
concepts that later become 
anthropomorphic and are fin a lly 
encompassed in the religious canon by 
rites and rituals (p. 150). Dhanna is the 
realization of the rhyth.mic unity of all 
beings; it ca lls for an ethkal relationship 
with all and everything. The order of the 
cosmos obliged a dharmic behaviour on 
the part of a ll living and non- li ving 
things. And it was ecological. 

In the second part sh e attempts a 
biological reading of certain hymns. 
Mnnduka, the Frogs (RV,VII;l03), where
in parallels between brahmins and frogs 
are drawn, is n ot looked down w ith 
ridicule, but, on the other hand, as she 
points out, these h ymns reveal the 
sensitivi ty of the rsi to the chan ging 
environment, to the movements of the 
sun and clouds and life on earth . 
Vannucci draws our attention to similar 
evocation of frogs in other cultures, 
especially the references in Zend Avesta. 

She marks out the short hymn of only 
six slokas on A ranyani, as being extra-
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ord ina rily s ignifican t. "Arnnynni is 
sacred as part of rtn .... She is sacred as 
a mother, who gives all she has and in 
tum requests only respect and love ... " 
(p. 262). This hymn serves to reaffirm 
the Vedic ethos. Man must abide by the 
natural laws or face dire consequences. 
Love and respect for all nature is at the 
root of Vedic metaph ysics tha t is 
conceived in an environmental ethic. 

M . Va nnucci' s readin gs a re no t 
entirely without drawbacks: she follows 
her own chosen path and her overall 
intention is to prove wha t she s tates 
hypothetically at the beginning, and to 
that e nd sh e to ta lly dis rega rd s o r 
deliberately neglects al l other possible 
an g les of perception. fn the end, 
however, one does not disagree with 
her! Her interpretative reading, which is 
la rgely imp ression istic, as has been 
pointed out, is built on scaffold ing that 
is theoretically unsophisticated, and at 
no point does she seek to bring her 
argumen ts into contin uity with, or at 

Rilke, Kafka, Manto: 
The Semiotics of Love, Life and Death 

These three essays on the Semiotics of 
love, life and death in Rilke, Kafka and 
Manto by Dr Rosy Singh present the 
discourse ana lyses o f very diverse 
discursive formations. Beginning with 
the mundane socio-cultural contexts 
fixed in specific space and time of 
historica l dialectics, these eminent 
writers of east and west have trans
cended the empirical rea lities, without 
however ignoring their basic contra
dictions, to a rrive at the universal 
human truths. 

The first intense meditations on the 
themes of love, life and death are 
presented in Rainer Ma ria Rilke's 
Notebook of Maltc Laurids Brigge. ln a most 
remarkable and unusual structural form 
that anticipates the nouveau roman by 
severa l decades, Ri lke weaves a cobweb 
of love, life and death with the socio
logJcal and cultural threads leading to 

the menta l constructs of the most 
impersona l, mechanical encounters in 
the clinics and hosp itals of modern 
industrial society. 111e reader is presen t
ed with a spectacle of ordinary, physical 
end of life, followed by the most extrao
rdinary existential encounters which can 
be envisaged only at a metaph ysical 
plane. On e ca n comprehend th is 
unusual crisscrossing of the hwnan and 
the surhuman in the normal socio
cultural-historica l context, or, as exis
tentia l, conceptual constructs in the 
domain of the imaginaire, as Dr Singh 
has so brilliantly attempted. 

These literary discu rsive formations 
of Rilke always deal with the simulta
neous fusion of the unconscious and the 
conscious. More often than not such a 
formal literary discourse leads the 
readers astray but if one follows the 
Ca rtesian dictum that a discourse, 

• 
• • 
• • 
• 

least in close proximity to, the present 
day intellectual debates on deep ecology 
and bioregional narrative. Of course, her 
genuin e scientific involvemen t and 
erud ite scholarship that are evidenced 
in every page of the book would remain 
unchallenged . After all , that is the merit 
of such a book. Its range and disposition 
are beyond compare, and the scholarly 
reader as well as the avid student of 
environment and philosophy, would 
find this work intellectually satisfying 
and sufficiently stimulating. Above all, 
we need to keep in m in d that in 
"theoretica lly" contaminated times like 
the present where theory and count.er 
theory perpetrate UI~end i ng race fo r 
meaningless domin ion, what we have 
remorselessly misplaced are essentia l 
values-of li fe, nature, God. M. 
Vannuci's endeavour reestabUshes such 
lost grounds of being. 

Dr. S. Murali 
Department of English 

Univers ity College, Trivandrum 

by Rosy Singh 
Ha rma n Series in Semio tics - 1, 

Harman Publishing House, New Delhi, 
2001, pp. 280+xxv, Rs 560; 

literary or otherwise, mus t be under
s tood by following syntactica lly and 
systematically the interlinking sequen
ces of reason, p lacin g th e va ri ous 
e lemen ts or p a rts of a di sc urs iv e 
structure within a conceptual w hole, the 
literary critic a rrives a t a differen t 
pe rcep tion of ex is tenti a l human 
predicaments. In modern times, Louis 
Althusser emphasizes the totality and 
the unity of the discourse when he 
criti cizes the naive Ma rx is ts who 
compare dispara te passages from the 
writings of Marx to prove their pre
d e termin ed theses . According to 
Althusser, they destroy the unity of the 
texts and the discourse w hich emerges 
from that unity and make haphazard 
compari sons. In other words, a text must 
be studied in its structural constitution 
of syntactic and pa radigmatic formation 
before its discourse is placed in the 
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mediatory domain of pragmatics. The 
context w ithin and the context without 
are inte rrelated but this relation is 
dialectical which beg in s with the 
recognition of the unity of the discourse. 

In her ana lysis of the texts of these 
writers, Dr Singh has revea led their 
architectonic structures by first present
ing the texts in the sequential order of 
the articulations of the text-discourses 
by th e a uthors th em se lves before 
attempting at a semiotic understanding 
of their conceptual s tructures. In this 
particular case, the re was also th e 
question of meta-language. The firs t two 
writers have articulated their discourses 
in German and the third in Urdu. Or 
Singh is obviously highly qualified for 
.this task. Both he r M.Phil. and Ph.D. 
theses on Kafka were w ritten in Gem1an 
in th e Centre for Germa n Studies, 
j awa har la l Nehru University. The 
presentation of the text in its sequential, 
syntactic order is also important, for as 
Descartes has ins isted, the conceptual, 
a rchit~c tonic cons truct o f the tex t rs 
a lways based on inte rlinking dialectics. 
If the o rd er of the e me rgence of this 
dial ectics is igno red , the ove ra ll 
discourse can never be comprehended. 
The pa rts, the narrative sequences, must 
be unders tood in terms of he whole, the 
overa ll conce ptua l cons tru ct. For 
example, in Rilke's text, the und erlying 
th ema tic unity is rea li zed in th e 
exis tentia l domain of human predica
ment in the face of the imminent dea th 
where the dialectics of the Being and the 
Other is brought in sharp focus. It is 
much more so in the mos t intense 
feelings of Love where invariably there 
is an obliteration of the One or the Other. 
Ultimately both Death and Love end up 
being the transcendental truth of human 
existence. To substantiate this predica
ment, and its resolution , if there can be 
one in such metaphysical encounters, 
Rilke constitutes a hig hly condensed 
parad igmatic discourse where the times 
present and the times past lose all their 
physical configurations. As such, in spite 
of the apparently most non-sequential 
o rder, the text of Rilke presents a 
thematic unity par excellence. Once the 
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critic or the reader grasps this funda
mental tedmique of the constitution of 
Rilkean discourse, every sequence, 
every mediation, every casual remark to 
the events or the personages of the 
his torical or the mythical past becomes 
a part of the emerging conceptuaJ whole. 
We must appreciate the fa ct that 
Dr Singh ha s exp lored a ll such 
references and has given much needed 
informa tion and related quotations in 
the appendix. 

As the architectonic s tructure of 
Kafka's novel, Tire Trial, is very different 
from that of Rilke's text, Dr Singh has 
followed a different method of analysis. 
The same is true of Man to's short stories. 
By adopting different analy tical 
s trategies, Dr Singh ha s s hown he r 
penetrating unders tandin g of the 
struc tural critique, which must be 

coordinated with the specific formal 
configuration and a rchitectonic struct
uration of each text. At the same time, 
she has demonsh·ated that whatever be 
the spacio-temporaJ context, the literary 
discourse must not be confined to any 
given time and space. Th e socio
cultural-historical context is only a point 
of departure, the literary discourse must 
not be confused with any journalistic or 
rea listic reporting of an event. The social 
scientist deals with corpora te, com
munal entities, the literary discourse 
emphasizes the individual exis tential 
predicaments. There is no doubt that an 
individual is a member of a group or a 
class and to a large extent his behaviour
a l patterns are determined by the socio
economic conditions of that group, but 
for the creator of a literary discourse, the 
individualis notdissolved in that group. 
Jean-Paul Sarh·e used to say that while 
it is true that Paul Valery is a petit
bourgeois, it must also be realised that 
every petit-bourgeois is not Paul Valery. 
The Marxists of socialist realism and 
othe r social scientists for w hom the 
individual's identity has no s ignificance 
cannot unders tand this paradox. Hence, 
they can neithe r follow the path of 
literary creativity nor analyse a literary 
discourse. Most of the interpreters of 
Kafka have tried to pin him down to 

specific class and political situations or 
have s imply trans formed him into a 
typical Jewish wri te r. Dr Singh has 
shown how these critics have misnnder
stood the basic Kafkan theme of the 
absolute absurdity of all bureaucratic, 
dictato rial system s w here human 
digni ty and human freed om a re crushed 
under one or the o ther pretext. The 
Kafkan discourse as such transcends all 
time and space, w hether it is historical 
or religious, and remains valid today as 
it was ea rlier for the readers of all 
religions and cultures. 

Th e two sho r t stories of Manto 
analysed here have another method
ological p roblematics. Not only their 
formal structuration is different from 
those of Rilke and Kafka, Manto has 
attempted to articulate the existential 
predi ca ment of two very dissimilar 
protagonists, but being a very sensitive 
writer, he has been able to transcend the 
apparent, manifest contradiction. Manto 
does not reflec t, in Hattak, on the socio
economic compulsions of a prostitute, 
he accepts her cultural existence as sud1. 
Unlike the fashionab le progressive 
w riters of his time who would have 
simply blamed the society for all her ills, 
he presents her as the most sensitive 
human being, who in spite of being a 
poor old prostitute, can emotionally and 
existentia ll y respond to Hattak or 
humiliation. From a manifest human 
non-existence, she rises to assert her 
being, an assertion that is normally 
reserved only for the bourgeois. Instead 
of writing a political pamphlet, that is 
what i t amounts to in most of the 
progressive writings of his time, a 
diatribe against the whole social system, 
Manto's prostitute, the most marginal 
character cf the Indian social set-up, 
emerges as a sensitive human being, 
who, in her extreme predicament of 
existential destabilization, transcends 
not only her class but also her gender, 
and with a highly charged semiotic 
signal dominates her most critical 
moment, and becomes the master of her 
own destiny. The narrative is neatly 
divided into two parts, the passive, 
docile state before the existential crisis 
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of Hattak or humiliation and the slow but 
sure asserti on of her being after her 
existential destabiliza ti9n. There has 
been also a question of translating the 
title of this narra tive. Dr Singh's analysis 
shows how the critics and transla tors of 
Manto have completely misunderstood 
his discourse. As the impressionist 
painters dem onstrated that under a 
given impact of rain, snow or fog, the 
whole atmosphere, the paysage is 
transformed, the impact of humiliation 
peneb·ates the entire text of Manto. To 
underline tl1is most important aspect of 
the narrative, Dr Singh not only employs 
all the three equivalents in the English 
language, viz., insult, hurt, humiliation, 
but in her brilliant presentation of the 
text, she shows how every gesture, every 
act in the text serves as semiotic signal 
to emphasize the overall impact of this 
existential transgression. 

The formal structure of the second 
short story of Manto, Thanda Gosht, 
follows a different discursive order 
almost the reverse of Hattak. A savag~ 
brute, a Sikh peasant of unparalleled 
cruelty, who indulges in all the loot and 
plunder and rape during the partition 
of t~e country, encounters, during one 
of h1s savage sorties, the most beautiful 
death that shatters his Being and 
completely destabilizes him for ever. He 
loses his virility, his manhood, his Being 
Itself. The existential encounter with 
death, a certain death, pushes the hot
blooded life into the abyss of absolute 
?epression and transforms the burning 
Impulses into cold flesh, Tl7anda Gosht. 
In the last dying moments of th is un
usual being, we witness a surreal 
admixture of love, life and death. It has 
been very common, and I would insist 
v~ry fashionable, for the progressiv~ 
Hmdu writers to show good Muslim 
characters and for the progressive 
Muslim writers to present noble Hindus. 
Manto does not follow this cheap propa
gandist path. The religious and the 
socio-cultural milieu is irrelevant for 
Manto. He finds sensitivity and human 
dignity in the most marginal characters 
of the society, and even though, the 
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reactions and responses of his characters 
seem a bit exaggerated, and enter into a 
rather surrealistic articulation, Manto's 
texts remain the human discourses par 
excellence. Whether the stereotypes are 
determineCl sociologically or politically, 
they remain stereotypes all the same, 
and they have no p lace in a literary 
discourse. Writers like Rilke, Kafka and 
Manto d well deep into the exb·emely 
complex nature of human beings and 
instead of proposing some preconceived 
formula to resolve their complexities, 
they reflect on the intricacies of their 
existential predicaments. 

To underscore tl1is aspect of Manto's 
sens iti v ity an d con cern for h uman 
dignity, Dr Singh has compared Manto's 
Hattak with the narra tives of Maupas
sant, Brech t and Sa rtre. Apa r t from 
Maupassan t, the two avowed Marxist 
writers, Brecht and Sarb·e, remain well 
within the established dogmatic belief 
that the downtrod den w ill remain 
downtrodden forever unti l some corpo
ra te revolutionary movement liberates 
them from the shackles of historical 
compulsions. in spite of all his existential 
understanding, Sartre's prostitute 
cannot rise above her social status. And 
when, in another play, Flies, Orestes 
challenges Jupiter, it is nothing but a 
political diatribe of a naive comrade. 
Sartre obvious ly did not see the 
contradiction in his two characters. The 
same is true of h is trilogy, The Roads to 
Freedom, where at the conclusion of the 
narra tive, we arrive at a definite dead 
end to freedom, for which Sartre was 
considered a pessimist, nihilist philoso
pher in spite of his otherwise very active 
participa tion in every progressive 
movement. 

We must not forget that a narrative 
is a conceptual construct. Within its 
architectonic structure is constituted the 
formal and conceptual domain which is 
the domain of thought in praxis par 
excellence. The write r is with in his 
writing; outside his writing are only the 
biological and social contours which are 
transcended in the very process of the 
creative act. Articulating a discou rse is 

a dialectical act. It is a dynamic act, an 
act in praxis. To be is to think, and for a 
writer, to be is to be engaged in the 
constitution of a discursive formation 
within which his whole being of a writer, 
a thinker, is rea li zed. To follow the 
formal and conceptual configurations of 
the writing is to follow the tremendous 
labour P,ains of the w riter in creating a 
new form, a new discourse, a new life. 
This is why every great writer has his 
own mode of reflection. Each discourse 
is a unique existential exercise in the 
d omain of conceptualization. Apart 
from the different conceptual sh·uctures 
of these writers, we see th is creative 
differentiation in the two short s tories 
of Manto ana lysed here. Dr Rosy Singh 
has demonsb·ated tha t a li terary critic 
can nei ther impose the pre-conceived 
notions of narrative structures nor the 
ideological constructs of any movement, 
progressive or otherwise. In the Indian 
context, the two artists one can think of 
are Saa'dat Hasan Manto and Ritwik 
Ghatak. Both of th em had se rious 
differences wi th their comrades on the 
nature of the creative ac t. But it is 
primaril y because of the ir refusal to 
foll ow the trodde n path, however 
glamorous it might have looked at that 
time, that they were able to constitute 
unique d iscourses in literature and 
cinema. They transcended the socio
cultura 1-poli tic a 1 con tingence. They 
sinn ed and suffe red but from the ir 
existential sufferance engaged the grea t 
art of the Tndian sub-continent. It is at 
the plane of human dignity and freedom 
that w riters like Rilke, Kafka and Manto 
mee t across cul tures and across 
his tori ca l spectru m to re fl ect and 
meditate on the eternal themes of love, 
life and death. There w ill always be the 
specificity of time and space and the 
socio-economic contradiction of the 
historical progression but the creative 
artists will continue to engage in the 
most humane act of thought in praxis to 
traverse and transcend this inevitab le 
dia lectics. 

H.S. Gill, Professor Emeritus, 
jawaharlal Nehru University, New Delhi 
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