment to British analy tic 
philosophy, of course, gives him a 
not so fashi o nable a nd yet a rigo ur 
tha t makes th e book stand out. 

NOTES 

I . Frantz Kafka, "Prometheus" in Pambles and 
Par-adoxes, translated by Wilma and Edwin 
Muir , New York: Schoke n , 1970: 83. 

2. G iles Dcle uze concept of 'delerritorial
izatio n ' m eans an endless disseminatio n 
of sig ns on th e surface of the text that is 
tra n s fe rre d onto th e very process o f 
p r·oductio n o f signs. See. Giles Dcle uze 
and Felix Cuttari. A nli-Oal ifms: CafJilalism 
and Schi-.ophrenia. ( 1972) , T ranslated by 
Roben Hurley, Mark Seem and H e le n R. 
Lane, Minneapo lis: U of Minnesota Press, 
1983: 292-3. 

Dr. Prasenjit Biswas 
Reader, Dept. of Philosophy 

NEHU, Shillong 

Vikram Seth: An Anthology of Recent 
Cri ticism, edi te d by G.J.V Prasad, 
Pe u craft lmerna tio n al, De lhi, 2004, 
pp.l 85, Rs 400. 

By a ny standa rd, Vikram Se th is a 
striking lite rary phenome non of our 
time. H e h as m a d e impress ive 
r unning in both fi c tion and non
fi c ti o n , as we ll as in poe try. Ye t he 
h as not m a d e critical impac t o n par 
with h is pee rs. T h e volume unde r 
review in th e form o f twe lve pa pe rs 
o n Se th's varied ran ge of works fills 
a lo n g-fe lt gap. These well-writte n 
essays-all fresh ly comm issioned 
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contributions except two reprints
focus on From Heaven Lake (1983), 
The H umble Administrator 's Garden 
(1985 ), All You Who Sleep Tonight 
(1990), The Colden Gate (1986), A 
Suitable Boy ( 1993), a nd An Equal 
Music (1999). The comprehe nsive 
assemblage o f e xplorations aims a t 
opening, as th e blurb a nnounces, 
' various windows into Seth 's world to 
e nhance the reade r's understanding 
and appreciation of thi s hig hly 
ta le nted and most accessible write r '. 
How does th e book d e liver o n the 
promise? Mode rately we ll , 1 would 
say. 

Allaying Seth's fears, as it were, 
Hugo Brunner, th e publisher o f h om 
Heaven Lake, rang up the author the 
day before its ofticial publicatio n: 
'Don ' tjump into the Thames if there 
is a bad review or no review at all. ' 
Much to the surprise of the publishe t· 

, a nd the author, the boo k was we ll
received a nd was also award e d the 
Thomas Cook Travel Book Award. 
Se th' s perceptive a nd d e lig htfu l 
account of his travel experie nce from 
North China-across Tibe t and the 
Himalayas over to Nepal and India
is discussed by Nandini Chandra in 
h er paper 'A Diffe re nt Gaze: Vikram 
Se th 's journey through Main land 
China' . Un like Pa u l Theroux in his 
Down the Yangtze, published in the 
same year as From Heaven Lake, Seth 
d oes not wax magis teri a l in his 
observations. He is more nua nced 
and less judg mental , witho ut any 
'overt e thnog ra phic m ission', as 
Nandini notes. Also unlike Rahul 
Sankrityayan , th e Marxis t traveller 
from India in the fi rst half of the 20'" 
cen tury, Se th does not dwe ll on 'the 
legenda1-y a nd historical mystique of 
T ibe t'. In spite of the freedo m de ficit 
in the Maois t d ispensa tion, Seth sees 
reassuring evidence o f e fli cie n cy and 
professio n alism in Chinese society, 
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and h ence h is gaze is different from 
the available pe rspectives o n the 
mystical orie nt. 

Although Se th is drawn to the 
'warm humani ty of common peop le' 
in the acco un t of his h itchhiking 
ad ven tu re-not th a t he is not un
affec ted by ideological imprin t on 
peopl e in their quotidian trans
ac ti o n s-his mo t iva tions are 
different from those that we see in 
Amitav Ghosh 's trave l accounts of 
Egypt, Myanmar and Cambodia with 
a r ich diet of historical d e tail. Seth 
seeks to recover the real China from 
ben eath the veil of ideology, bu t his 
itine rary fo llows a liberal trajectory 
in cu lling contras t with Ghosh 's 
comm i tte d miss ion . In a ve in 
d ifferent from Naipaul's in his early 
travel accounts oflndia, Seth's slan t 
is not dismissive of either Chinese 
cultura l heritage o r its ongo ing, de
ideologised econom ic boom. Seth 
highlights th e people, as we ll as pans 
across the landscape, without any 
co lonia l fi xatio n or postcolonial 
position . However, cursory refer
ences to the Hindi writer , Rahul 
Sankrityaya n as we ll as to Ami tav 
Ghosh and Naipa ul in Nandini 's 
frame of reference needed further 
exploration. 

Four papers in this an tho logy are 
d evo ted to Seth's poetry. W hile GJV 
Prasad and KC Boral eval uate 
Se th 's poetic craft and thematic 
preoccupations in The Humble 
Administrator's Gm·den and All You 
Who Sleep Tonight respective ly, Tabish 
Khair and Angelie Multani look a t 
The Golden Gatewith disparate points 
of view. Both Prasad a nd Baral give 
full marks to Seth for his technical 
ace om plish me u t. Prasad provides 
explicatory snapshots of many poems 
from the antho logy lO undet·
li ne Se t h's formal control and 
compression of details as well as his 



q uiet irony and humour. H e shows 
how Se th exce ls in de li c ious 
enunciati on or lon elin ess, dry-eyed 
rhym in g banter and is capa ble of 
making ap h ori s tic s tatements 
lemened wi th wit. In th e same vein , 
Baral demonstrates Seth 's con tro lled 
e legance a n d seaso n e d c rafts
manship evident from the poe ms in 
All You who Sler>p Tonight. Design or 
forma l finish is a salient feature of 
Seth 's an. Eve n in a sh a n lyri c h e 
can articu late de lig htfully- worded 
cognition o r li re·~ complex ities and 
con trad ictio ns-a rare feat in India n 
Engl ish poetry. 

O n the other hand, Tabish, a poet 
an d no\'elist as we ll as a pro fessional 
acade mi c, raises th e problem of 
narrating n on-a nglo phone Indi ans 
in English. According to h im , Seth 's 
succeso; in The Coldr>n Cal f' is based 
on 'avo idin g th e prob le m s of 
rormu lating a prosodic identit y in 
Indian poetry in English' . In o the r 
words, Se th ·~ lour dP .fonP h as not 
created cri tical space fo r the read ing 
of Indian English poe try on th e 
accentua l and prosodic terms 
germane to Indi an Engli sh . Seth has 
received flak for kC'eping this novel 
in verse ~e t in California ' thankf"ull v 
free' of Indian conn ection a nd h ~ 
Ill <L k I'~ II() h 0 Ill' S a h 0 U t i t b (' i 11 g 
Indian. But T ab ish's argu ment does 

110; stan d up too well in th e fac e of 
Seth ·., adroit vcrsir1cation in Bm~tly 
Fait'\ fmm lfnp and Thnt' ( 199 1). 
riH' poet docs harness seve ral 
,,< < cssorics of ~reech to cap ture 
a 11 cJ aut h t' n t j <a te th e S lll ff 0 (" 

Indian c·xpe ri <·IH e, and his unusual 

1 c-sour< efulncss ]JI <>claims his 
Jllastcn of the !llcdiulll . I would have 
thought J'ahish would examine th<> 
ISSlH' of tiH' fiSSlllt'd JJ(tllll(' o f t ) J(' 

lan g uage '. or the ·grapholc>nal ' 
handicaps of the lll('dittm in Indian 
English poetrv with ref'cn•nce to 
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Seth 's compelling poe try anchored 
in Indian reali ties, or the occasional 
verse in A Suitable Boy tha t navours 
with th e no ve l fo r t h at malte r. 
Bes id es, Tabish w ith holds hi s 
apprec ia t ion for Seth 's c le an 
representati on of exp er ience as well 
as his co n s ide rabl e ta le nt fo r 
rechargin g a conve ntional form of 
expressio n such as the sonnet with 
n ew possibilities by esch ewin g , what 
re viewe rs say of J a n e t ' s creati o ns, 
'The la n guid tedium of lines . . . th e 
an ist 's elated chains ' . 

Th e co mpanion piece on ?'he 
Golden Gale b y An ge lie Multa n i , 
however , d eals with an assortment of 
love stories in a metropolitan settin g. 
The d epic ti on of consum eris t, ste rile 
and e mo tiOJi'ally desiccatecllife in the 
sonne t-sequ e nce fro m th e vantage 
point of a uthoria l standarcis extends 
be yo nd the immedia te sc e n ic 
backclo th. An ge lic argues that even 
as Seth draws upon the Cali fo rnia n 
mores and m il ie u , his reaf'lirrn ation 
or stable fam ily life with steady lies 
ac ross the range of re latio n shi ps 
in modern m e tr o p o li ta n so c ie ty 
is a m e nable t o cross-cu l tura l 
imp lic a tions. The ve rse n a r ra ti vC' 
hallm arks the operative concerns in 
Seth canon. 

J\ s bdits its massive si1.c a nd range, 
Seth's magn um opus, A S·11 ilahiP Boy, 
has claimed largest space in the form 
of fo u r essays wriuen with consider
ab le theoreti ca l sophis ticatir)ll. 
Neclam Sr ivastava an d Priya Kttmar 
e ngage with Seth 's a ffirm a ti o n o f 
sec ula ri sm in th e novel, bu t th ey 
press the point alo ng divergcn t I ines: 
Nec lam rea d s th e n o ve l as ' a 
Nehruvia n n ar ra tive o f Ind ian o;ta te 
and o;oc ie ty' . wher<' a s Pr iya 
probknl<:l1 i;:cs Seth . s (' l l( lorSC' I 11 (' 11 I o r 
N<:> hru vi<lll sec u lar is111 !"o r its · 
paterna l is tic asst mlptio ns' a n d ma kes 
a plea ror a n alt<-' rn ative conu'p t ion 

of the ide ntity of religious and e thnic 
m inorities to contain the resurgen ce 
of r e ligious exc lu sivis m and 
th e dange rs of c urre nt cu ltural 
regression in a secular natio n-sta te 
like India . However . both Neelam 
and Priya consider A Suilnble Boy as 
Se th 's inte rvention in ' the Ind ian 
p o liti cal s ituation or th e 1990s ' 
(Srivastava 87) , o r ' th e p o litics of 
Hindu nationalism in the 80s a ncl 90s 
in ln d ia ' (Kumar l ~~8) by way of a 
historical nove l. 

I n th e mi c r ocosmic fic tional 
se ttin g or the novel in the imagin ary 
town o f Brahmpur representing the 
heart of India with in s ti t11tional 
und erpinnin gs like th e S tate 
Legislat ive Asse mbly as a rcprese n l
ative space fo r var ious cotnmunities, 
languages and poin ts of view, an d in 
the u se of En g li s h s ubsum ing 
re~i onal infl ecti ons as wel l a~ the usc 
o f free indi n :c t S jJC' (' C lJ wh e rt'b)' th e 
auth o rial voi ce takes a rationa li st, 
secula r positi on o n th e con te ntio us 
issues of the natio n , Se th re plica tes 
Ne hr u 's lib e r a l , tole rant a nd 
p lurali sti c o utl oo k. O n th f' oth e r 
h a nd , in th e pr ivat<-' s phere 
a t ta c hm e nt to o n e ' s r e li g ion , 
exempli fied by Mrs Mah esh Kapoor 's 
p ie ty, is a ffirm ed , and h e r husband' s 
i11t1 a n sige nt <;Ccu larist t~rtl10d nxy o r 
inte rventio ni s t a nti-re l ig io s:ty is 
df'rid ecl . Nec la m sugges ts tha t whi le 
Ne h ruvia n sec u laris111 has a ll owed 
n1a nv obscuran ti st rf'lig ious practices 
to co ntinue in th e garb or cullure or 
r e fin e d a nd res t ra in e d re li g io us 
commi tm e n ts , it h as never th e less 
held th e co un try togcther. ln e\·ita bly, 
Seth rein states Ne h ruvian id eals as 
a n a ntido te to t he int c r-f'a ith 
flash poi nts in con te 111pora r)' 1 ndia. 
Fina lly, Ncd <un a rgues that ;\ Snilablp 
Hoy ' prese11 ts a ret urn to strong staLe 
secularism ' which is re f'e re n tia ll} not 
eq uivalent to a ny establishmenta rian 
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imposi tion , or estab lishment of 
i rr~ligion. 

standard archetypes' in the n ove l 
and that it has 'mod ern secul arist 
Muslim sensibili ty' missing. People 
like the Nawab of Baitar, his sons, 
and the singer Saeeda Ba i as well as 
Rasheed, are a ll very sympa thetically 
portrayed. Some characte rs lose 
th eir sharpness along the axis of the 
urban-rural divide, not along the axis 
ofHindu-Muslim binary. If a modern 
and secular Islamic sensibility is not 
very markedly present in the novel, 
it is simply because such a sensibili ty 
did n o t exist in the post-Partition 
India, or perhaps does no t exist eve n 
now. Seth is realistic in showing the 
limits to secular disposition in the 
Indian Muslim community in a story 
attached to its temporal co-ordina tes; 
however, h e does d e pict secu lar 
longings and libe ral outlook at least 
in a handfu l of characte rs- a n d 
Rasheed stands ou t among them. In 
hi s Isla mic ta ke on secularism he 
questions the visibly monochrome, 
ossified image of Islam and brings 
religiosity closer to modern, ra tio nal 

In Priya's opinion, it is n ot only 
state or poli tical secularism that Seth 
reiterates but also e thical secularism, 
and th ere lies th e rub. She borrows 
the terms 'political secularism ' and 
' eth ical secularism ' from Rajeev 
Bhargava's essay 'Giving Secularism 
i ts Due' (Economic and Political 
Weekly, June 9, 1994:1784-1791) to 
differentiate state/ con stituti onal 
secu lar ism from an e thics of 
to lerance. The latter, in Priya'ssense 
of the term, based on the notion of 
major ity-minority syndrom e, 
mi li ta tes against substantive equity 
a nd makes secula rism unsustainable 
in a modern nation-state. H owever, 
Priya sidesteps the mutually--inter
locki ng actions in which a minority 
too precipitates its marginalization 
by in venting imagin ary g rievan ces 
a nd mounting unreasonable bac k
lash. The need of th e hour is not only 
to r e think a b o ut th e place o f 
relig ious and e thnic m inorities, as 
Pri ya arg u es, but to d isso lve th e 
m aj ority-min ority syndrome. I t is 
poss ib le o n ly wh e n , as Bha rgava 
n o tes (' India's Maj ority-Minority 
Syndrome', Open Democracy, 7 August 
2002), Hindus really value ideas of 
equal citi zenship and Muslims adopt 
pos i ti ve attitude to li bera l a nd 
d e mocratic institutions , shunning 
conservative communi taria nism. To 
invoke Bhargava again, Se th 's novel, 
besides insisting on interventionist 
secularisation , e ndorses 'the pluralist 
version of e thical secularism which 
is both sec u lar a nd co mmuni
tarian ' (Bhargava 1790) . T h us Priya's 
criti cal investment in Bha rgava's 
te rm does not put any gloss on the 
notion of tolerance in the secularist 
disco urse. 

There is not much point in Priya's 
a rgum e nt eith er th at ' Mus li m 
charac ters are figured largely a long 

outlook. The re is palpable prejudice 
against change in the large r part 
of the community buttressing the 
mispe rception of Islam as a hostile 
monolit h a nd adversary of th e 
h er itage of e nlightenment a nd 
re fo rmati o n . Ras he e d bestirs 
h imse lf, e n visages leg itima te 
dimensions of human progress and 
despises narrow religiosity, and so he 
flies in the face of co n ve ntiona l 
Islamic mores and is tossed away by 
the regnant Islamic orthodoxy. It is 
a part of the novel's sec ularism tha t 
Kabir and his family are identifie d 
as Musli m but with out the 
conventional Islamic markers. 

In an altogether different take on 
the complex filigree of themes in 
Seth's nove l, Jon Mee invokes 
Johannes Fabia.n's scientific, secular 
idea of time ~~ anthropological 
discourse and D1pesh Chakrabarty's 
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accounts of the problematics of 
p ostcolonial his toriography in his 
book Pmvincializing Europe. Mee 
argues tha t A Suitable Boy, as a 
h is to ri cal n ove l, is part of a 
un iversalize d transi tion narrative 
even as the author sets out to show 
India as a robust postcolonial nation 
on the cusp of tradi tion and 
modernity. In con trast with Harish 
Trivedi's reading of the novel, Mee 
notes that the discourse of Indian 
modernity in the novel con cedes the 
priori ty of a master narrative scripted 
in Europe. Mee's argument is quite 
cogent, but no t credible enough. 
Modern i ty in India is rather 
entrenched, and it does not belong 
to a single tradition. Nor is it heading 
in any single direction , privileging a 
European narrative of development. 
Mee is wary of an allegorical reading 
of the novel and points out that Seth 
keeps colonialism and modernism 
apart. However, Mee flattens out the 
panoply of sub-themes to drive his 
conclusion. Seth's harsh satire on 
Arun Mehra's excessive Anglophilia 
is intertwined with the narrator's 
negative depiction ofMeenakshi and 
Kakoli's fascination for Western 
liberation and modernity. Thus it is 
d ifficult to agree with Mee 's view that 
the narrative of modernity in 
A Suitable Boy derives from a single 
source. In fact, it exemplifies de
centred polyvalency; in other words, 
it is open-ended and variegated. As 
Amartya Sen has noted, • [G] iven the 
long and tangled roots of recent 
intellectual developments, and given 
the mixture of origins in the genesis 
of the ideas and the methods that are 
typically taken to characterize 
modernism' (The New Republic, April 
1, 1996: 32), modernity is not a 
well-defined , un p•·oblematically 
acceptable concept. 

Also , Mee misses .to see the 
representation of Urdu m the novel, 



except as 'nostalgia for a feudal 
world of Urdu literature and courtly 
entertainments' (Mee 119). Seth has 
the Nawab Sahib of Baitar express 
genuine concern about Urdu: 'Next 
week he(LN Agarwal) will try to force 
his Hindi bill through the Legislative 
Assembly, and Urdu, my language , 
the language of Mast, the language 
of most of the Mus lims of this 
province, will be made more useless 
than ever' (ASB 998). 

The mediation of hi s torical 
material with reference to the 
depictio n of rural space in A Suitable 
Boy vis-a-vis that in Phanishwarnath 
Renu's Maila Anchal (The Soil e d 
Border), a H indi novel published in 
1954, has been examined by Angela 
Eyre. A common narrative strand 
between the two novels is the 
Zamindari Abolition Bill. Wh ile the 
in tended beneficiaries of the bill are 
articulate and eminently visible in 
Renu's novel, those in Seth's novel 
are too weak and isolated. However, 
both novels narrate the failure of the 
land reform measure-Maila Anchal 
with a wealth of details and A Suitable 
Boy with the pathetic plight of the 
destitute serf, Kaccheru. The 
difference in the representation of 
peasantry, as Angela rightly says, 
proceeds from the difference in the 
narrative form of the two novels. The 
capacious frame of A Suitable Boy cuts 
a large swathe of India in an 
encompassing formation which 
substantially outweighs the thinness 
of rural representation, unlike Maila 
Anchafs focused regional locale. 

Seth's next novel, An Equal Music, 
in a complete departure from A 
SU?table Boy, is basically set in 
London, except when it goes to 
Vienna and Venice, and this matter 
of location piques Mala Pandurang. 
She problematizes Seth's cosmo-

Book Reviews 

politan transnationalism in the 
absence of 'a humanist worldliness'. 
As the cultural map of the world 
remains divided between th e 
metropo li s and the margin, 
'personal core of cosmopolitanism is 
not enough'. But, as Seth said to j ay 
Currie and Miche le Denis in an 
interview Qune 1999 onlin e, np), the 
situation in An Equal Music did not 
warran t any laying of his e thnici ty on 
it. Besides Mala's cogent critique , 
Meenakshi Bharat views this novel 
through the le n s o f ecocriticism , 
while Anjana Sharma is chary of 
approving Seth's phallo cen tri c 
choice of th e fi ctive patterning with 
d e nial of agency to women. Anjana 
forgets Seth's fictional credo wherein 
Julia'a decision to stick with h e r 
husband and son is in line with Lata's 
choice for Haresh in A Suitable Boy 
and Liz Dorati's for Phil Weiss in The 
Golden Gate. Whe n it com es to 
choosing family for Seth, n o feminist 
breaking out, or no concession to 
romantic passion for that matter. 

Finally, a few words a bout the 
book's production . I lack the space 
to list the typos; suffice it to say that 
they a re ma ny and will need to be 
weeded out in the next print. The 
bibliography is not up to date. At any 
rate, I think it is severely incomplete. 
It is n o t precise ei ther. For instance: 
it is not men tioned which paper in 
Meenaksh i Mukh erjee's book , The 
Perishable Empire, disc usses Seth's 
work. Besides, the re is no index to 
refer the reader to pages in th e text. 
But it is ch urlish to cavil about these 
omissio ns. They are less obvious a nd 
must be see n against the real virtues 
of the book. 

D1·. Murari Prasad 
Sana'a University, Yemen 

The Pathan Unarmed: Opposition and 
Memory in the North West Frontier, 
by Mukulika Ban e rjee, Oxford 
University Press, James Curry; Santa 
Fe : SAR Press and Delhi, 2000. 

This is a study of the work of the 
Khudai Khidmatgar (se rvants of 
God, from now on wards KK) led by 
Khan Abdul Gaffar Khan known 
popularly as frontier Gandhi and 
Badshah Khan. 'Most of the Khudai 
Khidmatgars had n o t h ad m a n y 
previous opportunities to te ll their 
stories of struggle an d heroism' 
(p. 7) . In this remarkable study 
combining th e insights of e thno
graphy, o ra l history a nd critical 
cultural studies, the author talks to 

'su rvivin g Pathan member of th e 
KK in order to discuss what it was 
that made ordinary Pathans adopt 
non-violence' (p.4). Under the 
charismatic leadership of Badshah 
Khan, the Pathans of North West 
Frontier province (NWFP) adopted 
the path of non-violen ce in solving 
their own problems as we ll as 
fighting against the British . Badshah 
Khan devoted himself to education , 
social reforms a nd san itation 
improvemen t of his fellow Pathans. 
Badshah Khan led the life of a Jaqir 
spending more than ' twenty-years 
fervently trekking in the villages of 
settle d districts' (p .77). Banerjee 
presen ts us an intima te portrait of 
the life and work of Badshah Khan 
as well as the Khudai Khidmatgar 
move ment. Her explanation of this 
'profound social creativity' (p.l6) is 
carried out in the context of the 
Orientalist view of the Pathans as 
violent, and dangerous held not only 
by the British but also by some of the 
na tionalist leaders of India. 

KK or Servants of God was 
launch ed in November 1929 and it 
built upon th e earlier two decades 
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