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1871

Passage to India.

Singing my days,

Singing the great achievements of the present,

Singing the strong light works of engineers,

Our modern wonders (the antique ponderous Seven outvied,)
In the Old World the east the Suez canal,

The New by its mighty railroad spann’d,

The seas inlaid with eloquent gentle wires;

Yet first to sound, and ever sound, the cry with thee O soul,
The Past! the Past! the Past!

The Past—the dark unfathom’d retrospect!

The teeming gulf—the sleepers and the shadows!

The past—the infinite greatness of the past!

For what is the present after all but a growth out of the past?

(As a projectile form’d, impell’d, passing a certain line, still
keeps on,

So the present, utterly form’d, impell’d by the past.)

2

Passage O soul to India!
Eclaircise the myths Asiatic, the primitive fables.
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Not you alone proud truths of the world,

Nor you alone ye facts of modern science,

But myths and fables of eld, Asia’s, Africa’s fables,

The far-darting beams of the spirit, the unloos’d dreams,

The deep diving bibles and legends,

The daring plots of the poets, the elder religions;

O you temples fairer than lilies pour’d over by the rising sun!

O you fables spurning the known, eluding the hold of the
known, mounting to heaven!

You lofty and dazzling towers, pinnacled, red as roses,
burnish’d with gold!

Towers of fables immortal fashion’d from mortal dreams!

You too I welcome and fully the same as the rest!

You too with joy I sing.

Passage to India!

Lo, soul, seest thou not God’s purpose from the first?
The earth to be spann’d, connected by network,

The races, neighbors, to marry and be given in marriage,
The oceans to be cross’d, the distant brought near,

The lands to be welded together.

A worship new I sing,

You captains, voyagers, explorers, yours,

You engineers, you architects, machinists, yours,
You, not for trade or transportation only,

But in God’s name, and for thy sake O soul.

3

Passage to India!

Lo soul for thee of tableaus twain,

I see in one the Suez canal initiated, open’d,

I see the procession of steamships, the Empress Eugenie’s
leading the van,

I mark from on deck the strange landscape, the pure sky, the
level sand in the distance,
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I pass swiftly the picturesque groups, the workmen gather’d,
The gigantic dredging machines.

In one again, different, (yet thine, all thine, O soul, the same,)

I see over my own continent the Pacific railroad surmounting
every barrier,

I see continual trains of cars winding along the Platte carrying
freight and passengers,

I hear the locomotives rushing and roaring, and the shrill
steam-whistle,

I hear the echoes reverberate through the grandest scenery in
the world,

I cross the Laramie plains, I note the rocks in grotesque
shapes, the buttes,

I see the plentiful larkspur and wild onions, the barren,
colorless, sage-deserts,

I see in glimpses afar or towering immediately above me the
great mountains, I see the Wind river and the Wahsatch
mountains,

I see the Monument mountain and the Eagle’s Nest, I pass the
Promontory, I ascend the Nevadas,

I scan the noble Elk mountain and wind around its base,

I see the Humboldt range, I thread the valley and cross the
river,

I see the clear waters of lake Tahoe, I see forests of majestic
pines,

Or crossing the great desert, the alkaline plains, T behold
enchanting mirages of waters and meadows,

Marking through these and after all, in duplicate slender lines,

Bridging the three or four thousand miles of land travel,

Tying the Eastern to the Western sea,

The road between Europe and Asia.

(Ah Genoese thy dream! thy dream!
Centuries after thou art laid in thy grave,
The shore thou foundest verifies thy dream.)
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Passage to India!

Struggles of many a captain, tales of many a sailor dead,
Over my mood stealing and spreading they come,

Like clouds and cloudlets in the unreach’d sky.

Along all history, down the slopes,

As a rivulet running, sinking now, and now again to the
surface rising,

A ceaseless thought, a varied train—lo, soul, to thee, thy
sight, they rise,

The plans, the voyages again, the expeditions;

Again Vasco de Gama sails forth,

Again the knowledge gain’d, the mariner’s compass,

Lands found and nations born, thou born America,

For purpose vast, man’s long probation fill’d,

Thou rondure of the world at last accomplish’d.

5

O vast Rondure, swimming in space,

Cover’d all over with visible power and beauty,

Alternate light and day and the teeming spiritual darkness,

Unspeakable high processions of sun and moon and
countless stars above,

Below, the manifold grass and waters, animals, mountains,
trees,

With inscrutable purpose, some hidden prophetic intention,

Now first it seems my thought begins to span thee.

Down from the gardens of Asia descending radiating,

Adam and Eve appear, then their myriad progeny after them,

Wandering, yearning, curious, with restless explorations,

With questionings, baffled, formless, feverish, with never-
happy hearts,

With that sad incessant refrain, Wherefore unsatisfied soul?
and Whither O mocking life?
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Ah who shall soothe these feverish children?

Who justify these restless explorations?

Who speak the secret of impassive earth?

Who bind it to us? what is this separate Nature so unnatural?

What is this earth to our affections? (unloving earth, without
a throb to answer ours,

Cold earth, the place of graves.)

Yet soul be sure the first intent remains, and shall be carried
out,
Perhaps even now the time has arrived.

After the seas are all cross’d, (as they seem already cross’d,)

After the great captains and engineers have accomplish’d their
work,

After the noble inventors, after the scientists, the chemist, the
geologist, ethnologist,

Finally shall come the poet worthy that name,

The true son of God shall come singing his songs.

Then not your deeds only O voyagers, O scientists and
inventors, shall be justified,

All these hearts as of fretted children shall be sooth’d,

All affection shall be fully responded to, the secret shall be
told,

All these separations and gaps shall be taken up and hook’d
and link’d together,

The whole earth, this cold, impassive, voiceless earth, shall be
completely justified,

Trinitas divine shall be gloriously accomplish’d and
compacted by the true son of God, the poet,

(He shall indeed pass the straits and conquer the mountains,

He shall double the cape of Good Hope to some purpose,)

Nature and Man shall be disjoin’d and diffused no more,

The true son of God shall absolutely fuse them.



PASSAGE TO INDIA. 279

6

Year at whose wide-flung door I sing!

Year of the purpose accomplish’d!

Year of the marriage of continents, climates and oceans!

(No mere doge of Venice now wedding the Adriatic,)

I'see O year in you the vast terraqueous globe given and
giving all,

Europe to Asia, Africa join’d, and they to the New World,

The lands, geographies, dancing before you, holding a festival
garland,

As brides and bridegrooms hand in hand.

Passage to India!
Cooling airs from Caucasus far, soothing cradle of man,
The river Euphrates flowing, the past lit up again.

Lo soul, the retrospect brought forward,

The old, most populous, wealthiest of earth’s lands,

The streams of the Indus and the Ganges and their many
affluents,

(I my shores of America walking to-day behold, resuming all,)

The tale of Alexander on his warlike marches suddenly dying,

On one side China and on the other side Persia and Arabia,

To the south the great seas and the bay of Bengal,

The flowing literatures, tremendous epics, religions, castes,

Old occult Brahma interminably far back, the tender and ju-
nior Buddha,

Central and southern empires and all their belongings,
pOssessors,

The wars of Tamerlane, the reign of Aurungzebe,

The traders, rulers, explorers, Moslems, Venetians,
Byzantium, the Arabs, Portuguese,

The first travelers famous yet, Marco Polo, Batouta the Moor,

Doubts to be solv’d, the map incognita, blanks to be fill’d,

The foot of man unstay’d, the hands never at rest,

Thyself O soul that will not brook a challenge.
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The medizval navigators rise before me,

The world of 1492, with its awaken’d enterprise,

Something swelling in humanity now like the sap of the earth
in spring,

The sunset splendor of chivalry declining.

And who art thou sad shade?

Gigantic, visionary, thyself a visionary,

With majestic limbs and pious beaming eyes,

Spreading around with every look of thine a golden world,
Enhuing it with gorgeous hues.

As the chief histrion,

Down to the footlights walks in some great scena,

Dominating the rest I see the Admiral himself,

(History’s type of courage, action, faith,)

Behold him sail from Palos leading his little fleet,

His voyage behold, his return, his great fame,

His misfortunes, calumniators, behold him a prisoner,
chain’d,

Behold his dejection, poverty, death.

(Curious in time I stand, noting the efforts of heroes,

Is the deferment long? bitter the slander, poverty, death?

Lies the seed unreck’d for centuries in the ground? lo, to
God’s due occasion,

Uprising in the night, it sprouts, blooms,

And fills the earth with use and beauty.)

7

Passage indeed O soul to primal thought,

Not lands and seas alone, thy own clear freshness,
The young maturity of brood and bloom,

To realms of budding bibles.

O soul, repressless, I with thee and thou with me,
Thy circumnavigation of the world begin,
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Of man, the voyage of his mind’s return,

To reason’s early paradise,

Back, back to wisdom’s birth, to innocent intuitions,
Again with fair creation.

O we can wait no longer,

We too take ship O soul,

Joyous we too launch out on trackless seas,

Fearless for unknown shores on waves of ecstasy to sail,

Amid the wafting winds, (thou pressing me to thee, I thee to
me, O soul,)

Caroling free, singing our song of God,

Chanting our chant of pleasant exploration.

With laugh and many a kiss,

(Let others deprecate, let others weep for sin, remorse,
humiliation,)

O soul thou pleasest me, I thee.

Ah more than any priest O soul we too believe in God,
But with the mystery of God we dare not dally.

O soul thou pleasest me, I thee,

Sailing these seas or on the hills, or waking in the night,

Thoughts, silent thoughts, of Time and Space and Death, like
waters flowing,

Bear me indeed as through the regions infinite,

Whose air I breathe, whose ripples hear, lave me all over,

Bathe me O God in thee, mounting to thee,

I and my soul to range in range of thee.

O Thou transcendent,

Nameless, the fibre and the breath,

Light of the light, shedding forth universes, thou centre of
them,

Thou mightier centre of the true, the good, the loving,
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Thou moral, spiritual fountain—affection’s source—thou

reservoir,

(O pensive soul of me—O thirst unsatisfied—waitest not
there?

Waitest not haply for us somewhere there the Comrade
perfect?)

Thou pulse—thou motive of the stars, suns, systems,

That, circling, move in order, safe, harmonious,

Athwart the shapeless vastnesses of space,

How should I think, how breathe a single breath, how speak,
if, out of myself,

I could not launch, to those, superior universes?

Swiftly T shrivel at the thought of God,

At Nature and its wonders, Time and Space and Death,
But that I, turning, call to thee O soul, thou actual Me,
And lo, thou gently masterest the orbs,

Thou matest Time, smilest content at Death,

And fillest, swellest full the vastnesses of Space.

Greater than stars or suns,

Bounding O soul thou journeyest forth;

What love than thine and ours could wider amplify?

What aspirations, wishes, outvie thine and ours O soul?

What dreams of the ideal? what plans of purity, perfection,
strength?

What cheerful willingness for others’ sake to give up all?

For others’ sake to suffer all?

Reckoning ahead O soul, when thou, the time achiev’d,

The seas all cross’d, weather’d the capes, the voyage done,

Surrounded, copest, frontest God, yieldest, the aim attain’d,

As fill’d with friendship, love complete, the Elder Brother
found,

The Younger melts in fondness in his arms.
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Passage to more than India!

Are thy wings plumed indeed for such far flights?

O soul, voyagest thou indeed on voyages like those?
Disportest thou on waters such as those?

Soundest below the Sanscrit and the Vedas?

Then have thy bent unleash’d.

Passage to you, your shores, ye aged fierce enigmas!

Passage to you, to mastership of you, ye strangling problems!

You, strew’d with the wrecks of skeletons, that, living, never
reach’d you.

Passage to more than India!

O secret of the earth and sky!

Of you O waters of the sea! O winding creeks and rivers!

Of you O woods and fields! of you strong mountains of my
land!

Of you O prairies! of you gray rocks!

O morning red! O clouds! O rain and snows!

O day and night, passage to you!

O sun and moon and all you stars! Sirius and Jupiter!
Passage to you!

Passage, immediate passage! the blood burns in my veins!

Away O soul! hoist instantly the anchor!

Cut the hawsers—haul out—shake out every sail!

Have we not stood here like trees in the ground long enough?

Have we not grovel’d here long enough, eating and drinking
like mere brutes?

Have we not darken’d and dazed ourselves with books long
enough?

Sail forth—steer for the deep waters only,
Reckless O soul, exploring, I with thee, and thou with me,
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For we are bound where mariner has not yet dared to go,
And we will risk the ship, ourselves and all.

O my brave soul!

O farther farther sail!

O daring joy, but safe! are they not all the seas of God?
O farther, farther, farther sail!
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Introduction

On a visit to Beirut during the terrible civil war of 1975-1976
a French journalist wrote regretfully of the gutted downtown area
that "it had once seemed to belong to . . . the Orient of Chateau-
briand and Nerval."' He was right about the place, of course,
especially so far as a European was concerned. The Orient was
almost a European invention, and had been since antiquity a place
of romance, exotic beings, haunting memories and landscapes, re-
markable experiences) Now it was disappearing; in a sense it had
happened, its time was over. Perhaps it seemed irrelevant that
Orientals themselves had something at stake in the process, that
even in the time of Chateaubriand and Nerval Orientals had lived
there, and that now it was they who were suffering; the main thing
for the European visitor was a European representation of the
Orient and its contemporary fate, both of which had a privileged
communal significance for the journalist and his French readers.

Americans will not feel quite the same about the Orient, which
for them is much more likely to be associated very differently with
the Far East (China and Japan, mainly). Unlike the Americans,
the French and the British—Iless so the Germans, Russians, Spanish,
Portuguese, Italians, and Swiss—have had a long tradition of what
| shall be calling Orientalism, a way of coming to terms with the
Orient that is based on the Orient's special place in European
Western experience. The Orient is not only adjacent to Europe; it
is also the place of Europe's greatest and richest and oldest colonies,
the source of its civilizations and languages, its cultural contestant,
and one of its deepest and most recurring images of the Other.
In addition, the Orient has helped to define Europe (or the West)

1
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2 ORIENTALISM

as its contrasting image, idea, personality, experience. ¥et none of
this Orient is merely imaginative. The Orient is an integral part of
European material civilization and culture; Orientalism expresses
and represents that part culturally and even ideologically as a mode
of discourse with supporting institutions, vocabulary, scholarship,
imagery, doctrines, even colonial bureaucracies and colonial styles.
In contrast, the American understanding of the Orient will seem
considerably less dense, although our recent Japanese, Korean, and
Indochinese adventures ought now to be creating a more sober,
more realistic "Oriental" awareness. Moreover, the vastly expanded
American political and economic role in the Near East (the Middle
East) makes great claims on our understanding of that Orient.

It will be clear to the reader (and will become clearer still
throughout the many pages that follow) that by Orientalism I mean
several things, all of them, in my opinion, interdependent. The
most readily accepted designation for Orientalism is an academic
one, and indeed the label still serves in a number of academic
institutions. Anyone who teaches, writes about, or researches the
Orient—and this applies whether the person is an anthropologist,
sociologist, historian, or philologist—either in its specific or its gen-
eral aspects, is an Orientalist, and what he or she does is Orien-
talism. Compared with Oriental studies or area studies, it is true
that the term Orientalism is less preferred by specialists today, both
because it is too vague and general and because it connotes the
high-handed executive attitude of nineteenth-century and early-
twentieth-century European colonialism. Nevertheless books are
written and congresses held with "the Orient" as their main focus,
with the Orientalist in his new or old guise as their main authority.
The point is that even if it does not survive as it once did, Orien-
talism lives on academically through its doctrines and theses about
the Orient and the Oriental.

Related to this academic tradition, whose fortunes, transmigra-
tions, specializations, and transmissions are in part the subject of
this study, is a more general meaning for Orientalism. Orientalism
is a style of thought based upon an ontological and epistemological
distinction made between ''the Orient" and (most of the time) '‘the
Occident. Thus a very large mass of writers, among whom are
poets, novelists, philosophers, political theorists, economists, and im-
perial administrators, have accepted the basic distinction between
East and West as the starting point for elaborate theories, epics,
novels, social descriptions, and political accounts concerning the
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Introduction 3

Orient, its people, customs, "mind," destiny, and so on. This Orien:
talism can accommodate Aeschylus, say, and Victor Hugo, Dante
and Karl Marx. A little later in this introduction | shall deal with
the methodological problems one encounters in so broadly con-
strued a "‘field" as this.

The interchange between the academic and the more or less
imaginative meanings of Orientalism is a constant one, and since
the late eighteenth century there has been a considerable, quite
disciplined—perhaps even regulated—traffic between the two. Here
| come to the third meaning of Orientalism, which is something
more historically and materially defined than either of the other
two. Taking the late eighteenth century as a very roughly defined
starting point Orientalism can be discussed and analyzed as the
corporate institution for dealing with the Orient—dealing with it
by making statements about it, authorizing views of it, describing
it, by teaching it, settling it, ruling over it: in short, Orientalism
as a Western style for dominating, restructuring, and having au-
thority over the Orient. | have found it useful here to employ
Michel Foucault's notion of a discourse, as described by him in
The Archaeology of Knowledge and in Discipline and Punish, to
identify Orientalism. My contention is that without examining
Orientalism as a discourse one cannot possibly understand the
enormously systematic discipline by which European culture was
able to manage—and even produce—the Orient politically, socio-
logically, militarily, ideologically, scientifically, and imaginatively
during the post-Enlightenment period. Moreover, so authoritative
a position did Orientalism have that | believe no one writing, think-
ing, or acting on the Orient could do so without taking account
of the limitations on thought and action imposed by Orientalism.
In brief, because of Orientalism the Orient was not (and is not) a
free subject of thought or action. This is not to say that Orientalism
unilaterally determines what can be said about the Orient, but that
it is the whole network of interests inevitably brought to bear on
(and therefore always involved in) any occasion when that peculiar
entity "'the Orient" is in question. How this happens is what this
book tries to demonstrate. It also tries to show that European
culture gained in strength and identity by setting itself off against
the Orient as a sort of surrogate and even underground self.

Historically and culturally there is a quantitative as well as a
gualitative difference between the Franco-British involvement in
*he Orient and—until the period of American ascendancy after
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4 ORIENTALISM

World War Il—the involvement of every other European and At-
lantic'power: To speak of Orientalism therefore is to speak mainly,
although not exclusively, of a British and French cultural enter-
prise, a project whose dimensions take in such disparate realms
as the imagination itself, the whole of India and the Levant, the
Biblical texts and the Biblical lands, the spice trade, colonial armies
and a long tradition of colonial administrators, a formidable schol-
arly corpus, innumerable Oriental "experts" and "hands," an Orien-
tal professorate, a complex array of "Oriental" ideas (Oriental
despotism, Oriental splendor, cruelty, sensuality), many Eastern
sects, philosophies, and wisdoms domesticated for local European
use—the list can be extended more or less indefinitely. My point
is that Orientalism derives from a particular closeness experienced
between Britain and France and the Orient, which until the early
nineteenth century had really meant only India and the Bible lands.
From the beginning of the nineteenth century until the end of
World War 11 France and Britain dominated the Orient and
Orientalism; since World War Il America has dominated the
Orient, and approaches it as France and Britain once did. Out of
that closeness, whose dynamic is enormously productive even if it
always demonstrates the comparatively greater strength of the Occi-
dent (British, French, or American), comes the large body of texts
I call Orientalist.

It should be said at once that even with the generous number
of books and authors that | examine, there is a much larger number
that | simply have had to leave out. My argument, however, de-
pends neither upon an exhaustive catalogue of texts dealing with
the Orient nor upon a clearly delimited set of texts, authors, and
ideas that together make up the Orientalist canon. | have depended
instead upon a different methodological alternative—whose back-
bone in a sense is the set of historical generalizations | have so far
been making in this Introduction—and it is these I want now to
discuss in more analytical detail.

I1

| have begun with the assumption that the Orient is not an inert
fact of nature! It is not merely there, just as the Occident itself
is not just there either. We must take seriously Vico's great obser-
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Introduction 5

vation that men make their own history, that what they can know
is what they have made, and extend it to geography: as both geo:
graphical and cultural entities—to say nothing of historical entities
—such locales, regions, geographical sectors as "Orient" and "Occi-
dent" are ‘man-made: Therefore as much as the West itself, the
Orient is an idea that has a history and a tradition of thought,
imagery, and vocabulary that have given it reality and presence in
and for the West. The two geographical entities thus support and to
an extent reflect each other.

Having said that, one must go on to state a number of reasonable
qualifications. In the first place, it would be wrong to conclude that
the Orient was essentially an idea, or a creation with no cor-
tesponding reality. When Disraeli said in his novel Tancred that
the East was a career, he meant that to be interested in the East
was something bright young Westerners would find to be an all-
consuming passion; he should not be interpreted as saying that the
East was only a career for Westerners. There were—and are—
cultures and nations whose location is in the East, and their lives,
histories, and customs have a brute reality obviously greater than
anything that could be said about them in the West. About that
fact this study of Orientalism has very little to contribute, except
to acknowledge it tacitly. But the phenomenon of Orientalism as
| study it here deals principally, not with a correspondence between
Orientalism and Orient, but with the internal consistency of Orien-
talism and its ideas about the Orient (the East as career) despite
or beyond any correspondence, or lack thereof, with a "real"
Orient. My point is that Disraeli's statement about the East refers
mainly to that created consistency, that regular constellation of
ideas as the pre-eminent thing about the Orient, and not to its
mere being, as Wallace Stevens's phrase has it.

A second qualification is that ideas, cultures, and histories cannot
seriously be understood or studied without their force, or more
precisely their configurations of power, also being studied. To be-
‘ieve that the Orient was created—or, as | call it, "Orientalized"
—and to believe that such things happen simply as a necessity of
'he imagination, is to be disingenuous. The relationship between
Occident and Orient is a relationship of power, of domination, of
varying degrees of ‘a complex hegemony, and is quite accurately
indicated in the title of K. M. Panikkar's classic Asia and Western
Dominance.” The Orient was Orientalized not only because it was
discovered to be "Oriental™ in all those ways considered common-
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6 ORIENTALISM

place by an average nineteenth-century European, but also because
it could be—that is, submitted to being—made Oriental. There is
very little consent to be found, for example, in the fact that Flau-
bert's encounter with an Egyptian courtesan produced a widely in-
fluential model of the Oriental woman; she never spoke of herself,
she never represented her emotions, presence, or history. He spoke
for and represented her. He was foreign, comparatively wealthy,
male, and these were historical facts of domination that allowed
him not only to possess Kuchuk Hanem physically but to speak
for her and tell his readers in what way she was ""typically Oriental."
My argument is that Flaubert's situation of strength in relation to
Kuchuk Hanem was not an isolated instance. It fairly stands for
the pattern of relative strength between East and West, and the
discourse about the Orient that it enabled.

This brings us to a third qualification. One ought never to assume
that the structure of Orientalism is nothing more than a structure
of lies or of myths which, were the truth about them to be told,
would simply blow away. | myself believe that Orientalism is more
particularly valuable as a sign of European-Atlantic power over
the Orient than it is as a veridic discourse about the Orient (which
is what, in its academic or scholarly form, it claims to be). Never:
theless, what we must respect and try to grasp is the sheer knitted-
together strength of Orientalist discourse, its very close ties to the
enabling socio-economic and political institutions, and its redoubt-
able durability: After all, any system of ideas that can remain
unchanged as teachable wisdom (in academies, books, congresses,
universities, foreign-service institutes) from the period of Ernest
Renan in the late 1840s until the present in the United States must
be something more formidable than a mere collection of lies.
Orientalism, therefore, is not an airy European fantasy about the
Orient, but a created body of theory and practice in which, for
many generations, there has been a considerable material invest-
ment. Continued investment made Orientalism, as a system of
knowledge about the Orient, an accepted grid for filtering through
the Orient into Western consciousness, just as that same investment
multiplied—indeed, made truly productive—the statements prolif-
erating out from Orientalism into the general culture.

Gramsci has made the useful analytic distinction between civil
and political society in which the former is made up of voluntary
(or at least rational and noncoercive) affiliations like schools,
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families, and unions, the latter of state institutions (the army, the
police, the central bureaucracy) whose role in the polity is direct
domination. Culture, of course, is to be found operating within
civil society, where the influence of ideas, of institutions, and of
other persons works not through domination but by what Gramsci
calls consent. In any society not totalitarian, then, certain cultural
forms predominate over others, just as certain ideas are more in-
fluential than others; the form of this cultural leadership is what
Gramsci has identified as hegemony, an indispensable concept for
any understanding of cultural life in the industrial West. Itis
hegemony, or rather the result of cultural hegemony at work, that
gives Orientalism the durability and the strength | have been speak-
ing about so far. Orientalism is never far from what Denys Hay
has called the idea of Europe,® a collective notion identifying "us"
Europeans as against all "'those" non-Europeans, and indeed it can
be argued that the major component in European culture is pre-
cisely what made that culture hegemonic both in and outside Eu-
rope: the idea of European identity as a superior one in comparison
with all the non-European peoples and cultures. There is in addi-
tion the hegemony of European ideas about the Orient, themselves
reiterating European superiority over Oriental backwardness, usu-
ally overriding the possibility that a more independent, or more
skeptical, thinker might have had different views on the matter.

In a quite constant way, Orientalism depends for its strategy on
this flexible positional superiority, which puts the Westerner in a
whole series of possible relationships with the Orient without ever
losing him the relative upper hand: And why should it have been
otherwise, especially during the period of extraordinary European
ascendancy from the late Renaissance to the present? The scientist,
the scholar, the missionary, the trader, or the soldier was in, or
thought about, the Orient because he could be there, or could think
about it, with very little resistance on the Orient's part. Under the
general heading of knowledge of the Orient, and within the um-
brella of Western hegemony over the Orient during the period from
the end of the eighteenth century, there emerged a complex Orient
suitable for study in the academy, for display in the museum, for
reconstruction in the colonial office, for theoretical illustration in
anthropological, biological, linguistic, racial, and historical theses
about mankind and the universe, for instances of economic and
sociological theories of development, revolution, cultural person-
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8 ORIENTALISM

ality, ‘national or religious character. Additionally, the imaginative
examination of things Oriental was based more or less exclusively
upon a sovereign Western consciousness out of whose unchallenged
centrality an Oriental world emerged, first according to general
ideas about who or what was an Oriental, then according to a
detailed logic governed not simply by empirical reality but by a
battery of desires, repressions, investments, and projections. If we
can point to great Orientalist works of genuine scholarship like
Silvestre de Sacy's Chrestomathie arabe or Edward William Lane's
Account of the Manners and Customs of the Modern Egyptians,
we need also to note that Renan's and Gobineau's racial ideas
came out of the same impulse, as did a great many Victorian
pornographic novels (see the analysis by Steven Marcus of "The
Lustful Turk"™).

And yet, one must repeatedly ask oneself whether what matters
in-Orientalism is the general group of ideas overriding the mass of
material—about which who could deny that they were shot through
with doctrines of European superiority, various kinds of racism,
imperialism, and the like, dogmatic views of 'the Oriental” as a
kind of ideal and unchanging abstraction?—or the much more
varied work produced by almost uncountable individual writers,
whom one would take up as individual instances of authors dealing
with the Orient. In a sense the two alternatives, general and
particular, are really two perspectives on the same material: in
both instances one would have to deal with pioneers in the field like
William Jones, with great artists like Nerval or Flaubert. And
why would it not be possible to employ both perspectives together,
or one after the other? Isn't there an obvious danger of distortion
(of precisely the kind that academic Orientalism has always been
prone to) if either too general or too specific a level of description
is maintained systematically?

My two fears are distortion and inaccuracy, or rather the kind
of inaccuracy produced by too dogmatic a generality and too posi-
tivistic a localized focus. In trying to deal with these problems I
have tried to deal with three main aspects of my own contemporary
reality that seem to me to point the way out of the methodological
or perspectival difficulties | have been discussing, difficulties that
might force one, in the first instance, into writing a coarse polemic
on so unacceptably general a level of description as not to be
worth the effort, or in the second instance, into writing so detailed
and atomistic a series of analyses as to lose all track of the general
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lines of force informing the field, giving it its special cogency. How
then to recognize individuality and to reconcile it with its in-
telligent, and by no means passive or merely dictatorial, general
and hegemonic context?

111

I mentioned three aspects of my contemporary reality: | must
explain and briefly discuss them now, so that it can be seen how
| was led to a particular course of research and writing.

1. The distinction between pure and political knowledge. It is
very easy to argue that knowledge about Shakespeare or Words-
worth is not political whereas knowledge about contemporary
China or the Soviet Union is. My own formal and professional
designation is that of "humanist,” a title which indicates the
humanities as my field and therefore the unlikely eventuality that
there might be anything political about what | do in that field.
Of course, all these labels and terms are quite unnuanced as | use
them here, but the general truth of what | am pointing to is, | think,
widely held. One reason for saying that a humanist who writes
about Wordsworth, or an editor whose specialty is Keats, is not
involved in anything political is that what he does seems to have
no direct political effect upon reality in the everyday sense. A
scholar whose field is Soviet economics works in a highly charged
area where there is much government interest, and what he might
produce in the way of studies or proposals will be taken up by
policymakers, government officials, institutional economists, in-
telligence experts. The distinction between "humanists" and persons
whose work has policy implications, or political significance, can
be broadened further by saying that the former's ideological color
is a matter of incidental importance to politics (although possibly
of great moment to his colleagues in the field, who may object to
his Stalinism or fascism or too easy liberalism), whereas the
ideology of the latter is woven directly into his material—indeed,
economics, politics, and sociology in the modern academy are
ideological sciences—and therefore taken for granted as being
"political."

Nevertheless the determining impingement on most knowledge
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produced in the contemporary West (and here | speak mainly about
the United States) is that it be nonpolitical, that is, scholarly,
academic, impartial, above partisan or small-minded doctrinal
belief. One can have no quarrel with such an ambition in theory,
perhaps, but in practice the reality is much more problematic. No
one has ever devised a method for detaching the scholar from the
circumstances of life, from the fact of his involvement (conscious
or unconscious) with a class, a set of beliefs, a social position, or
from the mere activity of being a member of a society. These
continue to bear on what he does professionally, even though
naturally enough his research and its fruits do attempt to reach a
level of relative freedom from the inhibitions and the restrictions
of brute, everyday reality. For there is such a thing as knowledge
that is less, rather than more, partial than the individual (with his
entangling and distracting life circumstances) who produces it.
Yet this knowledge is not therefore automatically nonpolitical.

Whether discussions of literature or of classical philology are
fraught with—or have unmediated—political significance is a very
large question that | have tried to treat in some detail elsewhere.’
What | am interested in doing now is suggesting how the general
liberal consensus that "true"™ knowledge is fundamentally non-
political (and conversely, that overtly political knowledge is not
"true" knowledge) obscures the highly if obscurely organized
political circumstances obtaining when knowledge is produced.
No one is helped in understanding this today when the adjective
"political" is used as a label to discredit any work for daring to
violate the protocol of pretended suprapolitical objectivity. We may
say, first, that civil society recognizes a gradation of political im-
portance in the various fields of knowledge. To some extent the
political importance given a field comes from the possibility of its
direct translation into economic terms; but to a greater extent
political importance comes from the closeness of a field to ascertain-
able sources of power in political society. Thus an economic study
of long-term Soviet energy potential and its effect on military
capability is likely to be commissioned by the Defense Department,
and thereafter to acquire a kind of political status impossible for a
study of Tolstoi's early fiction financed in part by a foundation.
Yet both works belong in what civil society acknowledges to be a
similar field, Russian studies, even though one work may be done
by a very conservative economist, the other by a radical literary
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historian. My point here is that ""Russia" as a general subject matter
has political priority over nicer distinctions such as "economics"
and "literary history," because political society in Gramsci's sense
reaches into such realms of civil society as the academy and
saturates them with significance of direct concern to it.

I do not want to press all this any further on general theoretical
grounds: it seems to me that the value and credibility of my case
can be demonstrated by being much more specific, in the way, for
example, Noam Chomsky has studied the instrumental connection
between the Vietnam War and the notion of objective scholarship
as it was applied to cover state-sponsored military research.” Now
because Britain, France, and recently the United States are imperial
powers, their political societies impart to their civil societies a sense
of urgency, a direct political infusion as it were, where and when-
ever matters pertaining to their imperial interests abroad are
concerned. | doubt that it is controversial, for example, to say that
an Englishman in India or Egypt in the later nineteenth century
took an interest in those countries that was never far from their
status in his mind as British colonies. To say this may seem quite
different from saying that all academic knowledge about India and
Egypt is somehow tinged and impressed with, violated by, the
gross political fact—and yet that is what | am saying in this study
of Orientalism. For if it is true that no production of knowledge
in the human sciences can ever ignore or disclaim its author's
involvement as a human subject in his own circumstances, then it
must also be true that for a European or American studying the
Orient there can be no disclaiming the main circumstances of his
actuality: that he comes up against the Orient as a European or
American first, as an individual second. And to be a European or
an American in such a situation is by no means an inert fact. It
meant and means being aware, however dimly, that one belongs
to a power with definite interests in the Orient, and more important,
'hat one belongs to a part of the earth with a definite history of in-
volvement in the Orient almost since the time of Homer.

Put in this way, these political actualities are still too undefined
and general to be really interesting. Anyone would agree to them
without necessarily agreeing also that they mattered very much, for
instance, to Flaubert as he'wrote Salammbo, or to H. A. R. Gibb as
he wrote Modern Trends in Islam. The trouble is that there is too
great a distance between the big dominating fact, as | have de-
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scribed it, and the details of everyday life that govern the minute
discipline of a novel or a scholarly text as each is being written.
Yet if we eliminate from the start any notion that "big" facts like
imperial domination can be applied mechanically and deterministic-
ally to such complex matters as culture and ideas, then we will
begin to approach an interesting kind of study. My idea is that
European and then American interest in the Orient was political
according to some of the obvious historical accounts of it that |
have given here, but that it was the culture that created that
interest, that acted dynamically along with brute political, eco-
nomic, and military rationales to make the Orient the varied and

complicated place that it obviously was in the field | call
Orientalism.
Therefore, Orientalism is not a mere political subject matter
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siderable dimension of modern political-intellectual culture, and as
such has less to do with the Orient than it does with “our" world.
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Because Orientalism is a cultural and a political fact, then, it
does not exist in some archival vacuum; quite the contrary, | think
it can be shown that what is thought, said, or even done about the
Orient follows (perhaps occurs within) certain distinct and in-
tellectually knowable lines. Here too a considerable degree of
nuance and elaboration can be seen working as between the broad
superstructural pressures and the details of composition, the facts
of textuality. Most humanistic scholars are, | think, perfectly happy
with the notion that texts exist in contexts, that there is such a thing
as intertextuality, that the pressures of conventions, predecessors,
and rhetorical styles limit what Walter Benjamin once called the
"overtaxing of the productive person in the name of . . . the
principle of ‘creativity," " in which the poet is believed on his own,
and out of his pure mind, to have brought forth his work.” Yet
there is a reluctance to allow that political, institutional, and ideo-
logical constraints act in the same manner on the individual author.
A humanist will believe it to be an interesting fact to any interpreter
of Balzac that he was influenced in the Comedie humaine by
the conflict between Geoffroy Saint-Hilaire and Cuvier, but the
same sort of pressure on Balzac of deeply reactionary monarchism
is felt in some vague way to demean his literary '"‘genius"” and
therefore to be less worth serious study. Similarly—as Harry
Bracken has been tirelessly showing—philosophers will conduct
their discussions of Locke, Hume, and empiricism without ever
taking into account that there is an explicit connection in these
classic writers between their "philosophic" doctrines and racial
theory, justifications of slavery, or arguments for colonial exploita-
tion.?. These are common enough ways by which contemporary
scholarship keeps itself pure.

Perhaps it is true that most attempts to rub culture's nose
in the mud of politics have been crudely iconoclastic; perhaps also
the social interpretation of literature in my own field has simply
not kept up with the enormous technical advances in detailed
textual analysis. But there is no getting away from the fact that
literary studies in general, and American Marxist theorists in
particular, have avoided the effort of seriously bridging the gap
between the superstructural and the base levels in textual, historical
scholarship; on another occasion | have gone so far as to say that
the literary-cultural establishment as a whole has declared the
serious study of imperialism and culture off limits.® For Orientalism
brings one up directly against that question—that is, to realizing
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that political imperialism governs an entire field of study, imagina-
tion, and scholarly institutions—in such a way as to make its
avoidance an intellectual and historical impossibility. Yet there
will always remain the perennial escape mechanism of saying that
a literary scholar and a philosopher, for example, are trained in
literature and philosophy respectively, not in politics or ideological
analysis. In other words, the specialist argument can work quite
effectively to block the larger and, in my opinion, the more intel-
lectually serious perspective.

Here it seems to me there is a simple two-part answer to be
given, at least so far as the study of imperialism and culture (or
Orientalism) is concerned. In the first place, fAearly "every
nineteenth-century writer (and the same is true enough of writers
in earlier periods) was extraordinarily well aware of the fact of
empire: this is a subject not very well studied, but it will not take
a modern Victorian specialist long to admit that liberal cultural
heroes like John Stuart Mill, Arnold, Carlyle, Newman, Macaulay,
Ruskin, George Eliot, and even Dickens had definite views on race
and imperialism, which are quite easily to be found at work in
their"writing. So even a specialist must deal with the knowledge
that Mill, for example, made it clear in On Liberty and Representa-
tive Government that his views there could not be applied to
India (he was an India Office functionary for a good deal of his
life, after all) because the Indians were civilizationally, if not
racially, inferior. The same kind of paradox is to be found in Marx,
as | try to show in this book. In the second place, to believe that
politics in the form of imperialism bears upon the production of
literature, scholarship, social theory, and history writing is by no
means equivalent to saying that culture is therefore a demeaned
or denigrated thing. Quite the contrary: My whole pointis to say
that we can better understand the persistence and the durability of
saturating hegemonic systems like culture when we realize that their
internal constraints upon writers and thinkers were productive, not
Unilaterallyinhibiting: It is this idea that Gramsci, certainly, and
Foucault and Raymond Williams in their very different ways have
been trying to illustrate. Even one or two pages by Williams on *'the
uses of the Empire™ in The Long Revolution tell us more about
nineteenth-century cultural richness than many volumes of hermetic
textual analyses.'

Therefore | study Orientalism as a dynamic exchange between
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individual authors and the large political concerns shaped by the
three great empires—British, French, American—in whose in-
tellectual and imaginative territory the writing was produced. What
interests me most as a scholar is not the gross political verity but
the detail, as indeed what interests us in someone like Lane or
Flaubert or Renan is not the (to him) indisputable truth that Occi-
dentals are superior to Orientals, but the profoundly worked over
and modulated evidence of his detailed work within the very wide
space opened up by that truth. One need only remember that
Lane's Manners and Customs of the Modern Egyptians is a classic
of historical and anthropological observation because of its style, its
enormously intelligent and brilliant details, not because of its
simple reflection of racial superiority, to understand what | am
saying here.

The kind of political questions raised by Orientalism, then, are
as follows: What other sorts of intellectual, aesthetic, scholarly,
and cultural energies went into the making of an imperialist tradi-
tion"like"the"Orientalist "one? How did philology, lexicography,
history, biology, political and economic theory, novel-writing, and
lyric poetry come to the service of Orientalism's broadly imperialist
view of the world? What changes, modulations, refinements, even
revolutions take place within Orientalism? What is the meaning of
originality, of continuity, of individuality, in this context? How
does Orientalism transmit or reproduce itself from one epoch to
another? In fine, how can we treat the cultural, historical phenom-
enon of Orientalism as a kind of willed human work—not of mere
unconditioned ratiocination—in all its historical complexity, detail,
and worth without at the same time losing sight of the alliance be-
tween cultural work, political tendencies, the state, and the specific
realities of domination? Governed by such concerns a humanistic
study can responsibly address itself to politics and culture. But this
is not to say that such a study establishes a hard-and-fast rule about
the relationship between knowledge and politics. My argument is
that each humanistic investigation must formulate the nature of
that connection in the specific context of the study, the subject
natter, and its historical circumstances.

2. The methodological question. In a previous book | gave a
good deal of thought and analysis to the methodological importance
f°r work in the human sciences of finding and formulating a first
'*p. a point of departure, a beginning principle.!* A major lesson


xy


16 ORIENTALISM

I learned and tried to present was that there is no such thing as a
merely given, or simply available, starting point: beginnings have
to be made for each project in such a way as to enable what follows
from them. Nowhere in my experience has the difficulty of this
lesson been more consciously lived (with what success—or failure
—I1 cannot really say) than in this study of Orientalism. The
idea of beginning, indeed the act of beginning, necessarily involves
an act of delimitation by which something is cut out of a great
mass of material, separated from the mass, and made to stand for,
as well as be, a starting point, a beginning; for the student of texts
one such notion of inaugural delimitation is Louis Althusser's idea
of the problematic, a specific determinate unity of a text, or group
of texts, which is. something given rise to by analysis.’? Yet in the
case of Orientalism (as opposed to the case of Marx's texts, which
is what Althusser studies) there is not simply the problem of finding
a point of departure, or problematic, but also the question of
designating which texts, authors, and periods are the ones best
suited for study.

It has seemed to me foolish to attempt an encyclopedic narrative
history of Orientalism, first of all because if my guiding principle
was to be "the European idea of the Orient" there would be
virtually no limit to the material | would have had to deal with;
second, because the narrative model itself did not suit my descrip-
tive and political interests; third, because in such books as Raymond
Schwab's La Renaissance orientate, Johann Fuck's Die Arabischen
Studien in Europa bis in den Anfang des 20. Jahrhunderts, and
more recently, Dorothee Metlitzki's The Matter of Araby in
Medieval England™ there already exist encyclopedic works on cer-
tain aspects of the European-Oriental encounter such as make the
critic's job, in the general political and intellectual context | sketched
above, a different one.

There still remained the problem of cutting down a very fat
archive to manageable dimensions, and more important, outlining
something in the nature of an intellectual order within that group
of texts without at the same time following a mindlessly chrono-
logical order. My starting point therefore has been the British,
French, and American experience of the Orient taken as a unit,
what made that experience possible by way of historical and intel-
lectual background, what the quality and character of the ex-
perience has been. For reasons | shall discuss presently | limited
that already limited (but still inordinately large) set of questions to
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the Anglo-French-American experience of the Arabs and Islam,
which for almost a thousand years together stood for the Orient.
Immediately upon doing that, a large part of the Orient seemed
to have been eliminated—India, Japan, China, and other sections
of the Far East—not because these regions were not important
(they obviously have been) but because one could discuss Europe's
experience of the Near Orient, or of Islam, apart from its ex-
perience of the Far Orient. Yet at certain moments of that general
European history of interest in the East, particular parts of the
Orient like Egypt, Syria, and Arabia cannot be discussed without
also studying Europe's involvement in the more distant parts, of
which Persia and India are the most important; a notable case in
point is the connection between Egypt and India so far as
eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Britain was concerned. Similarly
the French role in deciphering the Zend-Avesta, the pre-eminence
of Paris as a center of Sanskrit studies during the first decade of
the nineteenth century, the fact that Napoleon's interest in the
Orient was contingent upon his sense of the British role in India:
all these Far Eastern interests directly influenced French interest
in the Near East, Islam, and the Arabs.

Britain and France dominated the Eastern Mediterranean from
about the end of the seventeenth century on. Yet my discussion of
that domination and systematic interest does not do justice to (a)
the important contributions to Orientalism of Germany, Italy,
Russia, Spain, and Portugal and (b) the fact that one of the im-
portant impulses toward the study of the Orient in the eighteenth
century was the revolution in Biblical studies stimulated by such
variously interesting pioneers as Bishop Lowth, Eichhorn, Herder,
and"Michagelis) In the first place, |1 had to focus rigorously upon the
British-French and later the American material because it seemed
inescapably true not only that Britain and France were the
pioneer nations in the Orient and in Oriental studies, but that these
vanguard positions were held by virtue of the two greatest colonial
networks in pre-twentieth-century history; the American Oriental
Position since World War 1l has fit—I think, quite self-consciously

in the places excavated by the two earlier European powers.
Then too, | believe that the sheer quality, consistency, and mass

British, French, and American writing on the Orient lifts it
above the doubtless crucial work done in Germany, lItaly, Russia,
and elsewhere. But | think it is also true that the major steps in
Oriental scholarship were first taken in either Britain and France,
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then elaborated upon by Germans. Silvestre de Sacy, for example,
was not only the first modern and institutional European Orientalist,
who worked on Islam, Arabic literature, the Druze religion, and
Sassanid Persia; he was also the teacher of Champollion and of
Franz Bopp, the founder of German comparative linguistics. A
similar claim of priority and subsequent pre-eminence can be made
for William Jones and Edward William Lane.

In the second place—and here the failings of my study of
Orientalism are amply made up for—there has been some important
recent work on the background in Biblical scholarship to the rise of
what | have called modern Orientalism. The best and the most
illuminatingly relevant is E. S. Shaffer's impressive "Kubla Khan"
and The Fall of Jerusalem,** an indispensable study of the origins
of Romanticism, and of the intellectual activity underpinning a
great deal of what goes on in Coleridge, Browning, and George
Eliot. To some degree Shaffer's work refines upon the outlines pro-
vided in Schwab, by articulating the material of relevance to be
found in the German Biblical scholars and using that material to
read, in an intelligent and always interesting way, the work of three
major British writers. Yet what is missing in the book is some sense
of the political as well as ideological edge given the Oriental
material by the British and French writers | am principally con-
cerned with; in addition, unlike Shaffer | attempt to elucidate
subsequent developments in academic as well as literary Orientalism
that bear on the connection between British and French Orientalism
on the one hand and the rise of an explicitly colonial-minded im-
perialism on the other. Then too, | wish to show how all these
earlier matters are reproduced more or less in American Orientalism
after the Second World War.

Nevertheless there is a possibly misleading aspect to my study,
where, aside from an occasional reference, | do not exhaustively
discuss the German developments after the inaugural period domi-
nated by Sacy. Any work that seeks to provide an understanding
of academic Orientalism and pays little attention to scholars like
Steinthai, Miiller, Becker, Goldziher, Brockelmann, Noldeke—to
mention only a handful—needs to be reproached, and | freely re-
proach myself. | particularly regret not taking more account of the
great scientific prestige that accrued to German scholarship by the
middle of the nineteenth century, whose neglect was made into a
denunciation of insular British scholars by George Eliot. | have in
mind Eliot's unforgettable portrait of Mr. Casaubon in Middle-



Introduction 19

march. One reason Casaubon cannot finish his Key to All Mythol-
ogies is, according to his young cousin Will Ladislaw, that he is
unacquainted with German scholarship. For not only has Casaubon
chosen a subject "as changing as chemistry: new discoveries are
constantly making new points of view'™: he is undertaking a job
similar to a refutation of Paracelsus because "he is not an
Orientalist, you know."'®

Eliot was not wrong in implying that by about 1830, which is
when Middlemarch is set, German scholarship had fully attained
its European pre-eminence. Yet at no time in German scholarship
during the first two-thirds of the nineteenth century could a close
partnership have developed between Orientalists and a protracted,
sustained national interest in the Orient. There was nothing in
Germany to correspond to the Anglo-French presence in India, the
Levant, North Africa. Moreover, the German Orient was almost
exclusively a scholarly, or at least a classical, Orient: it was made
the subject of lyrics, fantasies, and even novels, but it was never
actual, the way Egypt and Syria were actual for Chateaubriand,
Lane, Lamartine, Burton, Disraeli, or Nerval. There is some signifi-
cance in the fact that the two most renowned German works on
the Orient, Goethe's Westdstlicher Diwan and Friedrich Schlegel's
Vber die Sprache und Weisheit der Indier, were based respectively
on a Rhine journey and on hours spent in Paris libraries. What
German Oriental scholarship did was to refine and elaborate tech-
niques whose application was to texts, myths, ideas, and languages
almost literally gathered from the Orient by imperial Britain and
France.

Yet what German Orientalism had in common with Anglo-
French and later American Orientalism was a kind of intellectual
authority over the Orient within Western culture. This authority
must in large part be the subject of any description of Orientalism,
and it is so in this study. Even the name Orientalism suggests a
serious, perhaps ponderous style of expertise; when | apply it to
modern American social scientists (since they do not call them-
selves Orientalists, my use of the word is anomalous), it is to draw
attention to the way Middle East experts can still draw on the
vestiges of Orientalism's intellectual position in nineteenth-century
Europe.

There is nothing mysterious or natural about authority. It is
formed, irradiated, disseminated; it is instrumental, it is persuasive;
" has status, it establishes canons of taste and value; it is virtually



20 ORIENTALISM

indistinguishable from certain ideas it dignifies as true, and from
traditions, perceptions, and judgments it forms, transmits, repro-
duces. Above all, authority can, indeed must, be analyzed. All
these attributes of authority apply to Orientalism, and much of what
I do in this study is to describe both the historical authority in and
the personal authorities of Orientalism.

My principal methodological devices for studying authority here
are what can be called strategic location, which is a way of describ-
ing the author's position in a text with regard to the Oriental
material he writes about, and strategic formation, which is a way
of analyzing the relationship between texts and the way in which
groups of texts, types of texts, even textual genres, acquire mass,
density, and referential power among themselves and thereafter
in the culture at large. I use the notion of strategy simply to identify
the problem every writer on the Orient has faced: how to get hold
of it, how to approach it, how not to be defeated or overwhelmed
by its sublimity, its scope, its awful dimensions. Everyone who
writes about the Orient must locate himself vis-a-vis the Orient;
translated into his text, this location includes the kind of narrative
voice he adopts, the type of structure he builds, the kinds of images,
themes, motifs that circulate in his text—all of which add up to
deliberate ways of addressing the reader, containing the Orient,
and finally, representing it or speaking in its behalf. None of this
takes place in the abstract, however. Every writer on the Orient
(and this is true even of Homer) assumes some Oriental precedent,
some previous knowledge of the Orient, to which he refers and on
which he relies. Additionally, each work on the Orient affiliates
itself with other works, with audiences, with institutions, with the
Orient itself. The ensemble of relationships between works,
audiences, and some particular aspects of the Orient therefore
constitutes an analyzable formation—for example, that of philo-
logical studies, of anthologies of extracts from Oriental literature,
of travel books, of Oriental fantasies—whose presence in time, in
discourse, in institutions (schools, libraries, foreign services) gives
it strength and authority.

It is clear, | hope, that my concern with authority does not
entail analysis of what lies hidden in the Orientalist text, but
analysis rather of the text's surface, its exteriority to what it de-
scribes. | do not think that this idea can be overemphasized.
Orientalism is premised upon exteriority, that is, on the fact that
the Orientalist, poet or scholar, makes the Orient speak, describes
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the Orient, renders its mysteries plain for and to the West. He is
never concerned with the Orient except as the first cause of what he
says. What he says and writes, by virtue of the fact that it is said
or written, is meant to indicate that the Orientalist is outside the
Orient, both as an existential and as a moral fact. The principal
product of this exteriority is of course representation: as early as
Aeschylus’s play The Persians the Orient is transformed from a very
far distant and often threatening Otherness into figures that are
relatively familiar (in Aeschylus's case, grieving Asiatic women).
The dramatic immediacy of representation in The Persians obscures
the fact that the audience is watching a highly artificial enactment
of what a non-Oriental has made into a symbol for the whole
Orient. My analysis of the Orientalist text therefore places emphasis
on the evidence, which is by no means invisible, for such representa-
tions as representations, not as "natural” depictions of the Orient.
This evidence is found just as prominently in the so-called truthful
text (histories, philological analyses, political treatises) as in the
avowedly artistic (i.e., openly imaginative) text. The things to look
at are style, figures of speech, setting, narrative devices, historical
and social circumstances, not the correctness of the representation
nor its fidelity to some great original. The exteriority of the repre-
sentation is always governed by some version of the truism that if
the Orient could represent itself, it would; since it cannot, the
representation does the job, for the West, and faute de mieux, for
the poor Orient. "Sie konnen sich nicht vertreten, sie miissen
vertreten werden,” as Marx wrote in The Eighteenth Brumaire of
Louis Bonaparte.

Another reason for insisting upon exteriority is that | believe it
needs to be made clear about cultural discourse and exchange
within a culture that what is commonly circulated by it is not
"truth™ but representations. It hardly needs to be demonstrated
again that language itself is a highly organized and encoded system,
which employs many devices to express, indicate, exchange
messages and information, represent, and so forth. In any instance
of at least written language, there is no such thing as a delivered
presence, but a re-presence, or a representation. The value, efficacy,
strength, apparent veracity of a written statement about the Orient
therefore relies very little, and cannot instrumentally depend, on
the Orient as such. On the contrary, the written statement is a
presence to the reader by virtue of its having excluded, displaced,
made supererogatory any such real thing as "the Orient."” Thus all
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of Orientalism stands forth and away from the Orient: that
Orientalism makes sense at all depends more on the West than on
the Orient, and this sense is directly indebted to various Western
techniques of representation that make the Orient visible, clear,
"there" in discourse about it. And these representations rely upon
institutions, traditions, conventions, agreed-upon codes of under-
standing for their effects, not upon a distant and amorphous Orient.

The difference between representations of the Orient before the
last third of the eighteenth century and those after it (that is, those
belonging to what I call modern Orientalism) is that the range of
representation expanded enormously in the later period. It is true
that after William Jones and Anquetil-Duperron, and after
Napoleon's Egyptian expedition, Europe came to know the Orient
more scientifically, to live in it with greater authority and discipline
than ever before. But what mattered to Europe was the expanded
scope and the much greater refinement given its techniques for
receiving the Orient. When around the turn of the eighteenth
century the Orient definitively revealed the age of its languages—
thus outdating Hebrew's divine pedigree—it was a group of Euro-
peans who made the discovery, passed it on to other scholars,
and preserved the discovery in the new science of Indo-European
philology. A new powerful science for viewing the linguistic Orient
was born, and with it, as Foucault has shown in The Order of
Things, a whole web of related scientific interests. Similarly William
Beckford, Byron, Goethe, and Hugo restructured the Orient by
their art and made its colors, lights, and people visible through their
images, rhythms, and motifs. At most, the "real" Orient provoked
a writer to his vision; it very rarely guided it.

Orientalism responded more to the culture that produced it than
to its putative object, which was also produced by the West. Thus
the history of Orientalism has both an internal consistency and a
highly articulated set of relationships to the dominant culture sur-
rounding it. My analyses consequently try to show the field's shape
and internal organization, its pioneers, patriarchal authorities,
canonical texts, doxological ideas, exemplary figures, its followers,
elaborators, and new authorities; | try also to explain how Oriental-
ism borrowed and was frequently informed by "strong" ideas,
doctrines, and trends ruling the culture. Thus'there"was (and"is) a
linguistic Orient, a Freudian Orient, a Spenglerian Orient, a
Darwinian Orient, a racist Orient—and so on. Yet never has there
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been such a thing as a pure, or unconditional, Orient; similarly,
never has there been a nonmaterial form of Orientalism, much less
something so innocent as an "idea" of the Orient. In this underlying
conviction and in its ensuing methodological consequences do |
differ from scholars who study the history of ideas. For the emphases
and the executive form, above all the material effectiveness, of
statements made by Orientalist discourse are possible in ways that
any hermetic history of ideas tends completely to scant. Without
those emphases and that material effectiveness Orientalism would
be just another idea, whereas it is and was much more than that.
Therefore | set out to examine not only scholarly works but also
works of literature, political tracts, journalistic texts, travel books,
religious and philological studies. In other words, my hybrid per-
spective is broadly historical and "anthropological,” given that |
believe all texts to be worldly and circumstantial in (of course)
ways that vary from genre to genre, and from historical period to
historical period.

Yet unlike Michel Foucault, to whose work | am greatly in-
debted, | do believe in the determining imprint of individual writers
upon the otherwise anonymous collective body of texts constituting
a discursive formation like Orientalism. The unity of the large
ensemble of texts | analyze is due in part to the fact that they
frequently refer to each other: Orientalism is after all a system for
citing works and authors. Edward William Lane's Manners and
Customs of the Modern Egyptians was read and cited by such
diverse figures as Nerval, Flaubert, and Richard Burton. He was an
authority whose use was an imperative for anyone writing or think-
ing about the Orient, not just about Egypt: when Nerval borrows
passages verbatim from Modern Egyptians it is to use Lane's
authority to assist him in describing village scenes in Syria, not
Egypt. Lane's authority and the opportunities provided for citing
him discriminately as well as indiscriminately were there because
Orientalism could give his text the kind of distributive currency
that he acquired. There is no way, however, of understanding Lane's
currency without also understanding the peculiar features of his
text; this is equally true of Renan, Sacy, Lamartine, Schlegel, and
a group of other influential writers. Foucault believes that in general
the individual text or author counts for very little; empirically, in
the case of Orientalism (and perhaps nowhere else) | find this not
to be so. Accordingly my analyses employ close textual readings
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whose goal is to reveal the dialectic between individual text or
writer and the complex collective formation to which his work is a
contribution.

Yet even though it includes an ample selection of writers, this
book is still far from a complete history or general account of
Orientalism. Of this, failing I am very conscious. The fabric of as
thick a discourse as Orientalism has survived and functioned in
Western society because of its richness: all | have done is to describe
parts of that fabric at certain moments, and merely to suggest the
existence of a larger whole, detailed, interesting, dotted with
fascinating figures, texts, and events. | have consoled myself with
believing that this book is one installment of several, and hope
there are scholars and critics who might want to write others. There
is still a general essay to be written on imperialism and culture;
other studies would go more deeply into the connection between
Orientalism and pedagogy, or into Italian, Dutch, German, and
Swiss Orientalism, or into the dynamic between scholarship and
imaginative writing, or into the relationship between administrative
ideas and intellectual discipline. Perhaps the most important task
of all would be to undertake studies in contemporary alternatives to
Orientalism, to ask how one can study other cultures and peoples
from a libertarian, or a nonrepressive and nonmanipulative, per-
spective. But then one would have to rethink the whole complex
problem of knowledge and power. These are all tasks left em-
barrassingly incomplete in this study.

The last, perhaps self-flattering, observation on method that |
want to make here is that | have written this study with several
audiences in mind. For students of literature and criticism, Oriental-
ism offers a marvelous instance of the interrelations between society,
history, and textuality; moreover, the cultural role played by the
Orient in the West connects Orientalism with ideology, politics, and
the logic of power, matters of relevance, | think, to the literary com-
munity. For contemporary students of the Orient, from university
scholars to policymakers, | have written with two ends in mind:
one, to present their intellectual genealogy to them in a way that
has not been done; two, to criticize—with the hope of stirring dis-
cussion—the often unquestioned assumptions on which their work
for the most part depends. For the general reader, this study deals
with matters that always compel attention, all of them connected
not only with Western conceptions and treatments of the Other but
also with the singularly important role played by Western culture
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in what Vico called the world of nations. Lastly, for readers in the
so-called Third World, this study proposes itself as a step towards
an understanding not so much of Western politics and of the non-
Western world in those politics as of the strength of Western
cultural discourse, a strength too often mistaken as merely decora-
tive or "superstructural. My hope is to illustrate the formidable
structure of cultural domination and, specifically for formerly
colonized peoples, the dangers and temptations of employing this
structure upon themselves or upon others.

The three long chapters and twelve shorter units into which this
book is divided are intended to facilitate exposition as much as
possible. Chapter One, "The Scope of Orientalism,” draws a large
circle around all the dimensions of the subject, both in terms of
historical time and experiences and in terms of philosophical and
political themes. Chapter Two, "Orientalist Structures and Re-
structures," attempts to trace the development of modern Oriental-
ism by a broadly chronological description, and also by the
description of a set of devices common to the work of important
poets, artists, and scholars. Chapter Three, "Orientalism Now,"
begins where its predecessor left off, at around 1870. This is the
period of great colonial expansion into the Orient, and it cul-
minates in World War Il. The very last section of Chapter Three
characterizes the shift from British and French to American
hegemony; | attempt there finally to sketch the present intellectual
and social realities of Orientalism in the United States.

3. The personal dimension. In the Prison Notebooks Gramsci
says: "The starting-point of critical elaboration is the consciousness
of what one really is, and is 'knowing thyself as a product of the
historical process to date, which has deposited in you an infinity
of traces, without leaving an inventory." The only available English
translation inexplicably leaves Gramsci's comment at that, whereas
in fact Gramsci's Italian text concludes by adding, "therefore it is
imperative at the outset to compile such an inventory."**

Much of the personal investment in this study derives from
my awareness of being an "Oriental” as a child growing up in two
British colonies. All of my education, in those colonies (Palestine
and Egypt) and in the United States, has been Western, and yet
that deep early awareness has persisted. In many ways my study of
Orientalism has been an attempt to inventory the traces upon me,
the Oriental subject, of the culture whose domination has been so
powerful a factor in the life of all Orientals. This is why for me the
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Islamic Orient has had to be the center of attention. Whether what
I have achieved is the inventory prescribed by Gramsci is not for
me to judge, although I have felt it important to be conscious of
trying to produce one. Along the way, as severely and as rationally
as | have been able, I have tried to maintain a critical consciousness,
as well as employing those instruments of historical, humanistic,
and cultural research of which my education has made me the
fortunate beneficiary. In none of that, however, have | ever lost
hold of the cultural reality of, the personal involvement in having
been constituted as, "an Oriental.”

The historical circumstances making such a study possible are
fairly complex, and I can only list them schematically here. Anyone
resident in the West since the 1950s, particularly in the United
States, will have lived through an era of extraordinary turbulence
in the relations of East and West. No one will have failed to note
how "East" has always signified danger and threat during this
period, even as it has meant the traditional Orient as well as
Russia. In the universities a growing establishment of area-studies
programs and institutes has made the scholarly study of the Orient
a branch of national policy. Public affairs in this country include a
healthy interest in the Orient, as much for its strategic and economic
importance as for its traditional exoticism. If the world has become
immediately accessible to a Western citizen living in the electronic
age, the Orient too has drawn nearer to him, and is now less a myth
perhaps than a place crisscrossed by Western, especially American,
interests.

One aspect of the electronic, postmodern world is that there
has been a reinforcement of the stereotypes by which the Orient is
viewed. Television, the films, and all the media's resources have
forced information into more and more standardized molds. So far
as the Orient is concerned, standardization and cultural stereotyping
have intensified the hold of the nineteenth-century academic and
imaginative demonology of "the mysterious Orient.” This is nowhere
more true than in the "ways by which the Near East is grasped.
Three things have contributed to making even the simplest percep-
tion of the Arabs and Islam into a highly politicized, almost raucous
matter: one, the history of popular anti-Arab and anti-Islamic
prejudice in the West, which is immediately reflected in the history
of Orientalism; two, the struggle between the Arabs and Israeli
Zionism, and its effects upon American Jews as well as upon both
the liberal culture and the population at large; three, the almost
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total absence of any cultural position making it possible either to
identify with or dispassionately to discuss the Arabs or Islam.
Furthermore, it hardly needs saying that because the Middle East
is now so identified with Great Power politics, oil economics, and
the simple-minded dichotomy of freedom-loving, democratic Israel
and evil, totalitarian, and terroristic Arabs, the chances of anything
like a clear view of what one talks about in talking about the
Near East are depressingly small.

My own experiences of these matters are in part what made me
write this book. The life of an Arab Palestinian in the West,
particularly in America, is disheartening. There exists here an
almost unanimous consensus that politically he does not exist, and
when it is allowed that he does, it is either as a nuisance or as an
Oriental. The web of racism, cultural stereotypes, political im-
perialism, dehumanizing ideology holding in the Arab or the
Muslim is very strong indeed, and it is this web which every
Palestinian has come to feel as his uniquely punishing destiny. It
has made matters worse for him to remark that no person academic-
ally involved with the Near East—no Orientalist, that is—has ever
in the United States culturally and politically identified himself
wholeheartedly with the Arabs; certainly there have been identi-
fications on some level, but they have never taken an "acceptable™
form as has liberal American identification with Zionism, and all too
frequently they have been radically flawed by their association
either with discredited political and economic interests (oil-
company and State Department Arabists, for example) or with
religion.

The nexus of knowledge and power creating ""the Oriental™ and
in a sense obliterating him as a human being is therefore not for
me an exclusively academic matter. Yet it is an intellectual matter
of some very obvious importance. | have been able to put to use my
humanistic and political concerns for the analysis and description
of a very worldly matter, the rise, development, and consolidation
of Orientalism. Too often literature and culture are presumed to be
politically, even historically innocent; it has regularly seemed
otherwise to me, and certainly my study of Orientalism has con-
vinced me (and | hope will convince my literary colleagues) that
society and literary culture can only be understood and studied
together. In addition, and by an almost inescapable logic, I have
found myself writing the history of a strange, secret sharer of
Western anti-Semitism. That anti-Semitism and, as | have discussed
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it in its Islamic branch, Orientalism resemble each other very
closely is a historical, cultural, and political truth that needs only
to be mentioned to an Arab Palestinian for its irony to be perfectly
understood. But what | should like also to have contributed here is
a better understanding of the way cultural domination has operated.
If this stimulates a new kind of dealing with the Orient, indeed
if it eliminates the "Orient" and "Occident" altogether, then we shall
have advanced a little in the process of what Raymond Williams
has called the "unlearning" of "the inherent dominative mode.""’
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CHAPTER 1

India in the American Imaginary,
1780s-1880s

Rajender Kanr and Anupama Arora

Fort St. Georye is o handsome brick fortification. It appears very strong but is
probably too much extended to make as able a defence as might otherwise be done.
It contains a veqular built town, containing several houses, many stoves, shops
etc. besides an English Church, the Government offices and accommodations for
the troops. In the public square, in the middle of the Fort, is a statue of Marquis
Cornwallis, lately brought from England. Not being entirely finished it was kept
covered while we were heve, but was to be opened with a great pavade in a few
dnys, on the anniversary of the victory gained by that nobleman under the walls
of Seringapatam, which produced peace with Tippoo. The public buildings attract
no attention from their splendour. No black is permitted to go into the Fort in o
palanquin; they must walk in from the gates. All the European merchants have their
stores in the Fort. They generally live o few miles from the Fort in the country.
—Captain Dudley Leavitt Pickman, The Journal of the Belisarius, 1799-1800
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A stranger, the first moment he sees an Indian city is probably move astonished,
his curiosity move awakened, perbaps delighted, than it can be in visiting the first
European cities. Although the latter may be decorated with morve superb palaces
and public buildings, although you find in than much more vefinement and
luxury, yet they cannot in my opinion excite half the emotion that you feel on first
seeing the former. To be placed instantanecously in a crowded city, its houses nre
styled diffevently, streets thronged with every cast and kind from the pale European
resident to the jet black Kauffree/ Caffie. Thousands of men and women almost
naked, others though dressed yet so singularly as to exact attention, from the
turban’d Turk to the “sans culottes” coolee—in fact English, Americans, French
and Portuguese, Armenians and Jews, Pavsees, Gentoos and Mahommedans, each
wearing the costume of his nation, displaying its peculiar manners. I am sure that
when I entered the city of Paris, so famed for wonders, my curiosity was by no means
so vaised as at Bombay.

—William A. Rogers, Journal containing Remarks and Observations during a
Voyage to India: The Journal of the Tartar 1817-1818

These two excerpts from the journals of Captain Dudley Leavitt
Pickman, founder of one of the great trading firms and merchant dynas-
ties of Salem, Massachusetts, and of William Augustus Rogers, log mas-
ter of the Tartar, respectively, were written in the heyday of the United
States’ trade to China and India, which flourished between 1782 and
1844.! They provide dramatically different responses to the sights and
sounds of India.> Describing two very diverse port cities—Madras, in
Southern India, and Bombay in Western India—these travelogues ges-
ture toward the breadth of the American maritime trade with India and
the diversity of responses to the American encounter with India. Rogers
presents Bombay as a cosmopolitan crossroads of the world where every
kind of foreign national can be seen, from the “pale European to the
jet black Kauffree,” and provides an illuminating glimpse into the open-
minded curiosity and wonder, however short-lived, that marked Indo-
American interactions in the early republic. Captain Pickman’s remarks,
on the one hand, on the British settlement of Fort George in Madras
and his references, on the other hand, to Cornwallis and Tippoo reveal
an intimate knowledge of the British East India Company’s affairs in
India and of their determined efforts to establish supremacy there.
Pickman’s comments shed light on the transnational investments of
the early republic by showing how closely the protracted Anglo-Indian
Mysore Wars (which eventually led to the defeat and death of the
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dreaded Tipu Sultan in 1799) were followed in the USA. In referring
to Cornwallis as a nobleman, Pickman seems to gloss over Cornwallis’s
humiliating surrender in the Siege of Yorktown in 1781, which forced
the British to sign peace treaties that eventually led to the end of the
American War of Independence. In this context, then, Pickman’s appre-
ciative reference to Cornwallis’s statue, to be unveiled after a victory
parade in Madras, is prescient in that it hints at the incipient imperial
ambitions of a young nation that would slowly align with Britain. The
reference to the natives of India as “blacks” who are forbidden entry
into the fort in a palanquin but can only enter on foot further reveals
the othering gaze of racial taxonomies that would slowly harden in the
nineteenth century as the USA became more established as a nation and
more engaged in its own forms of empire building. These hardening atti-
tudes are epitomized, for instance, in the anti-India rhetoric of the cover-
age of the Sepoy Rebellion (1857) against British rule in American print
culture and were symptomatic of changing American attitudes and the
increasing synchrony of its geopolitical interests with Britain.? Hardening
racial attitudes and the adoption of increasingly pejorative Orientalist
perspectives on Asia and on India during the course of the nineteenth
century were part and parcel of an aggressive belief in the doctrine of
Manifest Destiny that had led to the annexation of vast territories on
the continent in the Southwest and the Pacific coast from Mexico
in the war with Mexico in 1846-1848, eventually culminating in an una-
pologetic baring of U.S. imperial ambitions in the Spanish—American
War of 1898.

Salem and other port cities along the Eastern seaboard. The travel logs

and journals of Pickman, Rogers, and numerous other supercargoes and
captains reveal the dimensions of the expansive trade in cotton and silk
textiles, sugar, ginger, and indigo, among other commodities that cap-
tured the imagination of Americans in the early republic and that was
reflected in the widespread mention of India in popular print culture.
The lucrative trade with India, in addition to bringing riches to the new
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early nineteenth centuries, to one that slowly allied itself with Britain
and adopted increasingly imperial, rigid, and discriminatory racial and
cultural attitudes by the close of the century. Beyond shifts in perspec-
tive effected by changing political winds over the course of the century,
no doubt, differing perspectives on India were also shaped by the var-
ied contexts in which Americans encountered India: through direct
interactions by traders and missionaries in the economic and religious
contexts, indirectly by consumers of Indian goods and textiles and by
readers encountering figurations of India in print culture, or intellectu-
ally through an engagement with Hindu philosophical texts as in the case
of the Transcendentalists.?

INDIA IN AMERICA IN THE LONG NINETEENTH CENTURY

on the shores of the Americas. But one can trace the earliest Indo-
American interactions to the 1620s, _
ants from the Indian subcontinent with them to North America. New
research on the colonial period facilitated by the digitization of archival
materials such as newspapers, parish records, court records of petitions
and rulings, and papers of the Continental Congress, among others,
reveals an American landscape sprinkled quite significantly with people
of South Asian origin. Known then as “East Indians,” in distinction to
Native Americans, who were called “Indians,” their presence in early
colonial America is linked directly to the British East India Company and
its functionaries who brought back servants from India to England, and
then to America, for either personal use or profit.® Some of these ex-
British East India Company functionaries, like Elihu Yale (1649-1721),
Thomas Law (1756-1834), and Captain John O’Donnell (1749-1805),
exercised significant influence in American affairs and are associated
with iconic institutions and cities such as Yale University, Washington,
DC, and the city of Baltimore, respectively.” Over the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries,

gs. In addition,
“India Goods” (mostly textiles) were advertised in newspapers and pre-
sent in households, and their consumption helped define the self-image
of an elite class along the eastern seaboard. The consumption of oriental
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goods helped create an incipient form of an imperial and global con-
sciousness of which India, along with China, was an important
constituent.

In addition,
through the postrevolutionary era’s expanding print culture, as newly
minted American citizens followed debates over British colonial excesses
and exploits: the British parliamentary inquiry into the corruptions of
General Clive in India, the 1788 impeachment trial of Warren Hastings,
and the British colonial wars with Hyder Ali and his son Tipu Sultan,
the Tiger of Mysore.® For most Americans in the carly republic and the
federalist period, India or the “East Indies” represented an undifferenti-
ated region of the globe east of the Cape of Good Hope, comprising
the Indian subcontinent, Indonesia, Southeast Asia, China, and extend-
ing into the Pacific. However, a growing attentiveness to political geog-
raphy necessitated by transnational networks of imperial and maritime
economies in the early nineteenth century gradually established India
as a distinct place in the early American imaginary. Thus, towns small
and large—Calcutta, Bombay, Madras, Pondicherry, Arcot, Pulicat, and
Serangipatnam, to name just a few—were part of the imaginative geogra-
phy of India in American popular culture.

After the revolution, this trade was imbued with ideas of national inde-
pendence. The importance of this trade to the nation was observed by
an American author, Bartholemew Burges, who in 1790 wrote that a
connection with India “is not only courted by the whole commercial
world, but whose opulence, munificence, and [commercial] traffic ...
have become a matter of general conversation and national attention.”
Important American personages recognized the resonance surrounding
trade with “wealthy India.” Ezra Stiles, the president of Yale College,
gave a speech in 1783 in which he celebrated the idea that “Navigation
will carry the American flag around the globe itself; and display the thir-
teen stripes and new constellation at bengal and canton, on the indus and
ganges.”'0 John Adams advised American merchants to “push their com-
merce to the East Indies,”!! and Thomas Jefferson expressed the need
to build a “North American road to India” to exploit the potential for
trade.!? After being subject to trade restrictions as a colonial outpost, the
new nation was eager to chart its own destiny through trading freely in
the East. In her important book U. S Orientalisms. Race, Nation, and
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Gender in Literature, Malini Johar Schueller suggests that the commer-
cial came to be “invested with raced cultural ideologies” and that the
ability to trade with the East Indies carried with it associations of a mis-
sion, power, and pride.!3

),

lated and disseminated information sent by American missionaries to
the East, and through the widespread dissemination of scholarship on
ancient Hindu and Buddhist philosophical texts through the American
Oriental Society (1842). These institutions produced an increasingly
intimate knowledge of India that demarcated “Indostan” as a distinc-
tive geographical, cultural, and political entity separate from China and
Southeast Asia. Their publications and collections also served to codify
the dominant tropes about India that circulated in popular culture and
that came to exercise a significant influence in American life and letters in
the nineteenth century.

The East India Marine Society in Salem was formed as “a museum
of natural and artificial curiosities particularly such as are to be found
beyond the Cape of Good Hope and Cape Horn.”!#

ports) and the East Coast was thus familiar with the “Indies” through
its products such as textiles and jewelry, items still exhibited at the
Peabody Essex Museum in Salem, one of the oldest continuously oper-
ated museums in the country.!® Visitors marveled at ornaments, palan-
quins, silver hookahs, China tea sets, silks, porcelain, life-size figures of
Asian merchants, figures of Hindu deities—such as Krishna, Rama, and
Sita—and a stone hand from Elephanta cave temples of Bombay orna-
ments—all quaint curios of the East.!® One of the earliest donations by a
foreigner to this museum was that by the Parsee merchant Nusserwanjee
Maneckjee Wadia, who donated his own portrait in 1803. Maneckjee
also gave a cashmere shawl to Captain George Nichols of Salem as a
wedding gift for his wife, as Nichols recalled in his autobiography, A
Salem Shipmaster and Mevchant: “[ Maneckji] gave me at the same time
a camel’s-hair shawl, quite a handsome one. I returned the compliment,
by presenting him with a set of Mayor’s Voyages. Afterwards he sent me
a shawl of a larger size and handsomer.”!” These exchanges suggest the
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open-mindedness with which early American merchants approached
India as they sought to cultivate cross-cultural friendships that were
formed in the crucible of these early maritime trade networks. More

pertinently, American merchants did not establish commercial houses in
—. They preferred to do business through Indian

brokers, or banians, who they trusted implicitly and whose credit they
would often use in their trade in the Bay of Bengal, sharing their profits
with the Indian middlemen who facilitated local contacts and business.
Such commercial ties built on trust inevitably resulted in close personal
ties as well and formed the basis of the mutually respectful ties between
Americans and Indians. Ramdulal Dey was one merchant broker who
was connected to American maritime trading houses in Salem, Boston,
Philadelphia, Newburyport, and Marblehead. An enormously rich man,
Dey was so widely respected for his skills and connections that in 1801,
thirty Americans gathered together in Calcutta to present him with a
life-sized portrait of George Washington.!® The presentation of portraits
functioned as a symbolic gesture of cultural exchange between Americans
and Indians and was clearly intended to bolster trading relationships.

—Through the nineteenth century, a mission-
ary discourse on India proliferated in a variety of missionary periodicals
that printed texts such as Bishop Heber’s India and Mrs. Harriet Newell’s
Missionary Letters and Impressions (1813), among others. B8icarly a8

—.19 Mather also corresponded with

Bartholomew Ziegenbalgh, a German missionary, and with Danish mis-
sionaries in India.2?
that India became a rich field for American missionary work. Soon, these
missionaries were returning from India, often with tales of the hor-
rors witnessed in the heart of darkness, tales meant to generate support
among American citizenry for their missionary work abroad. The ethno-
centric cultural imperialism of American missionaries was also evident in
the numerous missionary periodicals and books of the period that carried
caricatured images of naked holy men contorting their bodies or lying
on beds of nails, terrifying images of the “demonic” Goddess Kali, idol
worship, and sati, for example, calculated to leave no doubt in readers’
minds about the inferiority of “heathen” religions and the superiority
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of Christianity. These texts show the beginnings of the racialization of
the “Hindoos” and their religion as inferior, and a discourse that would

five editions, with one selling over 38,000 copies.?? A popular mission-
ary hymn of the time period, “From Greenland’s Icy Mountains,” by

Bishop Reginald Heber speaks of “The heathen in his blindness/[who]
Bows down to wood and stone.”?3 1

C
(

a little late in advising the U.S. government since it had been engaged in
careful “empire making” for over a century. Schueller argues the ubiq-
uitous civilizing mission and “disinterested” toil discourse of American
missionaries was one arena where American “interests” and ambi-

<«

argue that the early United States was not only “continental and republi-
can” but also “international and imperial” in important ways.??
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requiring the firm hand of the British to maintain law and order in the

land. The characters fit into neat colonial stereotypes such as the “good

However, the immediate pleasure of such plays was in the evocation
of exotic settings: a contemporary review, for example, praises the play
mostly for its atmosphere, “The trampling and prancing of the beautiful
horses, arrayed in all the trappings of eastern significance—the long pro-
cession—the chariots and the music—and the crowds which throng the
stage, glittering in such princely apparel—all pass before the mind like a
dazzling and glorious dream.”?” Humpbhreys’ play The Widow of Malabar
(1791) also features an unfortunate Hindu Indian woman who is being
forced to commit sati (a Hindu widow’s self-immolation on her dead
husband’s funeral pyre). The Widow was a popular play in Philadelphia,
one that brought the far reaches of the globe such as India to citizens
of the new republic. Plays such as these contributed to early knowledge
construction about India. Jeffrey H. Richards, however, notes that while
Humphreys’ play was true to the French original by Antoine-Marin
Lemierre from which it was adapted, he changed the ending and added
his own prologue “in order to affirm American republicanism as the ideal
social framework.”?8 These India-themed plays performed in the early
republic created images of India for American consumption while serving
the purpose of American self-definition and interests.

Oriental'letters) References to India or the East Indies occur in the mar-
gins and with regularity in many novels, including in Charles Brockden
Brown’s Edgar Huntly (1799) and in sentimental novels such as the
anonymous Fidelity Rewarded: or the History of Polly Granville (1796),
Sarah Sayward Barrell Keating Wood’s Dorval or The Speculator (1801),
Moreland Vale, or The Fair Fugitive (by a Lady of the State of New York)
(1801), and Rebecca Rush’s Kelroy (1812). In the sentimental novels by
women writers (such as Kelroy and Dorpal), India emerges as a sugges-
tive and pliable symbol, one that registers the enormous profits being
generated by the East Indies trade in that era and hints at the contours of
the imperial ambitions of a young nation. India becomes a career for the
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young American men who journey to the East as it yields untold riches
from worthy trade and commercial activity; additionally, it serves as the
proving ground for moral and masculine worthiness, for articulating
American enterprise and patriotism.??

Similarly, epistolary accounts, such as A Series of Indostan Letters
(1790) by Bartholomew Burges or Benjamin Silliman’s Letters of
Shahcoolen, & Hindu Philosopher Residing in Philadelphia to His Friend El
Hassan, an Inhabitant of Delhi (1802), were very popular. In Letters of
Shabcoolen, Silliman used the persona of the “Hindu philosopher” to cri-
tique Mary Wollstonecraft’s ideas, which were gaining popularity in the
new republic. As Silliman draws on William Jones for his description of
Hindu poetry or Indian life and landscape, an Orientalist understanding
of India—as exotic, sensual, feminized, irrational, wild—emerges in the
text. According to scholar Michael Chandos Brown, “Silliman adopts the
Sfeminized persona of the Hindu philosopher to deride Wollstonecraft’s
transgression into the masculine world of print culture and the shaping
of social polity.”3? The literary device of the Oriental letters allowed for
social criticism and commentary on preoccupations of the new republic.
Ultimately, the presence of India in all these various texts served to imag-
ine the new nation and shed a light on its anxieties, topical issues of the
day, and identity making.

Inspired by the work of the European Orientalist William Jones, the

1843, which is among the oldest literary societies in the USA dedicated
to scholarship in a specific field. The Journal of the American Oriental
Society, which was published from 1843 to 1900, carried over a hundred
articles on India, on ancient literature and philology. One of the socie-
ty’s founders was Edward Salisbury, the first Sanskrit professor appointed
to Yale College, a university that was founded by an American-born
Englishman, Elihu Yale, who made his fortunes in India as an employee
of the East India Company and rose to become governor of Madras in
1687. One of the central missions of the society was “the cultivation of
learning in the Asiatic, African and Polynesian languages” to create a
taste for Oriental learning and to publish texts, translations, memoirs and
communications in Sanskrit and Semitic languages.3! Early issues of the

journal from the 1840s and 1850s featured articles s—

a review article on “The
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Latest Sanskrit Publications in India,” and an article on “Specimens
of the Naga Language of Assam.” The wide range and specialist focus
of these articles indicate the remarkable scholarly interest and work in
Indian religion, linguistics, and culture that percolated down to popular
culture and the ready availability of translations of Hindu philosophical
and literary texts.

This interest and reconsideration of Indian philosophy and literature
eventually shaped the Transcendentalist movement and influenced most
of the writers of the so-called American Renaissance, cspecially in the
works of New England intellectuals Ralph Waldo Emerson and Henry
David Thoreau. As their work suggests, Transcendentalism became an
important site through which Hindu texts, such as the Gita, the Laws
of Manu, the Vishnu Puranas, the Vedas, and the Upanishads, became
part of the American philosophical and religious imagination. For
instance, Emerson was effusive about the Vedas, which he called “the
Bible of the tropics.”3? His poem “Brahma” (1857) was much influ-
enced by his reading of the Vishnu Purana and the Katha Upanishad.33
That Melville too was well acquainted with the Vedas is clear in his dis-
cussion of whaling in Moby-Dick (1851) , where the narrator Ishmael
uses images from Hindu mythology to prove his knowledge of whaling
as well as the value of whaling in different cultures.?* However, while
the Vedas were popular with nineteenth-century American writers, it was
the Gita that the Transcendentalists devoured, with both Thoreau and
Emerson speaking of their fascination with this Hindu scriptural and
philosophical text. Thoreau carried the Gita with him to Walden Pond,
and his treatise Walden (1854) contains numerous references to India.
For American writers and thinkers such as Thoreau, India represented
the ancient, old, spiritual, sentimental East in contrast to the youthful
and rational USA. Concerned as the Transcendentalists were with spir-
itual India, they turned a blind eye, willfully, to political India and the
realities of British colonialism in India. Thus, there was no space in their
work to engage the anticolonial 1857 Indian Sepoy Rebellion, even as
the event was covered widely in prominent American magazines such as
Harper’s Magazine and the Knickerbocker and made appearances in pop-
ular American fiction of the time.

References to India—whether as the main theme or hovering sug-
gestively in the background—also appeared systematically in the work
of major and minor nineteenth-century male and female American writ-
ers, such as Walt Whitman, Louisa May Alcott, Lucretia Maria Davidson,
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John Greenleaf Whittier, and James Russell Lowell, among others.

cussed of these) Others included Davidson’s poem “Amir Khan” (1829)
set in Kashmir, India; Lowell’s poems such as “An Oriental Apologue”
(1849) and “Dara” (1850); and John Greenleaf Whittier’s “The Brewing
of Soma.” In Davidson’s poem of a doomed love affair, India appears
as a land of riches: “Rich vases, with sweet incense streaming,/Mirrors
a flood of brilliance beaming ... And marble pillars, pure and cold,/
And glittering roof, inlaid with gold,/And gems, and diamonds ...”3%
These sensual descriptions of the wealth of the fabled East were staples
of Orientalist discourse on India. Even an author of no less stature than
Alcott contributed to this repertoire of images. [idia appears not only in
Alcott’s popular novel Little Women (1868), where (exotic) goods and
commodities from India serve to animate the protagonist’s imagination,
but in her relatively obscure sensational short stories that she published
anonymously in periodicals such as Frank Leslie’s Lady’s Magazine and
Lestie’s Illustrated Newspaper. In the thriller “Fate in a Fan” (1869),
a villainous gambler-father, who served as a soldier in the East, has
brought back with him a poison—a “subtle Indian perfume”—that is
hidden in his hapless daughter’s fan to stupefy his gambling opponents.3¢
This story echoes and foreshadows Arthur Conan Doyle’s “The Speckled
Band” (1892), which also depicts a villainous father’s use of “Indian”
things (an Indian snake in Doyle’s story) that threaten his daughter’s life.
Alcott’s shocker “The Fate of the Forrests” (1865) involves Hindu thug-
gism (and mind control and mesmerism), an oft-used trope in British
sensational colonialist fiction. These stories use India as a shorthand for
the inscrutable and inexplicable, perpetuating the image of India as a
place of strange rites, deadly poisons, and murderers.

One thus sees here both the shifting attitudes toward India by the
late nineteenth century as well as the contradictions and ambivalences
that had characterized the India-USA encounter from the late eight-

centh century onward.(India’was simultanenously exotic and barbaric,
and of heathen cultures) It is thus not ironic or inexplicable that the late

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries both witnessed an “Oriental
craze” where India was in vogue again and showed up variously in
American material culture and the arts as well as the hardening of racial
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attitudes in the form of hate crimes and restrictive immigration legisla-
tion against Indian immigrants.

Vivek Bald notes that between 1I8807and 1920, “the United States
was in the grips of a craze over India and ‘the Orient’ that was, in some
ways, larger and more pervasive than anything that has occurred since
[...1 Americans of all classes and walks of life were drawn to an ‘India’
A RVAS) iR ESSenEe) AN COlIEEHVE ANty The Indian Nautch Dancers
(along with snake charmers and jugglers), for instance, who arrived in
1880 in New York to perform in Augustin Daly’s show Zanina, were
treated as exoticized spectacles and commodities in newspaper reviews;
and although these were the first dancers from India to perform on
the American stage, the Indian dancing girl had been circulating as an
“Orientalist fantasy” since the mid-cighteenth century.®® Indian goods
were also in demand again in the modern obsession with foreign or
imported Eastern goods within the new culture of mass consump-
tion. Magazines such as Harper’s Bazanr and Godey’s Lady’s Book and
Muagazine include numerous references to Indian goods. The “New York
Fashions” column of Harper’s Bazaar on August 8, 1868, for instance,
noted that “A fancy for India goods is one of the caprices of the sum-
mer. The French Empress, with characteristic love of variety, has clothed
herself in the soft, fleecy India muslin, in Corah silks, and pongee, and of
a sudden they are the fashion.” The June 13, 1872 column noted that
“the world of fashion is out of town” where “India goods are chosen for
sea-shore dresses.” The Decorator and Furnisher, a New York-based mag-
azine of interior decoration published in the late nineteenth century, in
an article on “Indian Textile Fabrics” (February 1895), noted the high
demand for Indian goods and how the variety of textiles was suitable
for all sorts of drapery and decorations. Indian design was championed
by the likes of the American designer and painter Lockwood de Forest
(1850-1932), who played an important role in creating an Indian style
of interior decoration in the late nineteenth century.3?

At roughly around the same time that The Decorator was reporting on
the enthusiasm for Indian goods and styles as part of the trend of “cos-
mopolitan domesticity” or a desire for the foreign in bourgeois home
decoration, the West Coast was beginning to witness an emerging anti-
South Asian sentiment, with articles such as “The West and the Hindu
Invasion” (Overiand Monthly 1883) that described “The Hindus and the
Hindu Invasion [as] the latest racial problem with which we of the West
have to deal.”*? Other instances of the shifting attitudes toward India



xy


1 INDIA IN THE AMERICAN IMAGINARY, 1780$-1880S 19

of founding fathers such as George Washington (Tchen), the impas-
sioned debates about the corrupting influence of Chinese tea in colonial
America (Frank), or how postrevolutionary American merchants sought
to define their identity and place in Canton as they participated in global
trade (Yokota), these scholars explore in various ways early American
encounters with “Cathay” or China or broadly the East Indies and their
significance in the prerevolutionary period and the nascent nation. A
recent collection edited by Patricia Johnston and Caroline Frank, Globa!
Trade and Visual Arts in Federal New England (2014), similarly makes
a valuable contribution to the ways in which East Indies trade impacted
the aesthetic sensibilities of New England in the late eighteenth and early
nineteenth centuries by examining a variety of objects or forms such as
textiles (cottons and silks), artifacts (paintings and engravings), and
architecture.

However, while Johnston and Frank focus on Federal New England

and the East Indies trade, the'scholarship for the most part focuses on
China; and while Indian cities such as Calcutta and Bombay are regis-
tered as notable ports of call affording lucrative opportunities to trade in
Eastern goods, textiles, and spices, the specific geopolitics of the India—
America’connection is Ieft uninvestigated. There is, thus, on the whole,

a need for more scholarship on India—USA commercial-imperial connec-
tions and interactions in the sociocultural sphere in the late eighteenth
and nineteenth centuries.

).*3 Eacott examines
British and American trade with India through the presence and con-
sumption of “India goods” and the imperial aesthetic that developed
around these goods. Bean and Fichter also look at the lucrative trade of
the early USA with India and the range of connections this fostered and
the ways in which it resonated in and around the founding decades of
the American republic. They emphasize how the outwardly small size
and short life of the East Indies trade belies its important and long-last-
ing role in the new republic. Thus, while Fichter argues that the “U.S.
trade with Asia between 1783 and 1815 transformed both the British
Empire and the United States” and altered the “shape of American busi-
ness,” Bean notes how the “trade generated federal tax revenues, helped
relieve the war debt, and raised capital to build up nascent industries.”*#
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In addition to these recent works, —

such as Thoreau, Whitman, Emerson, Hawthorne, and others. An carlier

group of American and Indian scholars examined the influence of ancient
Hindu Indian texts and culture on the American Transcendentalists,
mostly focusing on the religious and mystical context. Some of these

(1993))Recent scholarship—mostly journal essays or individual chapters
in monographs—examining these major American authors’ interest in
India and Indian texts has made visible the more political and domes-
tic ramifications of this engagement.

which teases out how
a raced or gendered construction of India served as contrast in the con-
solidation of the USA as an active, young, and vibrant (male) nation
in Whitman’s and Emerson’s texts. A chapter in Wai Chee Dimock’s
Through Other Continents (2006) focuses on Thoreau’s deep engage-
ment with the Bhagavad Gita, as she examines how his reading of this
sacred philosophical Indian text resonates with his position on many
domestic sociopolitical affairs such as slavery, American military force,
and pacifism. Similarly, Nikhil Bilwakesh’s essay “Emerson, John Brown
and Arjuna: Translating the Bhagavad Gita in a Time of War” (2009)
works through Emerson’s deployment of the Gita; he attempts a “mar-
tial reading of the Gita” to provide “new insight into Emerson’s some-
what extraordinary support for the militant abolitionist John Brown.”*3

). Kamrath, for exam-
ple, focuses on how the prolific genre of Oriental tales that circulated
in the print culture of the early republic served a didactic function,
addressing issues of republican virtue and “the early republic’s growing
ambivalence toward the boundaries between the liberal ‘pursuit of hap-
piness’ or pleasure and moral propriety.”*® Kamrath sees the Oriental
tale of the late eighteenth century as embodying both “the discourses
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of republican virtue and patriarchy and the desire for female independ-
ence, equality, and liberation.”*” He argues that the “transgressive”
material of many Oriental tales, which presented overt sexuality or the
eroticized female body, pertains to the construction of female chastity
and virtue in the seduction novel of the same time. Also focusing on
the notion of republican virtue, Weyler looks at the references to the
East Indies trade in sentimental novels by early American women writ-
ers such as Rush’s Kelroy (1812) and Wood’s Dorval, or The Speculator
(1801) in her book Intricate Relations (2005). Weyler illustrates the
material and symbolic significance of the East Indies trade to the new
nation and examines how this trade is constructed as a virtuous eco-
nomic activity in contrast to gambling and speculation. While Weyler
looks at relatively less-acknowledged female novelists, Goldman turns
his attention to Charles Brockden Brown, the best-known and most
prolific American writer in the early republic, in his essay “The ‘Black
Hole of Calcutta’ in Charles Brockden Brown’s America: American
Exceptionalism and India in Edgar Huntly” (2008). His Saidian
reading of Brown’s Gothic novel mines a marginal but illuminat-
ing reference to an episode from British Indian colonial history, that
of the “black hole of Calcutta,” in order to argue against the myth of
American exceptionalism. All these scholars demonstrate the critical
role India played in important domestic issues, such as financial spec-
ulation, the consolidation of a masculinist American national identity,
and on race and gender, to show the intimacy of the interconnections
between American and British interests in the larger imperial public
sphere.

This edited collection will contribute further to the exciting area of
scholarship that globalizes American studies and answers the need for
exclusive scholarship on India as a seminal ideological force field in
American culture and politics. Much work is being done, and remains
to be done, to explore and tease out in sophisticated ways the protean
dimensions of the influence that India exerted on American political
and cultural life, as well as the ways in which it came to shape debates
on race, gender, and national self-image in the nineteenth century. This
collection will also complement the ever-increasing excellent body of
work on immigrant-diasporic South Asian American formations and net-
works since the late nineteenth century, among them works such as Joan
Jensen’s Passage from India (1988), Karen Leonard’s Making Ethnic
Choices (1992), and Vivek Bald’s Bengali Harlem (2013).
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STRUCTURE AND ORGANIZATION

This book is organized into four sections: “Transatlantic Imperial
Circuits: Trade, Missionary Activity, and the British East India
Company,” “The Imperial Imaginary: Indo-American Interactions in the
Literary, Philosophical, and Political Sphere,” “Imperial Publics: India
in U.S. Reform Debates on Race, Slavery, and Labor,” and “Orientalist
Imaginings: Royal India and American Fine Arts and Painting.”
Collectively, the essays offer an in-depth description and analysis of Indo-
American encounters in the long nineteenth century.

The two essays in the first section—by Michael A. Verney and
Rosemarie Zagarri—situate the early republic firmly within the transna-
tional networks of empire recording direct encounters with India and the
reactions this produced. Insofar as Britain constituted the common link
between the USA and India, British imperial rule facilitated the Indo-
American encounter in terms of the movement of commodities, people,
and ideas. So, for instance, American missionary activities, conducted in
tandem and sometimes in contest with American commercial enterprises
in India, and were closely aligned with British trade and colonial net-
works in India. If the USA has been “haunted by empire” from its very
beginning (to use Ann Laura Stoler’s evocative phrase), this is nowhere
more clear than in the close, though sometimes conflicted, relationship
between religion and imperial vision. Beyond missionary activity, how-
ever, there was a busy movement of ex-colonials among Britain, India,
and the USA. Several Britons who had served in the British East India
Company chose to make their home in the USA and parlayed their
experience in India into influential roles in the new republic. It is in the
intimate space of the family and in the complicated contours of the biog-
raphies of some of these ex-colonials, many of whom had cohabited with
Indian women and brought their mixed-race children to the USA, that
we see the imperial public interconnected in the domestic and private
spheres.

In “An Eye for Prices, an Eye for Souls: American Merchants and
Missionaries in the Indian Subcontinent, 1784-1838,” Verney argues
that between Independence and 1840, Americans’ perceptions of and
writings about native India changed dramatically. Such a shift was due
in part to the transition from merchant-mariners to missionaries as the
predominant professions to visit the subcontinent. From 1783 until the
War of 1812, American trade with India boomed as merchants rode
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the winds of neutral trade to windfall profits. Largely forbidden from
trading with the houses of the East India Company, however, American
businessmen had to look elsewhere for trading partners. They found
them in the well-educated native Indian merchants of Anglo-Indian
metropolises. Because their commercial success in India was predicated
on their relationships with these men, American captains and supercar-
goes had every reason to overcome cultural differences. Many of the
most successful India traders therefore forged remarkably respectful, fair,
and even friendly relationships with their indigenous counterparts. Soon,
however, changes in the nation’s tariff policy in 1816 crippled the India
trade and drove away many merchants. Missionaries soon took their
place as the predominant American travelers to India in the early repub-
lic. Unlike merchants, missionaries had every reason to exploit cultural
and religious differences, both for publicity and for reasons of funding.
Their writings and publications had a profound effect on how ordinary
Americans thought of themselves and their relationship to non-Christian
peoples in India.

Zagarri’s essay, “The Empire Comes Home: Thomas Law and his
Mixed Race Children,” focuses on Thomas Law, an important admin-
istrator in the British East India Company who chose to make the USA
his home and became one of the founding fathers of the nation’s capital,
Washington, DC, besides being a prominent voice in debates on slavery,
trade, currency regulations, and the plight of native Americans. In 1794,
he, along with his sons, moved to the USA, where he became a key fig-
ure in early Washington, DC, society. Zagarri examines the fate of Law’s
mixed-race sons. Although their high social class tended to mitigate
racial prejudice, racial animosity surfaced at key moments in their lives.
Like British India, the early American republic was slowly and steadily
experiencing a hardening of racial boundaries during the early decades of
the nineteenth century.

The two essays in the second section of the collection turn our
attention to the engagement with India in the literary and philosophi-
cal spheres in canonical mid-nineteenth-century texts and authors—
Thoreau, Melville, and Maria Susanna Cummins—and to the political
implications of these interactions. The enormous appetite for Indian
goods, including expensive cashmeres and cottons, was whetted in no
small measure by the enormous cultural cache attached to Hindu philo-
sophical and spiritual ideas garnered from precious print material carried
by these ships, even as the familiar sight of Indian ocean sailors/lascars in
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port cities of the eastern seaboard made the people of India a recogniz-
able presence in the popular imagination.

In a wide-ranging comparative essay, “Indo-American Encounters in
Melville and Thoreau: Philosophy, Commerce, and Religious Dialogue,”
Brian Yothers puts the Transcendentalists in conversation with Melville to
examine how Thoreau and Melville provide complementary approaches to
the encounter between India and America. While Thoreau engaged India
on an intellectual level, finding the subcontinent to be a source of time-
less wisdom that could contribute to his pursuit of virtue and self-culture,
Melville, who was engaged by Transcendentalism but quite critical of the
movement’s ahistorical qualities, presents a different approach to the Indo-
American encounter. In addition to including wide-ranging references
to Hindu and Buddhist thought and Indian art throughout his oeuvre,
Melville also includes more discussion of the material exchanges between
India and the USA. His rendering of South Asian sailors on the Irawaddy
in Redburn (1849), the discussion of Robert Knox’s Historical Relation
of Ceylon in White- Jacker (1850), various references to cultural exchange
in Moby-Dick (1851) , and his treatment of travel and religious pilgrim-
age in Clarel (1876) and “Rammon: A Fragment” all evidence this differ-
ently valenced interest in the Indian subcontinent. Drawing on Melville’s
novels, poetry, biblical marginalia, and his marginalia to Schopenhauer,
Yothers’ essay examines what India, and South Asia more broadly, meant
to Melville’s mature cosmopolitanism and how Melville enriches the
Transcendentalist encounter with India represented by Thoreau.

Mark B. Kelley’s essay, in turn, examines the presence of India in
nineteenth-century canonical American writers’ work by focusing on
the best-selling popular domestic sentimental romance, Maria Susanna
Cummins’s The Lamplighter (1854). In “‘Every India Mail: The
Lamplighter and the Prospect of U.S. Transoceanic (Postal) Empire,
1847-1854,” Kelley traces the ubiquitous though invisible networks of
empire in the female-dominated print culture of sentimental fiction by
drawing attention to the circulation of letters. When reading Cummins’s
novel, one cannot track the camel’s-hair scarf, the cage of birds, or the
“great package of letters” that Willie posts from Calcutta, India, to his
would-be love Gertrude Flint in Boston (140). Yet, to overlook this
fictional mail is to lose the historical and thematic links between senti-
ment and empire. Tracking the mail in India within the circuit of empire,
Kelley shows how sentiment is not merely forged by empire but plays an
active part in its material and cultural work.
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Beyond the circulation of letters and goods in the imperial circuit,
India was also regularly invoked in other domestic debates and contexts,
which forms the focus of the third section of the collection. As the new
nation sought to articulate and consolidate its identity—racial, cultural,
national—India figured in discourses of domesticity, slavery, citizenship,
and Manifest Destiny. For instance, the invocation of political develop-
ments in India (such as the 1857 Sepoy Rebellion against British colo-
nialism) served to either contrast the USA with the British to assert an
exceptional identity or to claim a common Anglo-Saxon lineage and his-
tory with the British. Similarly, strategically invoking Indian social preju-
dices such as the caste system in debates around American slavery served
the purposes of both slavery apologists as well as antislavery advocates.
In addition, people of Indian ancestry, such as George DeGrasse, sought
American citizenship, putting pressure on constructions of race, nation,
and citizenship as they were articulated together in the early republic. All
three essays in this section show differently how India figured in contes-
tations over U.S. national identity during the nineteenth century.

Anirudra Thapa and Susan M. Ryan turn their attention to
nineteenth-century American print culture to trace how political and
social India (rather than spiritual India) emerged as a point of refer-
ence. In “Cast in Print: The Indian Mutiny, Asiatic Racial Forms, and
American Domesticity,” Thapa argues that the anticolonial Indian
Insurgency of 1857 remained a watershed event in the history of colo-
nial representation. As part of the historical process of textualizing
empire, the Indian Insurgency helped the Western print industry, on
both sides of the Atlantic, produce a body of texts—fictional, journal-
istic, and populist—categorized as “Mutiny lore.” Such texts mark a
shift of emphasis in the representation of the colonized. By analyzing
L. Clarke Davis’s Stranded Ship (1869) and Jane Goodwin Austin’s “The
Loot of Lucknow” (1868) within the broader context of American
print culture, Thapa shows that the oriental imagination in nineteenth-
century U.S. print culture is an expression of the “political unconscious”
that renders visible the imperial imaginary embedded in the discourse of
Manifest Destiny. As such, the narratives of transnational encounters with
the Orient demystify the very rhetoric of “imperial denial” in American
cultural and political discourses. In “India and U.S. Cultures of Reform:
Caste as Keyword,” Ryan takes up Americans’ appropriations of the
term caste in order to analyze the ways in which India figured into nine-
teenth-century U.S. debates over slavery and racial injustice. Drawing on
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newspaper and magazine articles, missionary commentary, and a range of
novels, it first establishes that Americans used caste as a figure for rigid
and antimeritocratic social values and then shows how such authors as
Julia C. Collins, Mary Hayden Pike, and Albion Tourgée, among oth-
ers, applied the term as a means of critiquing racial hierarchies and their
deformation of courtship and marriage. While such authors used caste to
unsettle white American readers’ sense of racial superiority, they also par-
ticipated in a delegitimizing of the Indian other, who came to represent a
timeless incapacity for reform.

Pratibha Kanakamedala’s essay, “Considered a Citizen of the United
States: George DeGrasse, a South Asian in Early (African) America,”
focuses on the story of George DeGrasse, a Hindu from Calcutta, in
early-nineteenth-century New York. Little is known about DeGrasse’s
life, but through her archival research, Kanakamedala shows that
DeGrasse was probably the illegitimate biracial son of a French naval
officer. DeGrasse’s first appearance in the archives is as Aaron Burr’s
servant in 1802. Her essay traces the arrival, activism, and community
building of DeGrasse in New York City, and it establishes him as a pio-
neer in the long and lesser-documented history of Asian-Black politi-
cal solidarity in the early republic. He and his neighbors built a vibrant
community that challenged notions of nation, citizenship, and its
responsibilities at a time when these concepts were in constant flux.

The concluding essay in the collection examines Orientalist imag-
inings surrounding India through portrayals of royal India in/and
American fine arts and painting. A fair amount of scholarship exists
on the corpus of British and European Orientalist painting inspired by
the Near and Far Orient. Not enough attention has been paid to the
genre of American Orientalist painting and specifically the influence of
India in American visual arts. Imperial networks of trade and commerce
facilitated not only a deep interest in the profundities of Hindu philoso-
phy, but they also served as corridors through which exotic commodities
from Asia arrived in America as well as allowed for American artists to
travel to India. First-hand or lived experience in India, as well as con-
tact with commodities or with the materiality of these artifacts, played no
small role in shaping complex visual strategies through which Orientalist
painting evolved. High Victorian imperialism coincided with the Gilded
Age in America when the demand for exotica was at its peak to influence
American design ethos and the genre of American Orientalist painting.

Romita Ray’s essay, “‘A Dazzle of Light’: Edwin Lord Weeks and
Royal India,” focuses on Lord Edwin Weeks, the prominent American
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Orientalist painter and the first known American artist to visit India. Ray
argues that long before Life magazine featured the Maharaja of Jaipur’s
wedding in its August 1948 issue, Weeks was busy recording royal India
in 1883, during the height of the Victorian Raj. Ray examines Weeks’s
fascination with painting royal India—with its maharajas, architectural
splendor, and lavish material culture. What interests Ray is how the
American tourist and visual artist participated in the dynamics of imperial
consumption and display. She examines how Weeks’s preoccupation with
surfaces that embodied royal India were rendered with jewel-like preci-
sion. In analyzing Weeks’s visual approach to textures in the context of
the Aesthetic movement, and from a broader engagement with Indian
craftsmanship in American material culture, Ray underscores the power-
ful role that artifice and surface played on the imaging of India within
the dynamics of British imperial taste, aesthetics, and consumption.

* %k Kk *

While this collection by no means represents a comprehensive or
exhaustive look at all the various ways in which “India” circulated in
the USA, it gestures suggestively to the critical space occupied by India
in the American imaginary for over a century. India was present in the
USA—as an idea, as goods and commodities, as people from the sub-
continent—and studying this presence yields rich insights about U.S.
nation making and identity making from the late eighteenth to the late
nineteenth century. India featured in a range of contexts from the 1780s
to the 1880s—in conversations on fashion, aesthetics, religion, reform,
trade, slavery, women’s rights—and tracing this presence shows the
USA as being entangled squarely within imperial and global networks.
Examining the traffic between India and the USA since the postrevo-
lutionary era reveals the critical role that this transnational movement
played in shaping the U.S. national landscape. As India and the USA
seek each other as geopolitical partners in the twenty-first century, we
hope this collection of essays will open up fresh avenues of inquiry that
situate the current relationship in the context of Indo-American encoun-
ters in the foundational era of the early republic and the long nineteenth
century.
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Indian Journals and Allen Ginsberg’s Revival
as Prophet of Social Revolution
Raj Chandarlapaty

Countercultural political and social histories may well remember Allen
Ginsberg’s renditions of beatnik religious and narrational adventures
into underclass liberal intellectualism and social ethics as the expres-
sion of the true sublimity of “Beat,” if only because he anticipates the
massive protest vehicle of 1960s counterculture. In addition, biograph-
ical assessments assert the fact that spiritual metaphors of discovery
and deracialized ethno-studies could galvanize intellectual and social
revolutions against the anesthetizing power of American capitalist-
technological authoritarianism (Raskin, Schumacher). Hence, analytic
readings tend to point out pronounced differences with Jack Kerouac,
Ginsberg’s spiritual mentor, and William S. Burroughs, a onetime
lover who had forewarned the young Ginsberg not to adopt a politi-
cal liberalism that mimicked “the most damnable tyranny, a sniveling,
mealy-mouthed tyranny of bureaucrats, social workers, psychiatrists,
and Union officials” (qtd. in Johnson 113). Robert Johnson describes
Burroughs’s instructional tone: ideologies obstructed the thinker’s
point of view, and liberalism “was a plot to create conformity—politi-
cally, economically, and, as his letters to Ginsberg consistently argue,
sexually” (106).

Ginsberg’s two-year trek to India between 1961 and 1963 was, in
fact, the narrative force which catalyzed his rebirth as prophet, icon, and
countercultural messenger, causing him to move further from Kerouac’s
spiritual adventuring while transforming anguish into redemption that
made possible the development of a truly countercultural outlook and
protest rhetoric. First, a reading of Indian Journals implies a decisive
moment of authorial self-doubt, borrowed from the poet’s sexual and
philosophical anxieties which were the result of dependence upon
Burroughs and Kerouac as a “protégé.” Depression, both in and after the
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publication of “Howl,” is intimately connected with Ginsberg’s relation-
ship to his mentors. His poetry during the late 1950s and early 1960s
profile the isolating psychic frustrations of an intellectual gay dissenter
obsessed with finding meanings, yet unable to realize sustained self-
hood while confronted with American capitalist-military dominance.
Notwithstanding his translation of drugged depression into poems such
as 1959’s “Lysergic Acid” and 1963’s “Mescaline,” the tone of his en-
treaty was often quite simple. In 1962, he pleaded with Kerouac in a
letter: “what will happen to my mind which has lost its idea?” (Indian
Journals 11). My sense is that two regenerative themes characterize the
transformation of “beatnik” Ginsberg into the ebullient, concrete, and
synthetic hippie poet who would truly challenge American structures
of domination. The first was intellectual: Hindu India manifested
Ginsberg’s concept of “world,” materially crystallized his understanding
of liberal international possibility, and expanded the urgency of learn-
ing from the “Eastern” anthropological/cultural traditions, redeveloping
social ethics away from the rhetoric of colonialism, postcolonialism, and
globalization.

Orientalist configurations of otherness, too, were challenged, making
vocalizations of true narrative communicativity between “White” and
“Other” possible. Here, a reading of the makings of poems such as
“Stotras to Kali Destroyer of Illusions” marked an interesting change,
a moment where Ginsberg rewrote the mythology and typology of
American domination to present a ubiquitous sacrificial demon which
had amalgamated and destroyed man’s intellectual and social being. This
poem, which was in a constant state of revision in the early 1960s, em-
powered the focus of poetry once again to challenge the rhetoric of war,
democracy, and authority within the American social landscape. The
second effect was mystical and spiritual: Ginsberg’s drugged depression
at the outset of his journey became pleasantly romanticized, set in a
country with a long history of tolerance for mysticism, shamanism, and
underground rebellions against the State. Hindu mysticism, far from
maintaining class separation, provided class-conscious material for the
Ginsbergian revolution against American military-capitalist-technologi-
cal dominance. Readings of Indian Journals with a view to the semiotics
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of narrative production re-establishes romanticism, yet one which was
redemptive of the individual’s understanding of history, the sensing of
telos, and one’s ethical selthood. In short, India performed the social
and spiritual transformation of Ginsberg into a revived political acolyte,
while challenging the orientalist domain of his fantasies to present a
more deeply sensible Other and a changing political dynamic sympa-
thetic with American liberalism.

Despite the wealth of contemporary scholarship about the Beat
Generation, my sense is that it remains fair to pose the orientalist para-
digm against the measurable impact of Beat (re) learnings of Indian and
Far Eastern philosophies, literatures, and music arts. When one reads
Kerouac’s novels or Ginsberg’s poems, the impact of orientalist meta-
phors remain doubly constant: few are the number of contemporary
non-Western thinkers cited as compared with the broad list of ancient
philosophers and poets that could easily be read without historical con-
text or even logical digestions which might construe an authentic or
humanistic derivation of “meaning.” The mysterious and sublime grasp
of the White adventurer was also ensured by this exotic anti-rationality:
Kerouac, Ginsberg, and Burroughs all use rhetorical foils of “madness,”
“insanity,” “strangeness” to mask the vivid possibilities of foreign per-
formance cultures which had languished during centuries of White in-
comprehension, demonization, and thus superstructural validation of
White economic and governmental dominance. Ginsberg’s traveling
inquiries did not seek closed objectives of ethnographic preservation:
his was a deeply contemplated effort to internalize and suppose the po-
tential influences of Indian religious psychodramas upon Americans.
Michael Schumacher and John Raskin document the obvious ferment
of Ginsberg’s voyage, and recall efforts to find himself through free par-
ticipation in and observation of distant oriental cultures which were
confined to backwardness and obscurity. Nonetheless, there are clear
points of departure from the scope and intent of Kerouac’s highly sen-
timental journeying among Mexicans and Black Americans. Ginsberg’s
political aspirations were more detailed and more contemporancous
than those of his Beat predecessors. It must also be said that Ginsberg’s
travels, communication with spiritual leaders and poets, and re-crea-
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tions of Hindu spiritual-ritual breadth, confirmed beatnik authenticity
even while it erased its apolitical exclusivity. While paired with Western
underclass histories and depicted as the place of multi-directional spir-
itual transmigrations, India confirmed Ginsberg’s lifelong quest for
the Blakean undermoorings of spirit, nature, and pastoralism. India
also represented the academic quest for a common East-West history
that Kerouac was studying through Arthur Schopenhauer, and was
the subject of mutual cross-cultural and historical thinking (Kerouac,
Desolation Angels 193, Selected Letters 1957-1969 392). Ginsberg
did not simply take up the task of presenting Eastern thinkers or the
breadth of Indian intellectual consciousness. He also used underclass
Indian devotions to revive countercultural notions of egalitarianism,
environmentalism, and social policy reform, to transform India into a
Blakean tempest that, within all her dense humanity and visible suffer-
ing, would demand that the world abandon its urban, technologized,
and militarized obsessions.

A definite departure from beatnik poeticism into countercultural po-
litical protest is clear in the early shards of Ginsberg’s first major poem,
“Stotras To Kali, Destroyer of Illusions.” He rewrites the literary and
romantic portrait of America’s democratic history to produce a mas-
sive engine of conscious terror which demanded the strength, fluidity,
and urgency of contercultural mobilizations, both emotional and psy-
chic. The first draft attempts to dissolve American democracy’s limitless
power through journeying and through the re-writing of democratic
ethos; these entreaties are revised significantly to make way for the typo-
logical destroyer of consciousness and for the human cycles of death and
redemption initiating 1960s counterculture.

Much of the published draft of “HYMN TO US” is faithful to the
first draft which was written in 1961; the published version of “Durga-
Kali,” written on May 8, 1962, however, adds a much deeper and more
sweeping set of symbols of destruction, sacrificing the poetic mercy and
piety of America’s literary past. The first draft of “Durga-Kali,” written
on April 18, 1961, arranged the typology of man’s civilizational death to
represent the absorption of totalitarianism into the American political

structure:
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the skulls that hang on Kali’s neck

Geo Washington with eyes rolled up &

Tongue hanging out of his mouth like a fish

N. Lenin upside down, einstein’s hairy white

cranium. Hider with his mustache grown

walrus-droop over his lip, Roosevelt with

grey eyeballs; Stalin grinning forever,

Mussolini with a broken jaw, artaud (Ginsberg Papers, box 47,
folder 1)

Leftist political theory in the United States and in Europe could not
dismiss this restatement of democracy as totalitarianism: to pair the
leaders of fascist and communist dictatorships with democracy, and to
say that American democracy was “sick” with its unclarified and noxious
integration with the most nefarious leaders of communism and fascism,
was a direct attack upon the government’s diplomacy and the flirtations
of those less convinced of the possible “mission” of Pax Americana. The
published version which appears in 1962, however, deepens the assault
by identifying romantic literature, twentieth-century American poets,
including himself and his family, and finally his questionable conscious-
ness, to be symbolized as prey to the Hindu goddess of death. It reads as
follows:

one hand fingers her pearly shining necklace of skulls—

Hitler, Mussolini, Roosevelt, Chamberlain, Lavalle, Stalin,

Mayakovsky, Hart Crane, Yessenin, Vachel Lindsay, Virginia

Woolf, Poe, Dylan Thomas, Ramana Maharishi, Naomi
Ginsberg,

Uncle Max, Aunt Eleanor, Uncle Harry, & Aunt Rose, & WC

Fields—"skull rosary” (Indian Journals 23)

The addition of romantic poets, feminist writers, family members, and
spiritual gurus who Ginsberg had sought in order to infuse poetic métier
and spiritual peace was as much an expurgation of things “Beat” as it
was representative of a grand restatement of the totality of civilizational
death. For Ginsberg to move further into the cycles and machinations of
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an altered consciousness which could fight American imperialism, this
death was necessary, if only to moor him more completely to the Hindu
devotional tradition that premised its selflessness and redemptions from
psychological suffering. That so many relics of maternity, bliss, and
beauty are lumped with fascist and communist dictators, too, presented
an imbibed absorption which could only be redeemed among poor, un-
derclass, and largely unrecognized vestiges of the decolonized “South.”
India, too, was a country very incompletely governed by a postcolonial
“national” culture and, being a democracy, a sporadic arrangement of
modern and traditional shards manifesting poverty and socio-economic
powetlessness. The edit tests Ginsberg’s faith, his mercifulness to the af-
flicted, and the evil machinations of his Western origins. It also opens
up the narrowness of his intellectual perspective in order to receive a
much greater portrait of intellectual consciousness.

Hindu cosmology also mediated the poctic transformation from ro-
mantic bard to countercultural rebel: Dylan Thomas and Vachel Lindsay
reappear in interviews justifying the import of Ginsberg’s 1966 poem,
“Wichita Vortex Sutra.” In 1968, he unified romantic reinvention with
rock and folk music, rather than jazz, as vehicles for protest along the
lines of bardic singing for peace and love:

The way beyond the printed page is music! Bob Dylan. Thats
the inevitable ... well. The first way out is simply platform
chanting, like William Jennings Bryan, or Vachel Lindsay or
Dylan Thomas or myself or whoever makes it on the plat-
form—the vocalization. The bardic thing. Platform thing.
Platform-bardic—Aah! (laughs to himself) Then next—at least
in America at this point—it seems historically to have led to a
revival of poetry as song. (Spontaneous Mind 157)

Further, Ginsberg’s Indiology did not assemble a force merely cultural
or historical in nature: Indian Journals is not without some pronounced
moments of sociopolitical critique and theorization about mass demo-
cratic political action. Indian Journals evokes characters and situations
that demonstrate the Other’s collective response to White economic
and cultural subjugation of the non-Christian world. The narrative
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technique of diary entries is not part of an othering agency; Indian
Journals makes frequent comparisons to the depression and parhos of
Western Europe found in paintings and works of literature, including
Dante Alighieri’s 7he Inferno. Descriptive techniques for reviving other-
ness contribute to the counter-thrust of Western authorship: like Blake
and Dante, Ginsberg explores the catharsis and anguishes of the indi-
vidual as recurrent confirmations of the need for social interaction and
for shared social identities abundant in Indian society and folklore.

The cultural moment of performativity suggested numerous deduc-
tions of countercultural political theory and mobilization dynamics.
Hindu folk devotionals, chanting, and purification rituals figured sig-
nificantly into Ginsberg’s pronounced involvement in the Vietnam War,
the skewered 1968 elections, and the American social establishment.
Unlike the attempt of “spontaneous prose” to capture a unique and un-
definedly sublime moment of cultural difference or even divergence,
the diaries and their snapshots of folk devotionals (bhajans) suggest
their functional power to be part of necessary social praxis. His 1969
Playboy interview illustrates the functioning of man’s essential truths
against mainstream dysfunctionalism: “the robot standardization of
American consciousness is one side-effect feedback from a greedy, defec-
tive technology, just as ecological disorder is another feedback, and these
systemic disorders reinforce each other fatally unless there is complete
metabolic change” (Spontancous Mind 194). Ginsberg examines repres-
sion physiologically and intellectually: “we are all blocked off from our
own perceptions. The doors of perception have been closed, the gates of
feeling shut, the paths of sensation overgrown, the roads of conscious-
ness covered with smog”(162).

Negative generalizations of the West appear to suggest a contrast with
the harmony and community of Hindu chanting and singing to not
simply be beautiful and part of a legendary historiography, but an essen-
tial functioning of the human community whose healing power touched
a primordial human nature derived socially rather than spontaneously
or a part of on¢’s individual genius. Notes on the Hindu cremation rites
also foreshadowed communalism: the “gathering of the tribes” (205)
during the San Francisco “Be-In” directly repeated Indian sociopolitics

119



Raj Chandarlapaty

by transcendentally staging divine messianism as that which offered so-
lutions to “the crisis of identity and crisis of the planet and political
crisis” (205). In the 1969 trial of Black Panther leader Bobby Seale,
Ginsberg adeptly manifests prayer into psychic and rhetorical confron-
tation of the American technological authority and totality:

By immobilize (through chanting “Om”) I meant shut down
the mental machinery which repeats over and over again the
images of fear which are scaring people in uniform, that is to
say, police officers, or the demonstrators whom I refer to as
naked, meaning naked emotionally and perhaps, hopefully,
naked physically. (234)

Again, I wish to emphasize that Ginsberg’s affinity for Indian folk
music and rituals was not merely Beat-friendly romanticism, but a con-
tinuing and deepening gradient of learning social communicativity that
contributed to the American counterculture’s re-writing of the demo-
cratic experience. The train of symbols in sentences describing bhajans,
traveling picture assemblages of Indian cities, dreams, visionary mo-
ments of transcendence, and even cremation ceremonies where partici-
pants jump into the fire and inscribe ash in their bodies, continues in
both Kerouacian “spontaneous prose” and its ecstatic, humoric stresses
on the body, nature, and language. Still, the cremation rites challenged
Ginsberg to realize and to negotiate Hindu Indian social communica-
tions. This was important, if only because of Jonathan Eburne’s charge
that Kerouac “configured” otherness to ensure the personal genius of
authorship without paying much substantive attention to the essential
actors who are makers of that social-spiritual experience. Ginsberg does
write of the outburst tactfully, both a test of faith and a recognition of
his alien status. Still, the “singing beggar” established the social depth
and gradient of learning for an outsider; his lament disinters Ginsberg’s
spiritual/parapsychological pretense to epiphany through Hinduism:

And my singing beggar now squatting on a red pit, lucidly
chanting away gods name—I thought perhaps this be Master
Sign since I been earlier so rejectful to him & he turning out to
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be such a simple holy sustained all nite praying fellow like this
in front of my eyes—I sat on bench near his fire & he talked
to me in loud voice, a speech I couldn’t follow, sounded like he
complaining my being so selfish waving his arms at me from
his little brushwood hot flamey pile—I moved away, just in
case he get further noisy or mad— (Indian jJournals 78)

And then, Ginsberg is bemused and exiled when the presumed magical
dream of transcendent identity through “crystal cabinet Krishna berib-
boned & jeweled in minds eye” (78) lampooning himself as a complete
outsider and without shoes:

I had wakened, thinking it all a cartoon dream, no longer
trembling, as the temple bell-going shout rose to a noisy Bong
climax like the end of laughing gas movie—shoes gone like
Donald Owl—went barefoot for tea & puris & potatos. (78)

Even if it simply restates the communitarian and lingual separateness
of Hindu India from an American, Jewish outsider possessing noth-
ing but devotion, scriptural readings and possible re-conceptualizations,
this poem in particular assigns a transformative ethics. Ginsberg is a
subject of India, rather than India the subject of his imagination. To
pair transcendence with idle, thoughtless humour and petty theft was
not new: Bowles, Kerouac, and Burroughs were masters of the form and
suggested through these pairings the White man’s unfitness for parapsy-
chological knowledge. Ginsberg first interprets this awakening morally:
he has not learned; he must explore more definitively India’s intellec-
tual history and mythology for answers. Second, the communicativity
of Hindu Indian social spheres is masked by the outsider’s complete
ignorance of language and his uncertainty in translating instances of the
community’s collective psychology. Here begins Ginsberg’s much more
definitive search for self-realization through a Hindu historiography, to
understand the poetics of its socio-economic as well as mystic and dra-
matic expression.

Ginsberg was visibly impressed by the cultural “force” of Hindu rit-
uals, and Indian Journals not only expanded the rhetorical paradigm of
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“spontaneous prose,” but implies a real sociopolitical development, and
re-development, of otherness into an inescapably modern re-creation
of world ethics. The tone of admiration and sympathy was a response
to complex modern-intellectual influences upon recent Indian litera-
tures and philosophies. In this respect, he differed from other Beats
who were less likely to seck non-White authorship of the modern sort,
and who were at times suspicious or even remorseful about the mod-
ernization of non-White selves. Kerouac ruefully attributes the end of
a cherished era, and the end of genuine attachment to faith and man’s
cosmic identity, to the ancillaries of decolonization actions: “angels
rioting about nothing” (Desolation Angels 102). By contrast, Ginsberg
negotiated countercultural praxis through a profound socio-political
identification with Indian society. With her gnawing, mass poverty,
her myriad of deteriorated bodies and spirits, and her modern intellec-
tuals who posed traditional organizations of community and economy
as antidotes to the slavery of White domination, India represented
the ultimate popular realization of the antithesis to White material-
ism and capitalism. Writing India also greatly expanded the urgent
“Beat” quest for meaning and redemption for those who sought to
valorize and proselytize through the experiences of the underclasses.
Modifications of the “spontancous” form meant understanding Indian
myth and ritual to be constant guiding forces which remain super-
structurally relevant rather than erratically defined and incomplete
in their capacity to organize and direct society. Kerouac’s translations
of jazz, “fellahin” Mexicans and Blacks, and Buddhist bhikkuhood are
both incomplete in suggesting socio-political and socio-economic
changes, and inscribes a race against time, a transcription that faced
“the Apocalypse of the Fellahin, when all Culture and Civilization are
done” (Selected Letters 19401956 403). Kerouac approaches the topic
of jazz’s impact upon society in Desolation Angels, but shies away from
mass democratic implications: for Duluoz, the jazzman is an isolated
and reticent genius that abstractly pieced together the “human story”
of Black Americans. He idealistically restates: “The Negro people will
be the salvation of America” (102), yet he never offers a complete
vision of Black society or consciousness, instead narrating a series of
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shards, disconnected and connected only through the final genius of
the author.

In contrast, India, and Ginsberg’s researching of the country, repre-
sents a complex examination of modern political realities and the social
possibilities for decolonization. First, Ginsberg’s list of writers and
philosophers that he either meets or reads contrasts with Kerouac’s ac-
tions: he attends the Jamshedpur Bengali Poets Conference (41) and
is so pleasantly fascinated with the poet-mystic legends of Bama Kape
and Shakti Chatterjee [whose name he spells Chattertee] (83-7) that he
repeatedly pursues their symbolic power in his travels. Where Kerouac
had exclusively read ancient philosophers while seeking poor subjects,
mystics, and other non-intellectualized prophets so as to freely configure
a “magical” antiquity, and Burroughs had raved about the most delin-
quent or dangerous foreign extremists and dementia to discover a “Third
World” modern-traditional identity synthesis, it was Ginsberg who tried
foremost to understand the countercultural relevance of a non-Western
modern intellectual tradition. At the beginning of his journey, many of
the selected books were not focused on India; as with Kerouac’s study
of Buddhism, they include spiritual texts and histories which arguably
aided a learning of Indian spiritual consciousness. However, one choice
clearly pointed to a learning of the modern tradition and hence, modern
political agency: R.K. Narayan’s Waiting For The Mahatma. This choice
did not only underscore holistic efforts to understand India’s modern
sociopolitical development in more detail, or the awesome task of or-
ganizing social and political revolution, or critiques of caste inequality.
Waiting For The Mahatma elicits revolutionary characteristics analogous
to the Ginsbergian countercultural creed: The Mahatma preaches chant-
ing and music, compassion, and casteless egalitarianism to be active
themes among “the non-violent soldiers marching on to cut the chains
that bind Mother India” (Waiting 26). Ginsberg would directly copy
Gandhi’s frequent visits to deeply impoverished neighborhoods, while
developing and intensifying the visible portrait of hunger, disease, and
unemployment in order to forecast mankind’s spiritual revival.

Ginsberg’s tapping of Indian /iterati reflected learning of non-White
social contexts in order to cure White-manifested social ills. In a fa-
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miliar Beat fashion, he sought authors who identified man’s spiritual
redemption of self to arise from poverty, suffering, and mendicancy. Yet
the quoting of Shakti Chatterjee proposed Hinduism’s elastic transcend-
ence of White culture and economic domination, and authoritatively
advances non-White fighting of White economic hegemony and White
moral control of modernity. The last stanza of Ginsberg’s handwritten

copy reads as follows:

O god I shall meet you in the depths of the Middle Class blood

No! You are going to be defeated, sure.

Your every nerve is filled with white ants

in the bones & flesh & marrow only to age old cripple heritage
of blood—

God by that time I am a master fighter for the day’s fight,

I have got the eternal right of the unachievable classical Bow-
weapon—

Tho I'm vanished ages ago from heaven—

I am that Satan, the firstborn child of heaven. (Indian Journals
86-7)

Although religious faith could either be a part of decolonization mo-
bilizations or appear rhetorically structured to embrace historical litera-
tures focused upon human freedoms, postcolonialism initially embraced
Marxist social theory and it frowned upon religious doctrines and social
performances, as they anesthetized and disenfranchised non-Whites.
Amid this volatile “modern” beginning, India promised to be a unique
example of spiritual dogma, scripture, and performance manifesting
modern praxis. Chatterjee’s poem professed underclass revolt, making
it the essential trait for anti-racist fighting. It presents Hinduism in
terms of civilizational survival and regeneration: India had submitted to
Christian domination while surviving an exile from herself. Chatterjec’s
right to “the unachievable classical Bow-weapon”—the Brahma Astra,
with which the god Rama kills the ten-headed demon-king Ravana
in the Ramayana, did not promulgate “the opiate of the masses,” yet
reminds us that poor Hindus could and would seek justice for their
consciences and sufferings. The cultural force of legendary mythologi-
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cal revival and national geopolitical protest against White institutional
and social dominance challenges Ginsberg to demand White-Other
intellectual-historical parity. The myriad of Indian social examples
and written works intensified Ginsberg’s dense polemical destructions
of materialism, media and authoritarianism. Further, the moment of
Ginsberg’s transcription would be unmistakable: India represented a dy-
namic essential to the humanity of modern life, and the nation’s diverse
experiences would survive the government’s cultural purification meas-
ures and continue to be inclusive of a wide range of practices. That few
Americans had traveled to India, too, accelerated Ginsberg’s apparent
demand that India be humanized, stripped of her Oriental exoticity, and
be understood in terms of timeless themes: life, death, the soul, and the
commonality of human experiences.

Letters to Paul Bowles during 1962 confirm the religio-moral cer-
tainty that Bowles had also observed: India was a subcontinent gov-
erned by religious faith and devotional ritual intensity (Paul Bowles
Collection, Box 9, Volume 5, Notes On A Visit To India 70-2). India’s
poverty was offset by the then relatively insignificant factor of economic
globalization which would prove to be antithetical to questions of cul-
tural authenticity and continuity. Thus, it is understandable why Indian
Journals presented a myriad of rebirth for the thirty-six year old poet:
the widespread depth of Hindu spiritual traditions, and the demand
for a world that more closely mirrored the Self’s true expectations and
ethical understandings of the Self, implied a revolutionary compass in-
clusive of a large percentage of humanity that had been denied any real
modern agency. All that remained for Ginsberg to do was to vocalize
the thematic contents of ritual, attach it to American countercultural
politics and to the increasingly politicized rock n’ roll scene, render its
shamanic exploitations of performance and character holy, transcend-
ent, and romantically ideal. Indian Journals, then, extended holy meta-
phors of spontaneous prose through the visible art of spiritual hypnosis.
This aspect of ritual was indeed part of Kerouac’s jazzed and Mexican
bacchanalias, yet Indian Journals offered a more adequate rendition of
civilization’s collective social force. Ginsberg’s introduction to “spon-

taneous prose” in a November, 1968 interview with Fernanda Pivano
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was a classic restatement of the Beat Generation’s attention to both the
charismatic living beauty of underclasses and the counter-generation of
spiritual and social desolation, a portrait of the endangered, yet beauti-

fully heterogeneous extra-mainstream culture:

[Kerouac began paying] attention to the rhythm of what he
was writing in his own athletic speech and to the breath-runs
of it and to the lyrical quality of his own natural tongue. So
when he met Neal Cassady, they had long exciting conversa-
tions. Kerouac was struck by the lyrical rhythmical quality
of the Denver provincial-western-twang explanations, that
Neal was playing.... [Cassady] turned Kerouac on to listen-
ing to American speech and writing American speech, and that
was precisely what [William Carlos] Williams was interested
in doing, writing in American prosody. (Spontancous Mind

114-5)

The text of the Pivano interview establishes two recurrent themes
of the 1960s counterculture. The first, that the Beats tried to replicate
“natural” speech patterns and languages, poems, and lyrical forms al-
lowing the natural Self its unadulterated location in man’s spirit and
soul unfettered by the logocentrism of writing, anticipates the popular
vocalization of non-White cultures and narrative voices. The second,
based on beatnik searches for the common East-West point of phone-
mic cultural origins, attacks rhetorics of racism, colonialism, Jim Crow
segregation, and lastly postmodern stereotyping and diminution of non-
White agency. Still, it must be noted that Ginsberg would continue to
be strongly influenced by the British Romantic poets, and more so than
Kerouac, who may be considered an intermediary between the pastoral
and the technological. For Kerouac, Beat possessed a unique synthe-
sis which was at times comical but which allowed entrance into both
worlds; identity was creatable from both the material and rhetorical
characteristics of either world. Ritual performances in Indian Journals
capture a sentimentalism, a romantic attachment to Nature and crea-
tion, that was innocent and an example of countercultural idealism fo-

cused upon selfless atctachment to created being. It did not demand the
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abolition of technologized modernity, yet rather stated and popularized
man’s holistic independence from modern social controls. Kerouac at-
tempted pastoralism when writing about Mexico in On The Road, but
included voyages, images and characters that were modern and in some
way composed the imaginative portrait of Mexico’s “humanity”: the
cities are contemplated for their aesthetic purity, but Mexicans them-
selves are compared with White Americans, and automobile travel is
part of the ecstasy which introduces, then limits, White participation in
a legendary “beyond.” In contrast, Indian Journals captures a systemic
stress on social meaning which was pronouncedly Romantic, an illustra-
tion of mankind’s dependence upon nature and a holistic contemplation
of divinely hewn life. Ginsberg writes:

And Indian singing is something else, a guy sits down sur-
rounded—they all play sitting down barefoot anyway in pyja-
mas—everybody, workers, walk around in streets in underwear
regular striped Hollywood nightmare shorts with open flies
like Americans have nightmares being caught in the streets—
so the singer sits down & begins groaning and stretches his
hand out to catch the groan & whirls it above his head, any
noise that comes into his throat like a butterfly, and throws it
away with his left hand and catches another hypnotic gesture
note with his right hand and whirls it around, his voice fol-
lows weirdly way up into the high icky giggle gargle sounds
and brings it down like Jerry Colonna [American singer] and
stirs it around with his forefinger like its all jello and throws
it away with a piercing little falsetto into the curtain and does
this over & over again till he’s shaking like an epileptic fit and
his fingers are all flying all over trying to catch the myriad little
sounds coming in his ears like butterflies, I said that, like I

mean flies well mosquitoes, little ees and zoops & eyerolling

wheeps! (Indian Journals 66)

The rhetorical copy of Kerouac’s stylistic emphasis upon narrative
breath and rhythmic expression is deflated by clever manipulations of
sensible voice—the singer first anticipates the perceivable power of living
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experience, then moves through humorous sidesteps. Because of this,
the author is not sure whether to admire the singer’s nuanced, rhythmic
and dramatic attachment to nature, or to amuse the audience with crea-
tures of subtropical degeneration and disease. Still, this performance is
elemental: it is sensible, interpreted through the natural sentimentality
of creation’s image, and is vocal, the manifestation of natural speech-
rthythms within the body. Here are conceptual themes that marked the
Beats’ literary “counter-revolution,” one that Ginsberg preached to be
the most significant accomplishment of “Beat” writing. Prominently
advanced are the attachment of the Indian poor to natural speech pat-
terns, the reversal of Jacques Derrida’s famous paraphrase of the “death”
of writing in an indivisible relationship to human speech, voice, spirit,
and body. The comments not only capture Beat orality and performa-
tivity; they also render meaningful the romanticized autonomy of non-
White experience. To say, in the “orientalist” manner, that the Other
lived in a world entirely different from that of Whites offers a familiar
defense of anti-modernity. But, to say that mankind’s communicativity,
when borrowed from natural physical conventions, could orchestrate an
admirably different social and psychological consciousness was indeed
new, an admission that humanity and civilization were not characteristi-
cally and ultimately modern, Western, rational, and technological. The
bhajan singer operates within a closed community; Ginsberg’s observa-
tion, albeit mere delighting in this admirable “difference,” suggests too
the definitive fact of contemplative difference that could offset the di-
visive and repressive moral and intellectual codes of modernity, includ-
ing modern man’s individualism. It is also worth noting that Ginsberg
dropped the veils of “insanity” and “madness™: the singer’s lament was
neither musically pathetic nor peculiarly exotic. Instead, it is admired as
the beauty and introspection of timeless humanity. Further, in contrast
with Burroughs, who increasingly frowned upon traditional conscious-
ness of any sort, here was a meaningful social-psychological mode of
discourse, one which could control and regulate mankind’s collective
consciousness.

Indian Journals captures specific moments of internal political cri-

tique, including self-examinations which bolstered Romantic attach-
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ments to the ecstasies of drugs and nature, but that helped him assemble
a much more aggressive, truly beatnik understanding of human rights in
modern times. Criticisms from Indian writers about Ginsberg’s overuse
of drugs such as marijuana and psilocybin made their way prominently
into his self-examination. Indeed, he would re-write his self-statement
from a very real and pressing self-doubt that reflected fear of “plung-
ing into the feeling of chaos of disintegration of conceptuality through
further drug experiences” (Allen Ginsberg Collection, Box 47, Folder 1)
to the point at which he didnt “know what I'm doing now” (Box 47,
Folder 1), into a more familiar prophetic statement, searching for “the
idea of alteration of consciousness” (Indian Journals 45). Apathy would
be re-written: “I'm afraid & waiting for I don’t know what to push me
on” (45). These revisions, which supplant the individual subject with in-
tellectual and revolutionary community, depend upon the necessizy of a
modern and meaningful vehicle of self and collective expression through
the experience of taking drugs. We may ably compare Ginsberg’s narra-
tive will against other counterculturalists who had happened upon sac-
rament-consuming shamans and hippies professing the abandonment
of the mainstream. Ken Kesey, for example, and then Thomas Wolfe
narrate the anxiety of acid-head followers in 7he Electric Kool-Aid Acid
Test from Kesey’s peculiar directive to “go beyond LSD” (Wolfe 10),
and Yaqui shaman don Juan instructed anthropologist-student Carlos
Castaneda to know a perceivable universe beyond the imagination thor-
ough peyote and psilocybin, but Castaneda fails to accept the dicta-
tion of mystic parables and philosophy, confessing anxiety and doubt
because his “view of things” has been shattered. It is hard to escape the
accelerating momentum of Ginsberg’s increased confidence in the col-
lective modulation of consciousness and the human spirit through drugs
such as ganja and LSD; the interviews in Spontaneous Mind showcase
voluminous and widely referential appreciation for altered states of con-
sciousness and their parapsychological connection with man’s cosmic
agency.

The pages of Indian Journals underscore real thematic differences be-
tween Kerouac and his prozégé on the subject. Restated, where Kerouac

envisions the mainstream from a reflective sense of detachment and
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understood the relevance of technological-materialistic consciousness
to stage metaphors for America‘s passive social and spiritual decay,
Ginsberg understands drug prohibition, hostility towards non-Whites,
and television-media rhetoric to synthesize intellectual conspiracy, an
attempt to configure the mind as subject of worldwide totalitarian con-
trol. On August 4, 1962, when he dreamed about a meeting with Soviet
Premier Nikita Khruschev, he supposed the apocalyptic fetters of totali-
tarian control had arrived, a “State Cosmic Controlling Agency” (Indian
Journals). It is important to recognize and query this difference because
it was this totalitarian conspiracy to dominate and exploit the mind,
to govern and suppress the human psyche without the human means
of regeneration and/or self-identification, that incurs and strengthens
Ginsberg’s Romantic idealism and his absolute stress upon people’s tele-
ological ideality. In these respects, he demands political revolution where
Kerouac had imagined a deinstitutionalized series of intellectual changes
informed by the reticence of Beat reflection and individual self-transmi-
grations. Ginsberg sees as real the possibility for American superstruc-
tural change, and his public sense of utopia is inclusive and sympathetic,
whereas Kerouac’s is veiled and often agonizingly exclusionary.
Classical hippie counterculturalism, complete with the naturalist-
historicist emphasis upon drugs as a narrative and social catalyst, re-
writes the ecstasies of “spontaneous prose” to produce ingenious,
insightful portraits of humanity; the continuous motion of images, of
geographies, and personal, cerebral discoveries are not merely mystic;
they stage human diminution and historic detachment from moder-
nity to possess the symbols of human teleology, a step toward LSD
image-pathways underscoring naturalist/historical symbols of human-
ity and generativity. Many of the individual letters, notes, and poems
of Indian Journals derive insights from the visible density of religious-
historical metaphors, and their power to organize human conscious-
ness in ways counter to technological-rational Western consciousness,
particularly American consciousness. I wish to point out that it is
during this trek that East-West philosophical-moral synthesis and sym-
biosis is approached through the iconism of literary and artistic histo-
ries. A continued theme of Ginsberg’s poetry is his association of drugs
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and premodern practices with, and realization of, the ambitions and
narrative anxieties of European and American poets, writers, and art-
ists. East-West comparativity was hardly unique to Ginsberg, and had
formed the archaeology for On The Road and Visions of Cody; however,
it was he who formed a more intense East-West sociological, anthropo-
logical, and historical comparativity when bringing to life his experi-
ences in humanistic portraits of Hindu culture, literature, and social
life. Ginsberg’s snapshots of Indian poverty, rituals, and conversations
stem from more objective, deracialized attentions to the study of hu-
manity; they further a deeper attention to T. S. Eliot’s demand for
“earning tradition” by stripping Kerouacian poetics of the tendency
to repeat a conventionalized American outsideness. India is both a
modern “waste land” and an earned metaphor for historical-political
reorganizations of modern man’s ethical possibility. India is not an es-
capist paradise that faces total annihilation, as did Kerouac’s Mexico,
but a continuous site of learned cognition and mass proselytization for
hipsters back in America. Kerouac’s penchant for comic exaggerations
and “free” translations of otherness is abundantly written into On The
Road, but Ginsberg’s ganja-catalyzed imagination focuses upon per-
sons, legends, and images, underscoring tenable, perhaps ideal, meta-
phors for a timeless romanticism. In many instances, East-West textual
comparisons evoke the author’s struggle to romanticize “man” and

“nature” through a continuous stream of images:

Fucking started BC and continued inevitably to Konerak &
after that do continue but “died with the art of sculpture” said
the young scholar in the palm leaf mss room in the Orissa
huge-winged state museum modern air building—came from
there to bus to Udaygiri caves & all day there rolling Kif &
wandering reading guidebook or sitting looking out at filmy
distances hills, the small temple Lingaraj in tree clusters in
the distance—very much far away and in French chapel land-
scape—Chapels in the fields anyway—the caves had some el-
ephants bearing lotuses & mango branches in trunks—high
naked black Jain Tirthankar 1960 statue upstairs on hill lovely
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young face—in one cave a sun flower I drew in a little book

[...] (104)

At other points in Ginsberg’s ganja-soaked recollections, Hindu legends
such as Bama Kape reassemble Kerouac’s comic and eccentric notions
of saintly wisdom to focus upon the ultimate beauty and simplicity of

nature:

And Bama Kape himself, as described by the old white-haired
pandit beard who gave us a room—eating the Prasad in his
own Kali mouth & surrounding his head with tara flowers—
drinking and beaten up & smoking ganja with the Saadhus
who passed thru Tarapith till he—since he a young man sent
from home as a child— crazy woman Saint—big lush, Sirs,
every body thought he was crazy except Ramakrishna who
stood under his feet in Kalighat the time Bama Kape came
down On a single visit—a big idiot—dwelled on Zara. (85)

Notwithstanding the obvious fact—Ramakrishna was a saint who
inspired fiercely intellectual and Independence-hungry mystic Swami
Vivekananda at the turn of the century—the general portrait of social
life in Indian Journals captures not only the prevalence of ganja (canna-
bis) smoking among Indian rite-goers and saadhus (sages); it also initi-
ates a movement of political abstraction and mass democratic praxis to
combat the injustice of drug laws. Ginsberg extends Marxist concepts
of human exploitation to the realm of man’s mind and imagination;
here again is a complex departure from Kerouac’s journals and letters
because Ti Jean viewed the mainstream intellectual tradition of America
to be a lifeless phantom that could never hold back his manifold navi-
gations of spirit and community ezhos. It can be said that Ginsberg’s
continued attention to drug policy reform was the most sustained and
diversely resonant of the Beat Generation. Far from merely philosophiz-
ing about drugs in the poet’s tongue, he engineers his writing and public
career to confront the impassive and sedimentary rule of authority. Stll,
Ginsberg does not reject the wisdom of his mentors; the anxiety of the
early years of the 1960s about drug use confirms Burroughs’ contention
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that the legalization of drugs would produce no conscious breakthrough
(Lotringer 106). This was not to say that Ginsberg bows to a cerebral
dourness. Instead, his personal and collaborative criticism of drug use
necessitated narrations friendly to British Romanticist roots and to
multiethnic/multinational makings of cultural pluralism. By contrast,
it appears Burroughs was reluctant to endorse pluralism as Naked Lunch
obsessively captures the metaphysics of social, economic, and health
decay in the developing world, while Kerouac passively retreats into
the safe confines of American patriotism, alcoholism, and critical lan-
guor after his opium nightmare in a Tangier hotel in 1957. For several
issues of social policy—drugs, peace, democratic reforms, globalizations
which repeat Western supremacies—the India of Indian Journals is the
necessary example, one of widespread attunement to cosmic-religious
tradition far exceeding the imports of Western media, popular culture,
and capitalist modes of domination. Dimensions of India’s perceived
“revolution”—she was, in 1962, a nation of 400 million, and her wealth
was concentrated in the hands of one half of one percent of the popula-
tion (Indian Journals 73)—were very attractive to him; more so was the
absolute rule of Hindu religious philosophy over the vast majority of
Indians.

The development of Ginsberg’s peculiarly countercultural oenvre
restates Beat intellectual freedoms and Western, usually British
Romanticist, humanism. It also manifests Hinduism into the conscious-
ness revolution stylistically and humanistically, an essential and ultimate
result of his capacity to write and rewrite modern experience. In a 1972
interview with Yves Le Pellec, he locates Beat origins and the “ecstatic”
and “holy” responses to very limited rational and cultural structures of
the media-washed post-World War II generation. He comments about
the media and politicians in the years immediately following World War
IT: “the air was filled with pompous personages orating and not saying
anything spontaneous or real from their own minds, they were only
talking stereotypes” (Spontaneous Mind 281). A 1971 interview with
Partisan Review captured the dynamic of learning East-West intellectual
comparability and symbiosis, learning to personally dismiss American
globalized values through the recognition of the irresistible aesthetic
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origins of man’s social history; Srimata Krishnaji, “a lady saint from
Brindaban,” causes him to stress the commonality of human cultural-
intellectual origins more aggressively than did Kerouac:

She said, “take Blake for your guru,” and that put him in the
context, oddly, of the Indian transcendental scene. In a per-
sonal way, though historically Blake always has been in that
context, cause he’s an eighteenth-century vehicle for Western
Gnostic tradition that historically you can trace back to the
same roots, same cities, same geography, same mushrooms,
that give rise to the Aryan, Zoroastrian, Manichaean pre-Hin-
du yogas. (Spontaneous Mind 263)

Despite the continued Kerouacian brooding and semantic humours
derived from Ginsberg’s lifelong literary mentor, the diaries of Indian
Journals are rich with deeply sensual associations of consciousness and
transcendental signifiers suggesting the possibility of a mass cultural
revolution that could redesign world ethics and man’s social perfor-
mativity. A December 1962 trip to Benares (Varanasi), the holiest of
cities in India where millions of pilgrims come to wash themselves of
their sins, illustrated several examples of not only the derivable power of
prayer and devotion, but the attention to a revolution through percep-
tions and appearances. Aside from praising the long hair and relative
nakedness of the saadhus, he was keen upon exposing and promoting
the power of Indian spiritual consciousness through images very adapt-
able to hippie protest and “Flower Power.” He observes while walking
at night, “Householders wrapped in shawls carrying brass waterpots
trudging into the Ganges steps, passing & observing the beggar man in
the mid-street shrouded in its own burlap shawl—he'd been praying all
night” (Indian Journals 131). He also notes the defiant clamor of noise:
“at night [the rickshaw drivers”] bells rang in tune back & forth, speed-
ing down the hill to Godoia from Chowk, up & down answering alarm
clock tingalings in the dead streets—an iceman’s tingaling, a knife sharp-
ener’s charged bellsound” (132). Geographically, that which is holy or
which signals prayer is always ascendant, superior to pedestrian matters

and conversations: “and a high voiced automatic chant from one man
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emerges up from the street amidst the voices of male gossip & the light-
ing of matches glide back & forth & accumulate” (133). Ginsberg’s ap-
preciation of the ritual “power” of Indian devotions was not new, it was
derived directly from Kerouac and was specifically “Beat.” The belief in
Hinduism’s symbolic power, however, would recurrently signify the idea
of hippie revolution through Ginsberg’s poetry throughout the 1960s
and his court appearances and protests. When breaking the strangle-
hold of “the whole of previously accepted Human Rationalistic rational”
control of human experience and knowledge (94), India was part of
his deeply reconceived poetic re-invention of himself and codified his
Beat style into hippie social praxis. In the most basic of historiographi-
cal assessments, India helped him translate the mythology of goddess
Kali into “Stotras to Kali Destroyer of Illusions,” typologizing American
social/political iconographies into the ultimate machinery of conscious
death.

Indian Journals develops the conceptual dynamics of the poet as
social revolutionary as Ginsberg “learned” India, beginning from within
largely Western intellectual inspirations, then gradually leaning toward
a Hinduist approximation of the poetry of mass democratic political
consciousness. At the outset of the book, on July 8, 1962, he lists his
definition of “a radical”:

Radical Means:

Composition in Void: Gertrude Stein

Association: Kerouac & Surrealism

Break up of syntax: Gertrude Stein

Arrangement of intuitive key words: John Ashberry’s Europe

Random juxtaposition: W.S. Burroughs

Boiling down Elements of Image to Abstract Nub: [Gregory]
Corso

Arrangement of Sounds: Artaud, Lettrism, Tantric Mantras

Record of Mind-flow: Kerouac (39)

The same entry, however, chronicles growing conceptual dynamics for
translating Hinduism into an American vehicle for protest and a literary
redevelopment of mutual East-West historical authenticity and essence.
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Here is yet another expansion of Beat: articulating the hippies’ em-
phasis upon the spiritual essences of the body, the mind, and the truly
“human” experiencing of community. He also wrote in this entry: “as
post-Einsteinian science is supposed to come to the frontier of objective
research whereat the research instruments themselves are questioned,
the human brain is analysed as far as it can analyse itself, to see how the
structure of the brain-mind determines the interpretation of the outside
universe—now found to be contained in the mind perhaps & having no
objective shape outside of the measuring mind.” (38) Ginsberg’s rede-
velopment of Indian transcendental consciousnesses through Romantic
imageries connected to LSD, then, are necessitated by the limits of
Western rationalism and rational modes of inquiry. In short, they form
part of an attempt to know the divine objectively, through the taking of
perception-altering drugs. Spontaneous Mind's emphasis upon the living,
organismic resonances of the spirit and prayer—specifically, Sanskrit
mantras and ritual musics and songs, was also initiated in Ginsberg’s

self-reconception as a poet. He wrote:

Easier than the arbitrary pattern of a sonnet, we don’t think
in the dialectical rigid pattern of quatrain or synthetic pattern
of sonnet: We think in blocks of sensation & images. IF THE
POET’S MIND IS SHAPELY HIS ART WILL BE SHAPELY.
That is, the page will have an original but rhythmic shape—in-
evitable thought to inevitable thought, lines dropping inevita-

bly in place on the page, making a subtle but infinitely varied
rhythmic SHAPE. (41)

The technique was often used in collections such as “Wichita Vortex
Sutra” and 7he Fall of America, but its highest form of ideal poetic devel-
opment, the LSD-manifested “Wales Visitation,” is in part inspired by
both the organismic nature of Nature and the vastness of consciousness
denied to people by media, propagandism and the police state. This
romanticism stemmed from Ginsberg’s affinity for Sanskrit as a sen-
sible language that purifies and modulates human consciousness. The
“ecologically attuned pantheistic nature trip” (Spontancous Mind 256)
that he warmly associated with “Wales Visitation” is in fact a corporeal
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redrawing of the death-machine of “Stotras”: through LSD, Ginsberg
proposes a continuous sensible mutuality friendly with hippie envi-
ronmentalism, ecstasy, and historical-teleological necessity. It is obvi-
ous from the journal entries and interviews that Ginsberg views India’s
widespread spiritual resonance to be a romantic phenomenon, deeply
connected with the sensible beauty of rural pastoralism. Gradually, he
assembles an anti-authoritarian and anti-media spiritual critique that
develops a “force field” against war (Spontaneous Mind 152), and confi-
dently states the necessity of countercultural revolution.

To conclude, it should be noted that Ginsberg’s travels in the 1960s
were many and that he uses other intellectual stratagems to augment
his political sense of critique. He unsuccessfully courts Communism
in Cuba and Czechoslovakia, and continues to seek, as Kerouac and
Burroughs did, the archaeological depth of Mexico, while extending
his India trip to include Cambodia. Yet hippie critique, ethics, and
social performativity all appear to stem from his unique and nuanced
encounter with India, and his approval of her vast and complete social
independence from American materialism. It is also clear that Ginsberg,
significantly alters the depressive tone of the earlier poems including
“Howl” (1955) and “Television Was a Baby Crawling Toward That
Deathchamber” (1959). Additionally, hippie idealism would be one
phenomenon in which Ginsberg figures strongly, together with Ken
Kesey and Timothy Leary. The members of the “LSD trio” expounded
different methods and different phenomenological goals, yet Ginsberg’s
rewriting of Romanticism may yet be the most durable of its politi-
cal-social statements. Critics such as Michael Schumacher and Jonah
Raskin tend to limit this impace—still, in Indian Journals, one may see
the makings of social revolution, a conscious revolution very different
from that of Leary, Kesey, or Kerouac, yet one sharing the essence of a
constantly building ethicalism.
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Atti di traduzione culturale. La diaspora indoamericana in
Interpreter of Maladies di Jhumpa Lahiri

Raffaella Malandrino

Scrittura, identita etnica, identita di genere: Jhumpa Lahiri e la seconda
generazione indiana americana

In un breve saggio scritto pochi mesi dopo aver vinto il Pulitzer Prize 2000, Jhum-
pa Lahiri commenta la sua condizione di scrittrice e i modi in cui il suo libro, Inter-
preter of Maladies, & stato accolto sia dal pubblico indiano che da quello statuniten-
se. La raccolta di racconti, opera d’esordio della giovane scrittrice, & stata selezio-
nata dalla giuria del Pulitzer perché rispettava i criteri essenziali per poter concor-
rere al prestigioso premio: essere il frutto creativo di cittadini americani e trattare
preferibilmente di vita americana. Eppure sin dalla pubblicazione del libro, i me-
dia hanno intrapreso frequenti e scrupolosi tentativi per classificare in qualche mo-
do autrice e opera:

... si considerino, per esempio, i vari modi in cui vengo descritta: una scrittrice ame-
ricana, una scrittrice indianamericana, un’autrice di origine inglese, un’autrice an-
gloindiana, un’autrice NRI[...], un’autrice ABCD confusa che ha finalmente trova-
to se stessa [...]. Secondo gli intellettuali indiani, la mia scrittura rientra nella nar-
rativa della diaspora, negli Stati Uniti viene considerata come scrittura d’immigra-
zione. In un certo senso, tutto cid mi diverte. Il libro e cid che ¢, ed & stato accolto in
modi che non sono in grado di controllare, né tantomeno ho voglia di farlo. Il fatto
che venga definita in due o centinaia di modi non ha importanza; perché, in realta,
ciascuna di queste etichette & vera.’

Nata a Londra nel 1967 da genitori bengalesi, e cittadina americana dall’eta di 18
anni, Jhumpa Lahiri ribadisce ironicamente di esser grata che sua madre non fos-
se parte della giuria del Pulitzer: altrimenti, essendo ai suoi occhi “innanzitutto, e
per sempre indiana”, non avrebbe avuto la minima speranza di poter concorrere.”
Come molti dei figli di seconda generazione di immigrati — che oggi, quarant’anni
dopo I’Atto di Immigrazione del 1965,° emergono come gruppo demografico si-

*Raffaella Malandrino si & laureata in Stu-
di Comparatistici con una tesi socio-letteraria
sulla diaspora sud asiatica negli Stati Uniti pres-
so I'Universita “Orientale” di Napoli, dove at-
tualmente frequenta il Dottorato di ricerca in
Letterature comparate. Ha svolto periodi di stu-
dioin India e negli Stati Uniti, ed & autrice di al-

tri saggi, in corso di pubblicazione, su Jhumpa
Lahiri e su Bharati Mukherjee.

1. Jhumpa Lahiri, Traslato Ergo Sum, "Himal
Magazine”, 20 ottobre 2000, http//www.hi-
malmag.com/oct2000/voices.html; tr. mia.

2. Ibidem.

3. Nel 1965 le nuovi leggi sull'immigrazione
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gnificativo che comprende sia i figli nati negli Stati Uniti, sia coloro che hanno se-
guito i genitori nel paese ospitante durante I'infanzia — Lahiri & costretta a oscilla-
re tra le aspettative e le premesse del suo universo biculturale.

Nonostante i suoi genitori, emigrati da Calcutta nel 1969, vivano negli Stati Uni-
ti da quasi quarant’anni, I’autrice ricorda mura invisibili, erette intorno alla sua ca-
sa di Boston, “per tenere a distanza l'influenza dell’ America”. “Crescendo, mi si
avvisava di non comportarmi da americana, o peggio, di non “pensare’ di esserlo.
In realta, ‘essere” americani non ¢ un’opzione”.

Tale asserzione sembra veicolare i problemi di una generazione impegnata nel
complesso processo di negoziare la propria identita attraverso molteplici e fluidi
segni di “colore”, nazionalita, classe e genere.* Mentre un’identita “indiana” priva
di ambiguita e stata cruciale per le prime generazioni di immigrati, per i figli della
seconda generazione la propensione ad adottare identita hyphenated, definendosi
South Asian Americans, o Indian Americans, implica la distanza dagli stessi legami
che i loro genitori hanno in “patria”, e diluisce i referenti culturali che, in termini
di gusti, abitudini e stile di vita, servono tradizionalmente a ripristinare quei lega-
mi con la stessa intensita delle generazioni precedenti. La discendenza etnica non
costituisce ’aspetto fondamentale della loro auto-percezione, e quando questo av-
viene puo succedere chel’“indianita” sia costruita attraverso una pitt ampia e com-
prensiva identita sud asiatica. Quest'ultima si costituisce a partire dalle associa-
zioni universitarie, attraverso i programmi disciplinari promossi dai dipartimenti
di studi sud asiatici, dalle organizzazioni politiche progressiste e dal desiderio di
confronto con altre affiliazioni culturali.

Ma basti pensare a come i media statunitensi e indiani tendono, nel rivolgersi
ai figli di seconda generazione, a utilizzare e abusare della ormai popolare defini-
zione di ABCDs. “ABCD”, acronimo di American Born Confused Desi (Indiano Di-

contribuirono ad alterare il paesaggio america-
no. Gli Stati Uniti, impegnati a contendersi la
predominanza tecnologica con I'Unione Sovie-
tica, cercarono di importare talenti gia formati
piuttosto che attendere le nuove generazioni di
professionisti nazionali. Le leggi di immigrazio-
ne favorivano l'ingresso di persone istruite e
orientate professionalmente. Per la prima volta
venivano rimosse le vecchie barriere basate
sull’”origine nazionale”, eufemismo utilizzato
per il pit problematico, ma piu accurato termi-
ne “razza”, e si dava agli asiatici la possibilita di
ingresso alla pari con gli europei. Usciti da un si-
stema di istruzione all’avanguardia e forti della
conoscenza dell’inglese, i sud asiatici si trovaro-
no avvantaggiati per opportunita professiona-
li.  nuovi immigranti dall’India erano diversi da
quelli del primo Novecento, braccianti e operai,
in gran parte di origine punjabi e raccolti prin-
cipalmente sul Pacifico. Erano istruiti, ambizio-
si e disposti alla mobilita, avvantaggiati da clau-

sole legislative che permettevano la riunifica-
zione familiare, e di estrazione essenzialmente
urbana. Nel 1986 gli “Asian Indians” contano
circa 700.000 presenze, destinate a raddoppia-
re a distanza di poco piu di dieci anni. Per un ap-
profondimento storico si vedano Manju Shet,
Asian Indian Americans, in P. Gap Min, a cura di,
Asian Americans. Contemporary Trends and Is-
sues, Sage Publications, Thousand Oaks, Ca-
lifornia 1994, pp.169-98; H. Kitano, R. Daniels,
South Asians. Asian Indians, Pakistanis and Ban-
gladeshis, in Asian Americans. Emerging Mino-
rities, University of California-Prentice Hall, Los
Angeles 2000, pp. 103-19.

4. Aparna Rayaprol, Can You Talk Indian?
Shifting Notions of Community and Identity in
the Indian Diaspora, in S. S. Jodhka, a cura di,
Community and Identities: Contemporary Di-
scourses on Culture and Politics in India, Sage
Publications, New Delhi-Thousand Oaks-Lon-
don 2001, pp. 163-90.
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sorientato Nato in America) & un’etichetta irridente e spesso denigratoria, poiché
sembra sottolineare l'incompiutezza della indianita: la simultanea inclusione ed
esclusione dalla cultura ancestrale, implicita nel termine, vuole indicare una pre-
sunta confusione identitaria della seconda generazione; e, a seconda delle sfuma-
ture, essere un o una “ABCD” non di rado rinvia a una condizione negativa. Cosi
Amitav Ghosh, voce autorevole del panorama letterario mondiale, indiano d’ori-
gine ma da tempo residente negli Stati Uniti:

E impossibile essere imperfettamente indiani [...] altrimenti in India lo sarebbero
tutti. Non solo perché I'India ha fallito nel forgiare un’identita nazionale, che non &
una mancanza, ma di per sé un aspetto della nostra cultura. Se mai vi fosse un solo
modello di identita indiana nel senso pitt ampio, & semplicemente questo; che la cul-
tura sembra costituirsi dalla proliferazione delle differenze (sebbene entro certi pa-
rametri). Essere diversi in un mondo di differenze significa ineluttabilmente ap-
partenere. Cosi, chiunque, ovunque, rivendichi il piti flebile legame con I'India € in-
diano; un potenziale attore nella cultura. La madrepatria semplicemente non ha i
mezzi culturali per tagliarlo fuori.®

Ovvero, la natura stessa delle vicende storiche e sociali dell’India fa del plura-
lismo e della frammentazione gli unici referenti stabili per articolare una cultura
nazionale omogenea. Applicata al contesto diasporico di un popolo che traccia la
sua esperienza transnazionale in pil1 di settanta paesi, da oltre due secoli, I’affer-
mazione di Ghosh conferisce autorevolezza alla condizione marginale: se mai vi
fosse un’“essenza” ascrivibile allidentita indiana, sostiene l’autore, questa sareb-
be, paradossalmente, la capacita di adattamento all’eteroglossia, e di convivenza
con molteplici dimensioni culturali.

Contrariamente allo stereotipo dominante, la seconda generazione sembra sof-
frire molto poco di una crisi di identita. Anche se alcuni ritengono che la definizio-
ne di ABCD sia appropriata alla propria condizione, molti sono sicuri di non esse-
re “Desi”. Per gran parte di essi, “home” ¢ sicuramente 1’ America, e I'India & solo
un luogo transitorio, che visitano occasionalmente per incontrare amici e parenti,
o semplicemente il luogo di riferimento della nostalgia dei loro genitori. Molti dei
figli della diaspora rispettano le proprie radici, mostrando una sorta di “nostalgia
senza ricordo”, e non esitano a vantarsene nel nuovo mercato multiculturale del-
I’ America etnica,® ma generalmente tendono a convivere in modi meno rigidi del-
la prima generazione con identita culturali che riconoscono fluide e molteplici.

In The Namesake, il romanzo che Lahiri pubblica nel 2003, il disagio del prota-
gonista Gogol Ganguly emerge con ironia, quando I’adolescente assiste a una con-
ferenza universitaria sulla letteratura indiana in lingua inglese. Gogol, figlio di ge-

5. Amitav Ghosh, The Diaspora in Indian  gine, attraverso molteplici linee di differen-

Culture, "Public Culture”, 1l, 1 (1989), pp. ziazione, etno-territoriali, di classe, religio-
73-8, p.78. Culturalmente e socialmente va-  se, linguistiche.

rie, le comunita transnazionali indiane ri- 6. Rayaprol, Can you talk Indian?, cit., p.
flettono le diversita presenti nei paesi d’ori-  181.
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nitori bengalesi emigrati negli anni Sessanta a Boston, ascolta con distacco mentre
il dibattito verte sull’aspetto sociale e psicologico della condizione postcoloniale,
che caratterizza gran parte della produzione letteraria in discussione:

Gogol & annoiato dagli esperti, che continuano a far riferimento a qualcosa chiama-
to “marginalita”, come se fosse una specie di condizione patologica.[...] “Teleolo-
gicamente parlando, gli ABCD sono incapaci di rispondere alla domanda: ‘Da do-
ve vieni?” dichiara il sociologo. Gogol non ha mai sentito il termine ABCD. Alla fi-
ne capisce che sta per American-born confused deshi. In altre parole, lui. Sa che de-
shi, una parola generica per “connazionale”, significa “indiano”, sa che i suoi geni-
tori e i loro amici chiamano I'India semplicemente desh. Ma Gogol non pensa mai
all'India come desh. Ci pensa come ci pensano gli americani, come India.”

L’ignoranza di Gogol non appare una scelta narrativa innocente: ricorrendo a un
effetto speculare I'autrice — peraltro potenziale ABCD — sembra voler sottolineare
che il problema preoccupa pitt gli altri che i singoli individui a cui & destinata Ieti-
chetta. Pregna di uno sgradevole senso di alienazione, la definizione di ABCD & qui
immediatamente e consapevolmente esorcizzata; inserito nel contesto di un “di-
battito teorico sull’alterita” — che viene descritto non senza sfumature parodistiche
— semanticamente disgiunto dall’esperienza e dalla complessita delle vite vissute
a cui si riferisce, I’acronimo risulta, nella mente del protagonista, solo un esempio
di tedioso nozionismo.

Eppure, la questione identitaria della seconda generazione non e liquidabile con
un’astratta invocazione dell’ibridismo culturale, o della libera scelta individuale.
La famiglia e la comunita diasporica sono in genere le strutture sociali primarie in
cui agiscono le nuove generazioni. Queste hanno un ruolo fondamentale nella lo-
ro formazione, in termini di orientamenti culturali, trasmissione di usanze e co-
stumi, e apprendimento delle lingue ancestrali. La comunita indiana crede ferma-
mente che l'integrita del gruppo dipenda dalla lealta della seconda generazione a
certi valori tradizionali; si pud affermare, anzi, che & proprio il desiderio di assicu-
rare il passaggio del testimone della cultura ai figli che determina la sua stabilita.®
La seconda generazione non di rado & esortata a perseguire un eccellente livello di
istruzione, una carriera di successo e 1’ascesa economica, obiettivi che favoriscono
un facile inserimento nella cultura dominante; tuttavia, nelle relazioni sociali, sia
per gli uomini che per le donne si richiede il rispetto delle usanze tradizionali, so-
prattutto nell’ambito del matrimonio e della vita famigliare.

La scrittura, sostiene l’autrice, diviene quasi un’esigenza naturale “per sfug-
gire alla trappola di doversi identificare in un modo o nell’altro”; scrivere & tro-
vare rifugio in una sfera personale per poter illuminare un mondo in cui si ha il
potere di esprimere la complessita di vivere tra pitt dimensioni linguistiche e cul-
turali, oltrepassando le molteplici e inevitabili aspettative delle istanze esterne

7. Jhumpa Lahiri, The Namesake, Houghton 8. Rayaprol, Can You Talk Indian?, cit., p.
Mifflin, New York 2003, p. 118. Traduzione mia. 183.
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alla propria esperienza creativa. “Nel diventare una scrittrice, sono in grado di
elevarmi al di sopra delle etichette che mi avevano definito in passato: al di so-
pradelle aspettative, sempre conflittuali, di essere una ragazza bengalese, e di es-
sere una ragazza americana”. “Scrivere [...] per me & un tentativo di dar vitaa un
mio territorio personale”.’

Ma di fronte alla critica, divisa principalmente tra chi suggerisce di leggere In-
terpreter of Maladies come testo di letteratura angloindiana, e chi invece lo ha accol-
to come opera innovativa® della letteratura statunitense,” Jhrumpa Lahiri si rende
anche conto che laliberta dell’autore si arresta al processo stesso della scrittura. Co-
me ricorda Michel Foucault, del resto, la figura dell’autore & costruita da una co-
munita discorsiva, piuttosto che dall’autore stesso. Il nome di un autore ha la pe-
culiarita di rivestire un certo “ruolo” in rapporto alle pratiche discorsive, fungen-
do, per esempio, da “funzione classificatoria”, in relazione alla quale si possono ca-
ratterizzare certe modalita di ricezione e di istituzionalizzazione all'interno di una
data cultura. L’autore diventa funzione, funzione variabile e complessa del discor-
so, che appare come “caratteristica di un modo di esistenza, di circolazione e di fun-
zionamento di certi discorsi all'interno di una societa”;”” non si forma spontanea-
mente attraverso la semplice attribuzione di un discorso a un individuo, ma risul-
ta dalla complessa operazione di “costruire” un essere ragionevole a cui la societa
riconosce I'identita particolare di “autore”. “Il libro & cid che & ed & stato accolto in
modi che non ho la facolta, né la voglia di controllare”: quello che Jhumpa Lahiri
dice di Interpreter of Maladies ci ricorda la “morte” postulata sia da Foucault che da
Roland Barthes, per cui I'idea tradizionale che I’autore sia chi assume il controllo
sull’opera e sul suo significato non sopravvive alle pressioni esterne della societa.

Un esempio immediato ne & la frequente ghettizzazione degli scrittori di mino-
ranza entro i paradigmi etnici su cui spesso si basa il discorso multiculturalista nel-
le universita statunitensi. Imputare, infatti, all’atto creativo la discendenza etnica
e culturale, o il sesso sembra sia stata da sempre una pratica che mortifica ed eleva

9. Lahiri, Traslato Ergo Sum, cit.

10. Si veda la recensione di Kumar su “Co-
lorlines Magazine” poco dopo |'assegnazione
del premio Pulitzer. Sebbene con toni troppo
enfatici, Kumar evidenzia la necessita di rive-
dere il canone letterario alla luce delle voci let-
terarie asiatiche che documentano un inter-
vento civile e culturale profondamente radica-
to nelarealta statunitense. Amitava Kumar, The
Indian’s Coming, "Colorlines Magazine”, Ill, 3
(Fall 2000).

11. Nel 1999 tre dei racconti di Interpreter of
Maladies sono stati pubblicati su “The New
Yorker”: A Temporary Matter, 28 dicembre 1998,
Sexy, 4 gennaio 1999, The Third and Final Conti-
nent, 21/28 giugno 1999. Il nome dell’autrice ap-
pare tra quelli dei “20 migliori giovani scrittori
d'America”, introdotti come “le promesse lette-
rarie del ventunesimo secolo”. Seguono pubbli-

cazioni su “Harvard Review”, “Agni”, “Epoch”,
“The Newsville Review"”, e “Story Quarterly”,
premi e riconoscimenti, come lo O. Henry Award,
con l'inclusione di The Third and Final Continent
nella popolare antologia narrativa The Best
American Short Stories 2000.

12. Michel Foucault, Scritti letterari, C. Mi-
lanese, a cura di, Feltrinelli, Milano 1971, p. 9.
Foucault delinea le caratteristiche essenziali
della funzione-autore, in relazione ai discorsi
che I'ammettono; fra queste sisegnalano: la ne-
cessita di un sistema istituzionale che la ricono-
sca come legittima proprietaria dei discorsi a es-
sa riconducibili; e — pur nella “riconoscibilita”
nei segni che a essa rimandano - I'esistenza di
una “rottura”, una distanza tra lo scrittore e la
voce fittizia del testo, ammettendo una plura-
lita di ego, le molte posizioni che individui di-
versi possono occupare.
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al tempo stesso uno scrittore di minoranza di fronte all’establishment letterario che
lo ha accolto nel suo pantheon. Colei o colui a cui capita di essere membro di una
minoranza etnica, una donna, una scrittrice, e costretta a esporre la sua opera a un
uso e a un abuso di lodi e di critiche, che possono ignorare o enfatizzare eccessiva-
mente questi attributi.”

Avviene cosi che, nell'incontro con il pubblico e con i lettori di Interpreter of Ma-
ladies, Lahiri sia esposta, oltre che alle varie argomentazioni sulla sua discendenza
culturale ed etnica, a un quesito ricorrente: “perché scrivi da un punto di vista ma-
schile?”* 11 fatto e che, in quanto scrittrice, le & richiesto di affrontare modelli lin-
guistici che assecondino I'ideologia fallocratica, con le pratiche di pensiero e di lin-
guaggio da sempre utilizzate dal potere maschile per asserire relazioni di dominio
e di subordinazione, per confermare dicotomie di gender che limitano o aspirano a
contenere il suo potere creativo. In quanto scrittrice etnica spesso & spinta a rico-
prire il ruolo di persona autorizzata a parlare della cultura ancestrale, o a essere la
voce attraverso cui la comunita migrante riflette la propria esperienza. In quanto
figlia di seconda generazione e costretta, nel parlare dell’India, a giustificare i vuo-
ti linguistici, le indeterminatezze descrittive, i limiti conoscitivi di un luogo che
spesso € assente, se non per intervento della memoria e di narrazioni orali intrise
di nostalgie deformanti.

Ma mentre Foucalt e Barthes hanno affermato l'irrilevanza dell’identita del-
l'autore, & principalmente la critica femminista e sociale a sostenere, invece, la
necessita di “rilocare” colui o colei che scrive in uno spazio politico, ideologico,
ed etico, e a evidenziare come lui/lei trasporti nella sua scrittura le tracce del
suo corpo, della sua cultura, della sua storia. Pur avvalorando la necessita di
concepire 1'“io” dell’autore come “infinite layers”, liberandolo dalla responsa-
bilita di doversi rapportare alla sua opera come soggetto unitario e coerente,
Trinh Minh-ha crede, ad esempio, che la consapevolezza etnica e sessuale indu-
ca chi scrive a operare in un determinato contesto socio-politico, intessendo nel-
la scrittura la consapevolezza linguistica di cio che esprime. Questa coscienza ri-
pristina il controllo dell’autore sul testo, ne garantisce la presenza materiale. La
pubblicazione del testo, e il suo riconoscimento all’interno di una categoria che
lo definisce significa la rottura di un primo sigillo, la fine di una condizione di
“non ammesso”, di un soliloquio confinato alla sfera privata, e I'inizio di una
possibile condivisione con un altro sconosciuto —il lettore, la cui collaborazione
con lo scrittore/ice permette all’opera di giungere a un pieno stato ontologico.
Senza tale rito di passaggio, chi scrive sara sempre destinato a chiedere il per-
messo di poter parlare.

Una volta che il testo & reso pubblico, la sua lettura implica I'intervento e la giu-
stapposizione di “posizioni discorsive” le une contro le altre cosi da rivelare quan-

13. Trinh T. Minh-ha, Woman, Native, Other, Belonging: An Interview with Jhumpa Lahiri,
Indiana University Press, New York 1989, p. 8. “Newsweek International”, 20 settembre

14. Siriportano le fonti di alcune recensio- 1999, p. 8; Azar Nafisi, Jhumpa Lahiri, L’Indivi-
ni e interviste in cui I'autrice espone le proprie  duo e I’America, "Micromega”, 4 (2004), pp.
riflessioni sull’opera. Vibhuti Patel, Maladiesof =~ 63-82.
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to la sua ricezione sia influenzata dalle molteplici voci che operano in contesti sto-
rici e politici altrettanto differenti. Ed & da qui, da uno o vari e strategici atti classi-
ficatori, che, come sostiene Sau Ling Wong, “non sono mai innocenti”, che si e ca-
paci di rivelare le complesse relazioni di un soggetto scrivente — intrappolato tra
questioni di discendenza etnica, eredita culturale, generazione e genere — con la so-
cieta in cui opera.” La pubblicazione della raccolta, che ha avuto un ampio con-
senso e una risonanza critica internazionale porta necessariamente a rivolgersi al
paradigma diasporico del culturalismo sud asiatico, soggiacente alle mutate con-
dizioni in termini di comunicazioni di massa, di sviluppi tecnologici e di flussi eco-
nomici transnazionali degli ultimi decenni.

Un approccio “globale”, tuttavia, non impedisce all’analisi del testo di indivi-
duare e di mettere in evidenza 1’adesione a specifiche agende politiche. Da un la-
to, infatti, le dinamiche sociali e culturali delle comunita indiane negli Stati Uniti
sono caratterizzate da una crisi che si articola soprattutto sulle linee dell’identita e
della conservazione culturale; di fronte alle minacce esterne del razzismo, di pre-
giudizi perduranti, e al rischio di una dissoluzione culturale, 'India diviene, pri-
ma di un luogo fisico del ritorno, una forza ideologica a cui fare costante riferi-
mento, una “patria della mente”.* Di contro, l'istituzionalizzazione degli studi
(sud) asiatici americani si fonda sul desiderio di far luce su una minoranza etnica
sempre pil visibile, che articola con piena coscienza uno specifico ruolo attivo sia
nel dibattito multiculturale asiatico, sia in quello del mainstream."”

Cio significa capire perché Interpreter of Maladies pud essere compreso negli stu-
di letterari indiani e indiani americani, e che cosa ci dica questo fatto sull’autorita
delle etichette diasporiche e nazionaliste che governano la lettura della letteratura.
L’opera potrebbe essere concepita — e questa tendenza traspare maggiormente nel-
le recensioni indiane — come un’allegoria nazionale (“una delle due Indie”), come
un testo letterario transnazionale e femminista, o un testo etnico americano. I rac-
conti, quale che sia la lettura auspicata, si rivelano resistenti e allo stesso tempo
adattabili a qualsiasi identificazione.

La copertina dell’edizione indiana di Interpreter of Maladies riporta il sottotitolo
“Stories of Bengal, Boston and Beyond”.” L’ immaginario della distanza spaziale e
temporale in cui si articolano i nove racconti che compongono la raccolta rintrac-

15. Sau Ling C.Wong, The Stakes of Textual
Border Crossing, in M. A. Elliott, C. Strokes, a cu-
ra di, American Literary Studies — A Methodo-
logical Reader, New York University Press, New
York and London 2003, pp. 290-317.

16. Salman Rushdie, Imaginary Homelands:
Essays and Criticism. 1981-1991, Penguin, Lon-
don 1991, pp. 9-14.

17. Nel 1994 Rocher pubblica un articolo su
“SAGAR", rivista di studi sud asiatici della Texas
University, in cui riflette sulla necessita di rive-
dere i programmi di studio nell’area sud asiati-
cainrelazione all’'emergere delle comunita dia-
sporiche e delle nuove generazionidiimmigrati

dal subcontinente indiano: “We can no longer
teach South Asian Studies as a foreign subject”.
Gia allora, la pubblicazione di una prolifica let-
teratura accademica, di opere di narrativa e
poesia, testimoniava il potere assertivo di grup-
pi che facevano dell’esperienza americana un
importante elemento di elaborazione concet-
tuale e formale, su questioni di genere, cultura
e identita. Rosane Rocher, Reconstituting South
Asian Studies in a Diasporic Age, "SAGAR Ma-
gazine”, |, 2 (Autunno 1994).

18. Jhumpa Lahiri, Interpreter of Maladies,
Harper Collins, New Delhi 1999. Le successive ci-
tazioni dal testo si riferiranno all’edizione in tra-
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cia pertanto quei luoghi interstiziali, che Homi Bhabha definisce di in-betweenness,
entro cui vengono negoziate costantemente le esperienze intersoggettive e comu-
nitarie, e i limiti e le frontiere dei valori e delle ideologie. Beyond, “Oltre”, compor-
ta la necessita di pensare al di la delle narrazioni di soggettivita originarie e inizia-
li e di focalizzarsi su quei momenti o quei processi che sono prodotti nell’articola-
zione delle differenze culturali e che sono permeati dalle mobilita transnazionali e
postcoloniali del ventesimo secolo. “Trovarsi nell’Oltre significa popolare uno spa-
zio di intervento. Ma dimorare nell’Oltre & anche parte di un tempo di revisione, di
un ritorno al presente per ri-descrivere la nostra contemporaneita culturale”.”

Le realta asiatiche americane si esprimono egregiamente attraverso il genere
narrativo del racconto, poiché questo & strettamente connesso a una prospettiva ric-
ca di punti di vista, e a un processo dinamico di “re-presentation”, la rimodulazio-
ne narrativa di storie in cui l'intervento individuale dell’autore/ trice si intreccia al-
le tracce di una voce collettiva, quella della comunita. E” proprio nel dare spazio a
diverse situazioni, diverse vicende, nellasciare ai racconti una disposizione casuale
nel corpo dell’opera che le divergenti esperienze della diaspora indiana trovano
espressione creativa. Ed € come se, attraverso la scelta di questa varieta narrativa,
'autrice sfuggisse volutamente a un effetto risolutivo e totalizzante, allo scopo di
testimoniarne la complessita.”

Ovunque, nei racconti di Interpreter of Maladies — contemporaneamente auto-
sufficienti e interdipendenti — scorre sotterraneo il fiume dell'inconoscibilita, del-
lI'incomunicabilita, dell’esistenza di un segreto impenetrabile che separa gli esseri
umani; questa alienazione non si riporta semplicemente ai sintomi della distanza
culturale e all'incomunicabilita linguistica, ma si estende, universalmente, ai mol-
teplici contesti entro cui si snodano le vicende delle storie, ai rapporti di coppia, al-
le amicizie, agli incontri epifanici che illuminano brevemente, ma con intensita, le
esistenze dei protagonisti.”

Il simbolismo narrativo in The Interpreter of Maladies: fallimento di un
dialogo interculturale

The Interpreter of Maladies, il racconto che da il titolo alla raccolta, sembra conden-
sare il tema portante dell’opera, il difficile e a volte frustrante tentativo di comuni-
care e di comprendersi reciprocamente, lungo le linee della diversita culturale, ses-
suale, e generazionale, attraverso la distanza spaziale tral'India e gli Stati Uniti. Un
nucleo di sviluppo narrativo percorre 1'opera: il mutuo scambio di sguardi di per-
sonaggi che cercano di decifrare un proprio “altro”, e il loro tentativo di ricondur-
re questi incontri a se stessi e alla propria esperienza.” Nel racconto, infatti, 'au-

duzioneitaliana, a cura di Claudia Tarolo, Jhum-  Asian Americans and Asian Canadians Short
pa Lahiri, L'Interprete dei Malanni, Guanda, Par- Story Cycles ,"MELUS"”, XXVIII, 1 (Primavera

ma 2003. Le pagine in parentesi nel testo. 2003), pp. 176-79.

19. Homi Bhabha, The Location of Culture, 21. Chiara Veltri, Jhumpa Lahiri, la cifra del
Routledge, London and New York 1994, p. 7. disagio, "Alias", 15 giugno 2004.

20. Rocio Davis, Transcultural Reinventions: 22. La recensione di Simon Lewis individua
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trice ripresenta la diaspora indiana in una sorta di rebound geografico, rivelando
uno stile narrativo che gioca coscientemente con le fratture socio-culturali dei fe-
nomeni migratori, lasciando trasparire un impulso eversivo nei confronti di qual-
siasi ideologia nazionale. Cosi Vijay Prashad:

Le agenzie turistiche provano a vendere 'India ai NRI che vogliono tornare a “ca-
sa” in vacanza. “Abbracciate la terra che i vostri antenati hanno arato”, dice la Royal
Orient, una societa che organizza brevi tour in treno attraverso gli stati pitt affasci-
nanti dell’India. Tutto il romanticismo & 1i, evocato da metafore orientalistiche: i
mabharaja, i contadini, il suolo, la cultura, la natura, la frase meravigliosa “la gente
dell'India”, che si potrebbe ben tradurre “la colorata gente dell’India”. Per il NRI
andare in India significa riabbracciare la terra, sentirne il richiamo, toccare le radici

7 23

della propria “cultura”.

Chi siano i NRI lo sa benissimo il governo indiano dell’ultimo decennio, che
ha da sempre cercato di mantenere attiva la coscienza patriottica delle comunita
diasporiche, promuovendo iniziative in grado di richiamare i cosiddetti Non Re-
sident Indians verso la terra d’origine. Sin dagli anni Ottanta, da quando I'India si
& aperta al nuovo regime economico liberista, e ha abbassato i livelli di protezio-
ne dell’industria nazionale, gli “indiani non residenti” sono diventati interme-
diari importanti per gli investimenti di capitale dall’estero, e in particolar modo
dagli Stati Uniti. Nel 1998 il governo del BJP (Bharatiya Janata Party) propose una
tessera speciale per le “Persone di Origine Indiana”, garantendo loro numerosi
vantaggi economici, e quindi la possibilita di conservare, se non un duplice pas-
saporto, una forma di “cittadinanza flessibile”. Strategie politiche e interessi eco-
nomici a parte, i discorsi ufficiali che manipolano questo legame tra la madrepa-
tria, o desh, e isuoi “indiani non residenti” mirano coscientemente a un forte coin-
volgimento emotivo: lo stereotipo & che il “non residente” arricchisce il tessuto
sociale dell’India riproducendo all’estero la cultura tradizionale nel vestiario, nel-
la religione, nella lingua e nei costumi, e allo stesso tempo mostra interesse per le
sorti della patria, partecipando con investimenti diretti al suo benessere e al suo
risollevamento economico.”

Lo scenario evocato dalla citazione di Prashad accoglie la dimensione spaziale
eIl filo narrativo del racconto, dove una famiglia indoamericana in visita turistica
in India — Mr. e Mrs. Das insieme ai tre figli, Tina, Ronny e Bobby — & diretta verso

punti comuni tra il racconto e il noto romanzo
di E.M. Forster A Passage to India. Lewis defini-
sce Interpreter of Maladies un aggiornamento
letterario del romanzo, in cui & ripreso il tema
della misinterpretation culturale e dell’inco-
municabilita umana, attraverso un processo
narrativo di decodifica di simboli verbali e non
verbali. In entrambi i testi le percezioni della
guida, personaggio maschile indiano, si scon-
trano con quelle di una protagonista femmini-

le che, ispirata dalla dimensione esotica che la
circonda, deve affrontare personali dilemmi
emotivi. Simon Lewis, Lahiri’s Interpreter of Ma-
ladies, “The Explicator”, LIX, 4 (Estate 2001).

23.Vijay Prashad, Desh: The Contradictions
of ‘"Homeland, in R. Srikanth, S. Mazumdar, a cu-
ra di, Contours of the Heart: South Asians Map
North America, Asian American Writers Work-
shop, New York 1997, pp. 225-35.

24. Ivi, p. 226.
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il complesso templare di Konarak, nello stato dell’Orissa; con loro c’¢ il signor Ka-
pasi, guida turistica e autista dell’auto noleggiata in cui viaggiano. Lo stereotipo
romantico del non residente si frantuma immediatamente contro 1’asserzione tri-
viale di una seccata Mina Das, che litiga con il marito per aver scelto una macchi-
na senza aria condizionata: “Tutto per qualche stupida rupia. Quanto ci stai facen-
do risparmiare, cinquanta centesimi?” (64).

Durante il viaggio 1’ estraneita ai luoghi e alle usanze del posto rende sempre
pittintenso l'interesse dell’autista nei confronti dei suoi singolari turisti, con i qua-
li, egli osserva alla fine, condivide una familiarita linguistica e somatica, ma non
culturale: “Sembravano indiani, ma vestiti come stranieri” (57).

Dal riconoscimento di dissomiglianze e di similitudini la narrazione enfatizza
costantemente richiami simbolici che rimandano al punto di vista dei personaggi;
cid che emerge con ossessione, infatti, & che tutti, dal signor Kapasi ai bambini del-
la famiglia Das (“Papa, perché anche in questa macchina I'autista & seduto dalla
parte sbagliata?”, 63), presumano che la realta sia quella che loro percepiscono in-
dividualmente.” Ovviamente, la natura della realta ¢ fragile e soggettiva, soprat-
tutto in presenza di una distanza culturale; per I'osservatore ogni tentativo di fa-
miliarizzare I'“altro” che ha di fronte ha I’effetto di scompaginare il suo itinerario
conoscitivo. Alla fine, quando sembra profilarsi la flebile possibilita di un recipro-
co incontro, I'illusione — come si vedra — si svela, le fantasie crollano e cio che resta
¢ I'amara frustrazione dell'incomunicabilita.

La sovrabbondanza di riferimenti all’occhio e allo sguardo assegna ai perso-
naggi centrali uno specifico strumento di osservazione che contraddistingue la
loro prospettiva, e per mezzo del quale essi percepiscono e costruiscono queste
realta personali: la scena si apre su Mr. Kapasi, che, in attesa di ripartire dopo
una breve sosta, osserva dallo specchietto retrovisore la signora Das, mentre sol-
leva, “trascinando[le] lungo il sedile, gambe depilate, abbondantemente sco-
perte”(57). Lo specchietto retrovisore sara, lungo tutta la narrazione, il portale
di accesso visivo della guida. The rearview mirror & lo strumento voyeuristico che
gli conferisce I'indisturbata possibilita di fruire liberamente della presenza di
Mina Das, intensa, sin dall’inizio, se non altro per la curiosita che desta il suo ab-
bigliamento succinto.

Guida turistica dell’India alla mano, macchina fotografica al collo e vistoso
teleobiettivo, il signor Das & ricalcato sugli stereotipi comunemente associati
ai turisti. Non a caso, il soggetto fotografico che attrae la sua attenzione &
quello del “nativo del Terzo Mondo”: “Un uomo scalzo, con la testa avvolta da
un turbante, seduto su un carretto pieno di sacchi di grano tirato da buoi. Uo-
mo e buoi erano magrissimi” (64). La macchina fotografica, segno distintivo
del turista, del visitatore che non appartiene, enfatizza la distanza tra foto-
grafo e soggetto. Cid che si vede & pensato gia in funzione dell'immagine che

25. La focalizzazione sulla funzione simbo-  in “Interpreter of Maladies” in S. Bala, a cura
lica delle immagini ottiche & una chiave di let-  di, Jhumpa Lahiri, The Master Storyteller, Ko-
tura ripresa dall’interessante saggio di V. Sam  shlaPublishing House, New Delhi 2002, pp. 195-
Sahayal, Existential Irony through Optic Motifs ~ 203.
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si desidera trarne. Dietro il mirino 'uomo emaciato, l'individuo inquadrato,
diventa possesso del signor Das: che egli lo consideri esotico, pittoresco, o sel-
vaggio, il soggetto ripreso e simbolo, icona di un evento che concentra sensa-
zioni estranee alla sua esistenza.

La mostruosa grandezza del teleobiettivo, che decreta il potere di manipola-
re la realta ripresa a proprio piacimento, conferma a sua volta la distanza del si-
gnor Das dalla dimensione in cui si muove. Rintanandosi dietro al mirino, adat-
tando 'immagine in base a una propria angolatura e prospettiva, Raj Das resta
impermeabile ai segni della miseria, imprimendo sulla pellicola un uomo muto,
congelato nel tempo e nello spazio. “Le spiace fermarsi un momento? Voglio fa-
re una foto a quel tipo”(64), I just want to get a shot of this guy. “To shoot”, I’atto
di scattare una foto, ma anche di sparare, liquida il soggetto negandogli poten-
zialmente azione e vitalita, e questa scena quasi di preludio, pur dalla scarsa ri-
levanza narrativa nel corpo della storia, sembra voler condurre la percezione del
lettore al difficile rapporto semiotico tra i personaggi. Il signor Das & infatti in-
consapevolmente distante anche dalla realta della sua famiglia, incapace di ve-
dere i sintomi di insofferenza della moglie, di avvertire atteggiamenti che agli
occhi dell’autista fanno sembrare questo nucleo di persone “tutti fratelli” (63), e
continua a scattare loro foto di un sereno quadretto familiare, in cui tuttavia lui
non apparira mai. “Ma avremmo potuto fare una fotografia per gli auguri di Na-
tale di quest’anno. Non ne abbiamo scattato una con noi cinque nemmeno al
Tempio del Sole” (77).

Aibambini, al marito, al signor Kapasi, e all’ambiente circostante Mrs. Das sot-
trae caparbiamente lo sguardo, dietro lo schermo di “grandi occhiali da sole
scuri”(60). Il suo atteggiamento non tradisce né interesse, né alcun piacere nei con-
fronti dei luoghi e della compagnia dei familiari, opponendo un atteggiamento os-
tile eindividualista. E solo nel momento in cui apprende del singolare lavoro di Mr.
Kapasi, che la sua indifferenza si scioglie, mentre 1'uomo racconta che, per arro-
tondare le sue entrate, oltre a fare da guida turistica, ¢ impiegato come interprete
presso uno studio medico. Li il suo compito & quello di tradurre i sintomi dei pazi-
enti, la maggior parte dei quali parla gujarati, lingua sconosciuta al medico.

Mr. Kapasi ha scarsa stima della sua professione, “un’occupazione ingrata” e
“un segno del suo fallimento”(66), soprattutto perché ricorda le asperita di un’e-
sistenza il cui passato & segnato dalla morte di un figlio e dal crollo economico del-
la famiglia. Il presente, per il signor Kapasi, si traduce in un rapporto matrimo-
niale ormai logoro, in una quotidianita anestetizzata. Le sue speranze da giovane
erano ben diverse, quando la passione per la traduzione I'aveva spinto a traccia-
re le comuni etimologie delle parole in pit1 di quattro lingue, e a credere a un cer-
to punto, di poter conversare in “inglese, francese, russo, portoghese e italiano,
per non parlare dell’hindi, bengali, orissi e gujarati. [...] Aveva sognato di diven-
tare l'interprete dei diplomatici e dignitari in conflitto, di comporre controversie
di cui lui solo avrebbe compreso le differenti posizioni”(67). Nessuna di tutte que-
ste aspirazioni ha trovato tuttavia riscontro nella realta. Privo del supporto di sua
moglie, la quale in pubblico maschera con vergogna I’occupazione del marito, il
signor Kapasi comunica alla famiglia Das che fare “I'interprete di malanni” & un
lavoro come un altro.
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“Ma cosi romantico”, intervenne la signora Das con aria sognante, rompendo il suo
silenzio prolungato. Sollevd gli occhiali da sole rosa e [...] per la prima volta i suoi
occhi incontrarono quelli del signor Kapasi nello specchietto retrovisore: chiari, un
po’ piccoli, lo sguardo fisso ma indolente (65).

Nell’atto di sollevare gli occhiali da sole Mrs. Das decreta il suo ingresso nella sto-
ria, sottraendo all’interlocutore !’ esclusiva e unilaterale liberta di osservazione. Ma
questa disponibilita a comunicare & introdotta da premesse simboliche — sguardo
opaco e assonnato, atteggiamento sognante — che confondono la certezza di un’in-
terpretazione che vada oltre le sue personali percezioni. “Ci racconti di una situa-
zione tipica” (65), la donna affonda nel sedile posteriore dell’ Ambassador, offren-
do il viso al sole, mentre con gli occhi chiusi desidera immaginare cio che accade, “I
want to picture what happens”. Di nuovo, si innesca il meccanismo di appropria-
zione del “soggetto nativo”, di nuovo, e reiterato I'atto fotografico — atto figurale
(picture) e ossimorico (She [...] closed her eyes) — che distanzia il turista dall’espe-
rienza del soggetto rappresentato.

Eppure, per quanto stravagante possa suonare alle orecchie dell’interlocutore
l'interpretazione di Mina Das, la parola romantic ha un effetto dirompente. Senten-
dosi finalmente apprezzato nella sua professione, il signor Kapasi e subito domina-
to da un turbamento sentimentale: all'improvviso quella donna lo attrae, sogna un
contatto futuro, la desidera. Da questo punto in poi, 'andamento narrativo della sto-
ria fa trapelare una costante tensione tra i segni che indicano la possibilita di un in-
contro e quelli che predicono il crollo finale delle aspettative.

Al romanticismo di Mina Das il signor Kapasi risponde proiettando le proprie
fantasie sul rapporto che riuscira a instaurare con la donna, la quale, immediata-
mente gentile e confidenziale, desidera avere il suo indirizzo, per potergli inviare
le foto scattate insieme durante una sosta al ristorante. La natura illusoria dell’in-
vito traspare proprio dall’accidentale scelta di un foglio di una rivista cinemato-
grafica, su cui “lo spazio libero era poco, il testo e 'immagine dell’eroe e dell’eroi-
na abbracciati sotto un albero di eucalipto riempivano la pagina” (70). Mentre il si-
gnor Kapasi vi scrive meticolosamente il suo indirizzo, immagina una relazione
epistolare in cui entrambi esprimeranno speranze, inibizioni, esperienze di vita
quotidiana, trasportando ciascuno la propria realta nella vita dell’altro, e riusci-
ranno, in un nobile atto di “migrazione sentimentale”* attraverso I'India e gli Sta-
ti Uniti, a far fiorire una feconda amicizia.

Continua tuttavia a serpeggiare l'illusione di una reale corrispondenza. In ve-
ste di guida turistica, che acutamente Alessandro Monti definisce “promotore di
sguardi, che, a sua volta, sottopone gli altri al suo sguardo incessante”, il signor Ka-
pasi cerca di trasmettere a Mina Das il potere suggestivo del tempio di Surya, spe-
rando che lei provi la sua stessa commozione, il suo stesso trasporto di fronte alle
sculture secolari. La descrizione stessa del suo aspetto fisico, “aveva I’aria stanca,

26. Si veda il saggio di Alessandro Monti,  preter of Maladies, in Bala, Jhumpa Lahiri,
Acts of Migration and the Despondency of  cit., pp. 86-99.
the Lonely Traveller: Reading across Inter-
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gli occhi appesantiti dopo una dura giornata di lavoro” (74), riconduce I'iconogra-
fia di Surya alla sua ricezione personale, quasi come se 'uomo avesse introiettato
il luogo (Surya e “la sua preferita”), e desiderasse soprattutto far comprendere al-
la donna la sua triste condizione esistenziale.

Mina Das per 1'ultima volta sollevera gli occhiali da sole — e ancora, I'atto so-
spende una possibilita di coinvolgimento emotivo — dichiarando asciutta: “Forte”
(74), per poi ricomporsi nuovamente. L'uomo é sopraffatto dall'indeterminatezza
della risposta: suppone che questa sia positiva, ma non riesce né a capire le parole
in gergo americano, (nel testo orginale neat enfatizza il gioco interpretativo e la di-
stanza tra i personaggi sul piano linguistico), né ad accertarsi se lei abbia realmen-
te accolto il suo richiamo.

I momento culminante della storia giunge quando i due personaggi si ritrova-
no da soli nella macchina, mentre la compagnia visita i santuari rupestri di Udaya-
giri. Mrs. Das, in un soffio, rivela al signor Kapasi il suo pitt intimo segreto: che suo
figlio Bob e frutto di un adulterio, di una relazione momentanea e puramente ses-
suale con un amico di suo marito. L'angoscia che ha da anni e talmente forte da im-
pedirle un’esistenza serena e motivata. A soli 28 anni sente di aver perso ogni amo-
re per la vita. La sua nudita diventa in qualche modo completa. L'incontro che il si-
gnor Kapasi aveva tanto sperato — un intreccio di attrazione fisica e di unione spiri-
tuale (sentimento peraltro sostenuto dal simbolismo delle sculture erotiche del tem-
pio, e dal richiamo dello sguardo al suo corpo florido) — sta per avverarsi, proprio
nel momento in cui Mrs. Das gli concede quell’intimita tanto agognata.

Ma Mr. Kapasi resta immobile, sottoposto per la prima volta, in un ribaltamen-
to di ruoli, allo sguardo fisso della donna: “sapeva che la signora Das lo stava guar-
dando, ma non gird la faccia verso di lei” (78). Mrs. Das invoca il suo intervento,
affinché, in veste di interprete, lui possa far luce sulle sofferenze che si porta dietro
cosi a lungo, affinché possa tradurre il suo malessere interiore. “Qui non c’e alcu-
na barriera linguistica. Che bisogno c’e di un interprete?” (82). Di fronte al crollo
dell'immaginario erotico, della possibilita di una relazione con Mina, I'uomo si sco-
pre incapace di agire come lei gli ha chiesto poiché si rende conto, all'improvviso,
di poter leggere in lei solo cid che immagina.

Ma quella che pretende Mina Das, nell’affidare all’interprete la responsabi-
lita cosciente di non limitarsi alla semplice trasposizione linguistica, & intimita:
ella desidera che lui individui, di fronte alla sua rivelazione, tracce di significa-
to ben pitt profonde. Forse la donna ¢ in cerca di qualcuno che dia una voce a
quel disagio spesso avvertito da molte figlie di seconda generazione cresciute in
America, dove la chiusura e la circoscrizione alla dimensione domestica, la pre-
cocita delle incombenze familiari, il controllo dello spazio sociale e identitario
da parte delle generazioni pilt anziane, comportano insoddisfazione e senso di
smarrimento culturale:

“I nostri genitori erano molto amici e vivevano nella stessa citta. Per tutta la vita ci
siamo visti tutti i fine settimana, a casa dei miei o a casa dei suoi. Ci mandavano a
giocare di sopra mentre loro scherzavano sul nostro matrimonio. Si figuri! Non han-
no mai cercato di forzarci, ma non posso fare a meno di pensare che fosse tutto com-
binato” (79).
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Le parole di Mrs. Das si riferiscono a un problema collettivo di cui la comunita
indianamericana appare spesso eccessivamente preoccupata, la cui natura sembra
comune, d’altronde, a quella di molte altre culture: il controllo sessuale della gio-
ventt; gli argomenti che riguardano relazioni sociali e scelte sessuali, infatti, costi-
tuiscono uno dei punti pili spinosi del conflitto intergenerazionale. Un comporta-
mento sessuale individuale e orientato a scelte personali non di rado & considera-
to potenzialmente distruttivo per I'integrita di gruppo, e poiché le donne, pit de-
gli uomini, sono costantemente pungolate con il bastone della tradizione, & sulle fi-
glie che ricade la responsabilita di rispettare i rituali dell'Usanza Indiana, come per
esempio il matrimonio combinato. Qualsiasi movimento verso scelte sessuali in-
dividuali e visto in termini di “americanizzazione”, il che si traduce in un com-
portamento immorale e privo di sani principi. I genitori spesso contestano il com-
portamento “poco tradizionale” dei propri figli, sollevando il timore che un matri-
monio al di fuori della comunita possa portare alla dissoluzione culturale, e che es-
si possano essere sessualmente attivi;” pertanto, la scelta autonoma di un compa-
gno ¢ in contrasto con la tradizione, che prevede tale scelta da parte della famiglia:
una trasgressione alle nozioni ideali di femminilita, castita eterosessuale, e fedelta
alla comunita rischia di suscitare disapprovazione.

Questo atteggiamento porta le seconde generazioni ad assorbire principi “na-
turalizzati” della cultura indiana, e a ritenere che siano accettati universalmen-
te e acriticamente nel subcontinente, dove, in realta, capita che le adolescenti go-
dano di maggiore indipendenza e liberta di movimento, dentro e fuori dalla sfe-
ra privata della famiglia.” Le giovani donne indiane americane sono particolar-
mente vulnerabili in termini di autonomia personale, e una sfida all’autorita e
alle aspirazioni dei genitori pud portare a un disagevole senso di inautenticita;
in bilico tra il desiderio di conformarsi alle norme imposte dall’autorita familia-
re, che stridono con quelle dei loro coetanei, e la propria volonta individuale,
molte donne di seconda generazione spesso devono affrontare sforzi immensi
per affermare il proprio posto, il proprio ruolo, e la propria identita nella societa
statunitense. “Al college stava tutto il tempo con Raj”, continua Mina Das attra-
verso il pensiero della guida, “e non aveva stretto molte amicizie. Non c’era nes-
suno con cui confidarsi, nessuno con cui dividere un pensiero o una preoccupa-
zione. [...] Dopo essersi sposata cosi giovane, si senti presto sopraffatta da tutto
I'insieme, avere un figlio cosi in fretta, allattare [...], cosi restava a casa con il
bambino tutto il giorno” (79-80).

Per quanto intenzionato ad accettare il difficile compito di interpretare il ma-
lessere della signora Das, il signor Kapasi non riesce che a troncare il dialogo, chie-
dendo laconico se cid che lei prova non sia un semplice senso di colpa, invece di

27. Shamita Dasgupta, Sayantani Da- 28. Lata Mani, Gender, Class, and Cultural
sgupta, Sex, Lies, and Women’s Lives, in S. Da- Conflict: Indu Krishnan’s Knowing Her Place, in
sgupta, a cura di, A Patchwork Shawl: Chro-  The Women of South Asian Descent, Id., a cura
nicles of South Asian Women Living in Ameri-  di, Our Feet Walk the Sky. Women of the South
ca, Rutgers University Press, New Brunswick Asian Diaspora, Aunt Lute Books, San Francisco
1998, pp.111-128. 1993, pp. 32-36.
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una malattia dell’animo: “E veramente dolore quello che prova, signora Das, o sen-
so di colpa?” (83). L'aura romantica, il brulicante lavorio del sogno, si dissolvono
in freddezza, dall'immobilita dell'uomo al volto inespressivo di Mrs. Das, la qua-
le, imponendogli un silenzio di rabbiosa frustrazione, esce dalla macchina e si di-
rige verso il gruppo familiare. Chel’ interpretazione sia errata o meno, I'effetto del
freddo giudizio capovolge il significato dell'incontro, determinando il crollo defi-
nitivo di tutte le fantasie in cui entrambi avevano indugiato in cerca di un recipro-
co appagamento.

11 signor Kapasi appare incapace di abbandonare la logica del suo sogno ro-
mantico, di uscire da se stesso e dalla propria esperienza per creare “un’intimita
necessaria tra il testo e la sua traduzione”, cid che per Gayatri Spivak diventa “il
pilt intimo atto di lettura”.” E un atto di traduzione implica coinvolgimento emo-
tivo che & prima di tutto comunicazione, “compassione”, colloquio silenzioso; si fa
pratica interculturale solo adottando un atteggiamento sincretico verso “1’altro /a”,
di costante mediazione tra le sue e le proprie risposte. Una volta che i contorni di
questo incontro anelato si tingono di presenze e di rivelazioni non previste dalla
sua immaginazione, il signor Kapasi si ritrae, di fronte al “suo banale, volgare se-
greto” (82), e sottopone a giudizio cid che in realta invoca un contesto per essere
compreso.

Mina Das, a sua volta, & intrappolata nell'immaginario esotico che lei stessa ha
costruito. Di fronte a un intervento che non trova riscontro in cio che avrebbe desi-
derato ascoltare — una diagnosi, e forse una soluzione al suo malessere —la donna
sente di aver concesso sprovvedutamente il peso di un segreto a una conoscenza
superficiale. Il signor Kapasi, non pit1 contenuto nella sua figura romantica, lascia
lei nell'imbarazzo del denudamento. E, figura minacciosa, perché detentore di una
conoscenza, di una confessione, viene nuovamente allontanato.

La risoluzione della storia svia strategicamente I’attenzione del lettore dai due
personaggi principali verso Bobby; se la fedelta dell’interpretazione riconduce al
senso di colpa della madre, allora & come se questo ricadesse in qualche modo sul
figlio innocente, il quale, approfittando dell’incuranza del gruppo, esplora da solo
il luogo deserto, e viene aggredito da un gruppo di scimmie;” le sue urla dispera-
te richiamano la madre e il padre, che con I'intervento di Mr. Kapasi lo sottraggo-
no all’assalto. E nel momento di riconciliazione tra Mrs. Das e la sua famiglia che
il racconto si chiude. Con un’ultima, e ironica scena, inosservata se non da Mr. Ka-
pasi: la striscia di carta su cui egli aveva scritto il suo indirizzo per Mrs. Das scivo-

29. Gayatri Spivak, The Politics of Transla-
tion, in Id., Outside in the Teaching Machine,
Routledge, New York-London 1993, p. 180.

30. La “colpa”della madre sembra doppia-
mente espressa attraverso un gioco narrativo
meta-intradiegetico. Dopo il racconto del tra-
dimento, lei scende dall’auto e, barcollante
sparge involontariamente manciate di riso sof-
fiato che attraggono una scimmia. Poi, “altre si
unirono, e cosi ben presto si trovo a essere se-

guita da mezza dozzina”, cosicché “Quando
trovarono (il bambino) era circondato da un
gruppo di scimmie, piu di una dozzina. Il riso
soffiato disseminato dalla signora Das era spar-
so ai suoi piedi, e le scimmie lo rastrellavano con
le zampe. Il bambino era immobile, incapace di
parlare, con la faccia sconvolta dalle lacrime. Le
sue gambe nude erano piene di terra, graffia-
te dalle scimmie che lo colpivano ripetutamen-
te” (83, 84).

118



SAGGI

la dalla borsa della donna, e si disperde nel vento — “simbolo materiale di una dis-
connessione”:

Nessuno se ne accorse, tranne lui. La vide alzarsi, sollevata dalla brezza, fino agli al-
beri dove si erano rifugiate le scimmie, che assistevano solennemente alla scena dal-
l’alto. Anche il signor Kapasi la osservava: era 'immagine della famiglia Das che
avrebbe conservato per sempre nella memoria (86). *

L'immagine finale, frutto di questo mutuo scambio di prospettive e di punti di vi-
sta, & l'unica foto che Mr. Kapasi conservera, ma imprigionata nella mente. Il fo-
glietto non attraversera i confini dello spazio, non sara mai trasportato, né mate-
rialmente, né metaforicamente, al di 1a del mondo: mai tradotto.

Nella collisione simultanea delle percezioni personali che ciascuno ha dell’altro
la distanza prende il sopravvento, tuttii personaggi sono lasciati a languire nel pro-
prio solipsismo: la famiglia Das ritornera all’hotel, per poi ripercorrere, inalterata,
il tragitto verso casa, I’America; il signor Kapasi alla sua scialba quotidianita, por-
tando con sé, forse per sempre inespressi, sogni e illusioni. L'effetto della storia, che
bene si armonizza con lo stile delle altre, € infuso, cosi, di pessimismo, ma semina
anche le tracce di una nuova coscienza, e I’apertura verso il riconoscimento di nuo-
ve realta, sollevando il desiderio di muoversi oltre le percezioni etnocentriche di
qualsiasi cultura. Da un lato il racconto sembra voler strappare all’Occidente il mo-
nopolio del turismo esotico, “restituendo l'India all'India”,* dall’altro invita una
nazione postcoloniale a riconoscere e a dialogare con la sua diaspora.

31.Simon Lewis, Lahiri’s Interpreter of Ma- 32. Anna Nadotti, Recensione de L'Inter-
ladies, “The Explicator”, cit., p. 220. prete dei Malanni, “L'Indice 2000”, 9 (2003).
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