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Rethinking Axiality:
Why the Transcendence—Immanence Binary Does not Work
for India

Shail Mayaram

An acknowledgement

These reflections on axiality were originally written as part of a keynote address to
be delivered at a Conference on “Imagining culture(s), Undoing Disciplines”
organized by the University of Miami Center for the Humanities (2011). which for
certain reasons I was unable to attend. When Monika invited me to contribute to a
volume celebrating the work of Mukund Lath it struck me that this might accord
well with his own interests and exploration of dharma samkata and of being and
knowing in his most recent book, Kya hai? Kya nahiw hai? (Lath 2004; Lath 2009).
An abbreviated version was presented at a workshop on Religion organized by
Manindra Thakur at the Centre for Political Studies of the Jawaharlal Nehru
Univesity. I am grateful for the response of its participants.

Charles Taylor’s magnum opus A Secular Age (Taylor 2009) throws open a
challenge: How does one think about conditions of belief and secularity in the
nonwest? Taylor’s book is concerned with the West or the North Atlantic world
whose roots lie in Latin Christendom but not with the worlds of the Indian Ocean or
the Pacific. It raises for me the question of what were pre-modern “bulwarks of
belief” and practice in the nonwest? What is the nature of religious imaginations of,
say, India and China or the many universes of Arabic, Persian and the many
vernaculars? What are the changing moments therein?

This paper explores in a preliminary fashion some issues concerning the
changing religious imagination of the nonwest and is in that sense a prolegomenon.
The nature of the religious imagination, the culture-power dynamic and the
relationship between the religious and the secular undergoes a different trajectory in
both India and China, two of the major non-western civilizations. What are also
different are their conceptual grids.

‘What must be done prior to thinking the history of secularity in the nonwest is
the task of cleaning the slate before it can be written anew. A starting point is to
rethink the categories that are often invoked to analyze anOther topography of
religion. In effect, three sets of categories have been used by social science to think
about the culture/power dynamic:
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religious/secular
transcendent/immanent
sacred/profane

Interestingly, while most theorists accept the critique of the religion/sccullar
binary, the new binary between transcendent and immanent has become something
of a Kantian a priori and has been resurrected in the idea of axiality (Casanova
2009). '

The axial splitting between the transcendent and the immanent is one of the_c'ore
ontological assumptions invoked by several historical sociologists apd‘ political
philosophers. This is an understanding grounded in the historical experience of the
Abrahamic religions and of the North Atlantic world. It involves two core ideas—the
split between the immanent and the transcendent and a new sense of timc..The

" following argument challenges the temporal/typological framework that univer-
salizes the axial age. : :

The revival of the idea of axiality is associated with Shmuel N. Eisenstadt.
Reformulating an initial conceptualization by Karl Jaspers, he argued that‘ the Axial
Age breaks through in the middle of first millennium BCE. Given the radically new
idea of a transcendent God, kings could no-longer claim to be gods. Instead it
authorized prophets and priests. With the disappearance of king-god, a new model of
the secular ruler appeared, accountable to a higher order or authority, to God and
divine law. :

Axiality helped shape the great world religions and the classical empires. It
accomplished what Jaspers calls the transition from mythos to logos and Cassirer,
the limits of muythical thinking (Eisenstadt 1986). Jaspers had built on Alfred
Weber’s idea of a “real uniformity within the Eurasian bloc.” He identified a
religious and philosophical questioning in Asiatic-Greek civilization (s'ubsuming
Zorastrian religion, Jewish prophecy and Greek philosophy involving Persians, Jews
and Greeks who accomplished a breakthrough by questioning the “magistic”
worldview) and in India and China (with Confucianism and Buddhism,_ described as
secondary arenas) (Arnason 2005). Jaspers saw India and China alongside the West,
rather than Egypt and Babylonia. Jaspers’ thesis was projected as an alternative to
Christian and post-Christian ‘philosophies of history suggesting that Greek ar;td
Jewish sources were crucial to western traditions. Among the problems with his
work was that he saw nomads as “barbarian peripheries to civilizational centers”
suggesting an implicit theory of progress. = i

In a relatively recent work that Eisenstadt gave me when I visited him in
Jerusalem in 2010 (some months before his passing away and subsequently
published as Eisenstadt 2011), he referred to “multiple patterns in modf:_rni.ty,” but
not of axiality. The Florence Conference that debated the idea of. axiality had,
however, highlighted the need to think about multiple axialities involving the Greek,
Jewish, Indian and Chinese traditions (Arnason et al. 2005).
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Eisenstadt points out the tensions in the internal structure of axial visions:
inclusivist universalist claims and an exclusivist tendency. The idea of the Axial
Age, he maintains, constitutes a revolutionary process that has shaped the course of
history and is a challenge to sociological theory (Eisenstadt 2011). He also invokes
Robert Bellah who had suggested a transition from archaic modes of thought to the
historic religions. For Bellah there was a close association between religion and the
transcendental (“the historic religions are all in some sense transcendental”), and the
historical religions represent a theoretical stage of human thinking or reflexivity. He
maintains that this became a basic, predominant and hegemonic premise of cultural
programs and institutional formations within a society or civilization.

In Eisenstadt’s view the revolutionary markers of the Axial Age rupture are
explicit:

They include a broadening of horizons, or an opening up of potentially
universal perspectives, in contrast to the particularism of more archaic modes
of thought; an ontological distinction between higher and lower levels of
reality; and a normative subordination of the lower level to the higher, with
more or less overtly stated implications for human efforts to translate guiding
principles into ongoing practices. In other words, the developing Axial
visions entailed the concept of a world beyond the immediate boundaries of
their respective settings—potentially leading to the constitution of broader
institutional frameworks, opening up a range of possible institutional
formations....(Eisenstadt 2011)

Johann P. Arnason, Smuel N. Eisenstadt and Bjorn Wittrock emphasize the idea
of a historical period with defined structural aspects; of radical cultural trans-
formation in several major civilizations that experienced major rupture; and
elaborated new models of order—implying a shift from particularism and archaic to
an opening up of potentially universal perspectives (Arnason et al. 2005). They
contrast the axial model with older civilizational theory in that it does not view
civilizations as closed worlds. Eisenstadt’s concluding statement in the volume
emphasizes relations between axial and non-axial civilizations such as Japan.
Arnason, Eisenstadt and Wittrock mention that the axial model draws on Max Weber
but avoids his emphasis on particular religious traditions and dismissive treatment of
others, in particular the ways in which Weber minimized inner conflicts of Chinese
traditions and their transformative potential. They also acknowledge that the models
of Jaspers and Eisenstadt are dependent on assumptions of Greek and Jewish
versions of axiality, particularly the distinction between the transcendental and
mundane.

To be fair, Jan Assmann critiques traditional conceptions of axiality, particularly
the illusion of a “mysterious synchrony” and points out that there have been older
and also later moments of axiality as when Akhenaten initiated a monotheistic
revolution in the 14th century BCE (Assmann 2008). There is also the question of
whether Zoroaster belongs to an axial or a preceding moment.
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As one looks at India, axiality becomes highly problematic. Let us begin with the
question of how historical sociologists and theorists conceive of axiality. Jan
Heesterman views the Vedic sacrifice as the starting-point of an axial transformation
in India, viewing the ritual system concerned with order. But a far larger number of
scholars identify the §ramana traditions and specifically Buddhism as constitutive of
axiality.

Taylor, however, takes a different position. He identifies the transcendent/im-
manent distinction as “foundational” in defining religion for our culture and refers to
the “Axial Age” as an extraordinary period when “‘higher’ forms of religion
appeared seemingly independent in different civilizations, marked by founding
figures as Confucius, Gautama, Socrates, the Hebrew prophets” (Taylor 2009: 16,
151). Taylor views axiality as a transformative moment that articulates the idea of a
higher human good. It involves personae such as monks, sages and renouncer$ and
institutions in that it undercuts the “pagan”; just as the sarigha undermines the
brahman. Axiality initiates “a break in all three dimensions of embeddedness: Social
order, cosmos, human good.” Taylor acknowledges that Buddhism radically
andercuts the cosmos but does not see it as undermining the idea of transcendence.
What is problematic is his conception of Buddhist nirvana as a “beyond or outside.”"
If the cosmos is undercut how can nirvana be an outside? With respect to Latin
Christendom, he maintains that the process is completed only in the 16th century
(Taylor 2011). “Or if it remains cosmic, it loses its original ambivalent character,
and exhibits an order of unalloyed goodness, as with the ‘Heaven’, guarantor of just
rule in Chinese thought, or the order of Ideas of Plato, whose key is the Good”
(152).

More recently, Rajeev Bhargava (n.d.) has identified in the Ashokan inscriptions
the idea of the common good articulated in the idea of dhamma, which marks a
radical break with the Vedic (vaidika). The argument leaves several questions
unanswered. :

Is the Vedic only about transactions between men and gods for material gains—
i.c., the idea of sacrifice exclusively as propitiating the gods? Does the Vedic not
also offer clues to transcendental morality (as distinct from ethics)? Further, does the
Buddhist moment mark a break with the past or does it conjoin with another past?
The argument raises further issues. How is difference marked between the brahmana

and the $ramana? What is the nature of the later dialogue between the two? Is the
Vedic being conflated with the brahmanical?

The $ramana traditions, as Govind Chandra Pande demonstrates, predate the
Vedas. Sramana came from moral exertion (§rama)and countered the yajfia-centric
worldview. Both Buddhism and Jainism represented continuity with the pre-Vedic

1 “The transcendent may now be quite beyond or outside of the cosmos, as with the Creator God
of Genesis, or the Nirvana of Buddhism,” Taylor writes citing Oakley. This involves a “rupture
with JTewish idea of creation ex nihilio, which took God out of the cosmos and placed him above
1t
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and are also “deeply influenced by Vedic thought.” “The fashionable view regarding
Buddhism as a Protestant Vedicism and its birth as a Reformation appears to be
based on a misreading of later Vedic history caused by the fascination of a historical
analogy and the ignorance or neglect of Pre-Vedic-civilization” (Pande 1957: 317).
Joshi cites G.C. Pande, H. Zimmer and H.L. Jain on the non-Vedic and non-Aryan
origin of Buddhism, Samkhya-Yoga and Jainism. Joshi points out likewise that even
before the Upanisads and the Buddha there were non-Vedic and non-brahmanic
sages and ascetics. He maintains, “Buddhism and the non-Brahmanic thought of the
Upanisads belong to the non-Aryan and pre-Vedic Indian cultural tradition” (Joshi
1970: 12). He builds on Pande’s argument pointing to the Harappan influence in the
culture of munis and $ramanas. We need to remember that Sakyamuni was predated
by six Buddhas.

Raymond Panikkar cites a Rgvedic hymm (X.136) dedicated to the muni or silent
ascetic, who is a kesin (with long loose hair) and who consumes vis (poison, as Siva
does):

Within him is fire, within him is drink,
within him both earth and heaven.

He is the Sun which views the whole world,
he is indeed Light itself—

the long-haired ascetic.

There is mention also of the Vratyas, those who don’t follow ritual. They are
called yatis in the brahmanas (Pande 2011). The yatis and munis in Samkhya, Yoga,
Jainism, Ajivism do not recognize the Veda. It was only later with Patanjali (200
CE) that Yoga was turned into a theistic system. :

The vaidika/sramanaka is hardly the equivalent of the “archaic”/Abrahamic. The
Rgveda is not archaic/pagan given the ideas of santi, yta and rna expressive of
conceptions of the cosmos, order and human good. Rta and satya provide the cosmic
foundation of the universe and may be apprehended by fapas or disciplined
“seeking” or sddhana and realized through them (Krishna 2011).

Bhargava cites Edward Fitzpatrick Crangle (1994) as suggesting that early Vedic
practices involve “a worldly attitude whereby the worshipper seeks to appease gods
by performing ritual sacrificial ceremonies.” Crangle and Bhargava clearly approach
the Vedic tradition from the outside contrasted with, say, Panikkar, who attempts to
understand it from within. It is interesting that they cite the “otherness” within Vedic
belief describing those who were opposed to Aryan rituals as “unbelievers, riteless
people.”

Bhargava sees the Buddha as offering a different conception of dharma, not for
personal or collective self-fulfillment but to make easier a common life of a diverse
society. It offers a “transcendental point from which one examines the cosmos” and
from this emanates a moral vision it makes a profound restructuring of society and
polity possible. Bhargava points out that Romila Thapar also sees the 6th ccnu;ry as
a “century of universal questioning.” Moreover, Buddha’s teachings opened up the
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possibility of the radical socio-political restructuring of the world and the self by
politico-moral action from above. Buddha’s ethic included the pivotal importance of
moral action (Bhargava forthcoming).

Bhargava builds on D.D. Kosambi who highlights not only the personal conver-
sion of the emperor but of the entire state apparatus. Asoka inaugurates the new idea
of the cakravartin, the wheel turner, the upholder of dharma who is intrinsic to the
social and moral order of the world. His seventh edict is an attempt to tame the
institution of kingship and to contain the absolute exercise of power. Dhamma is not
virtue, religious truth or piety, but akin as Obeysekere and Tambiah have pointed out
to transcendental morality (cited by Bhargava forthcoming).

The two moments of Sakyamuni and Agoka thus become conflated in Bhargava’s
argument. The problem is also that the past is understood through a contemporary
lens. Bhargava offers a view of “religion” based on mutual exclusion. What i% the
extent to which contemporary categories such as “hate speech” can be superimposed
on the past? Can the polemics between Sufis and yogis be called thus, or that
between different Sufi lineages or between the brahmans and bhikkhus?

It is the Upanigads, Bhargava concludes, that provide the axial turn, the birth of
the idea of radical transcendence and therefore of a duality between this world
(samsara) and brahman or arman, the ultimate reality pervading the whole universe
or our deepest inner, imperishable. Moksa is liberation (mukti) from the cycle of
samsara, achieved through jfidna, inner, intuitive knowledge. But does the
upanishadic signify duality or a non-dual perspective (see on this Gandhi 1984).

The question to be asked is whether the upanishadic texts are not part of the
“Vedic experience,” as Panikkar puts it. Clearly the idea of axiality runs into
problems with respect to Indian typologies and temporalities. It also superimposes
categories based on the Semitic experience of other cultures.

Indeed, both India and China suggest trajectories that challenge the
transcendent/immanent binary. China defines understanding in terms of religion as
belief in “transcendent.” Both Buddhism and Confucianism are its denial—in
Buddhism there was only the constantly changing immanent and as for Confucian-
ism the binary itself became irrelevant. Indeed, an immanent—transcendent holism is
what would seem more apt.

In India there are theistic systems that refer to a causal god, but there are others
in which the idea of the divine is transcausal and acosmic. Shlomo Biderman’s
critique of axiality and the transposition of “transcendence” is particularly interest-
ing as it comes from a scholar deeply grounded in both Judaic and Indian philoso-
phies. Strangely none of the Axial Age theorists have chosen to respond to him. He
contrasts transcendence in two cultures, European and Indian, pointing out that the
presupposition of transcendence (where presupposition means an assumption) is
rooted in the West’s philosophical and religious framework going back to ancient
Greeks as in Plato’s theory of forms (less adequately called theory of ideas). It
establishes “the ontological precedence of the outward over the inward, exteriority
over interiority, the universal over the particular, transcendent over the immanent”
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(Biderman 2008: 18; the subsequent page numbers in parentheses are citations from
this work).

Biderman cites Heinrich Heine in saying that the prominence given to the pre-
supposition of transcendence in the West came from the “fusion of the Platonic-
Aristotelian metaphysical assumption and Judeo-Christian religious belief in a
transcendent personal God” (23). He points out the enormous irony in that Plato and
Aristotle transcend pagan “ancient Greek merriment.” Mythic worlds of stories of
the exploits of the Gods would only later be invoked by Nietzsche’s Dionysius.
Heine castigates these Greek philosophers for failing to defend Hellenism or “the
Greek way of feeling and thinking.” Christianity followed Judaism in instituting
transcendence as the foundation of culture promoting a worldview that is “dismal,
emaciated, ascetic, over-spiritual” (24). Biderman comments on the “common
knowledge that the three forms of western monotheism share between them a belief
in the existence of a divine being. But it is less commonly observed that this belief is
deeply rooted in the common conceptual bedrock...[which is] the presupposition of
transcendence” “This is a presupposition about God’s exteriority, His outwardness,
His being different, the total ‘Other’, unlike any other being”, “His complete
contrariness to both nature and human beings, and the gap between Him and human
beings” (24-25). Biderman acknowledges exceptions such as the Stoics and
Neoplatonists, but even when godhead is depicted in immanent terms it is grounded
in transcendence. The presupposition of transcendence, Biderman argues, continues
to play a “constitutive role within Western religious languages.... Transcendence
precedes both belief and practice by virtue of being a ‘mental paradigm,’ - that
“draws a clear-cut demarcation between interiority and exteriority and sees this
demarcation as being essentially asymmetrical-positing a clear precedence of
exteriority over interiority, of the objective over the subjective” (27). The word
sacred, derived from Latin sacrare, meaning to set apart as holy, to consecrate.

Transcendence is not necessarily linked to monotheism, Biderman points out.
Indeed, the Biblical world could be called henotheism, as Max Miiller did, with God
as supreme among a plurality of gods. The Exodus states, “Who is like unto thee, O
Lord, among the gods?” Philosophical interpretations view God as non-corporeal,
non-material, singular, abstract although there are attempts also to endow God with
corporeal form, as anthropomorphic and with attributes. The presupposition of
transcendence is whether God is portrayed as an abstract being, formless and
incorporeal or as personal with qualities. Biderman highlights the violent and vehe-
ment rejection of different forms of idolatry. Jan Assmann terms this family of
religions as counter-religion since they reject anything opposing them, referring to
such alternatives as paganism, heresy or idolatry (42). They are constantly
compromised by Jewish midrashic, kabbalistic and Hasidic literature, Meister Eck-
hart and forms of Sufism in the attempt to bridge the “yawning abyss,” as Gershom
Scholem puts it, between God and man (50).

Indian philosophical and religious milieus do not put the presupposition of
transcendence at the center as suggested by two millennia of Indian thought,
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Biderman argues. Divinity is not considered “something essentially different from
the world and as something that has ontological precedence over man and the world”
(52). Hasidism and Indian devotionalism are not similar, unlike what Martin Buber
thought.

In the Vedic tradition, ritual/sacrifice is very different from the paradigmatic
Abrahamic sacrifice of Cain/Abel or of Abraham. Humans along with gods and
sacrificial activity are subject to cosmic order. Ritual is attributed a cosmic role,
ritual creates the world and preserves it and there is an autonomy of the ritual act
that makes gods dependent on the seers. Between the ninth and seventh centuries
BCE an internalization of ritualistic activity occurs. The ritualistic act is perceived as
a “unique act of creation: man upholds the cosmos through his ritualistic activity
(and, alongside that, by means of his linguistic activity, he preserves the Vedas, the

. framework of the cosmos, by performing them)” (58-59). .

The second instance of the absence of the presupposition of transcendence is in
the idea of atman. In the Brhaddranyaka-Upanisad’s conception, “If a man knows |
am Brahman’ in this way, he becomes this whole world. Not even the gods are able
to prevent it, for he becomes their very self (atman). So when a man venerates
another deity, thinking, ‘He is one, and I am another’, he does not understand....The
gods, therefore, are not pleased at the prospect of men coming to understand this”
(60). “I am Brahman” reverses the relationship between man and god, makes gods
dependent on the knowing self. God is different from man, but not an “other.”
“Idolatry” and the idea of “heresy” are integral conceptions of Western monotheism
that are alien in this context. :

The §ramana traditions also deny the idea of the transcendent. In Buddhism there
is no notion of divinity and the idea of ISvara is denied. It would reject Plato’s
assumption that true reality is “out there” beyond the cave (that is, beyond
phenomenal life), Biderman points out (53). From Nagarjuna (150 CE) there is a
radical critique of all pramdnas regarding their capacity to grasp the nature of
ultimate reality (Krishna 2000: ch. 3). On the other hand, over the years folkloristic
Buddhism adopts a significant part of the Indian pantheon.

The notion of pratityasamutpada is translated as “dependent arising” also co-
arising or “interdependent arising”, i.e., that phenomena arise together in a mutually
interdependent web of cause and effect, which is what the Buddha awakened to.
What is denied here is a theory of creationism or origins in the assertion that any
phenomena exists only because of the existence of other phenomena in an incredible
complex web of cause and effect covering time past, time present and time future.
This is symbolized by the indrajala or multidimensional spider’s web on which lie
dew drops or jewels reflecting all other dew drops.

In pratityasamutpada everything depends on everything else, all things are
conditioned and transient (anicca), have no real independent identity (anatta) and
thus do not truly exist as entities though the ordinary mind perceives them as such.
Knowledge/wisdom (prajiid) is to “see things as they are” (yatha-bhiita-fiana-

dassana) and that all phenomena are insubstantial and empty (sinya) and thence to
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renounce desire and attachment, cultivate awareness and understanding and
Franscend the conditioned realm of form through buddhahood. Nigarjuna, the most
important representative of the Madhyamika school of Buddhism, rejects both
monistic and dualistic accounts of causation and explains Sinyata (emptiness) of
causality by demonstrating the interdependence of cause and effect.

I conclude this discussion with a further set of questions to the proponents of
Axiality. What are the indices, the minimalist agenda, in other words, what
conditions will disprove the idea of Axiality or certify its non-existence?

Is it the case that Axiality obfuscates what might be important inter-civilizational
differences?

Does the idea of prophecy and of revelation and of God and priests mark
difference or sameness? Is the criteria of justification and legitimation of the social
and political order different in India and China?

The question is as to whether there was one axial turn or many such turns, the
Rgveda constituting one, the Upanisads another, and the Buddha and Mahavira yet
another. Akka Mahadevi, Kabr, Nanak and MTa being moments in the “medieval”
followed by the great modern sages, among them being Ramakrsna Paramahamsa,
Sri Aurobindo, Narayana Guru and Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi. But in that c;ase

the idea of the Axial Age Revolution is so watered down, as to be rendered virtually
useless
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A Short Improvisation on Time,

Transcendence, and Self-Identity’

Daniel Raveh

1 Prologue

[ first met Mukundji in Daya Krishna’s writings. “Dr. Mukund Lath”, as he is always
formally referred to, is mentioned in many of Dayaji’s articles as the most intimate
of interlocutors, as a source of creative thinking and a voice deeply rooted in the
Sanskrit tradition. These two scholars and close associates share a working method
which I call “thinking with”. For Daya Krishna and Mukund Lath, the challenge of
reading a text is to think with its author. For both of them, a text is a "meeting place”
of author and reader, a "realm of between” as Daya Krishna puts it, in which the
reader is as integral a contributor to the thinking process, to the text as a process, as
the author. Such an attitude changes the conventional balance between authorship
and readership. The text no longer “belongs” exclusively to the author, but turns into
what Daya Krishna refers to as samvdda, a dialogic encounter, a mutual experiment.

As I was recently reading Patafijali’s Yogasiitra and its commentaries together
with Mukundji, that is, as we were thinking with Patafijali and his commentators, he
found special interest in Vacaspatimiéra’s Tartvavaisaradi and Hariharananda
Aranya’s Bhdsvati. Whenever we encountered a problem (and “problems” are
“good” as they stir the philosophical exploration), Mukundji would suggest turning
to “our friend” Vacaspatimiéra, to see how he works with the problem at hand, or to
consult “our Bengali friend” Aranya. Seeing them as friends is a natural outcome of
the “thinking with” method. If Vacaspatimisra and Aranya, Patafijali, Sankara and
every other mahda-thinker are not taken as gurus and their writings are not treated as
an untouchable sruti; if one is free to draw on their insights or take issue with them;
if one spends hours and days reading them and thinking with them, preferring the
coolness of the philosophy-loka over the heat of the mundane sphere, they literally
become friends. Therefore I was excited (and Mukundji composedly curious) when-
ever we were able, between the lines of their philosophical arguments, to learn
something about our friends, Patafijali’s commentators. T will give two examples:

In his commentary on Yogasitra-bhasya 1.49 Vicaspatimisra discusses the
interplay between pramana and prameya, means of knowledge and knowable. Does
a pramana “objectively” reveal an "independent” object to the perceiver, or does it
“actively” shape the object, or even ratify its factuality as hinted here by the piarva-

I The title draws on and corresponds with Daya Krishna’s “Time, Truth and Transcendence”
(1999).
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paksin? Vicaspatimiéra suggests that a pramana is not the cause (karana) of the
prameya in the strong sense that when the former ceases, so does the latter. He
illustrates: even when the moon is just a single kald, namely, one sixteenth of a full
moon, and the deer (haripa) in the moon cannot be seen, no one doubts his
existence. Besides its philosophical purport, ie., the fact that it questions the
conventional balance between pramapa and prameya, the illustration is interesting
because of the deer. The images of the rabbit or man in the moon are well known.”.
It was the first time that I encountered the as plausible deer image.
Another anecdote which provides a glimpse into the lifeworld of another friend,
Vyasa, Patafijali’s bhdsya-kara, is found in his commentary of Yogasitra 2.54.
Reflecting upon of the relation between pratydhdra and vairagya, detachment at the
level of the senses and the mind respectively, Vyidsa wonders which comes first,
pratydhéra or vairdagya, or whether detachment at the level of the senses preeedes or
follows, contributes to or is contributed to by detachment at the level of the mind.
Vyasa’s own take is that the senses follow the mind, i.e., that it is “inner’ detach-
ment which precedes ‘its “external” counterpart. To drive the point home, he
picturesquely maintains that just as the bees follow the king-bee (madhukara-raja)
when he flies, and rest when he rests, so the senses follow the mind and become
disengaged from their objects when the mind ceases. A counter-perspective would
"be that as long as there is sensory input, the mind cannot find rest and quiescence,
and therefore detachment at the level of the senses must precede vairdgya at the
mind-level. On top of its philosophical import, the king-bee illustration is a delight-
ful reminder that “our friend” Vyasa, with whom we work, Mukundji and I, on
Patafijali’s text, belongs to the 4th or 5th century CE. Interestingly, some of Vyasa’s
English translators translate madhukara-rdja as queen-bee, thus “correcting” the
illustration. To my mind, such a move undervalues the friendship with Vyasa.

2 In the preface of her book The Hindus: An Alternative History, Wendy Doniger works with the
images of man and rabbit in the moon. According to her, the Western (or Euro-American as she
puts it) vision is of a man in the moon; the Indian (or Hindu as she puts it, even though she
quotes just a single source: the Buddhist Jataka tales) is of a hare (or rabbit) in the moon. She
adds that “other cultures see a woman, a moose, a buffalo, a frog and so forth” (p. 11). Doniger
perceptibly explains that the different vision of a man in one culture, a rabbit in another, is not
derived from the fact that the Euro-Americans and the Indians see ‘the moon from different
angles. Rather, it is simply a different “translation” of the dark shape visible in the moon. She
uses the man/rabbit anecdote to underscore the openness and panoramic approach needed,
according to her, in cross-cultural research. She beautifully writes: “[O]nce you’ve seen the
rabbit (or hare) in the moon, it’s hard to see the man anymore, but the double vision is what we
should strive for.”
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2 _stz_r_m, krama, svaripa: moment, sequence and self-identity in
Patafijala-yoga ;

In the following lines I will touch on the notion of time as depicted in Pitafijala-
yoga, and on the (dis)connection of time and self-identity. Mukundji’s presence will
become transparent as we move on. Not merely was he kind enougﬁ to read portions
Qf the Yogasitra and its commentarial body with me, but also did he think of chanﬂé
(interrelated with time) and identity in his paper “Identity through Necewa:
Change.: Thinking about raga-bhéava — Concepts and Characters”. T will draw or‘;hthiz
perceptive paper. l

In Yogasitra (YS) 3.9-10, Pataiijali portrays the yogin as a “collector” of “silent
mome_nts” (nirodha-ksana-s), attempting to gradually minimize the “gaps” bet‘ween
them in order to3 achieve consistent, uninterrupted silent flow (prasanta-vahita) of
consciousnesses.” In YS 3.53 Patafijali further writes that through meditation
(famyama) on ksana and krama, moment and sequence, knowledge-born-of-
discernment (viveka-jam jAanam) is accomplished, depicted by him (in YS 3.55) as
non-seqpential (akrama), all-encompassing (sarva-visaya), eternal (sarvathda-visaya)
and liberative (zf&n'u‘ca).‘t -

In his gloss of satra 3.53, Vyasa argues that,

sa khaly ayam kalo vastu-sinyo buddhi-nirmanah Sabda-jiiana—anupati,
?lmt“: (kala) is a substance-less (vastu-$iinya) mental-construction (buddhi-
nirmapa), based merely on verbal proficiency (Sabda-jriana—anupatr)”.

Intc.restingly. the i?h&.yya-kﬁra employs Patafijali’s exact words in YS 1.9, a verse
de(.ilcated not to time but to vikalpa or verbal construction. In YS 1.9 Pataiijali
writes that, . .

Sabda-jfiana—anupati vastu-siinyo vikalpah, “verbal construction (vikalpa) is
substance-less (or reference-less), and based merely on verbal proficiency”.

The immediate connection between time and verbal construction is that time
f:lccorfiing to Vyasa, is in fact substance-less or “unreal”, but “exists” in language o;'
is maintained as “real” through language. Muhirta,’ day, night etc., he explain: ,are
nothing but vikalpa. He continues to suggest that “the present is a single morr;ent;

3 YS 3.10: rasya prasanta-vahita samskarat. A flow of silent (consciousness, prasanta-vahitd) is
brought about by (nirodha-)samskéra-s.

4 Yyas‘fl glosses the term ¢@raka as denoting knowledge emerging from one’s sva-pratibhd, “own
light ,E?Ptrary_ to knowle_dgc based on any “external” instruction (upadesa). The Vivarana-kéra
an_d Vljn_anz.d’)hlksu explain that it is knowledge derived from samyama or yogic 1nediialion
Yacaspanmxsra focuses on the capacity of knowledge-born-of-discernment to liberate or deliver
from the samsara.

5 Muhiirta is a short period of time. According to Aranya (1981: 336), in the present case it

indicates a measure of time covering 48 minutes.
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earlier and later moments do not exist”.® His gloss is in tune with Patafijali’s
assertion in YS 4.12, that “past and future exist (in the present) in their special form
(“stored” in “karmic mamory”)“.7 Vyasa further argues that two moments (ksana-s)
cannot co-exist. This is to say that only a single moment, or more precisely the
present moment, exists. Time as a universal, consisting of past, present and future, is
nothing more than vikalpa, “lingual occurrence”. The yogin differs from the worldly
(laukika) person in his capacity to see “time” as made of different components, real
and unreal. He is not taken by the familiarity of the sequence (krama), and is capable
of ascertaining the ksana-, the atomic moment, the *“now”, in the kramic fagade.

The Vivarana-kdra, in his commentary on YS 3.53, underscores the absolute
difference in the way time is perceived by a yogin who has reached one-pointedness
and is absorbed in sativa (ekagra-bhiami-pratistha-citta-sattval) and by a vyutthita-

cittasya, a person with a chattering, scattered mind. Even if he still takes part'in the
(false, worldly) “experience of time” (kala-anubhava), a one-pointed yogin “knows”
that there is no essential difference between the single moment and a thousand
cosmic eras (ksana-yuga-sahasrayos tulyatd). The sameness (tulyatd) of the two is
based on the fact that every measurement of time, short or long, is constructed upon
the present moment which alone is real. The Vivarana-kdra continues to speculate
that in a dream, one can cross a thousand miles within a few minutes, whereas in
reality it would take a whole year. His conclusion is that “the conglomeration known
as time is indeed a strange® mental-construct” (tasmad-buddhi-vaicitrya-nirmita eva
kala-samaharah). Time is a conglomeration (samahara) created in language
(through sentences such as “he sleeps till the time of milking the cow”, the author of
the Vivarana cxempliﬁcs).g Strangely, one lives in language, primarily in language.
Salman Rushdie, in his The Ground Beneath Her Feet, coins a delightful acronym to
signify the language spoken in Bombay-now-Mumbai: Hug-Me.'® 1t stands for
Hindi, Urdu, Gujarati, Marathi and English as the languages which “Bombay bhasa”
is the intermixture of. If I may take Rushdie’s Hug-Me away from its immediate
context, apropos the Vivarana-kara’s observations about time, then it seems that the
hug of language, every language, perhaps like every hug, creates a “dreamy”
experience in which “reality” is forgotten. For the yogin, even the wakeful
experience of time (“He studies till the time the rice is cooked”, the author of the
Vivarana further exemplifies) is “dreamy” and unnecessarily expansive, compared
with the “minimal” time instant referred to by Patafijali as ksana.

6 tasmad vartamana evaikah ksano na parvottara-ksandh santiti (Yogasiitra-bhasya 3.53 in
Aranya 1981: 336). .

7 YS 4.12: atita-andgatam sva-rapato sty adhva-bhedad dharmanam. "Past and future exist (in
the present) in their special form (“stored” in “karmic memory”). Owing to the time difference,
their properties are different.”

8 Vaicitrya is “that which is strange, fantastic, wonderful, multi-faceted”.

9 Ibid.

10 Rushdie 1999: 7.
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3 \il_Jnanabhiksu takes YS 3.53 as an occasion to discuss the notion of time in
Patanjalg-yoga opposite time as perceived by the Vaisesikas and the Buddhiq-ts Ina
flutsheil it can be said that the Yoga stance regarding time as ksana (mnment.) ;;.tand 3
in shee'r contrast with the position of the Vaiéesika school of thbught Tﬁe V'li'i\ﬁﬂ.k'i:
view tlrpe as unitary, objective and absolute. For them, the insta.m is aLrt“]a:tivtel
pragmatic conception which depends upon its relation to an event J‘;/Ioreo'ver i£
presupposes the universal substratum of the time-substance {kr?[a-drm.:m) wl"lich i,ﬁ @
metaphysical reality. On the other hand, Pataiijala-yoga seems to be on a par W;IIL;
the ksanavadic Buddhist viewpoint. However, as Anindita Balslev aptly p;ztl:lir “the
common denial of the ubiquitous time as a unitary, objective reality ;loes m;r léad to
a c.onfl}?n understanding in their [Yogic and Buddhist] conception of becorﬁin and
being”. . Ff)r the Buddhists, the conception of time as an instant implies thatgeven
the self is instantaneous and ever-changing. In Yoga the self, purusa, is that whicl
endur-t?s in time. It is timeless, unchanging, in fact unchangeable. e ;

_Vl_]ﬁinabhiksu’s debate with the Buddhists in his commentary of Yogasiitra-
bhasya 3.53, regarding the interplay between the changing and the unch'l'n bl
corresponds with Patafijali’s own statement in YS 3.14: . hcen

O L e " - :
A dharmzfz 1s “he” whom a series of past, present and future ($anta-udita-
avyapadesya) dharma-s belong to."*

The dharmin (form-bearer) remains unchanged amidst the constant changing
dharma-s (forms). However, the dharmin in the present siitra is not purm'abthz
selfhood or essence which stands at the center of the yogic process as qe]i.'-c; ;jir
The dharmin is rather that which is referred to in the Samkhyan .formul?uim):
adopte.d by Patafijali, as alinga (the unmanifest), namely the 'most subtle layer 01:'
prak_m,' consisting of primeval matter. According to the Samkhyan narrative
everythlr-lg in the world is in constant flux (paripdma), as expiain.sd by Patanjali ir:
the prevluous sutra (YS 3.13). What is seen by the conventional eye as a solid
uncha-ngmg object is in fact a “still photo™ of a dynamic change-process .The raw
material which takes different forms, which assumes different qualities i\.;.n-mze other
tban prakrti. Hence it is not just purusa that the yogin-s and the i%l;ddl1iqts are
disputed about, but in effect purusa-prakrti,'* as a gen;aral name for the cqwlntial' t
approach affirmed in Patafjala-yoga, rejected by the Buddhists. % 5

Neve@eless, for Vijianabhiksu, the discussion of time, of moment and
sequence, is not merely theoretic. The notion of ksana refers both to the atomic units
v-vh:ch the kramic, sequential chain is made of, and to an Archimedean point hé onél
time as bec_oming. The timelessness which the yogin strives for is to be founé it)]( the
ksana, not in krama. Sequence is time, and time is vastu-sinya. If according to YS

11 Balslev 2009: 115.
12 YS 3.14: santa-udita-avyapadesya-dharma-anupatt dharmi.

13 In Yogasitra-bhasya 4.33 asa explicitly speaks of i 7]
: Vyas licitl t ) 'ni ; f
i yli — Vi p y sp he nityata (eternity, permanence) o
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3.9-10 the yogin “collects” silent “pirodha moments”, then it should be notcc.l that
together they do not form a sequence. The term krama refers mers:ly t'o a series of
worldly “vyutthdana moments”. In the course of meditation, the yogin w1thdra\.,vs }nto
a “‘silent moment”, gradually transforming it to a «continuous moment”, beginning-
less and endless, unaffected by change. It is no longer a moment among moments,
but an enduring, non-sequential (akrama) moment. This existential reading of the
moment-sequence dynamics becomes evident in YS 4.33. Just an instant before the
final definition of kaivalya in YS 4.34, the closing verse of the Yogasiitra, Patafijali
returns to the ksana/krama interplay and writes:

Krama (sequence) is “the other” of ksana (moment), and is ascertained at the
moment of the termination of change (parinﬁma-apara-anta).

Krama is the pratiyogin oOr “the other”" of ksana in the sense that the latter is real,
while the former is mere vikalpa. YS 4.33 can be read simultaneously as 2 part of
Patafijali’s discussion of time, and as an existential, even metaphysical statemcr'\t
anticipating the kaivalya-sitra (YS 4.34) which comes next. As the yogin
approaches the peak of his “yoga ascent”, having arrivefl at the lalst moment 'of his
phenomenal existence as succession of parinama-s, he is ﬁnally_ in the position to
“Jook back” and “bid farewell” to the phenomenal sequence, Or 1n fact to sequence
as such, as he melts into the infinite singularity of ksapa. This non-sequential
outside-of-time-ness Patafijali refers to as kaivalya ot “freedom”. This freedom is not
just from time as sequentiality, but also from the conventional notion of self-identity
based on time as sequentiality, linearity, chronological onward motion. At the same
time, if I may adopt Isajah Berlin’s famous distinction, kaivalya is not just “freedom
from” but also “freedom to". It is freedom to OF toward self-identity of a tota_lly
different kind, born of the timeless ksana, self-identity in the sense of recow;nng
(rather than discovering as it is there and was there all along) the sva.r-ﬁpa or inner
essence or authenticity which Patafijali, drawing on the Samkhya tradition, refers to

as purusa.

'3 Ghajini

AR. Murugadoss’s flm Ghajini (2008) is a fascinating movie. I will diSCJ:lSS it
briefly from two angles. First, I will reflect on Ghajini as translation. Then I _w111 try
to clarify, through the film, the difference between the tWo models of sellf-1'dcnuty
introduced above, namely the standard model based on krama or sequentiality and
the alternative, yogic, k.sana-bnscd, falling-out—of—time model.

14 ksana-prariyogi parinﬁma-apam-ama—ni rgrahyah kramalh. 3 TE

15 The term pratiyogin can be translated as counterpart, counter-correlate, rival, partner. Eh.oja.ra_]a

in his commentary suggests that the phrase ksana—pratiyog? means k.saya—vdaksanah, different
from ksana”..
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Ghajini is a translation (or remake or adaptation, which T view as modes of
translation) of Christopher Nolan’s film Memento (2000). It is in fact a second
attempt on Murugadoss’s behalf to work with or recreate Memento. His first take
was the Tamil film Ghajini (2005). Thinking about translation apropos Ghajini is
not unrelated to Mukundji’s work. He himself is deeply interested in translation,
both practically and theoretically. On the thearetic level, he touches on the notion of
svikarana (literally “making one’s own”), a term used by the 9th- or 10th-century
poet Rajasekhara in his Kavyamimamsa with reference to lines, couplets, stanza and
other units “borrowed™ or “quoted” from other poets and used in one’s own poetry.
For Rajasekhara, Mukundji explains, a svikarana is not harana or plagiarism, but “a
legitimate, even commendable poetic practice, which operates through creatively
(ransforming a given material”.!®This is to say that a translation should not be
necessarily measured by its loyalty to the “original”, but also, perhaps even
primarily, by its creativity or the way that a certain material is “made mine” by the
translator. The notion of svikarana, beautifully translated by Mukundji as
“transcreation”, implies that creativity is collective and reciprocal. It implies that the
translator takes part in the authorship of the text, be it a poem, a piece of prose, a
musical chapter, a film, etc. A translator, or at least a good translator, across
languages, eras Or art-forms, is therefore not just an artisan but a full-fledged artist.
The task of the translator, Walter Benjamin suggests in his famous “The Task of the
Translator” (1923), is to de-conceal “the language of Eden”, a primordial universal
tongue “broken” into infinite languages owing to the human hubris symbolized by
the tower of Babel. This basic language, according to Benjamin, resonates in each
and every language and is to be reached through translation as inter-linguistic
dialogue. Benjamin’s contention is based on the biblical tower of Babel myth
(Genesis 11:1-9). Benjamin’s insight takes me, if T may follow my imagination, as
far as to Prayag Raj, the sangam or conjunction of three rivers: Gangd, Yamuna and
Sarasvati. The former two rivers/goddesses are flowing with water. The latter is
metaphoric, subtle, inner rather than outer. Drawing on Benjamin, I would like to
suggest that the dialogic sangam of Ganga and Yamund as two languages has the
capacity of revealing Sarasvati, the goddess of wisdom, as the primeval language
vibrating in both. However SarasvatT is also the patroness of music and the arts. I
would therefore broaden Benjamin’s vision and infer that every translation as a
sangam or dialogue evokes goddess Sarasvatl as the source not merely of language
but of creativity as such. A good translator, then, or a transcreator, is he who sips
from the subterranean river of creativity, commonly hidden from the eye and beyond
reach.

In two of his articles, “Bharata Muni and Hindi Films” and “Bharata Muni and
Hindi Films Re:visitcd”,17 Mukundji touches on what he sees as the continuity from
Bharata’s Natyasastra and Abhinavagupta’s commentary on Bharata’s work to

E A e e el e

16 Lath 1998: 25.
17 Thid.: 123-49 and 150-62.
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contemporary Hindi cinema. He underscores the in-between-ness of the present-day
Hindi film, influenced by Western cinema and drawing on classical formulations of
the rasa theory. Mukundji’s focus is (of course) on music and more precisely, on the
song and dance sequences indispensable in formula-oriented or masala movies. My
present contention is that popular Indian cinema echoes not just rasa-overtones but
even classical philosophical notions, as in Ghajini’s treatment of self-identity.
Christopher Nolan’s film Memento is a disturbing movie. Its non-linearity,
present occurrences blended with flashbacks of an undeciphered past, fragments of
blurred memory, all leave the spectator in a zone of uncomfortable uncertainty,
interwoven with ambivalence pertaining to the shattered, ambiguous identity of
Leonard, the protagonist. The film offers contradicting hints, which raise the
suspicion that Leonard himself, a present-day Oedipus, blind not in terms of eyesight

but of memory, is the murderer of his own wife, the very same murderer whont with

great effort he attempts to find. Protagonist and spectator alike do not know how to
create a coherent picture of the scrambled jigsaw-puzzle pieces they collect scene
after scene. As the movie rolls forward (or actually backwards), spectator and
protagonist alike develop an increasing apprehension of (and simultaneously
obsession for) self-revelation, which can never be accomplished owing to Leonard’s
short-term memory loss. He is unable to establish a coherent sequence out of the
broken pieces of identity which he finds along his journey. His struggle for self-
identity is a foretold failure. Memento invites the spectator to investigate a space of
elusive ambiguity, suppressed underneath the alleged safety of the on-the-surface
reality. Each of us, the film hints, is a Leonard fighting in vain for sequential, linear
self-identity, with certain degrees of tentative: success. This success is necessarily
short-termed, if one takes into account biological considerations such as old age.
Memory is the string which binds: together the momentary events that one chooses to
identify with or repress, to include in or exclude from his story.

The most potent scene of Ghajini, taking the plot into a direction unvisited by
Jonathan and Christopher Nolan, the scriptwriters of Memento, is the “erasing
scene”. Ghajini, the villain (and interestingly the film is called after the Villain,
perhaps since the protagonist ultimately “melts” into a space beyond names, beyond
language itself, as I will suggest shortly), responsible for the death of Sanjay’s wife-
to-(never)-be, manages to get hold of Sanjay while he is unconscious, to erase his
tattoos and burn his photos. In brackets let me explain that Sanjay Singhania (Aamir
Khan) is the protagonist, the Leonard of Murugadoss’s Hindi Ghajini. Through these
tattoos and with the help of snapshots which he constantly takes, Sanjay, like
Memento’s Leonard, arduously holds on to the scattered pieces of his shattered
identity. Now that the tattooed fragments of memory are erased, and the photographs
with their brief informative notes, “friend”, “Ghajini” etc. are burned, Sanjay
reaches—or so it seems—a dead end. There is no use in killing him, explains
Ghajini. He is as good as dead, having literally become an object, nothing more. It
appears as if Sanjay’s identity is lost forever, as if he is doomed to exist in darkness
within darkness, without any hope for light. The “twist” lies in the fact that when his
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phenomenal, sequential identity is irreversibly “deleted”, something new, different,
unknown, unknowable, aiises, hinting in my reading at the notion of the arman (“the
merging of the individual identity into the undifferentiated mass of consciousness”,
as B.K. Matilal beautifully articulates'®). The atman (or for that matter, Patafijali’s
purusa) constitutes an alternative, metaphysical identity. Therefore, Sanjay’s
“deletion”, memory- and “phenomenal identity”-wise, is in fact his “salvation”
(moksa).”

What I am suggesting is that in “Indian terms”, or more precisely in Upanisadic
or yogic terms, there is something deeper and far more substantial and worthy of de-
concealing than Freud’s “unconscious”, which the “inner labyrinth” of raw
“psychological” material that Leonard in Memento is thrown into, corresponds with.
Therefore Sanjay Singhania’s loss of memory does not merely throw him—in
Ghajini—into-a similar isolated space. lacking “footholds”, controlled by violent
impulses. It also provides him with a rare opportunity to reach the dtman, his most
authentic layer of being, underneath the stormy psychological currents in which
Memento’s Leonard (almost) drowns.

Time is a dominant feature of Memento, with its inverted chronicle and
disorderly flashbacks. Time is a key-factor in Ghajini too, even if the movie
“moves” onward, except for flashbacks. The flashback scenes are in fact so long as
to constitute two separate time-zones, present versus past. The past depicts Sanjay as
a successful CEO of a communication company having a beautiful love affair with
beautiful Kalpana, a charming, good-hearted actress in the field of advertisements.
In the present, Sanjay is a lonely haunted person in search for the murderer of
Kalpana of his dreams, of his previous identity. The past is pleasant, cozy and full of
laughter. The present is cold, hopeless and violent. Interestingly, the past is
chronicled by Sanjay in a meticulous diary. The present (with obscure glimpses of
the past) is recorded in fragmental, “painful” tattoos and snapshots. Even more
interesting is the fact that the diary is handwritten in Hindi, the tattoos and photo-
notes in English. Is it because Hindi is “cozy” and “homey”, whereas English stands
for alienation and exile? Or perhaps it signifies the transformation, which Sanjay
undergoes, from concrete (the individual) to universal (the arman), English being
more “universal”?

Kalpana falls in love with Sanjay without knowing who he is. She believes, and
he allows her to believe, that he is a young “wannabe actor” trying to find his way in
“the industry”. She falls in love with him without knowing his nam, kam and dhéam —
as the protagonist of another movie (Khal Nayak, 1993) matter-of-factishly puts it.

18 Matilal 2002: 16.

19 Interestingly, the cover of Ghajini’s DVD (2008, UTV Communications) features Sanjay
(Aamir Khan) with a circle of light around his bare body, his hands stretched sideways. It is-
obviously a “Christ posture”, which indicates not merely the suffering which Sanjay carries
upon his (muscled) shoulders, but also his “sainthood”, a contemporary (Christian/Western)
“translation”—T would like to suggest—of the classic notion of moksa.
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However, she sees something in him, which he himself perhaps cannot see,
something beyond the details of his “phenomenal identity”. She lives and dies
without ‘knowing that he is Sanjay Singhania, touching on a subtler aspect of his
identity, relating to his “atman-hood”. At the same time she repeatedly tells her
colleagues in “the industry” a false story—intended to promote her status—of how
she met and became romantically involved with Sanjay Singhania, the
communication tycoon, without realizing that the man she really falls in love with is
that very tycoon. At one point she even tells Sanjay, not knowing that he is who he
is, of her intimate liaison with Sanjay (that is, with him). I mention this comic
anecdote, of a false story which is unknowingly true, since I want to highlight the
interlacement of repetition and self-identity. Is it repetitiveness which creates our
identity? Or more precisely, is it identification with a “story™ told and retold which
constitutes our identity as biography? And since the “story” is narrated through
language, are we not back with sequential identity based on vastu-§inya time and
verbal construction (vikalpa)?

Ardhakathdnaka (“Half a Tale”) is a unique work. It is the only autobiography
which we know of written in pre-modern India, that is, before the Western influence
and Gandhi’s famous autobiography which paved the way to many others. “Half a
Tale”, written in 1641, at the peak of the Mughal rule in India, is the autobiography
of Banarasi, a Jain merchant who became the leader of a “protestant movement”
within the Jain Tradition, known as Adhyatma.

According to Mukundji, the apt translator of BanarasT's autobiography, he had no
predecessors in writing an autobiography, nor is he likely to have bcen influenced in
this respect by autobiographical writing in the Arabic-Persian world.”® He titled his
autobiography “Half a Tale” since he was 55 years old as he wrote it, whereas the
total span of life allotted to the human being—according to an ancient Jain belief
which he quotes—is 110 years. ‘However’, Mukundji elucidates, ‘he did not live
much beyond the completion of his “Half a Tale”, and so, what we have, is in effect,
a full story.”.*! Mukundji touches on the astonishing fact that besides the absence of
the autobiographical genre from the classic Indian bookshelf, we know literally
nothing, in terms of their biography, of the' greatest authors, artists and spiritual
figures in the Indian history, from the Buddha and Sarikara to the authors of the
Ramayana and the Mahabharata, as well as the artists who have created the murals
of Ajanta and rock temples of Ellora. “The question why did Indians choose ~not to
write autobiographies, and moreover, to remain anonymous,” Mukundji suggests, *
complex, almost metaphysical in its ramifications. "2 As the comparative dlscussmn
of Ghajini opposite Memento has indicated, the question is indeed metaphysical. If
one’s “true self”’ transcends the phenomenal realm of nama-ripa (names and forms),
and since the purpose of art (at least according to some exponents of the rasa-

20 Lath 1981:21-3.
21 Ibid.: 8.
22 Ibid.: 14.
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theory) is to facilitate such transcendence (on the part of artist and appreciator alike),
than not signing one’s artwork with a “name” starts to make sense.

The point I am trying to convey is that Banarasi’s autobiography is “half a tale”
not just because—and here I take issue with Mukundji’s observation (“what we have
is in effect a full story”)—the author was 55 as he wrote it, but since every
autobiography, or every self-identity based on a sequence “maintained” by memory,
is necessarily “half a tale™. Half, since the essence of the human person can only be
found between the lines of the “sequence”, i.e. in the “moment”, as suggested by
Patafijali in his Yogasdtra. Half, since the atman, as a general naioe for one’s “inner
essence”, is fundamentally “lost in translation”. BandrasT himself comments toward
the end of his narrative that (in Mukundji’s transcreation),

In a man’s life there is much that is too subtle to be palpable. [...] Even in the
tiny span of a day, a man passes through myriad states of consciousness. The
all-knowing Kevalin can perceive them, but even he cannot describe them in

their fullness. [;“] What I have reported is certainly the grossest of the gross
part of my life.”

If the Latin “memento”—the imperative of meminisse—means “remember!”, a
phrase employed in Christopher Nolan’s Memento as a desperate reminder, carved in
Leonard’s skin, to hold onto one’s self-identity no-matter-what; then A.R.
Murugadoss’s Ghajini, apropos Half a Tale, hints at “the other half of the tale”, too
subtle to be palpable and consisting of one’s “inner selfhood”. The “other half”

awaits those who are willing to let go of or forget their sequence-based identity, and
dare looking deeper.

4 But Nevertheless

This could have been a perfect ending to my paper: forgetfulness instead of memory,
subtlety taking over the gross, the arman as an alternative, liberative, ksana-based
self-identity. But nevertheless it is too schematic, too round a conclusion for an
angular philosophical discussion. Therefore the last word will be given to the parva-
paksin, in this case to Mukundji himself.

“Identity,” he surmises in his article “Identity through Necessary Change”, “is
usually undcrstood as something which remains the same despite change” (italics in
the original).® He attempts to explore an alternative to this convention, namely to
the arman solution or arman-like solutions to the self-identity problem. A similar
move is made by Daya Krishna in a paper titled “Time, Truth and Transcendence”.
He suggests that “Time has always been seen as the enemy of truth,”> time as

23 Ibid.: 281-2.
24 Lath 2003: 85.
25 Daya Krishna 1999: 323,
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interrelated with change, truth with identity. Like Mukundji, he offers a counter-per-
spective which refutes the alleged enmity between time and truth; change and
identity. )

Mukundji’s contention is that

[tlhere are identities where difference is not contingent but necessary to
identity. Identity in such cases is formed and maintained through a process of
change. [...] This identity not only accommodates but also invites change and
pll.n'a].ity.26

The case-study in Mukundji’s enquiry into identity-through-necessary-change is
the raga in classical Indian music. “The rdga pattern,” he explains,

is given and forms the basis of a free and open alapa or improvised elapora-
tion according to a set of rules, which assume the pattern but allow room for
imagination. [...] Identity in a raga cannot be restricted to a given pattern or
even rules, since a good aldapa reweaves them in its own way, and a great
alapa can even transform them.”’

Mukundji touches on the ambivalent interplay between structure and improvi-
sation, form and formlessness, as the basis of identity in r@ge-music. But what is
identity through (rather than despite) change? How is it to be thought of and .spok.en
about meaningfully if the usual overtones which accompany the notion of 1dent1‘ty
are those of permanence, invariability, immovability and constancy? Mukundji’s
discussion, which emphasizes the instrumental role of the aldpa, does not im_ply total
abandonment of the self-identity notion as for example in Buddhist formulations.
Mukundji’s take is that the identity of the rdga can only be deciphered tl}rough a
dialogue with the rage itself as a “living” and “felt” identity. Like a.wntcr wh'o
while writing creates his characters only to discover that they have a “life” of t}}eu‘
own (to the extent that Vyasa and Valmiki, the legendary authors.of the great epics,
“enter” their own creation and take active part within the narrative, shoulder to
shoulder with their very own characters), the musician, in Mukundji’s formulation,
cannot but invite or evoke the rdga to introduce itself to him and his listeners. Thus
the identity of the raga (ideally, like every other identity) is to be carved out
dialogically. In his commentary of Yogasiitra 3.6, in reply to the question Wh?l-l t.he
yogin should proceed from one yogic stage (bhimi) to the next, Vyz'ilsa (Patafijali’s
bhasya-kara) states (or quotes from another source) that “yoga itself is the teacher”
(yoga eva upadhyayah). This is to say that the yogin should ask 1o one but lthc. yoga
(portrayed as a “living” and “‘felt” entity like the rdga in Mukundji’s analysis) 1? and
when to take the next step. In the same way, I would finally suggest, the raga itself
is the teacher. Aldpa is the musician’s dialogue with the raga about its identity.

26 Lath 2003: 85-6.
27 Ibid.: 87-8.
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Epilogue
Engaging Subjective Knowledge:
Learning from Amar Singh’s Narratives of and by the Self

Lloyd I. Rudolph and Susanne Hoeber Rudolph

Our account of subjective knowledge as it is found in the first-person voice of Amar
Singh’s diary raises questions about what should count as knowledge in social
science and history?' We have tried here to show that subjectivity is valid and
useful, that first-person accounts of experience—*telling what I know,” narratives of
and by the self, partial and contingent truths, and self-as other ethnography—
contribute to knowledge. The move to subjective knowledge does not require the
abandonment of objectivity. Self-consciousness and reflexivity simply make it
possible to render the familiar unfamiliar, to gain a certain detachment, to achieve
“objective subjectivity.”

In daily entries, Amar Singh “tells what he knows.” What he knows is not the
whole truth, objective truth, or impartial truth—the kinds of knowledge that most
social scientists and historians recognize and use. It is a less familiar form of truth:
subjective knowledge.

By telling what he knows in his diary, Amar Singh makes the personal a form of
knowledge. His narratives of and by the self breach conventional liberal understand-
ings about separating private and public realms. He wrote in his diary secretly, in
private space, but much of what he wrote addressed public questions. He wrote
about living as a colonial subject of the British Raj in India. He wrote about experi-
enceing political domination and racial inferiority. He wrote about being a young
man restrained by expectations of deference and obedience to one’s elders. He wrote
about the suffering and oppression his wife and mother endured under his grand-
father’s patriarchal rule of the 100-person Kanota household.

Why should social scientists and historians be interested in a diary? Isn’t a diary
a singular representation? Don’t we need many diaries, or at least a sample, before
we can treat them as representative of a time and place? How can one person’s diary
stand for anything more than a single, perhaps idiosyncratic way of life?

The answer lies in the elective affinity of what Ludwig Wittgenstein calls
“following a rule” (Wittgenstein 1953). A few well-placed informants make it
possible to discern that a rule is being followed. Like linguists identifying a
language’s grammar, anthropologists find culture in the rules that key informants
follow in their speech and conduct.

1 This essay draws on our 2002 Nora and Edward Ryerson Lecture given at the University of
Chicago on April 15, 2002 (Rudolph and Rudolph 2002) and on Rudolph and Rudolph 2003,
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What is meant by “following a rule”? A person can be said to -follow a Fgle “if }1&:
acts the same way on the same occasion.’_’2 To know if someone 1s followmg a rule,
“one has to take into account not only the actions of the person whose behavu')r is in
question. ... but also the reactions of other people to what he does [It is only
when] somebody else could in principle (;Liscover the rule I am following that T can
i igibly be said to follow a rule at all.” Sy
mtc'lll‘;lge ezhnography found in Amar Singh’s diary—depicted not only in his own
voice, but also in the voices of those on whom he reports—shows informants

ing a rule.

fon?[‘\;lril?;is how Amar Singh’s diary narratives fit in: they provide access to key
informants—Amar Singh and those whose voices he chrqnicles—who tell us about
who they are or want to become, and about the rules they live l?y or conte.st. 1

Amar Singh’s diary conveys discovery, enactment, and interpretation of ru e;
relevant to several cultural contexts. Located between the cultural norms  an
practices of both princely and British India,. bet\‘)vecn black and white .rac;]al
categories, between colonial rulers and colonial subjects, l?ctwecn male pz}tgir; ¥
and female oppression, Amar Singh adopts liminal and hyqu responses. Britis Raj
interlocutors wonder whether they should read hxm as a Rajput fulcr, an ]-Edwa.r‘dlal}l
officer and gentleman, or an impostor, a black native whol doesn’t know his station.
Inducting subjective knowledge sheds light on these questions.

Introducing Subjective Knowledge

We start our account of “engaging subjective knowlcdge” b_y locating ourselversl:hgs
subjects. We confess that we lived in a ménage a trois for.30 ye;f. ﬂ'ls
ai‘rangcﬁmnt was suspected by our children and a few close frlende:.. e thir

member of our relationship was Amar Singh. His presence. often.dl-sr.upt.ed (t);llr
household, compelling us to travel frequently to d1stant- places, diminishing et
family exchequer, and affecting our family culture. Amar Singh became-our c?{nstartia
companion from the breathtaking moment in 1971 when Mohan Singh Kano

2 Winch 1967: 28. See also Edmonds, Eidinow and Eidinow 2001.

i g;‘nzialriﬁé?}?e could be read in light of David Ca_mnaclinc’s trope of “omamentf:ai:ismar C(111.(3).,
colonies of the British Empire replicating and emulating the theater and dc:ferc:rlu:lﬁi of felrioI g'“t
Rajput princes and noblemen could be esteemed fo_r class reasons by socia &rl in :mﬂd "
socially ambitious British civilians and militan'( officers. J_At the same txzf, 1 ;)1'1 el
disesteemed by British civilians and military officers as racially anf:l cultL_lr y ini ; blcmen'
Thus, Lord Curzon, the viceroy, could imagine blue-!:)lpc?dcd Indian princes an no ff‘ce;
perceived as loyal feudal vassals of the queen empress, joing the all-white Indl.Etl'i aérncllitnc ; :
corps as King’s Commissioned Officers (KCOs) aft_el.- gradurcltm_g from the _Irppentt;l . a:) o ‘;;131 :
(about which, mere below). But he could also envision Raj f:htes recognizing that n
“Jook at a black man commanding a white man.” See Cannadine 2001.
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ushered us into his father’s high-ceilinged room in Narain Niwas to show us his
uncle’s diary: 90 folio-sized, 800-page volumes bound in red leather. The three
decades spent selecting, editing, and interpreting Amar Singh’s diary have led us to
reflect on the subjective knowledge that his narratives make available,

Here, it seems appropriate to recall a story familiar to anthropologists: A Cree
hunter is asked by a Canadian court to tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but
the truth about his people’s way of life. “I'm not sure I can tell the truth,” he says,
“but I can tell what I know.” Amar Singh says something similar about his diary.
After completing the last entry for 1898—the year he converted his copybook into
“the diary”—the 19-year-old turns over the fledgling volume to his much admired
and respected teacher, Ram Nathji, tutor at the Jodhpur court of the young maharaja,
Sardar Singh. He does so in the hope and expectation that Ram Nathji will comment
on what he has written. The teacher pencils mostly approving observations and
comments throughout the diary’s pages but comes down hard on Amar Singh at the
end of the last page for writing so much about the “butchery” of hunting boar, tigers,
and birds, but writing nothing about Jodhpur’s worst famine of the century.

Amar Singh’s response to Ram Nathji is reminiscent of the Cree hunter’s
response to the Canadian court: “I ought to have written about the famine, but you
must bear in mind that no opportunities were given me to study or watch it and con-
sequently I could not write anything .... What I have written is [that] of which I am
an eye witness or have heard from very reliable sources.”™

Amar Singh, like the Cree hunter, takes a position on the epistemology of
subjective knowledge; he tells what he knows about what he has experienced. His
knowledge is situated and contextual; his voice is located in a time, place, and
circumstance. The epistemology of subjective knowledge stands counter to that of
objective knowledge—i.e., knowledge based on a view from nowhere; unmediated,
transparent observation generated by unmarked and unencumbered observers.’

James Clifford describes the Cree hunter’s concept of truth as “rigorous
partiality.” Clifford reverses the conventional valuation of partiality and impartiality,
treating the former as the more desirable state. Rigorous partiality recognizes and
validates the situated, inflected nature of truth. Rather than denying or repressing the
sociology of knowledge, rigorous partiality self-consciously acknowledges that
context shapes why and how knowledge is acquired and what it is taken to mean.

Clifford’s claim for rigorous partiality is consistent with Hans-Georg Gadamer’s
hermeneutic stance, in Truth and Method (Gadamer 1989), that the scientific ideal of
objectivity is compromised by personal experience, cultural tradition, and prior

5 Clifford, James. “Introduction: Partial truths.” In: Clifford and Marcus 1986: 8.
6 Rudolph and Rudolph with Mohan Singh Kanota 2002: 69.
7 Donald (now Deirdre) McCloskey has discounted the objective-truth claims of social scientists

because they mistakenly assume a disinterested and emniscient observer or clothe themselves in
the authority of the gnomic present’s general truth (McCloskey1990).



90 Lloyd I. Rudolph and Susanne Hoeber Rudolph

understandings.® According to Clifford, partiality also signifies that which is not
whole, complete, or capable of being carried to completion. “Rigorous partiality”
makes the epistemological claim that knowing the whole truth is a capacity not given
to mortals. The best they can do is to strive for partial truths.

Working with Amar Singh’s diary, we have considered the relationship between
a personal document written daily in the first person and subjective knowledge. We
began to ask ourselves: What kind of knowledge can be found in a diary? And how
does such knowledge differ from other forms of knowledge? Monopoly claims have
been made for objective knowledge, particularly knowledge based on stereotypical
views of science and scientific method. Influential, powerful voices have asserted
that only science can ask and answer questions. If it isn’t scientific, it can’t be true.
Subjective knowledge poses a challenge to such claims. We are not arguing that
subjective knowledge is the only form of knowledge or even that it is the best*or a
better form of knowledge. But there is room at the roundtable of knowledge for the
imaginative truths found in literature, myth, and memory; for the archival truths of
history; for the spiritual truths of religions and religious experience; and for the
aesthetic truths of the visual and performing arts.’

Max Weber embraced a similar commitment to pluralism in ways of knowing
and forms of knowledge on the last page of The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of
Capitalism:

1t is not our aim to substitute for a one-sided materialistic an equally one-
sided spiritualistic causal interpretation of culture and history. Each is equally
possible, but each, if it does not serve as the preparation, but as the
conclusion of an investigation, accomplishes equally little in the interest of
historical truth. "

Weber’s advocacy of multiple epistemes and the diverse forms of knowledge that
result from their use stands in marked contrast to the single-truth claims of objecti-
vist social science.

8 According to Brice Wachterhauser, Gadamer problematizes claims about objective knowledge
by arguing that “every truth claim comes somehow laced with the values and interests of the
researchers and the research community.” All truth claims, Wachterhauser continues, “‘are in
some sense ‘relative’ to the point of view or ‘interpretation’ of the researchers .... Gadamer’s
hermeneutics hopes to teach us ... that all human understanding is “finite’ .... ‘Finitude’ points
to a dependency of knowledge on conditions that the human knower can never fully know ...
[and] this challenges us to revise our understanding of the type of autonomous control we can
hope to exercise over our own cognitive endeavors.” Wachterhauser.2002: 52-53, 56-57.

9 We find that Stephen Toulmin’s admonition in Return to Reason to “live with uncertainty,”
along with his historical and philosophical exposition of pluralism and pragmatism, comes
closest to our epistemological outlook. See Toulmin2001, particularly the chapters on “The
Invention of Disciplines” and “The Trouble with Disciplines.”

10 Weber 1976: 183.
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Subjective Knowledge and Identity Formation

HQW does a diary written daily, in private and in the first person, clarify the relation-
sl'.np between subjective knowledge and identity formation? We “read” Amar
Singh’s identity formation not only through his words but also through his photo-
gll'aphic self-representations. Preserved in 35 albums in his ancestral havell, Amar
Singh’s photographs constitute an important dimension of his narrative. We begin
with a picture that represents his construction of a liminal self.

Figure 1 displays the multivalent identity he assembles: a Rajput cavalry officer

Fig. 1. “A Rajput who reads will never ride a horse™?

Amar Singh reading.

Photo from Amar Singh’s albums, courtesy of Mohan Singh
whose boots signify a life spent in the saddle, and a seated reader whose book sig-
nals a taste for literature. The image reminds us that Amar Singh is challenging t}Te
stereotype of North India’s warrior-ruler caste (“A Rajput who reads will nehverbride
a horse”) by suggesting the presence of a reflexive l!jlerary self. His diary makes
f:lear that this Rajput managed to ride. read, and write a lot. The image also displays
intimations of his liminal location—the Indian elements being the Jodhpur-style
sapha (turban), the Rajasthani decorative plasterwork, and the jodhpurs; the English
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elements being the cavalry boots, the well-cut Norfolk jacket, 'the fine §hm e;nd tu*:i
and the upholstered chair. Amar Singh is simultaneouslg_/ a Rajput warrior-ruler an
an Edwardian officer and gentleman. He lives on the limes, the .‘c:order, -straddh?]g
and participating in two forms of life, the English culture of British India and the
j re of princely India.
Raﬂgitvzlrlllimar Sﬂngh’sﬂocaﬁon in fin de siécle imperi.alendi:‘i, \R{? prefer the. w.ord
liminal over the related term hybrid to characterize his }de.ntlty_. ' We see 1_1mma1
identities as fluid, subject to changing contexts, and hybnd 1dent1t1cs_ as contmugus
and self-perpetuating. As we use the term, liminality invokes a _contmgent loc.:athn
on one side or another of a border that separates two forms of life, or a_ l.ocatl.on in
the culturally ambiguous no-man’s-land that lies between them. I—.bend1ty _d1ff'ers
from liminality by invoking a created but durable and se]f—p‘ygrp.etuatmg COmb]l'lf.El(z;'l
of qualities. We find the term liminality appropriate for nz?wgat]:ng the shoals of en ;
of-the-century cultural expectations characteristic of the imperial era, when .cultn;a
border-crossing was suspect. We find hybridity tq ‘Ee more appropriate Oi
describing the multicultural persi?zective of “postcolonial” thinking and practice a
f the twentieth century. :

5 CAlEf:rOSingh captures his sense of living limi_nally~—som_etimes on one side of the
border between two cultures, sometimes on the other—in a remark .about wha_xt
makes Indian and English food taste good. Indian food tastes best, he writes, when it
is eaten from a thalf with the hand; English food tastes best when eaten from a plate
with knives and forks. Like the photo in Figure l,. tl‘w foo_d‘mctaph‘or suggests that
Amar Singh most of the time is comfortable with his mt-er.sut_ml locatlon.. e

At the end of the nineteenth century, when Amar Singh began 'to .wrltc. l_us d:aryt;
most Englishmen didn’t accept liminal practices, much less hybrid identities. Bot
were rejected as fake. A “black Englishman” was at best an anomaly, at worsthag
abomination. He either had assimilated impcrfectlly and bet.:ome a-bad copy, or ha
assimilated perfectly and become deracinated, an 1nauthfent1c self; a phony. .It was a
time when imperial narratives conflated culture and biology. Cultural traits were

iminali 4 o than one meaning. One variant can be found in narra_tivas of' rites _of
- ;'Llsns?gael,lt:‘ugﬁsasn'l;irner 1967. As the tegxt makes clear_, Tumcr’.s is npt the va'nant olf fhmm:;ht};
we have in mind. For Turner, liminality designates an {ndetemunatc moment in the 1i ; cgcrel,ls
vertical process as boy becomes man; itis a destablhzmg.moment fpaught.w1d1hl.m§ar i : 1_oson,s,
liminality refers to cultural location and 1ccm.tlcxt, tia horizontal process in which a p
i i actices adjust to changing cultural settings. £ ;
?;nulglj:r? l;fl'-ol.mg’s re-'l\ding of liminality and hybridity_and his account njla A:]S)hls N?::gls
interpretation of Gandhi’s liminality and hybridity—a rr;adm_g and an account that Ztsagla Ymmz
resemblance to ours—see subsections 4 and 5 of chapter 24 in Rf:bcrt J :F. Youngh 2 -d..t o H:
first notes that Nandy speaks of Gandhi’s colpn,ial-cr.a c_ons_tru,ctmn. of “cultural hybridi gré)e‘mn
then goes on to characterize Nandy as arguing that “_‘hmmahty ... is not only th: st];m: ;)mount,,s
of the postcolonial migrant, as [Homi] Bh(a;bvha has2 (5)1(;116633;?}gesmd (Bhabha.1994), bu
ic state of Indianness itself.” (Young ? - ;
12 ?o?::c;?i:lut‘;: conceptualization and location of hybridity at the end of the twentieth century,

see Bhabha 1994.
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seen as inbred, like blue eyes and blond hair. Ethnic and racial identities were
everywhere essentialized:'? a Jat was a Jat, and Jats were good cultivators. Rudyard
Kipling mocked the claims of English-educated nationalist babus—deracinated,
inauthentic men whose liminal condition contradicted their claim to speak for the
people of India. " When Dr. Aziz in E. M. Forster’s novel A Passage to India fails
to insert correctly the button needed to attach a starched collar to his shirt, he fails
the test for passing as English (Forster 1978).

Upon graduating in 1905 from Lord Curzon’s “dear child,” the Imperial Cadet
Corps, Amar Singh and his classmates didn’t pass the “Englishness” test either.
Although the cadets as princes or noblemen were regarded as superior persons, they
were not deemed worthy of being made King’s Commissioned Officers (KCOs) in
the British Indian army, a status the viceroy, Lord Curzon, had led them to expect.
Racial inferiority and segregation remained the order of the day. Rebuffed at the
highest levels of the empire, Curzon accepted his defeat by recognizing that making
Indians KCOs would have meant “a black man commanding a white man,” which
“no one will look at.”'> Amar Singh’s identity as an Indian nobleman, a status that
appealed to class-conscious Englishmen. was trumped by racial disdain.

13 When Amar Singh was experiencing the apartheid of the Indian army, American imperialists
such as Theodore Roosevelt shared the British Raj’s dichotomous, essentialized thinking about
race and ethnicity. President Roosevelt enthusiastically embraced Rudyard Kipling’s phrase
“the white man’s burden” in his successful quest for empire.

14 Rudyard Kipling, “Pagett, M. P.” In: Rudyard Kipling 1989: 26.

15 Quoted in Dilks 1970: 240. Lord Curzon wrote these words in the early stages of a protracted
but ultimately unsuccessful effort that reached up to the prime minister, Lord Salisbury, and the
queen empress, Victoria. Salisbury supported Indian army opinion against the viceroy in
opposing Imperial Cadet Corps graduates for KCOs, and he seems to have advised the queen
empress along the same lines.

Ten years later, during World War I, there were high-level efforts to end the Indian army’s
apartheid system. On November 18, 1915, with the shedding of Indian blood in Flanders on
behalf of the British cause fresh in mind, the secretary of state for India, Austen Chamberlain,
telegraphed the viceroy, Charles Hardinge, that “on imperial grounds early action [with respect
to granting the status of KCO to Indian officers] seems to me desirable in order to mark the part
played by Indian troops in the war and refute the colour bar theory.... The following have, I
understand, all proved their fitness for commissions in Indian regiments both as officers and
comrades.” Captain Amar Singh’s name is the first of the six mentioned. See Telegram No.
2012.

It did not happen—at least not on January 1, 1916, when Chamberlain thought it could more
easily appear as an “act of grace and not in response to agitation.” On August 25, 1917, five
days after the “momentous declaration” committing Britain to “responsible government” for
India, it did happen, but only for a few years—roughly until Amar Singh’s retirement from the
Indian army in 1922. With Liberal member Edwin Montagu as secretary of state for India, and
Lord Chelmsford the viceroy, and a “powerful and increasing demand for a greater Indian share
in the administration of the country.” the title of KCO was offered to Captain Amar Singh and
eight other former Imperial Cadets. For more on Amar Singh’s Indian army career, the Imperial
Cadet Corps, and early efforts to desegregate and thereby Indianize the Indian army, see
Rudolph and Rudolph with Mohan Singh 2002, part IV. We examine the Indian army’s racial
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Three years earlier, while serving with the Jodhpur Lancers in the Allied
Expeditionary Force in China during the Boxer Rebellion, Amar Singh had
experienced how the British construction of race affected the way Indians were
perceived by other Europeans:

Here is another proof of the slight treatment that the Indian officers receive.
... Jasjee and Bhabootjee, who are both a major and a captain respectively,
are kept down in a wretched hole in the second class with six others. The four
British sergeants are there in a separate cabin ... but on better footing. Major
Turner and Capt Hudson had a greater anxiety for these four sergeants than
they had for the others whom they put down as merely native officers, which
means nothing worth bothering....

Again there is another example. British sergeants and soldiers never*salute
Indian officers.... They look as if they expect the others to salute them ....
[I]t is a mark of great favour on the part of the sergeant or soldier if he even
condescends to say good morning .... I do not blame the French soldiers for
calling the Indians coolies, considering the way the British treat them. They
of course know what they see or hear. If a foreign soldier sees a British
soldier not saluting an Indian officer, they naturally come to the conclusion
that the latter is a coolie and so they call him. The British make a great row
when they hear the foreigners calling Indian soldiers and officers coolies,
though they do not mind treating them as such themselves. Aboard S. S. [tria,
Sunday, July 14, 1901.'¢

Nevertheless, despite the hazards of liminality, we find Amar Singh navigating
its turbulent waters with considerable ease and success. It is an old skill on the
subcontinent. From at least Mughal times, reciprocal cultural adaptation and
borrowing was common. Rajput kings and courts adopted Mughal architecture, art,
dress, and food. Mughal emperors learned from Rajput rulers.. “[Tlhe greatest of
Indian social and political leaders,” Ashis Nandy argues, “built their self-definitions
as Indians over the last two centuries” on liminality.!” We see Amar Singh wearing
jodhpurs, an anglicized version of an Indian garment. The British adapt in the
opposite direction: they wear khakis and live in bungalows.

In the next picture, Figure 2, Amar Singh’s grandfather, Zorawar Singh, enacts a
liminality that encompasses subcontinental and transcontinental cultural differ-
ences.'® You see him here circa 1880 as a 10-village lord, minister in the govern-

apartheid, Amar Singh’s liminal positioning from 1905 through 1917, and the window of
nominal racial equality he experiences as a KCO from 1917 through 1922. See Mason 1974,
and Sundaram 1996. L

16 Rudolph and Rudolph with Mohan Singh 2002: 159.

17 Nandy 1988:104.

18 We follow Emma Tarlo in believing that “clothing matters.” She demonstrates the semiotic
richness of dress in Tarlo 1996. The introduction and chapter 3 are particularly compelling
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Fig. 2. Zorawar Singh constructs a self from
Rajput, Mughal, French, Victorian, and ancient
Greek accoutrements.

Photo from Amar Singh’s albums, courtesy of Mohan
Singh Kanota.

ment of Maharaja Ram Singh of Jaipur, and a leading member of his court. The very
genre of the image, a photographic portrait. speaks of liminality; it tells us that the
periphery, the down-country town of Jaipur located at a far edge of the empire
emulated the latest practice in the empire’s cosmopolitan center in London (Harri.‘;
2001). From 1876, visiting rulers had photographic portraits prepared in anticipation
of an audience with the queen empress, Victoria.

Zprawar Singh’s dress reflects a variety of cultural adaptations: the epaulets
fashionable since Napoléon’s time for European regimental dress; the pearls at the
throat and the silk sword scarf that emulate Mughal court dress; the angarkhi, a local
shirtlike garment featuring a rounded cutout at the neck; the recemly{acquir,ed gold
anklets marking his rise in the Jaipur court to the rank of tazimi sardar. He rests his
hand on a table bearing the literary accoutrements of a Victorian gentleman—book
pen, inkwell—and poses in front of a de rigiewr portraiture stage prop, in this case az

analyses of how clothes make meaning and identity.
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“Parthenon” backdrop (the outline of the roof is partly visible on the far right of the

image) symbolizing British recognition of Greece as the cradle of Western
civilization. Zorawar Smgh’s liminality naturalizes why and how his grandson and
heir, Amar Singh, easily fell into a similar mode of identity formation.

Two more photos of the young Amar Singh—as a staff officer serving in the
Indian army—display the environment that enabled and limited his identity choices.
From 1905 until the outbreak of World War I in 1914, he was the only Indian in a
white British officers’ mess and cantonment society at Mhow in central India.

Fig. 3. The only turban at the Ormerod-Westcott wedding.
Photo from Amar Singh’s albums, courtesy of Mohan Singh Kanota.

Figure 3, a portrait of the Ormerod-Westcott wedding, is one of many photos in
Amar Singh’s albums in which his is the only Indian sdphd in an English sea of
ladies’ garden hats and men’s straw boaters. On the far right side, Amar Singh’s
dark face and white saphd appear just behind a clergyman in a black suit. The
picture shows Amar Singh’s ethnic and cultural liminality. Figure 4 displays the
Edwardian drawing room of the officer’s bungalow he occupied in the Mhow
cantonment. He has surrounded himself with objets d'art, paintings, and elegant fin
de siecle furniture. While his code switching between cultural contexts—eating from
thalis, eating from plates—suggests the fluidity of his liminal condition, his lifestyle
and dress suggest the durability of the hybrid identity that he has begun to construct.
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Fig. 4. Amar Singh’s Victorian drawing room at Mhow.
Photo from Amar Singh’s albums, courtesy of Mohan Singh Kanota.

The subjective knowledge of the diary provides us with an account of how and
why liminal and hybrid identities are constructed. To evaluate the significance of
this process, we reach forward in time to two postcolonial theorists of identity
questions, Ashis Nandy and Partha Chatterjee.'” Contrary to the expectations of
many nationalists, independence from British rule in 1947 didn’t put an end to
liminal and hybrid identities or provide an answer to the question of what constitutes
an authentic Indian. Hybridity is seen by some cultural theorists and cultural
nationalists as an identity failure. British sovereignty ended, but Britain’s cultural
presence lingered in the English language and in the categories of thought among
independent India’s educated classes. Should their colonial liminality or hybridity
count as Indian? Nandy and Chatterjee say no. For these scholars, the realization of a
post-independence, authentic Indianness was radically compromised by the
cumulative and insidious effects of Thomas Babington Macaulay’s 1835 essay
“Minute on Indian Education.” Proudly ignorant of *“Oriental” languages and
learning, and convinced of the superiority of European civilization and the English
language, Macaulay aimed to create “a class of persons Indian in blood and colour,
but English in taste, in opinions, in morals. and in intellect.”*® Nandy and Chatterjee
find that the Macaulay inspired colonial project succeeded only too well.

Nandy indicts an “intimate enemy,” the internalization of the former colonial
master’s mentality, for blocking the realization of an authentic Indian self. For
Chatterjee, “derivative discourse,” the assimilation of the colonial master’s
conceptual vocabulary, handicaps post-independence thought and action. It can,

19 Nandy 1988 and 2001, Chatterjee 1986.
20 Macaulay, Thomas Babington. “Minute on Indian Education™ In Ashcroft, Griffiths, and Tiffin.
2001: 428-30.
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perhaps, be overcome by resorting to an inner space where an uncompromised
Indian identity is said somehow to survive.?'”

But for others, pre-independence hybridity anticipated India’s transnational
future. In today’s universe of postcolonial discourse and practice, hybridity is
celebrated by many as an authentic Indian identity. The diasporic experience so
common to educated Indians has helped legitimate hybridity, making it more an
object of admiration than of derision. Novelist Salman Rushdie exemplifies the
arrival of hybrid identity on the postcolonial, postmodern scene in what he writes
and how he lives—in Bombay, Karachi, London, and New York. So too do the
information technology engineers straddling Silicon Valley and Bangalore. As we
enter the twenty-first century, global processes have intensified rather than resolved

the search for and debate over an authentic Indian identity.
) -

Self-as-Other Ethnogra{p_hy or An Ethnog_raphy of the Self

Now that we have introduced Amar Singh, the subject, and examined how his
narratives of and by the self clarify colonial 1dent1ty formation, we want to make
space for subjective knowledge in history and the social sciences. We turn to the
voices of anthropologists who, as ethnographers, observed the other in the colonial
relationship. Our story of the diary as a form of subjective knowledge begins and, in
a sense, ends with the thoughts of the late M.N. Srinivas, an anthropologist and
sociologist whose work on culture and social change transformed the way social
scientists and historians understand caste and modernization in India. In texts written

21 See Nandy 1988 and Chatterjee 1986. For a Marx-flavored postcolonial theory reading of these
two.texts, see Young 2001, sections 2 and 3 of chapter 24.
In the 1960s, the negative valuation assigned by colonial masters and triumphant nationalists to
liminality and hybridity migrated to the modernization theory that social scientists, mostly
American, used to explain “development” in the “new nations” of the postcolonial world.
Modernization theory held that “new nations” would experience social change as a transition
from the darkness of tradition to the light of modernity. No longer traditional but not yet
modern, liminal and hybrid transitional personalities, like transitional societies, were viewed as
unfinished, unstable, and inauthentic.
Three influential modernization - theory books of the early 1960s illustrated the negative
valuation of transitional personalities and societies: Almond and Verba 1963; Riggs 1964; and
Pye 1962. Gabriel Almond and Sidney Verba’s concept of civic culture, which they expected
would civilize the new nations of the third world, bore a suspicious resemblance to American
democracy at its best. Fred Riggs envisioned tradition and modernity as “agraria” and
“industria,” respectively, and the transition between them in terms of a “prismatic” society
suspended between the “fused” (traditional) and the “diffracted” (modern). Lucian Pye found
that “transitional personalilies are peculiarly prone ... to essentially self-defeating practices; and

.. they lack the stab]e and more impersonal institutional forms which can harness man’s more

irrational purposes.” (Pye 1962: 36-7)
For a critique and an alternative to 1960s moder mzauon theory, see the introduction of Rudolph
and Rudolph 1969.
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and published just before his death in Bangalore in November 1999, Srinivas
provided warrants for the approach we take here. By the late 1990s. he had gone
beyond explanations based on social structure and social function, which
characterized his major works, to an appreciation of the importance of subjective
knowledge and human agency in the making and shaping of culture:

Every life mirrors to some extent the culture and the changes it undergoes.
The life of every individual can be regarded as a “case study,” and who is
better qualified than the individual himself to study [it] .... Anthropology
started as the study of “the other.” an exotic other .. [T]he culmination of
the movement from the study of the other to smdying ... one’s own culture is
surely the study of one’s own life.... The latter can be looked at as a field,
with the anthropologist being both the observer and the observed, ending for
once the duality which inheres in all traditional fieldwork.”?

Fig. 5. The chief and the anthropologist: whose gaze?
Hutchison Picture Library, London.

As we read and reread Amar Singh’s diary, it gradually dawned on us that it
provided not only an account of a self in formation, but also an ethnography, a
cultural account of a way of life. We combined the two by thinking of the diary’s

22 Srinivas 1996; 656-7.
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narratives as a self-constructing culture, what we subsequently came to call “self-as-
other ethnography’ or “an ethnography of the self.”

The claim that Amar Singh was an ethnographer, of whatever stripe, runs counter
to what anthropologists claimed they did from the time when, at the beginning of
World War I, Bronislaw Malinowski invented anthropology as a “science” based on
“fieldwork” and participant/observer methodology. In the beginning, there was the
self and the other. European anthropologists initially went to study the alien, exotic,
and distant “other” in colonial places such as the Trobriand Islands or‘an Indian
village, places where the natives could be observed enacting their culture, fulfilling
cultural “obligations,” behaving in culturally appropriate ways. Anthropologists
from the metropole formulated a culture for the natives and told the Western world
and the natives about it in their scholarly monographs.

One of James Clifford’s stories about a graduate student ethnographer and an
African chief captures the process of defining the natives’ culture for them. (To put
you in the proper frame of mind and to illustrate the ambiguity of the relationship
that Clifford examines, we ask you to look at Figure 5, from the cover of the January
12, 2000, Times Literary Supplement, which featured Tanya Luhrmann’s review of
books about and by Clifford Geertz. Who is the self, and who is the other?) The
story goes like this: A graduate student of African ethno-history prepares for his
fieldwork in Gabon among the Mpongwe by consulting an early twentieth-century
work of a pioneering é'thnographel‘ André Raponda-Walker. When he reaches the
field, the student’s interview with a Mpongwe chief proceeds well until the chief has
trouble with a partlcular word: “‘Just a moment,’ he says cheerfully, and disappears
into his house to return with a copy of RapondaWalker’s compcndlum For the rest
of the mterv1ew the book lies open on his lap. U

The “us” in the carly days of ethnography referred to “Europeans” from imperial
metropoles; the “them,” natives living under colonial domination in what were
deemed cultural 1solatcsﬂdemzens of remote islands, villagers living behind mud
walls, tribals hidden away in the bush. Natives were objects to be studied, subjects
of alien rulers, peoples that administrators had to control and civilize—the white
man’s burden, in Kipling’s unintendedly ironic phrase.

So how did we get from “self and other” to “self as other”? How did the natives
lose culture and gain voice? The transformation did not occur overnight or even
recently. An important move in the direction of “self as other” took place when
Srinivas’s friend and younger colleague, Triloki Nath Madan (like Srinivas, an
Indian ethnographer of India), wrote “On Living Intimately with Strangers. Bt
Madan was one of the earliest reflexive “others” among Indian anthropologists. He
did not, as others would do later, make an exclusivist claim in the name of
“authenticity” to knowledge of his own culture. Instead, he saw himself as an
anomaly when he remarked that “social anthropology took a very long time to

23 On ethnographic allegory, see Clifford and Marcus 1986: 98-121.
24 Madan, T. N. “On Living Intimately with Strangers.” In: Béteille and Madan 1975: 131-56.
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realize the potential of studying one’s own society.” He cited two of Malinowski’s
students—Jomo Kenyatta, “an African tribal chief,” and Fei Hsiao-Tung, “a Chinese
Mandarin” whose studies were published in 1938 and 1939—as earlier examples of
reflexive “natives” writing their own ethnographies. Madan also cited Malinowski's
observation in the foreword to Fei's Peasant Life in China that writing
anthropologies “of one’s own people [is] the most arduous, but also the most
valuable achievement of a fieldworker.”*’

Arguing that an anthropologist can go home again if he or she can “render the
familiar unfamiliar,” Madan went home again to study his own Kashmiri Pandit
community. He recognized that “detachment” distinguished his way of studying his
own community from the “empathy” called for by participant observation of an
“other.” What he did, he said, was closer to “objective subjectivity” than it was (o
the “subjective objectivity” of participant/observer ethnography.*® Studying his
culture in his own country and, more decisively, his own community led him in time
to the view that anthropologists should “not divide humankind into ‘ourselves’ and
‘others.’”*

The “other” of participant/observer anthropology is not, it seems, barred from
self-understanding—the capacity, in Srinivas’s words, of making himself or herself
“a case study,” if he or she can render the familiar unfamiliar. “Critical self-
awareness,” Madan says, is available to ethnographers who can access “distance,” a
“sense of surprise,” and “anthropological doubt.” This kind of self-consciousness
and reflexivity can, according to Srinivas, remove the epistemological divide
between self and other and open the way (0 ending “the duality which inheres in all
traditional fieldwork.”**

Amar Singh’s self-as-other ethnography helps him to avoid some of the
obfuscating mediations associated with sclf-and other ethnography: the subjectivity
and the projections that affect observation and knowing, the fortuitous or calculated
resistance and/or compliance of the native subject, and the objectivist fictions of
scientific narration and authorial rhetoric. Geertz tells us how anthropologists try to
persuade us to believe them despite such difficulties:

The ability of anthropologists to get us to take what they say seriously has
less to do with cither a factual look or an air of conceptual elegance than it
has to do with their capacity to convince us that what they say is a result of
having actually penetrated (or, if you prefer, been penetrated by) another
form of life, of having, one way or another, truly “been there. Persuading us
that his offstage miracle has occurred ... is where the writing comes in.”>

25 Madan, in Béteille and Madan 1975: 156.

26 “Subjective objectivity” is reminiscent of views expressed in Gadamer 1989 and Polanyi 1962.
7 “On critical self-awareness.”, in Madan 1994: 147-66.

28 Srinivas 1996: 656-7.

29 Geertz 1988. “It is clear,” Geertz says. “that in ...[Foucauldian] terms anthropology is pretty
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falling back. The German army’s Schlieffen Plan to encircle Paris by invading
through Belgium and penetrating to the Marne was moving toward success. Without
the arrival of an Indian corps of two-plus divisions and their valiant and determined
resistance, the German offensive might very well have succeeded.”

Amar Singh feared that this story of the Indian soldiers’ contribution to fighting
and winning World War I would fall victim to India’s colonial relationship to
Britain:

To my mind it is a thing of the greatest importance to keep a nation’s records.
In this we are backward ....[W]e ought to have brought our own charans,
who are our hereditary [bards] .... What we want is a man of learning and
imagination who could and would write from personal experience .... The
English historians will simply treat ... the war in a very general way .
[W]hat we can expect is a mere mention.

And a mere mention is what they received. This diary entry seems to resuscitate
claims that being a witch provides a special vantage point for knowledge about
witches and that power enhances the witch’s ability to speak and to be heard.
Impersonation does not always yield subjective knowledge. Sometimes knowing
depends on direct experience and being heard depends on occupying a seat at the
table.

Let us return to the theory and practice of self-as-other ethnography and see what
light it casts on the standing of subjective knowledge in the social sciences. In recent
decades, the dichotomies of self and other, participant and observer, ethnographer
and native, even subjectivity and objectivity, have eroded. Among anthropologists,
such dichotomies have given way to first-person fieldwork accounts of the theater of
the other. In “polyphonic,” “dialogic’ textual production, both the ethnogra-
pher/writer and the subject/native are on stage. As Figure 5 makes clear, the asym-
metries of power have faded; the observer and the observed engage each other in
scripted conversation. : \

But the ethnographer and the native do not share in the crafting of the scnpt
Despite the appearance on stage of reciprocity and mutual determination, the writing
of the play, however literary and “partial” it may be, remains the task of the
ethnographer, the self of the selffother duality. Politically, he or she retains authority
over the text about the other. Amar Singh, a reflexive other writing in his diary about
culture in the making as well as the doing, is located outside a participant/observer
relationship. By conflating self and other, he constitutes himself, in Srinivas’s
words, as a “case study.” He is “both the observer and the observed,” a condition
that ends “the duality which inheres in all traditional fieldwork. 3 He tells what he

35 As Philip Mason puts it, “It is hard to see how the Germans could have failed to pierce the line”
if the Indians had not been there and held (Mason 1974: 414).

36 Amar Singh diary entry for 15 October 1915.

37 Srinivas 1996: 657.
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knows as a reflexive self-as-other diarist, erasing the border between objective and
subjective knowledge by being participant, observer, informant, narrator, and author,
all rolled into one. Amar Singh sets the stage, writes the play, and speaks its lines.

By Way of Conclusion

We have tried here to show that subjective knowledge based on first-person accounts
of experience—*"“telling what I know,” narratives of and by the self, partial and
contingent truths, and self-as-other ethnography—is a valid form of knowledge. The
move to subjective knowledge does not require abandoning other forms of
knowledge or objectivity. Self-consciousness and reflexivity make it possible to
render the familiar unfamiliar, to gain a certain detachment, to achieve, in Madan’s
phrase, “objective subjectivity.”

The anthropological writing of the postcolonial era directly confronted an
epistemological challenge common to the social sciences: the duality of the observer
and the observed, and the associated claim that observation can be unmediated or
transparent. With the end of colonialism, anthropologists began to question the way
they represented the other. They found that they had been obscuring the other’s
voice and self-representation—sometimes, however inadvertently, speaking for the
other. After gaining political independence and empowerment in the postwar era,
native subjects and marginalized minorities increasingly spoke for themselves. Self-
knowledge and self-representation made subjective knowledge more visible and
accessible. It is in the context of self knowledge and self representation that Amar
Singh’s diary shows how subjective knowledge has a valid place in the epi:temology
of social sciences and history.
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Summary

Some 19th-Century Collections of Hindi-Urdu Poetry:
A Priceless Treasure

Chandramani Singh

The second half of the 19th century saw the publication of anthologies of Hindi-
Urdu poetry that were put together and commissioned to print by lovers of poetry,
music and dance. The collections reflect their taste and entertainment preferences. In
these the Indic and Persianate registers of speech blend harmoniously to form what
can be described best as the then current Hindustani as it was also spoken. Some
collections include drawings, executed with pen and ink for lithographic
reproduction, in those days the most common printing technique. The paper
discusses three examples, the first two in Nagari script, the third in Urdu: (1)
Ragmala, pt. 1, Lakhnau: Matba'-e Intizami, 1887; (2) Nitya kusuma karodyén,
arthat Camanistan-e hamesah bahar, pt. 2, Banaras 1885: Hariprakas Yantrilay, and
(3) a compilation uniting several compositions variously published by the Naval
Kishore Press (Kanpur and Lucknow), the Matba‘-e Guléan-e Avadh (Lucknow),
and some with anonymous places and/or unidentified years of publication. Among
these texts were famous ones like the Padmavar (illustrated Urdu version, Lucknow
1871: Matba‘-e Gulsan-e Avadh) or an incomplete illustrated Baital pacisi, some
works by Saﬁkardayél ‘Farhat’ Lakhnavi from Jalalabad, a well-known minor poet
of the period (Janaki ji, n.p. 1863: Naval Kishore Press; Sivpuran 2nd ed.. n.d., n.p.,
Ist ed. 1862; Rdamkatha, based on Tulsidis’ Ramearitmanas, Kanpur n.d.: Naval
Kishore Press), or popular gissas such as Gulzdr-e nasim (Gul-e bakavali) (Kanpur
1873: Naval Kishore Press).
The illustrations of these books represent the regional style of their respective places
of publication. Apart from showing literary, aesthetic and entertainment preferences
of the period with its mingled Indic and Persianate tradition, the publications also
testify to the recognition of female poets from the tavayaf milieu, represented in the
anthologies in a seizeable number side by side with poets of classical fame.

(Monika Horstmann)
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Allahabad: Raka Prakasan for Prakrt Bhirati Akadamt, Jaipur, 2004, Courtesy of Mukund Lath
and Prakrt Bharati AkademT.
The editor has added for each of the poems its Prakrit source and the Sanskrit paraphrase of
this. Source: Vikpatiraja. Gaiidavaho, ed. by N.G. Suru (Prakrit Text Series 18). Ahmedabad:
Prakrit Text Society, 1975. N.G. Suru added diacritics indicating shortening of long vowels.
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