
Book Reviews 

H a r i s h T r i v e d i . Colonial Transactions: English Literature and India. M a n ­

c h e s t e r : M a n c h e s t e r U P , 1 9 9 5 . P p . x iv , 2 2 4 . £ 4 0 . 0 0 , £ 1 4 . 9 9 P D -

H a r i s h T r i v e d i ' s h i g h l y l u c i d a n d r e a d a b l e Colonial Transactions: English 
Literature and India first a p p e a r e d i n I n d i a i n 1 9 9 3 ( P a p y r u s , C a l c u t t a ) 
a n d has n o w b e e n p u b l i s h e d w i t h a n e w p r e f a c e by M a n c h e s t e r U n i ­
vers i ty Press ( 1 9 9 5 ) . T h i s p u b l i c a t i o n h i s t o r y is s l i g h t l y u n u s u a l s i n c e 
few I n d i a n b o o k s h a v e a p p e a r e d i n I n d i a first a n d t h e n r e i s s u e d by a 
W e s t e r n press; t h e o p p o s i t e is i n fact g e n e r a l l y t h e n o r m . T h e r e are a 
n u m b e r o f r e a s o n s w h y this b o o k is very g o o d , e v e n e x c e p t i o n a l . T h e 
first is t h a t i t is a b o o k a b o u t l i t e r a r y p r o d u c t i o n t h a t c o m e s f r o m a 
l o v e r o f l i t e r a t u r e a n d aesthet ics . I n d i a n s c h o l a r s o f c u l t u r a l s t u d i e s — 
A i j a z A h m a d , f o r i n s t a n c e — a r e c a p a b l e o f t r a v e r s i n g t h e s a m e areas 
as T r i v e d i d o e s b u t w o u l d have w r i t t e n very d i f f e r e n t w o r k s . S e c o n d , 
w h a t T r i v e d i t r ies to a v o i d is t h e i d e o l o g i c a l o v e r k i l l ( n o t that T r i v e d i is 
n o t aware o f t h e p o l i t i c s o f w r i t i n g ) by m a k i n g a r a n g e o f l i t e r a r y texts 
the f o c u s o f h is c l o s e r e a d i n g s . T h u s i n h i s e x a m i n a t i o n o f B y r o n a n d 
t h e East , T r i v e d i q u e s t i o n s t h e v a l u e o f s w e e p i n g g e n e r a l i z a t i o n s that 
w o u l d u n p r o b l e m a t i c a l l y l u m p B y r o n w i t h o t h e r o r i e n t a l i s t s as s o m e ­
o n e w h o a l s o p r o d u c e d t h e O r i e n t ( 9 6 ) . T h i r d , t h i s b o o k is a b o u t 
" t r a n s a c t i o n s " ; it is a b o u t h o w I n d i a n s a n d the B r i t i s h h a v e r e a d e a c h 
o t h e r ; it is a b o u t r e c o n f i g u r i n g p o s t c o l o n i a l t h e o r y w i t h r e f e r e n c e to 
l i t e r a r y p r o d u c t i o n s that d e s t r o y the m y t h t h a t m o d e m I n d i a has o n l y 
p r o d u c e d g o o d w r i t i n g i n E n g l i s h ; a n d it goes a l o n g way t o w a r d s dis­
p e l l i n g the m y t h t h a t r e a d i n g I n d i a was a one-way p r o c e s s w i t h b o t h 
p o w e r a n d k n o w l e d g e s q u a r e l y i n t h e h a n d s o f t h e B r i t i s h . T h e I n d i a n -
B r i t i s h e n c o u n t e r m a y h a v e b e e n a b o u t c o l o n i a l ( m i s ) r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s ; 
it m a y h a v e b e e n a b o u t " i m a g i n e d " o r " i n s c r i b e d " I n d i a b u t we m u s t 
n o t f o r g e t t h a t these w e r e a l s o " t r a n s a c t i v e " e n c o u n t e r s i n w h i c h , p r o b ­
a b l y f r o m t h e f o u n d i n g o f t h e I n d i a n N a t i o n a l C o n g r e s s o n w a r d s , I n ­
d i a n s t o o w e r e c o n s t a n t l y e x a m i n i n g ways i n w h i c h t h e i r o w n B r i t i s h 
h e r i t a g e c o u l d b e i n d i g e n i z e d . It is h e r e that l i t e r a t u r e i n r e g i o n a l l a n ­
guages , a n d e s p e c i a l l y t h e t r a n s l a t i o n o f E n g l i s h texts i n t o these l a n ­
g u a g e s , are i m p o r t a n t sites o f study. 
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H o w d o e s T r i v e d i g o a b o u t m a k i n g h i s case? H e d i v i d e s h i s t e n 
c h a p t e r s i n t o t h r e e g r o u p s : p a r t i (4 c h a p t e r s ) o n t h e r e c e p t i o n o f 
E n g l i s h i n I n d i a ; p a r t 2 (4 c h a p t e r s ) o n the r e p r e s e n t a t i o n o f I n d i a 
i n E n g l i s h l i t e r a t u r e ; a n d p a r t 3 (2 c h a p t e r s ) o n essays w i t h a post-
c o l o n i a l a g e n d a . T h r o u g h o u t these b r i l l i a n t l y c o m p o s e d c h a p t e r s ( i n 
a style t h a t has a m e s m e r i c q u a l i t y a b o u t it , a n d witty t o o ) T r i v e d i cr i t ­
i c a l l y r e w r i t e s t h e m e t r o p o l i t a n p o s t c o l o n i a l p r o j e c t t h r o u g h a sus­
t a i n e d e x a m i n a t i o n o f h o w I n d i a n s t h e m s e l v e s h a v e r e s p o n d e d to 
E n g l i s h l i t e r a t u r e . It m u s t b e r e m e m b e r e d t h a t E n g l i s h as a d i s c i p l i n e 
o f s t u d y b e g a n i n I n d i a s o m e fifty years b e f o r e it g o t g o i n g i n B r i t a i n . 
T h u s m a n y E n g l i s h w r i t e r s h a v e b e e n p a r t o f t h e I n d i a n t e r t i a r y e d u c a ­
t i o n sys tem a n d o f the I n d i a n c u l t u r e s c a p e g e n e r a l l y f o r w e l l o v e r a 
h u n d r e d years at least. It is w r o n g to s p e a k o f E n g l i s h w r i t i n g s i m p l y as 
a c o l o n i a l r e l i c a l t h o u g h , a d m i t t e d l y , i n i t i a l l y it h a d a l a r g e l y i n s t r u ­
m e n t a l r o l e i n t h e i m p e r i a l i s t a g e n d a . S h a k e s p e a r e , t h a t s u p r e m e l y 
c a n o n i c a l figure, is n o l o n g e r a n a r r o w l y n a t i o n a l E n g l i s h w r i t e r s i n c e 
I n d i a n s h a v e e n g a g e d w i t h h i s plays f o r a very l o n g t i m e . H e is t h e a u ­
t h o r m o s t c o m m o n l y t a u g h t i n " a g r e a t m a j o r i t y o f t h e 1 8 6 u n i v e r ­
sities i n I n d i a " ( 2 1 ) , h i s p r e - e m i n e n c e u n d e r l i n e d by t h e n u m b e r o f 
t i m e s h e has b e e n t r a n s l a t e d i n t o I n d i a n l a n g u a g e s . A n d t h e n t h e r e 
are texts s u c h as t h e Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyam t h a t get t r a n s l a t e d i n t o 
H i n d i n o t t h r o u g h t h e P e r s i a n o r i g i n a l b u t t h r o u g h t h e F i t z g e r a l d 
t r a n s l a t i o n . 

T h i s k i n d o f o r i e n t a l i s t m e d i a t i z a t i o n ( i n T r i v e d i ' s s e c o n d c h a p t e r 
p r e s e n t e d t h r o u g h a d e t a i l e d d i s c u s s i o n o f H a r i v a n s h R a i B a c h c h a n ' s 
t r a n s l a t i o n as Umor Khayyam ki Madhushala) a g a i n s i g n a l s t h a t t h e 
n e e d f o r a m u c h m o r e c o m p l e x e n g a g e m e n t w i t h t h e W e s t r e q u i r e s a 
less a d v e r s a r i a l a n d c e r t a i n l y n o t b i n a r y p o s t c o l o n i a l p o e t i c . I n d e e d , i n 
T r i v e d i ' s c h a p t e r s o n T. S. E l i o t ( c h a p t e r 4 o n E l i o t i n H i n d i a n d c h a p ­
ter 7 o n E l i o t ' s use o f I n d i a ) we get two o r i g i n a l c o n t r i b u t i o n s to the 
g e n e r a l E l i o t b i b l i o g r a p h y . T h e e x c i t i n g p o i n t a b o u t these essays is t h e 
e x t e n t to w h i c h H i n d i s c h o l a r s h a v e ( m i s t a k e n l y ) i d e n t i f i e d E l i o t w i t h 
H i n d i p o e t r y b e c a u s e o f a p e r c e i v e d c o m m o n a l i t y b e t w e e n E l i o t ' s e n d ­
less p r e s e n t c o n t i n u o u s s e n t e n c e s a n d t h e i r use i n the H i n d i l a n g u a g e 
( w h e r e t h e p r e s e n t c o n t i n u o u s a n d n o t t h e s i m p l e p r e s e n t is the d o m i ­
n a n t i n d i c a t i v e m o o d ) . A s f o r E l i o t ' s o w n I n d i a , T r i v e d i s y s t e m a t i c a l l y 
d e b u n k s the n o t u n c o m m o n a r g u m e n t a m o n g so m a n y I n d i a n c r i t i c s 
t h a t E l i o t u n d e r s t o o d I n d i a n t h o u g h t w e l l a n d h i s p o e m s , at c r u c i a l 
m o m e n t s , are a c e l e b r a t i o n o f I n d i a n t h o u g h t . F a r f r o m it . E l i o t is a l ­
ways t h e h i g h C h u r c h o f E n g l a n d A n g l o - C a t h o l i c ( o r h o w e v e r else h e 
m a y h a v e d e f i n e d h i s C h r i s t i a n i t y ) f o r w h o m t h e use o f t h e o c c a s i o n a l 
S a n s k r i t w o r d o r p h r a s e was a j u x t a p o s i t i o n t h a t i n fact e m p h a s i z e d 
the g r e a t n e s s , t h e c l a r i t y o f C h r i s t i a n i t y , a n d i f h e d i d l i k e S a n s k r i t 
w o r d s , th is has to b e s e e n as n o m o r e t h a n a n e x p r e s s i o n o f m o d e r n i s t 
aesthet ics . T h e p o i n t is t h a t E l i o t ' s use o f S a n s k r i t s h o u l d n o t b e c o n ­
f u s e d w i t h I n d o m a n i a . A s T r i v e d i notes : "It is a l s o H i n d u i s m a n d t h e 
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m u c h v a u n t e d I n d i a n s p i r i t u a l i t y t h a t a r e s e e n as s u n k e n aga inst the 
a b i d i n g a n d e x c l u s i v e t r u t h s o f C h r i s t i a n i t y " ( 1 3 4 ) . S t r a n g e that I n ­
d i a n s w o u l d h a v e e m b r a c e d a p o e t w h o w o u l d h a v e p r o b a b l y fel t m o r e 
c o m f o r t a b l e w i t h M a c a u l a y a n d J a m e s M i l l t h a n w i t h S i r W i l l i a m J o n e s 
a n d N a t h a n i e l Brassey H a l s h e d . T h e s a m e t r e a t m e n t , w i t h a s t r o n g e r 
p o l i t i c a l twist, is d i r e c t e d a g a i n s t a n o t h e r d a r l i n g o f I n d i a n l i t e r a r y 
c r i t i c i s m , E . M . F o r s t e r . S o m a n y I n d i a n s h a v e e m b r a c e d F o r s t e r as a n ­
o t h e r w r i t e r w h o , i n A Passage to India, m a d e g r e a t use o f I n d i a n myst i ­
c i s m : t h a t s t r a n g e s o u n d i n the cave (wasn ' t it " o m " ? ) , t h e n a r r a t i v e o f 
K r i s h n a ' s b i r t h , a n d so o n . Y e t s e e n a g a i n s t a n o t h e r c o n t e m p o r a r y 
s u c h as E d w a r d T h o m p s o n ( lesser t h a n F o r s t e r b u t f o r t h e I n d i a n 
s h o u l d n o t h e b e g r e a t e r ? ) , F o r s t e r ' s r e p r e s e n t a t i o n o f I n d i a is a l l aes­
t h e t i c s a n d very l i t t l e p o l i t i c s . N o t t h a t th is i n i t se l f s h o u l d get i n t h e 
way o f j u d g e m e n t b u t r e a l l y o n e c a n n o t k e e p o n p l a c i n g F o r s t e r ' s text 
o n a p e d e s t a l f o r a l l the w r o n g r e a s o n s . U n l i k e T h o m p s o n , F o r s t e r 
n e v e r w a n t e d to s t ick h is n e c k o u t o n m a t t e r s o f p o l i t i c s a n d as f o r h i s 
u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f I n d i a n s p i r i t u a l i t y , l i k e E l i o t , h e k n e w very l i t t l e . I f 
n o t h i n g else these essays d o c h a l l e n g e I n d i a n a c a d e m i c s to d o a r c h i v a l 
w o r k ( w h i c h is T r i v e d i ' s g r e a t s t r e n g t h ) a n d i n d o i n g so, l i t e r a r y c r i t i c s 
i n I n d i a — o n e h o p e s — w o u l d b e g i n to r e v a l u a t e s o m e o f these "mas­
t e r " E n g l i s h w r i t e r s . 

B u t w h e r e d o e s E n g l i s h l i t e r a t u r e s t a n d i n t h e c u r r i c u l u m ? W h y 
t e a c h E n g l i s h as a n a t i o n a l l i t e r a t u r e s i m p l y b e c a u s e , as o n e a r g u m e n t 
goes , o n e l e a r n s f r o m it t h e l i t e r a r y h i s t o r y o f E n g l a n d ? Fi f ty years o n 
s i n c e i n d e p e n d e n c e , a n d w i t h a d e c i s i v e shi f t i n g l o b a l p o w e r as w e l l as 
i n I n d i a ' s o w n p o l i t i c a l a f f i l i a t i o n s (its l o n g f l i r t a t i o n w i t h the S o v i e t 
b l o c , f o r i n s t a n c e ) is n o t it t i m e t h a t we b e g a n to face a n o t h e r k i n d o f 
rea l i ty? M a n y u n i v e r s i t i e s i n A u s t r a l i a , f o r i n s t a n c e , n o l o n g e r h a v e a 
d e p a r t m e n t o f E n g l i s h . I n t h e s e u n i v e r s i t i e s , E n g l i s h l i t e r a t u r e is i n 
fact t a u g h t a l o n g s i d e A u s t r a l i a n , A m e r i c a n , a n d p o s t c o l o n i a l w r i t i n g 
as w e l l as a l o n g s i d e texts i n t r a n s l a t i o n . A g a i n t h e l o c a l n o n - E n g l i s h 
s c e n e i n I n d i a p r o v i d e s us w i t h a m o r e p r o g r e s s i v e m o d e l . I n H i n d i , 
f o r i n s t a n c e , m a n y m o r e n o n - E n g l i s h w r i t e r s a r e b e i n g t r a n s l a t e d . I n ­
d e e d , M i l a n K u n d e r a was a v a i l a b l e i n a H i n d i t r a n s l a t i o n l o n g b e f o r e 
h e was a v a i l a b l e i n a n E n g l i s h t r a n s l a t i o n i n I n d i a . W h a t e x c i t e s t h e I n ­
d i a n l i t e r a r y i m a g i n a t i o n ( i n H i n d i , B e n g a l i , a n d o t h e r I n d i a n l a n ­
g u a g e s ) a r e w r i t e r s f r o m L a t i n A m e r i c a , f r o m A f r i c a , f r o m t h e U S , a n d 
f r o m E u r o p e . I n r e g i o n a l l a n g u a g e s , I n d i a is r e s p o n d i n g to late m o d ­
e r n i t y as it s h o u l d t h r o u g h a f o r m o f l i t e r a r y g l o b a l i z a t i o n . O n e o f t h e 
p o i n t s t h a t s e e m s to u n d e r l i e t h e T r i v e d i thesis is t h a t p o s t c o l o n i a l the­
o r y ( o f t h e c e n t r e - p e r i p h e r y type) s i m p l y forgets t h e m a r c h o f h i s t o r y 
a n d t h e p o w e r o f l i t e r a t u r e i t se l f w h i c h always a l i g n s i t se l f w i t h m o v e ­
m e n t s t h a t are o n t h e a s c e n d a n t . A s f o r E n g l a n d , it m u s t b e s a i d t h a t 
n o r e a l l y g r e a t b o o k has c o m e o u t o f t h e r e i n a l o n g w h i l e . 

S o T r i v e d i finally m a k e s h i s o w n p r o a c t i v e i n t e r v e n t i o n i n t o a c u r ­
r i c u l u m t h a t s t i l l s e e m s to ex is t i n a f r a m e w o r k that goes b a c k to 
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Macaulay's 1 8 3 5 Minute on Indian Education. One hundred and sixty 
years later, is it not time for English departments to listen to the voices 
of multilingual India in designing their English curriculum? Trivedi 
makes a case for what he calls the panchadhatu (or the five elements) 
of literary education in India. In this system, one gathers, English de­
partments would become part of a comprehensive literature (even a 
comparative literature) department in which (English) iterature will 
be taught through a curriculum comprising five elements of literary 
study: literature in English translation; literature in English from else­
where; literature in English from England; literature in a modern In­
dian language; literature in a classical language. There is much in this 
model that is commendable, but it is presented as a highly untheoreti-
cal exercise. The argument, it seems, is that so long as these compo­
nents are taught, somehow literary education would reflect the kind of 
book that Trivedi has produced: it would be a literary education in 
which an Indian student can easily move through Hindi, Sanskrit, and 
English literatures. Moreover, it is assumed that overnight the 186 
English departments in Indian universities would have staff qualified 
to teach these courses without pushing and pulling in directions that 
would make the model itself totally unworkable. There are in fact eas­
ier models that one can adopt. An English and Comparative Litera­
ture model for one. In this model, all courses at the undergraduate 
level are arranged in genres, periods, themes, and so on. The unifying 
course is a course in literary theory that acts as a prerequisite. Thus 
in a genre course such as Narrative Fiction, English texts are read 
alongside Dostoevsky, Premchand, and Sarat Chandra Chatterjee (the 
last three in the original or in translation). Similarly, a poetry course 
(let us call this one the Poetry of Meditation) may examine English de­
votional as well as Indian bhakti verse. However, to get these courses 
going one needs theoretical models: theories of narrative for narrative 
fiction and a devotional poetics for the second. Clearly, under catego­
ries such as "thematic" or "periodization" or under an altogether sepa­
rate category, one could even teach literatures in a modern Indian 
language. 

As for the final group mentioned in Trivedi's panchadhatu, literature 
in a classical language, real claims can possibly be made by only three: 
Sanskrit, Old Tamil, and High Urdu/Persian. Now Trivedi's prefer­
ence it seems is really for Sanskrit and it makes good sense given that 
in India Sanskrit literature has a pan-Indian presence. One way to get 
this literature in the curriculum is by implementing the old second 
language requirement for the BA that still exists (at the M A level) in 
many North American universities. If under the genre category classi­
cal Sanskrit drama and the Epic were offered as électives (to be taught 
in English translation), then those with Sanskrit as their classical lan­
guage could work from primary texts anyway. Evidently, one could 
have national literatures, including postcolonial writing, in the syl-
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labus as well. The trick really is to ensure that students are told quite 
clearly that for the BA major in literature they must do at least one 
genre course, the compulsory theory course (which, in India, would 
have a strong dose of Sanskrit literary theory), a period course, and 
perhaps a context/theme course (such as postcolonial writing, repre­
sentation and gender). It is a pity that what Trivedi does so well in his 
own book gets transformed into a syllabus that does not really do the 
obvious: that is, move the teaching of literature from periods and liter­
ary histories to theory and interdisciplinarity. 

The last section is presented here by way of a debate with the author. 
It should not supersede what I consider is one of the best books to 
have come out of India by an Eng. Lit. critic. Trivedi is a great reader 
of texts; he writes with enthusiasm and a rare fluency. A reviewer like 
me who also reads most of the texts mentioned in this book in the 
original, finds reading the book a particularly rewarding experience. 
It is a pity that while the Indian diaspora continues to produce highly 
inventive literary critics in English, there are few and far between in In­
dia itself. If Trivedi's book can inspire other Indians to write as well — 
and to discuss writing in India's many languages with the same skill— 
then this book will go down as that "moment" when Indian Eng. Lit. 
criticism reached maturity. 

VIJAY MISHRA 

C3\9 

Salman Rushdie and Elizabeth West, eds. The Vintage Book of Indian 
Writing 1947-1997. London: Random House, 1 9 9 7 . Pp. xxiii, 5 7 8 . 
£ 7 . 9 5 ; £ 5 . 6 0 (India). 

Salman Rushdie seems to have a special gift for getting embroiled in 
controversy. This time he has ensured it even before The Vintage Book of 
Indian Writing 1947-1997 reached India by publishing the introduc­
tion in the special fiction issue of The New Yorker. His contention that 
"there is only one Indian writer in translation whom I would place on 
par with the Indo-Anglian" ( 5 2 ) provoked a large number of Indian 
academics to question Rushdie's credentials. The book features fiction 
and non-fiction by 3 2 authors, including Rushdie himself, and the sec­
ond half of the "Introduction" (xvii-xxiii) provides a good guide to the 
writers who appear in the anthology. It is the opening section which 
has raised hackles. Rushdie declares: 

The prose writing—both fiction and non-fiction—created in this period by 
Indians working in English is proving to be a stronger and more important 
body of work than most of what has been produced in the 16 official lan­
guages of India, the so-called "vernacular languages," during the same time; 
and, indeed, this new, and still burgeoning "Indo-Anglian" literature repre­
sents perhaps the most valuable contribution India has yet made to the 
world of books, (x) 


