
ESSAY 

Locating/Dis-locating Indian Literatures: 

A Story of Hits and Misses 

It is cus tomayy to pay more a ttention to 

th e proble m at ha nd than to the 

language in or through w hid1 it is a rtic­

ula ted or expressed. But the language 

used fo r positing any problem, being a 

matter of conscious, subjective choice is 

often re fl ec tive of an ideology we 

subscribe to, w illy-nilly. r wonder if it 

would have been possible for us, in the 

Eng lis h d e partments, to posit thi s 

problem in lhe manner we have, say fifty 

years ago. This is not to suggest, how­

ever, that we a re fifty years too late in 

positing this problem (though that, too, 

is not entirely false position, either) but 

that we couldn' t have possibly done so 

w ithou t t he bene fit of th e post­

modernist jargon, we all find ourselves 

implicated in, now. 
It was not un ti l the 1960s that the 

concept of loca tion entered into ot,t r 

lexicon. But this it d id, as we a ll know, 

by leapi ng across the discipline o f 

architec ture with in w h ich it had 

originated. lt was through this process 

of in terrogating, overturning, breaking 

down and disso lving the artific ia l 

boundaries of d is cip lines t ha t the 

groundwork was laid for the now-too­

popu lar interdisciplinary approach, we 

often use as a critical or methodological 

practice. And it hardly bears repetition 

that post-modernism came into exis ten­

ce in the US, specifically in response to 

the living cultu ra l/ l ite rary / artis tic 

practices that had emerged there after a 

nagging discontent with or a perceived 

dem ise of the modernis t agenda. [t's 

another ma tter that we have now moved 

so far away from the specificities of post­

moderni sm that it's threatenin g to 

become yet another libe ra l humanist, 

universa l my th or fi ction. Why else 

would we use it wi th so little thought 

and so much of aplomb, as we often d o? 

It is often a rgued, w ith total dis regard 

to the historical /cultural conditions that 

we in India, too, have entered into ; 

pos t-modernis t p hase . Now, this is 

some thi ng tha t need s to be problem-

atized as an issue by itself and certainly 

calls for a separate discussion. However, 

I would refra in from addressing this 

question, as in that case, the risk of 

digressing from the subject on hand is 

much too obvious. All I would say is, 

that rarely do we ever pause, if at all, to 

question, interrogate or problematize 

the specific ideology behind our brave 

efforts a t teaching, popularising and 

circulating the post-modernis t baggage 

in and outs ide our classrooms. 

Let me return to my original point, 

which was, that our ideology is often 

reflected in our choice of language as 

well as our perception of its special role 

and function. The manner in which we 

have chosen to articulate the problem 

becomes dubious, even suspicious, for 

a va riety of reasons. One, we are using 

the post-modernis t language to reflect 

o n the status/ fun c tion / re leva nce/ 

positioning of Indian literatures, assum­

ing that Indian literatures/society have 

a lready entered into the post-modernis t 

stage of ' late capita lism' . Two, these 

reflections have been organised and 

sponsored by the English department, 

w hich has, for severa l years now, been 

advocating the cause of the Anglo-Saxon 

canonica l tradition. Three, the fact that 

appe ars m os t ano ma lo us, ra th er 

anachronis tic, is that we are deliberating 

over the fate of Indian literatures in a 

language which, in a genuine post­

colonial sense (there might be a false 

variety of it, too), could only be seen as 

a disruption, not a continuity in our 

historical experience. My p urpose in 

enumerating these reasons was main ly 

to unmask the ideological conh·adictions 

that are likely to surface, each time we 

talk of locating Indian literatures. 

Having sa id as much, let me now 

come to another set of problems, w hich 

a re not so much ideological as rne?thod­

ologica l in na ture. When we talk of 

locating Indian literatures, fi rst and the 

most immediate question is, where and 

in relation to w hat? Location is, after all, 
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by its very na ture a relati vistic, s patial 

category. So we need to ask ourselves, 

a re we talking o f locating Ind ian 

literatures within the English d epart­

men t? If it's their loca tion w ithin the 

canonical Anglo-Saxon tradition, then i t 

might mean dis-p lacemen t of the canon 

and emergence of a counter-can o n . 

Going by the history of canonical shifts 

in the past or our own efforts at opening 

up of the canon, all one can say is that it 

is a very dismal scenario, indeed, offer­

ing little encouragement and very little 

hope. Wha tever anyone m ight say in 

defence of such experiences in the past, 

the fact is that we have only succeeded 

in exoticizing, fetishizing or showcasing 

Indian litera tures in our Departments of 

English. At its worst, it's only a form of 

tokenism as despite o ur best efforts, 

Indian lite ra tu res con tinue to have only 

marginal presence in re lation to English 

li terature, whose fossilised centrality is 

alm ost an und isturbed fact. Even after 

fifty years, we find it nearly impossible 

to precipitate any major paradigmatic 

shift in M acau lay's agen da we have 

followed so scrupulously, so religiously 

for over hund red and fifty years. Such 

is o u r affil iation to the canon that 

whenever an a ttempt is made to loosen 

it up from inside o1~outside, our personal 

conveniences parading as social 

attitudes often drive the last nail into all 

such brave efforts. Most of our efforts 

in this d irection have either been aborted 

prematu rely or carried out most half­

heartedly, at a great cost of personal/ 

social embarrassment, of course. While 

it may have its own politics, it \·vould 

not be desirable to go into its complex 

rationa le or ramifications, at this 

juncture . That much of this would 

perhaps be viewed as a misplaced sense 

of cynicism, is as obvious to me as it 

would be to anyone elst'. I h)\Vt'Vcr if 

th is is not to be treated as .1 piece of 

warped cynicism, then I propose that 

we, in our English departments, take the 

route that Ngugi had taken some thirty 
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years ago in Nigeria. He led a campaign 
not so mud1 against English literature 
per se but for the revival and resurgence 
of African literatures, which ultimately 
resulted in the closu re of the English 
department in the University of N igeria 
and its replacement by the Department 
of African Languages and Literatures. I 
wonder if we are really prepared for this 
kind of radica l or revolutionary step that 
demands not mere ly location , but re­
location or rather re-placement of Indian 
literatures vis-a-vis English literature. If 
it sounds a little too revolutionary or 
forbidding, perh aps we could think in 
terms of another alternative. Thls would 
mean crea ting a s pace w ithin w hich 
attempts at d e -hegemonizing, de­
centring English departments could 
effectively b e made. ln actual practice, 
it would mean tha t Indian Literatures 
in Translation are accorded the centr­
ality that has been denied to them so far, 
while En glish (read British) literature, 
with nothing more than a marginal 
presence in the World Literatures, is re­
located in our textual/literary practices. 
Is n ' t location primarily a matter of 
spatia l dis-placement, spatial adjust­
ments or re-adjustments, after all? If 
anyone of these alternatives does find 
_favour with ou r departments, that by 
Itself would take care of my cynicism to 
a large extent. 

Let's turn to the next question now, 
which begs severa l questions, in fact. 
Are we going to talk of location of Indian 
literatures within their specific socio­
cultu ral matrix? If so, then who is goin g 
to perform this function, and where? 
Will the Depa rtments of Indian 
Languages, operatin g within the 
hallowed precincts of the academy, 
perform it? Or is it something that is, a t 
best, left to the untrained critics outside 
the acodemy? First, let's look a t the 
critics working inside the academy. 
Now this particular class of critics has, 
for a few decades, been labouring rather 
heavily under the influence of the 
Western cntical theory. It is almost as if 
they have developed, to borrow Harold 
Bloom's memorable expression, an acute 
'anxiety of influence'. One of the several 
forms this anxiety often takes is a 
constant worry on the part of a majority 
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of cri tics operating in the Departments 
of Hindi o r Punjabi litera tures, as lww 
to keep abreas t of the latest 'product' 
ro lling off the 'knowledge p roduction 
units' in the West. As soon as fhe metro­
politan centres in the Wes t offload a new 
product, it is immediately appropriated, 
circulated and canonised , often in form 
of a s hodd y tran s la t ion. Iron ical ly 
enough, the reverse does not a lways 
happen. The same kind of vulgar haste 
is certainly notwib1essed when it comes 
to t ranslatin g the ve ry bes t th at is 
available in our ow n literatures into 
other Indi a n lan g ua ges, including 
English, for their inclusion in the canon. 
As a result, the balance of power often 
tilts dangerously against the production 
or reclamatio n of the indigenous 
literary I cultural traditions, but settles 
rather favourably towards the whole­
sa le, uncritica l cons umption o f the 
'goods' from the West. It's perhaps this 
mismatch between consumption and 
production that could be responsible for 
our cultura l deficit, the impoverishment 
of ou r own litera ry 1 cultural practices. 

No doubt, ours is essent ially g lob­
alized space of high connectivity wit!~ in 
which the id eas tend to circulate w1th 
much more frequency and rapidity than 
ha d ever ha ppened ea rli e r. Cons~­
quently, the Western critica l theory IS 

readily available to any young res~ar­
cher or even a tra ined critic operabng 
in the field of Indian literatures. While 
in certain cases it may not be very clea r 
how the use of these Western critical 
parad igms in relation to a modern_ or 
contem pora ry text in any of the lnd 1an 
languages w ould create an anomal~us 
situation, in others, its incongruity 
b ecomes glar ing ly consp icuous. A 
situation might obtain where Lacanian 
or Fouca uldian s tra tegies / tex tu al 
practices are also tried out in relation to 
Gurbnni, Waris Shah's Heer, Saba Farid's 
or Kabir's poelTy. Though there is much 
to be said in fa vour of eclecticism, it 
certainly cannot become a wayward 
expression of anarchic impulse. Just as 
literary production is context-specific, so 
is critical production. Whenever critica l 
enterprise ceases to be context-specific, 
and tri es instead to transg ress th e 
boundar ies of its spec ificiti es, it 

threa ten s to become a dangero us 
engagement, a self-de fea ting end ea­
vour. Jt ceases to be a critical enterprise, 
and becomes ins tead a non-re flexive 
form of satire or parody. It's this kind of 
'anxiety of influence', bordering on the 
parod y, if not mimicry, that is often very 
difficult to sympathise with. An average 
critic of Indian li te ratures finds himself 
caught in a very peculiar d ilemma, an 
inescapable bind that is, how to read 
contemporary texts in absence of indige­
nous textual/ literary practices, withou t 
sou nding e ither archaic or obsolete? 
Sanskrit poetics is no longer serviceable 
and bilnsns are yet to throw up 'poetics' 
suited to the intrinsic needs and require­
~1ents specific to each Lndian language/ 
!Jtera_ture. Wes tern critica l paradigms 
prov1de the lack, fill up an absence, 
which I~ight often be felt but is rarely 
ever articula ted. It's in this peculiar 
sense that Wes te rn critic a I 1 tex tu a I 
practices have come to occupy, through 
shee r d efa ult, a p re-eminent position 
wi thin th e Depa r tm ents of Indian 
li teratures, too. And how our obsession 
w ith sucli prac tices has inevitably led to 
a. gro~s neglect of I i te ra ry h is tory I 
I ~Jstonograp_hy of lndian languages or 
lite ratu res IS obv ious enough. How 
many of us are actually interes ted in 
locat1ng works produced in India n 
languages wi thin the specificities ofthat 
l ang_u~ge, _its hi s tory, its l ite ra ry 
~rad J t J ~n , Jts genea logy o f forms/ 
Jde~log Jes a nd th e reading practices 
motiVated by them? 

Another major p roblem that it has 
given rise to is, that, having been fed on 
a heav~ dose of Western metaphysics 
and_ ep1~temology, an average critic of 
ln?Jan_ li terature has begun to harbour 
thts m1staken notion that ' textua li ty' is 
all, that the real power flows from the 
ba rrel of 'discourse.' This has created a 
situation, where he, too, like his Western 
counterpart is now content to be the 
critics' critic o r a s ta r, someone who 
addresses a ll questi ons pertaining to 
I i tera tu reI language, textua I I cui tura I 
practices onl y fot· the bene fit of circu l­
ating them among his own community 
of fellow critics. It is as if literature has 
cut itself from its roots, the people, as if 
they are on ly fit enough to be the 
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subjects of literary works but not at all 

worthy of being trea ted as their reci­

p ients. Perhaps th is is what creating a 

d iscourse is a ll about. In a society where 

' late cap ita l is m ' has a lready made 

inroads, which is h ow Frederic jameson 

has described the American socie ty, 

'discourse' does rna ke sense, but does it 

make as much sense in o u r socie ty, 

which is hopelessly sh·iv ing to ca tch up 

with different s tages of evolution, be it 

feudalism, capita lism, modern ism o r 

post-modernism, a ll at once? While we 

do come across critics w illing to make a 

li terary work sound more mys tify ing 

than it actua lly is, we rarely ever come 

across the ones whose effort it is to pass 

on or communicate an unde rs tanding of 

lite rature to those to w hom it rightfully 

belongs, the common people. Though 

we conti nue to bem oan the loss of 

reading habits/ culture, readership et al, 

yet w hat do we do rea lly to loca te our 

lite rat ures, w he re ultimately th ey 

should, in the hea rts o f our people? 
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society, not away from it. And it is this 

'moving away' that really sums up the 

burden of ' anxiety' I had spoken of 

ea rlier. Critic has ceased to be a mediat­

ing agent between literary practices and 

social/ cultural practices but has ins tead 

become a self-indulgent, self-exhibitio­

nis t d ilettante. In such circumstances, 

critical enterprise often turns into an 

incestuous ac tivity that produces very 

little of read able and much less of stuff 

serviceable to people. Once this kind of 

med iat ion runs into an impasse or a 

dead-end, all attempts at locating Indian 

literatures w ithin their specific socio­

cultural context are bound to come a 

cropper. Do [ need say tha t this is too 

seri ous a question to be left to a bunch 

of random critics outside the academy? 

Above a ll, the re is that mammoth 

question of ideologies of lang uages / 

literatures competing for space w ithin 

the officia l, bureaucratised, institu tional 

practices. If I sound too mys tificatory 

here, let me say, for the sake of clarity, 

that I'm troubled by the question of the 

relative s tatus, function, even power­

d istribution of lang uages in our own 

practices. In 1952, around the time we 

were lay ing the foundati on of our 

nation-s tate, we had accorded to English 

the s tatus of an offi cial language as we 

found the question of national language 

a lmost impossible to settle. This status 

>vas granted for a limited period of time, 

unti l 1963, but once the battle for the 

national language became bitter and 

even fiercer in the late 1960s, it was 

extended ind efinite ly. Without going 

into the history of how it had created 

North-Sou th divide in o ur midst, 

snowba II ing into a major crisis, too well 

known to be repea ted here; let me just 

say tha t the only winner in this battle 

has been English. It was the white 

monkey that triumphed and wa lked 

away w ith the biggest s lice of the ca ke 

sovereign, d ominant position. I don't 

object to English, J'm only worried about 

the ideology that is inscribed in it. As a 

teacher of English, l can't help goi.ng 

back into the historica l con tingencies for 

which it was introduced in India or to 

put it somew hat differently, fastened 

like a saddle upon our backs, something 

we haven't been able to throw off. And 

wi thin our globalized space, English has 

no t only reasserted i ts p re-eminent, 

hegemonic position but is increasingly 

being seen as the single most dominant 

tool of self-empowerment. As a result, 

th e Indian languages, which h ave 

already lost out the first round of battle 

aga inst English, a re now threatened 

with the prospect of losing the war. A.nd 

if that happens, that is, if it hasn't 

happened already, Indian literatures 

will perhaps continue to jostle for space 

in our elitist, highly bureaucratized, 

hegemonic territories without getting 

anywhere. 

In good old times, for those w ho 

couldn 't he1ve a direct access to complex, 

ove rtly Se1nskritised structu re of pure 

Vedant ic th ought, the> med ia ti on of 

Upnnislldic apho ris ms or Puranic nar­

rat ives was always avai lable. O r fo r 

those w ho couldn 't grapple w ith the 

complexities of Curbani, more accessible 

forms of Jnpji Snl1ib or jnnn/11 Snkhis were 

al ways around . Whatever rema ined 

inaccessible to people in pure thought 

was often con veyed through th e 

medium of popu lar na rra tives. Na r­

rati ves have h·aditiona lly been used in 

our context as vehicles of theory o r even 

for the purposes of theorising, almost as 

essentia l ancillaries to pure thought. In 

one of her much-proclaimed essays, The 

/~nee for Tlleory, Barba ra Christian has 

made a s imilar observation about Afro­

American Women writing, too. Unfortu­

nately, our critics have chosen to cu t 

themselves off from people at a time 

when they ough t to have made a cons­

cious effort to engage with them. Dis­

coruse is a luxury of those who have 

already laid the fou ndation of a civil 

society, not a prerogative of those who 

are sti ll s triving lo d o so. In our context, 

lite ratu re or litrary practices, writer 

and/or cri tic need to move towardt 

in this fight between the two black cats. 

Neither Hindi could be declared as the 

national language, nor did Tamil find 

acceptability in the leviathan Hindi 

heartland . And it was throug h sheer 

default, owing to our total incapacity to 

setlle this crucial question of national / 

official language that Engl ish has 

marched on h·iumphantly to its p resent, 

If you want to know more about how 

our institutional practices have, in the 

past fifty years or so, worked to the 

determinant of our own li teratures, all 

you need to do is to compare the classic 

case of Arundhati Roy and Gurdial 

Singh. Arundhati manages to sell more 

than a million copies of the only novel 

she has written (and for all you know, 

she mayn't write another), whereas 

despite having invested a life-time in the 

cause of Punjabi, say indian, literature, 

Gurd ial Singh hasn 't managed to sell 

more than a couple of thousands of aU 

his works put together. Whatever be the 

skewed logic of the m;ul-.ct/ language or 

marketability of th~ languages, quite 

simply, there is and \·viii always be a 

much greater space available to English 

than can ever be occupied by all the 

Indian languages put together. Right 

h·om the word go, the dice is heavily 

loaded against the Indian languages/ 

literatures. And pray how are we going 

to change this situation, to re-locate this 

game of linguistic / literary ideologies 

contesting a battle that IS, and \·viii 

remain unequal? Or for that mater, '"•hat 

are tlUI' institutions such as Sahit}a 

Acadenw or National Book Trust doing, 

set up e.xclusi\'cly for the purpose of 

promoting and circulating lnd i<ln 
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languages/literatures in the internation­
al market? Just read this, if you haven' t 
heard it already . All the books in 
different Indian languages that are 
awarded the coveted Sahitya Academy 
award annually are supposed to be 
translated and made available into other 
Indian languages, including English. Let 
me only talk about the fate of Punjabi 
language and its En glish translations. 
According to an insider, sometimes 
translations take as many as fifteen years 
to see the light of the day as the transl­
ators, apparently men of power and 
influence, keep getting the contracts 
renewed every year withou t actually 
doing anything much. National Book 
Trust took three long years to bring out 
my translation ofGurdial Singh's Parsa, 
and there are no less than three hundred 
typographical errors in a three-hundred­
page novel. Surely, that's not the way 
Indian literatures can hope to put their 
best foot forward in the international 
market. I have been told that National 
Book Trust publishes our literatures not 
for marketing them in the international 
circuit, bu t for dumping them into their 
large, commodious warehouses. If this 
is the way our own institutions treat our 
literatures, with scant respect but a great 
deal of contempt, can our literatures 
ever hope to find space anywhere except 
among the moth-eaten monuments? 

~oc~tion of Indian literatures, I say 
agam, IS an extremely problematic but 
not entirely an unfamiliar terrain, which 
has always witnessed more 'misses' than 
'hits'. Within the small space of this 
essay, I have done nothing except locate 
the cenh·es of my marginal confusions 
?r worries on this question of central 
Importance. And this I'm doing in the 
modest hope of initiating a dialogue so 
necessa~y for restoring Indian lang­
uag~~/hteratures to that pre-eminent 
pOSition, they always deserved but 
never could legitimately claim as their 
own. 

Rana Nayar is Reader, 
Department of English, 

Panjab University, Chandigarh 
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