
From Absent Authority to 
Present Responsibility: An Agendt 

for Indian (English) Criticism 
a 

M A K A R A N D P A R A N J A P E 

I The Problem (s) 

A. W A N T T O B E G I N w i t h three ques t ions : d o we n e e d a m o d e r n 
I n d i a n t r a d i t i o n i n c r i t i c i sm? D o we have a m o d e r n I n d i a n t radi
t i o n i n c r i t i c i sm? A n d wha t s h o u l d be the shape o f a m o d e r n 
I n d i a n t r a d i t i o n i n c r i t i c i sm? W h e n it c o m e s to the n e e d for such 
a t r a d i t i o n , I d o u b t w h e t h e r there is a n y o n e w h o w o u l d ser ious ly 
q u e s t i o n it, t h o u g h several , less u n a m b i g u o u s issues are i m p l i 
ca ted i n the q u e s t i o n . I admi t , t h o u g h , that this n e e d is v o i c e d i n 
d i f fe rent ways, less a n d m o r e d i rec t , by c o n t e m p o r a r y cr i t ics . 
C . D . N a r a s i m h a i a h , fo r ins tance , w h o has of ten advoca ted an 
I n d i a n a p p r o a c h to E n g l i s h studies, phrases it this way: 

T h e n e e d f o r a c o m m o n P o e t i c f o r I n d i a n L i t e r a t u r e s t o d a y is p a r t o f 
a l a r g e r r e a l i s a t i o n [,] s i n c e I n d e p e n d e n c e , o f t h e n e e d to f o r g e 
f o r w a r d . O n t h e o t h e r h a n d , t h a n k s to a l o n g p e r i o d o f c o l o n i a l r u l e , 
we t e n d e d to l o o k u p to W e s t e r n m o d e l s — f i r s t E n g l i s h , t h e n E u r o 
p e a n — f o r o u r w r i t i n g a n d l o o k at W e s t e r n l i t e r a t u r e e x c l u s i v e l y 
t h r o u g h W e s t e r n eyes, b o t h o f w h i c h l e d to a c o m p l a c e n c y w h i c h 
m a d e us d e p e n d e n t o n W e s t e r n c r i t i c a l c r i t e r i a a n d e v e n v a l u e s i n 
d e a l i n g w i t h o u r o w n l i t e r a t u r e s a n d i n h i b i t e d e x p l o r a t i o n o f v i a b l e 
I n d i a n a l t e r n a t i v e s . (43) 

In i n v o k i n g N a r a s i m h a i a h , I a m c i t i n g o n l y o n e c o n t e m p o r a r y 
I n d i a n E n g l i s h c r i t i c , t h o u g h pe rhaps the m o s t senior , w h o 
has cons is ten t ly advoca ted a n i n d e p e n d e n t a n d i n d i g e n o u s c r i t i 
ca l o u t l o o k . A c t u a l l y , this s ta tement reflects the sen t iments ex
pressed i n i n n u m e r a b l e appeals , b o t h w i t h i n a n d w i t h o u t the 
academy, i n favour o f the r ev i t a l i za t ion , r e su rgence , a n d r e f o r m 
o f I n d i a n c r i t i c a l t r ad i t ions i n r e l a t i o n to the West. S u c h pleas are 
a par t o f what m i g h t be c a l l e d the d i scourse o f d e c o l o n i z a t i o n , 
whose b e g i n n i n g s may be t r aced to the very first nat ive responses 
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to the e m e r g e n c e o f i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z e d c o l o n i a l i s m itself. In this 
d i scourse can be i n c l u d e d most o f o u r ma jo r t h inke r s , activists, 
a n d c u l t u r a l figures i n the last two h u n d r e d years o r so. 

T h i s essay argues that it is i n this b r o a d e r i n t e l l ec tua l t r a d i t i o n 
that o u r c o n t e m p o r a r y c r i t i c a l d i scourse needs to be l oca t ed . 
However , I arr ive at this c o n c l u s i o n i n a somewha t i n d i r e c t 
m a n n e r , t h r o u g h the e x a m i n a t i o n o f a key text o f a n A m e r i c a n 
c r i t i c , J o h n O l i v e r Perry, whose l o n g a n d l eng thy e n g a g e m e n t 
wi th I n d i a n l i t e ra tu re over the last two decades has g o n e nea r ly 
u n n o t i c e d . It is o n l y after a carefu l e x a m i n a t i o n o f the issues 
ra ised i n his p i o n e e r i n g study Absent Authority: Issues in Contempo
rary Indian English Criticism ( 1992) that the k i n d o f c o n s t r u c t i o n 
o r recovery o f t r ad i t i on that I advocate can be effected fruitfully. 

II John Oliver Perry's "Absent Authority" 
In I nd i a , i m m e d i a t e l y after a b i g b o o k , there is usua l ly a b i g 
s i l ence . In the ra re f ied w o r l d o f p o s t c o l o n i a l academics , the 
i n t e l l ec tua l a i r is usua l ly t h i n . C o n s e q u e n t l y , a b i g b o o k leaves 
us gasp ing . O r else we scurry to take cover, s c r a m b l i n g to repeat 
a n d domes t ica te m e t r o p o l i t a n responses to the b o o k . B u t i f the 
b i g b o o k i n q u e s t i o n is p u b l i s h e d o n l y i n I nd i a , there is no 
c o m p e l l i n g o r u rgen t reason to react to it immed ia t e ly . A c o n s i d 
erable p e r i o d o f t ime thus elapses before an adequa te response 
emerges , before the I n d i a n in t e l l egens i a b r ings i tself to take 
no te o f its contents . Usua l ly , however , such books are i g n o r e d , 
f a l l i n g prey to the p r e v a i l i n g s n o b b i s h se l f -deprec ia t ion acco rd 
i n g to w h i c h o n l y books p u b l i s h e d a b r o a d rea l ly matter. B y this 
l og i c , the "best" o f I n d i a n cr i t ics w h o , natura l ly , resort to A n g l o -
A m e r i c a n pub l i she r s , d i s d a i n to c o n t e n d w i t h a b o o k p u b l i s h e d 
i n I nd i a , even i f its a u t h o r is an A m e r i c a n . Absent Authority: Issues 
in Contemporary Indian English Criticism, t hen , lacks au thor i ty pre
c ise ly because it is n o t p u b l i s h e d by a r epu tab l e Wes te rn p u b l i s h 
i n g house o r its agent i n I n d i a . T h u s w i l l - n i l l y it par t ic ipa tes i n the 
very c o n d i t i o n o f p o s t c o l o n i a l powerlessness a n d i n c o n s e q u e n -
t ial i ty w h i c h it tries to p r o b l e m a t i z e a n d o v e r c o m e ; i n o t h e r 
words , it falls p rey to the very disease it tries to d iagnose a n d cure . 

Yet Perry ' s b o o k is i m p o r t a n t . It qua l i f ies as a l a n d m a r k no t 
o n l y because it is the first b o o k o n the c r i t i c i s m o f I n d i a n E n g l i s h 
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poe t ry (that is, the first sus ta ined exerc ise i n m e t a c r i t i c i s m i n the 
I n d i a n con tex t ) a n d because it is so t h o r o u g h , even exhaus t ive , 
bu t also because it raises s o m e c r u c i a l issues. O f course , some 
m i g h t c o m p l a i n that it is r epe t i t ious a n d verbose , that a c o n c e n 
t ra ted a n d c o m p r e s s e d a r g u m e n t w o u l d have b e e n m o r e s t imu
l a t i n g a n d effective, that its p r o l i x i t y a n d egocen t r i c un t id iness 
r e n d e r e d it u n p u b l i s h a b l e i n the West, a n d so o n . S o m e o f this 
m i g h t be true, bu t Perry ' s des i re to p r o v i d e wha t he calls "an 
in fo rma t ive ana ly t i ca l d e s c r i p t i o n " a n d a h is tory o f c o n t e m p o 
rary c r i t i ca l debates pe rhaps excuses, i f n o t necessitates, the 
garrul i ty . T h e repet i t iveness is, at least partly, because several 
p o r t i o n s o f the b o o k were first p u b l i s h e d as i n d e p e n d e n t papers 
i n var ious , mos t ly I n d i a n j o u r n a l s . So , for the present pu rpose , I 
w o u l d l i k e to leave aside such c r i t i c i sms . 

Bes ides b e i n g the first b o o k o f its k i n d a n d so t h o r o u g h i n its 
coverage, what makes the b o o k a s ign i f ican t i n t e r v e n t i o n is its 
po l i t i c s , p ragmat ics , a n d themat ics . T a k i n g the " i m m e n s e diver
sity a n d d y n a m i c inc lus iv i ty o f I n d i a n c u l t u r e " as his base a n d 
n o t i n g the l ack o f "any p r i o r au thor i t a t ive t r a d i t i o n " (g) i n 
I n d i a n E n g l i s h c r i t i c i s m , Pe r ry argues fo r a " r e l i ab l e a n d respon
sible c r i t i c i s m o f I n d i a n E n g l i s h poe t ry" w i t h "a m o r e i nd ige 
nous , i f a p p r o p r i a t e l y m i x e d , c r i t i ca l a p p r o a c h " (29). In t r y ing to 
de f ine such an a p p r o a c h , o n the o n e h a n d , he rejects the "short-
range hedon i s t i c -p ragmat ic -cap i t a l i s t i c " aesthet ic w h i c h we i m 
p o r t f r o m the West, as he does the o lder , p h a l l o c e n t r i c , "Western 
C l a s s i c a l - C h r i s t i a n " t r a d i t i o n (33). O n the o t h e r h a n d , he also 
rejects the classical I n d i a n B r a h m i n i c a l t r a d i t i o n o f l i t e ra tu re as 
"author i ta t ive law" (39) a n d its "ha rsh v i s i o n o f a legal is t ic , 
r i tua l i s t ic perspec t ive o n l i t e ra tu re" (40). A f t e r d e p a r t i n g f r o m 
the Wes te rn a n d the Sanskr i t i c t rad i t ions , Pe r ry also dis tances 
h i m s e l f f r o m the t h i r d , "nat ivis t" a l ternat ive . H e r e , he c r i t iques 
the w o r k o f cr i t ics l i k e G . N . Devy, ' w h o i n t he i r search f o r l o c a l 
roots a n d a l l i ances w i t h the desi t r ad i t ions , " s u c c u m b to distor
t ions o f p e r c e p t i o n a n d ca t ego r i za t i on that arise f r o m s e e k i n g 
i n d i g e n o u s c r i t e r i a i n n a t i o n a l a n d r e g i o n a l terms" (61). T h u s , 
for Perry, a resul tant s i tua t ion ob ta ins " i n w h i c h 'absent au thor 
ity ' r e igns b o t h i n I n d i a as a n a t i o n a n d society a n d i n I n d i a n 
E n g l i s h w r i t i n g o f poe t ry as we l l as c r i t i c i s m " ( 119). However , he 
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is no t a l a r m e d by this v a c u u m bu t sees i n it ins tead "an o p p o r 
tuni ty for c r ea t i ng , n o t m e r e l y r e v i v i n g o r r e c o n s t i t u t i n g f r o m 
past sources , a ' c o n t e m p o r a r y t r a d i t i o n ' " (49). 

T h e c h a l l e n g e , o f course , is i n h o w to de f ine the i ng red i en t s o f 
this t r a d i t i o n . H e r e , Pe r ry a t tempts his c r u c i a l d i s t i n c t i o n be
tween " I n d i a n " a n d " i n d i g e n o u s . " H e argues that " ' I n d i a n ' a n d 
' Indian-ness ' are n o t concep t s useful fo r l i t e ra ry d i s cus s ion" 
because " I n d i a n mus t be so p o l y c e n t r i c i n its re fe ren t ia l m e a n i n g 
as to be ineffect ive as a de f in i t ive t e rm; its o n l y use is as a n o n 
exc lus ive category" ( 111 ) . Instead, Per ry makes a case fo r ' " i n d i -
g e n i z i n g ' o r m a k i n g one ' s o w n , versus ' I n d i a n i z i n g , ' o r a t tempt
i n g to be I n d i a n i n an a u t h o r i t a r i a n , absolut is t way" (276). Pe r ry 
def ines i n d i g e n i z a t i o n as "a p e r s o n a l l y a n d c u l t u r a l l y i n w a r d -
t u r n i n g creat ive process ," w h i c h works "as a na tu ra l means o f 
c o p i n g w i t h the var ious senses o f 'absent au tho r i ty ' " (36) . W h a t 
we are left w i t h t h e n is "a posi t ive p lu ra l i s t a t t i tude" that is 

n o t pass ive ly " t o l e r a n t " a n d " o p e n , " b u t act ive i n d e f e n s e o f threat
e n e d d i v e r s i t i e s (as n e o - e o n s e r v a t i v e s a r e ) a n d i n p u r s u i t o f n e w 
d e v e l o p m e n t s (as m o d e r n i s t i c l i b e r a l s a r e ) . C o n t a i n i n g a n d re
s t r a i n i n g w i t h i n i t s e l f t h e p o t e n t i a l l y d e s t r u c t i v e s t r a i n s b e t w e e n n e o -
c o n s e r v a t i s m a n d l i b e r a l i s m , the t r u l y p l u r a l i s t c o n t e m p o r a r y per
s p e c t i v e resists m a k i n g h i e r a r c h i e s o f value-systems, a n d i n t h a t sense 
is r e l a t i v i s t i c , d e m o c r a t i c a l l y p l u r a l i s t i n a l e v e l l i n g , n o n - c o m m i t t a l 
sense. Y e t th is p r o c e s s c a n a lso d e f e n d t h e i n e v i t a b l e h i e r a r c h i e s 
w i t h i n value-systems a n d c a n e v e n j u d g e w h i c h is the least o p p r e s s i v e 
a m o n g t h e m , m a k i n g s u r e t h a t g e n u i n e o p e n n e s s to p r o d u c t i v e 
c o n f l i c t a n d n o n - v i o l e n t c h a n g e is t h e r e b y p r o t e c t e d . ( 2 1 6 ) 

T h e best specif ic i n s t an t i a t i on o f such m u l t i c u l t u r a l i s m of fe red 
i n the b o o k is the r e m a r k that there "is r o o m i n I n d i a n c r i t i c i s m 
no t o n l y for a se l f -contradic tory I n d i a - l a u d i n g A m e r i c a n b u t also 
a sel f -contradictor) ' Ind ia - re jec t ing I n d i a n " (192). S u c h t h e n is 
Perry ' s v i s i o n o f a p lu ra l i s t , m u l t i c u l t u r a l c r i t i c i s m for a m u l t i 
c u l t u r a l , m u l t i d i m e n s i o n a l , a n d m u l t i l i n g u a l I nd i a . 

T h e r e is o n e m o r e reason why I t h i n k this b o o k is s igni f icant . 
Pe r ry is n o t con t en t w i t h m e r e l y t ry ing to d e v e l o p an adequa te 
a n d v iab le c r i t i c i s m for I n d i a n E n g l i s h poetry. H i s c o n c e r n is 
l a rger a n d over t ly m o r e p o l i t i c a l . H e p rov ides the c r u c i a l l i n k 
ages be tween his i n d i g e n o u s aesthet ic a n d a b r o a d e r p o l i t i c a l 
a g e n d a for i n d e p e n d e n t , d e m o c r a t i c I n d i a . Iden t i fy ing three 



A G E N D A F O R I N D I A N C R I T I C I S M 15 

major p r o b l e m s w h i c h I n d i a n po l i t y f aces—"feuda l boss ism 
based o n d o m i n a n t castes," " lack o f l e a d e r s h i p accountab i l i ty , " 
a n d "non-accoun tab i l i t y o f the bu reauc racy" (207) — Per ry advo
cates a rea l i s t ica l ly r e spons ib l e c r i t i c i s m that is sensitive to "the 
p o l i t i c a l l y l o a d e d issue o f the c u l t u r a l representat iveness o f In
d i a n E n g l i s h poet ry" (206). H e c h a m p i o n s "an o p e n a n d fluid 
v i s ionary m o d e l o f ' a n o t h e r I n d i a , ' " w h i c h w i l l "resist a u t h o r i 
ta r ian d o m i n a t i o n " w i t h o u t " u t o p i a n i d e a l i s m i n search o f c u l 
tu ra l i n t e g r a t i o n " (211). 

Perry, moreover , is n o t unaware o f the c o n t r a d i c t i o n s i n h e r e n t 
i n his ro le as "ano the r f o r e i g n ga tekeeper" t ry ing to p r o m o t e 
" i n d i g e n o u s , i.e., m u l t i c u l t u r a l l y I n d i a n c r i t i c i s m " ( 190). H e asks 
these ques t ions : " H o w m u c h does o r c a n the present A m e r i c a n 
cr i t ic ' s status a n d p o w e r d is tor t the p r io r i t i e s set by i n d i g e n o u s 
c r i t i c s ? . . . C a n ' t I nd i ans arr ive at the same evalua t ions i n d e p e n 
den t ly a n d w i t h m o r e au thor i ty?" (190). A n s w e r i n g his o w n 
quer ies , he c o n c l u d e s , " C e r t a i n l y m y analysis a n d c o n s e q u e n t 
suggest ions for i n d i g e n o u s c r i t i c i s m have gene ra l l y n o t b e e n a n d 
s h o u l d n o t be d e p l o r e d as a l i e n m e r e l y because o f m y a l i e n 
o r i g i n s " (191). 

Befo re I offer m y o w n responses to Perry ' s ideas, let m e ac
k n o w l e d g e my o w n misg iv ings o n first r e a d i n g Absent Authority: 
Issues in Contemporary Indian English Criticism. F i rs t , I was su rp r i s ed 
that a n y o n e w o u l d take I n d i a n E n g l i s h c r i t i c i s m so seriously. 
Because we d o n o t take ourselves seriously, we t e n d n o t to take 
ser ious ly those w h o d o take us ser iously . T h e n i r o n i c a l l y it felt 
as i f this 422-page b o o k , d o c u m e n t i n g the uses a n d advantages 
o f absent author i ty , h a d i n its o w n b e i n g u n d o n e its cen t ra l 
a r g u m e n t by c o n s t i t u t i n g i tself i n to a power fu l p resence . Fu r the r 
m o r e , w i t h its r epea t ed qua l i f i ca t ions a n d exp l ana t i ons , I w o n 
d e r e d h o w m u c h scope o r space d i d the b o o k rea l ly a c c o r d to a 
d e v e l o p m e n t , r e f i nemen t , o r even a c r i t i q u e o f its m a i n posi 
tions? O r was the s i l ence , such as I f ea red I myse l f m i g h t lapse 
i n to , a m o r e a p p r o p r i a t e , l ong - t e rm response? Yet I u n d e r s t o o d 
q u i c k l y that a great benef i t o f this b o o k is that it is the first 
substant ia l r e c o g n i t i o n a n d v a l i d a t i o n o f I n d i a n E n g l i s h c r i t i 
c i s m by a Wes te rn scholar . A l a s , we have n o t r e a c h e d the stage 
w h e n we c a n d ispense w i t h the n e e d fo r such r e c o g n i t i o n o r 
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v a l i d a t i o n . T h e b o o k , i f n o t h i n g else, s h o u l d e n c o u r a g e those o f 
us w h o always l o o k o n l y to the West, to take ourselves a n d o u r 
o w n co l l eagues a l i t t le m o r e se r ious ly ins tead . 

F u r t h e r m o r e , even at the r isk o f i tself l o s i n g its t enuous c o n 
n e c t i o n w i t h c o n t e m p o r a r y A n g l o - A m e r i c a n s cho l a r sh ip , this 
b o o k does h e l p to in tegra te I n d i a n E n g l i s h c r i t i c i s m w i t h the 
i n t e r n a t i o n a l c r i t i c a l d i scourse . H o w e v e r f ra i l a n d t e m p o r a r y 
such a b r i d g e m i g h t be, its s ign i f i cance c a n n o t be d e n i e d be
cause, n o r m a l l y , the two discourses d o n o t speak to each other . 
Absent Authority: Issues in Contemporary Indian English Criticism, 
t h e n , does no t c o m p r o m i s e the iden t i ty o f I n d i a n E n g l i s h c r i t i 
c i s m ; it does not , moreove r , erase the d i f fe rence be tween I n d i a n 
E n g l i s h c r i t i c i s m a n d Wes te rn c r i t i c a l d i scourse . W e , the I n d i a n 
E n g l i s h cr i t ics , wish to be seen a n d h e a r d too , n o d o u b t , bu t this 
has to be o n o u r terms, n o t t h r o u g h m i m i c r y o r v e n t r i l o q u i s m . 
Perry 's b o o k thus const i tutes a g e n u i n e a n d m e a n i n g f u l inter
v e n t i o n ; it is an e x a m p l e o f h o w "advanced" Wes te rn s c h o l a r s h i p 
m i g h t a t t empt t ru ly to " h e l p " us i n o u r o w n c u l t u r a l p rax i s . 

But despi te these a f f i rmat ions o f a p p r e c i a t i o n , I mus t n o w say 
what I find w r o n g w i t h Perry 's w h o l e f o r m u l a t i o n o f absent 
author i ty . A gene ra l p o i n t o f c r i t i c i s m w o u l d be that its mos t 
i m p o r t a n t concep t s are no t suf f ic ien t ly e l u c i d a t e d o r e x p l a i n e d . 
C o n s i d e r , fo r ins tance , the cen t ra l i d e a o f " i n d i g e n i z a t i o n . " A s I 
see it, Pe r ry uses the w o r d i n one , very spec ia l sense. ( A c c o r d i n g 
to Webster's Netti World Dictionary, the w o r d " i n d i g e n o u s " m e a n s 
" i . ex i s t i ng , g r o w i n g , o r p r o d u c e d na tu ra l ly i n a r e g i o n o r c o u n 
try; b e l o n g i n g (to) as nat ive. 2. i nna te , i n h e r e n t , i n b o r n . " T h e 
r o o t w o r d is the L a t i n "genus" m e a n i n g "b i r t h , o r i g i n , race, 
species, k i n d . " So " i n d i g e n o u s , " i n mos t cases, w o u l d be s i m p l y 
i d e n t i c a l to Ind ian . ) T h e spec ia l sense w i t h w h i c h Per ry endows 
the w o r d — o f m a k i n g one ' s o w n — c a n o n l y c o r r e s p o n d to the 
i d e a o f " p r o d u c t i o n " i m p l i c i t i n o n e sense o f " i n d i g e n o u s . " O r d i 
n a r i l y the w o r d w o u l d m e a n s i m p l y "nat ive," that is, "no t m a d e 
I n d i a n bu t a l ready i n h e r e n t l y I n d i a n . " 

T h u s , o n c lose r e x a m i n a t i o n , " i n d i g e n o u s " does n o t s eem a l l 
that different f r o m nat ivis t o r Ind ian is t , b o t h pos i t ions that Pe r ry 
repudia tes . B u t even i f " m a k i n g I n d i a n " were d i f fe rent f r o m 
" b e i n g I n d i a n , " the resul t is pe rhaps s imi lar . I n d i g e n i z a t i o n a n d 
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I n d i a n i z a t i o n t h e n i m p l y very s i m i l a r processes, even i f there is a 
subt le a t t i t ud ina l d i f fe rence . I n d i g e n i z a t i o n ce r t a in ly appears 
less t h r ea t en ing , m o r e i n d i v i d u a l i s t i c , m o r e f l ex ib l e , m o r e l o c a l , 
w h i l e I n d i a n i z a t i o n seems to be c o n n e c t e d w i t h the l a rger p ro 
j ec t o f n a t i o n , state, a n d count ry . Yet , w h e n it comes to ac tua l 
p rac t ice , they e n d u p b e i n g qu i t e s imi lar . L e t m e i l lus t ra te wi th a 
h y p o t h e t i c a l e x a m p l e . W o u l d it be poss ib le fo r an I n d i a n c r i t i c to 
p rac t ice , say, a f o r m o f a l i e n o r a l i e n a t i n g d e c o n s t r u c t i o n i s m 
c l a i m i n g that he has i n d i g e n i z e d it? W o u l d n o t i n d i g e n i z i n g it 
m e a n also I n d i a n i z i n g it? S imi l a r l y , to assert that C o c a - C o l a a n d 
the B r i t i s h C o u n c i l , to offer two tota l ly u n r e l a t e d a n d de l ibe r 
ately p rovoca t ive example s , are I n d i a n is as a b s u r d as to say that 
they are i n d i g e n o u s . T r u e , the c o n t e m p o r a r y I n d i a n real i ty al
lows f o r — e v e n p r i v i l e g e s — m u c h that is n e i t h e r I n d i a n n o r 
i n d i g e n o u s , b u t that is n o excuse to be l ieve that every such 
artefact, i dea , o r t r e n d , by its m e r e p resence , ceases to be a l i e n . 
W h a t I have b e e n a r g u i n g is that the d i s t i n c t i o n be tween i nd ige 
nous a n d I n d i a n is at best a f l imsy o n e ; a t h i n g b e c o m e s I n d i a n 
o n l y w h e n it has b e e n i n d i g e n i z e d a n d v ice versa. It is to be 
e x p e c t e d that the ac tua l processes o f i n d i g e n i z a t i o n are l i k e l y to 
be very s i m i l a r to processes o f I n d i a n i z a t i o n . T o accept i n d i g e n i z 
a t i on a n d to d e n y I n d i a n i z a t i o n t h e n w o u l d be t a n t a m o u n t to 
r e j ec t ing a var ie ty o f I n d i a n ident i t ies . S u c h an evas ion o r erasure 
may be p r o d u c t i v e to s o m e b u t n o t to a l l I n d i a n cr i t ics . 

S imi l a r ly , Perry ' s n o t i o n o f "absent au thor i ty" is r a the r vague 
a n d self-contradictory. T h e w o r d "absent" i tself has at least two, 
d i f ferent m e a n i n g s : not -present a n d non-exis tent . I f o n e is a 
f o l l o w e r o f J acques D e r r i d a , t h e n o n e w o u l d ce r t a in ly ce lebra te 
absence, espec ia l ly o f the first k i n d . A l l au thor i ty t h e n w o u l d be 
m e r e l y c h i m e r a l a n d elusive, fo is ted by the l o g o c e n t r i c i s m o f the 
metaphysics o f p resence a n d h e n c e to be d e c o n s t r u c t e d for one ' s 
e m a n c i p a t i o n . T h e s e c o n d sense w o u l d s e n d — a n d has sen t— 
a l a r m bel ls r i n g i n g i n the m i n d s o f mos t t h o u g h t f u l p e o p l e . It 
suggests a c o s m i c m o r a l ana rchy w h i c h is suscept ib le to dan
gerous m a n i p u l a t i o n s by c y n i c a l n ih i l i s t s o r power-seekers . S t ren
uous a t tempts have b e e n m a d e to refute such a l ack o f cen t re by 
r e v i v i n g o r r e v a l i d a t i n g several o l d a n d new m o r a l centres , i f no t 
au thor i t i es , to c o u n t e r it . T h e w o r k o f M i c h e l F o u c a u l t , E d w a r d 
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Sa id , N o a m C h o m s k y , J ü r g e n H a b e r m a s , C h a r l e s Taylor , A i j a z 
A h m a d , a n d o thers may be c i t e d by way o f examples . 

In Perry ' s o w n b o o k , the phrase "absent au thor i ty" is u sed i n 
b o t h these senses. C lea r ly , non-p resence o f au thor i ty is seen by 
Per ry as a negat ive c o n d i t i o n . It i m p l i e s a c o n d i t i o n i n w h i c h 
Wes te rn i m p e r i a l i s m di rec ts the course o f I n d i a n c r i t i c i s m l i k e an 
absentee l a n d l o r d ( 119) o r l i k e a d e a d author , e s t ab l i shed c r i t i c , 
o r a n c i e n t o r m o d e m theory used to c o n t r o l the p r o d u c t i o n o f 
t ex tua l m e a n i n g (391). Ins tead, Pe r ry w o u l d seem to pre fe r a 
t ruly d e c e n t r e d w o r l d i n w h i c h au tho r i t y is n o t m e r e l y absent b u t 
non-exis tent . S u c h a c o n d i t i o n w o u l d y i e l d a c o r r e s p o n d i n g l y 
d e c e n t r e d ( in te r ) t ex tua l i ty w h i c h w o u l d a l l o w a c o n t e m p o r a r y 
— that is, eve r -new—play o f m e a n i n g s a n d in t e rp re t a t ions (35). 

However , such c r u c i a l d i s t i nc t i ons be tween the two senses o f 
au thor i ty are o n l y i m p l i e d , neve r c l ea r ly stated o r e x p l a i n e d i n 
the text. C o n s e q u e n t l y , the fu l l e r i m p l i c a t i o n s o f Per ry ' s ideas, 
w h i c h n e e d to be w o r k e d o u t i n de t a i l , are n o t f o r t h c o m i n g . A t 
p resen t t h e n "absent au thor i ty" r e m a i n s a t a n t a l i z i n g c o n c e p t , 
w i t h h in ts o f a c o r n u c o p i a o f h i d d e n benefi ts , bu t w i t h o u t a n 
ac tua l i za t i on o f its rea l advantages. 

T h i s lack o f c lar i ty at the c r u x o f the text i n d u c e s several 
r e l a t ed p r o b l e m s , o f w h i c h I sha l l m e n t i o n j u s t two. Fi rs t o f a l l , 
Perry ' s a g e n d a o f posi t ive p l u r a l i s m a n d m u l t i c u l t u r a l i s m seems 
to c o n t r a d i c t his c e l e b r a t i o n o f the absence o f author i ty . S e c o n d , 
it appears to negate the poss ib i l i t i es o f any l o c a l , e t hn i c , o r 
n a t i o n a l ident i t ies . T h i s fear o f a s s u m i n g an iden t i ty is best seen 
i n his r e a c t i o n against Ind ianness . A t the same t i m e , he is also 
o p p o s e d to the " supposed ly l i be r a t ed , " a t o m i z e d , f r agmen ted , 
h i g h l y i n d i v i d u a l i z e d sea rch for " m o r e a n d m o r e f rant ic , mar
g i n a l a n d insubs tan t ia l express ions o f o u t w a r d i n d i v i d u a l i t y " 
(215). Is n o t that a c o n t r a d i c t i o n ? O n e s h o u l d n o t be l o c a l , 
r e g i o n a l , o r n a t i o n a l because that m i g h t be oppress ive o r c h a u 
v in i s t i c , n o r s h o u l d o n e be i r r e s p o n s i b l y a n d u n c o n c e r n e d l y 
i n d i v i d u a l i s t i c a n d h e d o n i s t i c i n the p o s t m o d e r n Wes te rn fash
i o n . W h a t t h e n c a n o n e be as a p r a c t i s i n g c u l t u r a l cr i t ic? 

I f Per ry appears somewha t c ryp t ic a n d ab rup t i n f o r m u l a t i n g 
h is thesis, he is also somewha t casual a n d hasty i n his e l i m i n a t i o n 
o f avai lable o p t i o n s i n a r r i v i n g at it. In his anx ie ty to d i sa l low any 
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one p o s i t i o n to d o m i n a t e o r u su rp the vacant stage o f I n d i a n 
c r i t i c i s m , Pe r ry seems to be a t r i f le s u m m a r y a n d faci le i n his 
d ismissal o f avai lable o p t i o n s . F o r ins tance , he attacks Sanskr i t 
poet ics for b e i n g h i e r a r c h i c a l a n d a u t h o r i t a r i a n (189, 315-19) 

bu t n o ser ious scho la r is a d v o c a t i n g its rev iva l i n its p r i s t ine f o r m . 
It is gene ra l l y r e c o g n i z e d that the f r a m e w o r k needs to be a l t e red 
to suit o u r present needs . K r i s h n a R a y a n , whose fou r books o n 
the subject demons t r a t e such m o d i f i c a t i o n s a n d a l tera t ions , 
w o u l d r ead i ly assent. So w o u l d K . A y a p p a Pan ike r , w h o has 
l e c t u r e d a n d wr i t t en o n Class ica l I n d i a n aesthetics, repea ted ly 
a sk ing his l i s teners to re-read, even m i s r e a d these texts creatively. 
P a n i k e r says that i f we took ourselves at least as ser ious ly as the 
anc ients d i d themselves, t h e n we w o u l d q u a r r e l w i t h t h e m in te l 
l ec tua l ly ins tead o f o b e y i n g t h e m b l i n d l y . S u c h quarre ls , r e c o n 
s idera t ions , a n d mi s r ead ings are as m u c h a par t o f o u r t r a d i t i o n 
as is a n u n q u e s t i o n i n g o b e d i e n c e . A n even m o r e p e r t i n e n t p o i n t 
i n this con tex t is that the a n c i e n t texts — as the late K . J . S h a h 
was never t i r e d o f r e m i n d i n g u s — a r e n o t b e i n g even coher
ent ly a r t i cu l a t ed for t h e m to be p r o p e r l y u n d e r s t o o d , le t a lone 
re jec ted . 2 

Simi l a r ly , Pe r ry is u n a b l e also to apprec ia t e the a rgumen t s o f 
R. B . Patankar , B h a l a c h a n d r a N e m a d e , Devy a n d o thers w h o 
wish to l oca l i ze t he i r c r i t i c i s m to m a k e it m o r e m e a n i n g f u l . ' ' T h e 
p o i n t is that n o t j u s t that Sanskri t is ts bu t nativists, a n d i n d e e d 
Dal i t s , feminis ts , a n d o t h e r c o n t e m p o r a r y cr i t ics are a l l t ry ing 
to find i m m e d i a t e a n d re levant contexts for t he i r w o r k . T h e i r 
search may c o m m i t t h e m to some forms o f e x c l u s i o n i s m o r 
e x t r e m i s m , bu t it also gives t h e m a sense o f p u r p o s e a n d d i rec 
t i o n , w h i c h are so necessary i n a p o s t c o l o n i a l society. It seems to 
me that Perry ' s o w n ideas o f i n d i g e n i z a t i o n w i l l r e m a i n b a r r e n 
w i t h o u t these at tempts to find a re levant c r i t i c a l ideo logy . It is n o t 
that I a m o p p o s i n g Perry ' s thesis i n toto, bu t I a m a r g u i n g o n l y 
that its fu l f i lmen t l ies i n p u r s u i n g p rec i se ly the k i n d s o f strategies 
that he seems to reject. Pe r ry h i m s e l f w o u l d a p p e a r to a l low some 
use fo r what he rejects e a r l i e r because i n a sec t ion c a l l e d "Some 
Sugges ted D i r e c t i o n s , " he r eopens the q u e s t i o n o f h o w Sanskr i -
tic, nat ivist , a n d o t h e r i n d i g e n i z e d f o r e i g n c r i t i c a l t r ad i t ions can 
be t rans la ted i n t o a c o n t e m p o r a r y p rac t i ce (306). 
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O n the o n e h a n d , Perry ' s b o o k advises us that we n e e d n o t 
l a m e n t o u r l ack o f a c r i t i c a l t r a d i t i o n , that this l ack can ac tua l ly 
be t u r n e d to o u r advantage. T h i s is a w o n d e i f u l i n s igh t a n d o n e 
w h i c h s h o u l d give us r epea t ed succour . B u t , o n the o t h e r h a n d , i f 
o u r lack o f a c r i t i c a l t r a d i t i o n is n o t a disadvantage, why d o we 
c o n t i n u e to m o u r n this loss? W h y have we not , even before 
Perry ' s sugges t ion , t aken advantage o f this absence by p u t t i n g it 
to use? T h e r e may be a p e c u l i a r b l i n d n e s s w n i c h afflicts us, w h i c h 
r ende r s us u n a b l e to a p p r e h e n d the "object ive" real i ty o f o u r 
w o r l d , to t u r n o u r powerlessness a n d lack o f au thor i ty to some 
posi t ive use. Pe rhaps it is the obverse o f the k i n d o f b l i n d n e s s 
w h i c h makes it i m p o s s i b l e for p e o p l e i n o t h e r parts o f the g l o b e 
to s top b e i n g i m p e r i a l i s t i c o r racist . B o t h k i n d s o f b l i n d n e s s are 
caused by the c o n t r a d i c t i o n s o f o u r s i tuat ions a n d t imes; m o r e 
of ten t han not , we are u n a b l e to free ourselves f r o m the i r d e b i l 
i t a t ing grasp. 

T h e m u l t i c u l t u r a l i s m w h i c h Per ry offers is s i m i l a r l y r e w a r d i n g , 
even e n n o b l i n g as a c o n c e p t . B u t I a m af ra id it is the sort 
o f s o l u t i o n w h i c h is "me taphys ica l , " that is, p u r e l y theo re t i ca l , 
imposs ib l e to a t ta in i n p rac t i ce . E v e n theore t ica l ly , it has s o m e 
p r o b l e m s : how, for ins tance , can o n e be m u l t i c u l t u r a l a n d yet 
I n d i a n at the same t ime? C o m m i t m e n t to any o n e f o r m o f 
iden t i ty sure ly i m p l i e s the supp re s s ion o r d e n i a l o f another . 
W h a t we mus t w o r k towards ins tead is the poss ib i l i ty o f over lap
p i n g a n d m u l t i p l e iden t i t i es w h e r e i n one ' s b e i n g , say, I n d i a n 
does n o t d e n y one ' s b e i n g also a m a l e , a M a h a r a s h t r i a n , a D e l h i -
ite, an I n d i a n E n g l i s h c r i t i c , a n d so o n . A l l these ident i t ies , o f 
course , de r ive f r o m some f u n d a m e n t a l n o t i o n such as that o f 
b e i n g h u m a n i n such a m a n n e r as n o t to oppress o t h e r l i v i n g a n d 
n o n - l i v i n g forms. 

So w h i l e it is c l ea r that Pe r ry is very g o o d at r e c o g n i z i n g the 
dangers i m p l i c i t i n any k i n d o f c u l t u r a l c o m m i t m e n t , he does n o t 
seem to be equa l ly t r o u b l e d by the ill-effects o f a l ack o f c o m m i t 
men t . W h i l e the a t o m i s m , mindlessness , a l i e n a t i o n , a n o m i e , a n d 
e m o t i o n a l t r a u m a that are the consequences o f such d e r a c i n a -
t i o n are also dep reca t ed , n o c o n v i n c i n g a l ternat ive is o f fe red . 
T h e m u l t i c u l t u r a l i s m that he advocates t h e n is t a n t a m o u n t to an 
in f in i t e to l e rance c o u p l e d wi th a l ack o f c h a u v i n i s m . T h i s is 
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ce r t a in ly a state o f m i n d to aspire to, bu t because its c u l t u r a l co
ord ina tes are mi s s ing , it ends u p b e i n g no t m u c h m o r e t han a 
l a u d a b l e but e m p t y c o n c e p t , a rechauffe o f o l d - f a s h i o n e d l i b e r a l 
i sm, p a r a d i n g i n a p o s t m o d e r n garb . 

B u t it is n o t because o f these d i f f icu l t ies that I find Perry 's 
f o r m u l a t i o n unsat is fy ing. Rather , I be l ieve that Perry ' s s o l u t i o n is 
too abstract, too r e m o v e d f r o m the g r o u n d real i ty o f b e i n g a 
c o n t e m p o r a r y I n d i a n E n g l i s h c r i t i c . I n o t h e r words , the s o l u t i o n 
of fered is u l t i m a t e l y no t j u s t i d e a l i z e d bu t also u n i v e r s a l i z e d — 
it c a n a p p l y to a n y o n e i n any par t o f the w o r l d . I n this sense, 
it is no t i nadequa te o r m i s g u i d e d , so m u c h as i n a p p r o p r i a t e o r 
m i s d i r e c t e d . Instead, the s o l u t i o n we n e e d is o n e w h i c h takes 
c o g n i z a n c e o f the present real i t ies , o f the d a i l y e x p e r i e n c e o f 
frustrated d i rec t ionlessness , o f the ma te r i a l a n d pecun ia r ) ' a n x i 
eties w h i c h seem to r o b us o f the d ign i ty o f o u r v o c a t i o n , o f the 
par t icu lar , u n i q u e , a n d , yes, p o s t c o l o n i a l c o n t e x t i n w h i c h we l ive 
a n d f u n c t i o n as cr i t ics . 

U l t i m a t e l y , i f I were to s u m m a r i z e m y o w n dissat is fact ion w i t h 
this o therwise a d m i r a b l e b o o k , it is this: the b o o k lacks a sense o f 
D h a r m a , o f a wider , m o r a l , aesthet ic , a n d c u l t u r a l perspec t ive 
that c a n o n l y c o m e f r o m the sense o f b e l o n g i n g to a t r a d i t i o n . T o 
b e l o n g to a t r ad i t i on does n o t m e a n necessar i ly to be subservient 
to its au thor i ty ; ins tead , I see t r a d i t i o n as p r o v i d i n g a d i r e c t i o n , a 
source o f k n o w l e d g e a n d values w h i c h can h e l p us shape the 
future . T h e n e g a t i o n o f a l l t r ad i t ions does resul t i n a r ad ica l 
l i b e r a t i o n , b u t this is a l i b e r a t i o n whose value is d u b i o u s a n d 
dange rous . T o a p p l y this l og ic to Perry, we k n o w that the absence 
o f au thor i ty that he exul ts i n ce r t a in ly has its advantages: it a l lows 
polysemy, a free p lay o f c o m p e t i n g a n d c o n t r a d i c t o r y s igni f ica
t ions . B u t such m o r a l r e l a t iv i sm is also unsu i t ab le to those w h o 
are l o o k i n g for v iab le so lu t ions to real- l ife p r o b l e m s . Perry 's 
b o o k , despi te b e i n g so o p e n - m i n d e d , ends u p o p p r e s s i n g pre
cisely because it hesitates to engage wi th c o n t i n g e n c i e s o f I n d i a n 
c r i t i c i s m , ins i s t ing ins tead o n fe l i c i tous c o n d i t i o n s w h i c h ap
p r o x i m a t e the i m p o s s i b l e . S i m p l y s p e a k i n g , after d e t h r o n i n g a l l 
forms o f e x i s t i n g author i ty , he does no t seem to offer us rea l 
al ternat ives. T h e b o o k thus does n o t satisfy, up l i f t , o r even i n 
spi re ; it p rov ides n o posi t ive f r a m e w o r k for c r i t i c i s m , n o sense o f 
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values o r d i r e c t i o n . W h a t we n e e d ac tua l ly is n o t absent bu t 
r e spons ib le author i ty . 

I l l The Responsibilities of Indian English Criticism 
A s I h i n t e d at ear l ier , Perry ' s b o o k has m a d e us, the domes t i c 
gate-keepers o f I n d i a n E n g l i s h c r i t i c i s m — to inver t his o w n char
ac te r i za t ion o f h i m s e l f — s i t u p a n d take no t ice ; usually, we are 
w o n t to drowse i n a c o m p l a c e n t l u l l ins tead o f k e e p i n g v i g i l . O n e 
reason Perry ' s b o o k took us by surpr ise is because I t h i n k it c o u l d 
no t poss ib ly have b e e n wr i t t en by an I n d i a n at this t ime . I a m n o t 
r u l i n g o u t the poss ib i l i ty o f an Ind ian ' s ever h a v i n g wr i t t en s u c h a 
b o o k i n the n e x t th ree o r five years, bu t I t h i n k its release i n the 
1990s w o u l d have b e e n u n l i k e l y . T h e r e is a c o m p l i c a t e d web o f 
reasons fo r this inab i l i ty , bu t I w o u l d p o i n t s i m p l y to the l ack o f 
an adequa te inf ras t ructure o r i n s t i t u t i ona l s u p p o r t a n d to the 
absence o f a c o m m u n i t y o f cr i t ics . T h i s is n o t to i m p l y that Per ry 
wrote the b o o k o n l y because he h a d the i n s t i t u t i ona l suppor t ; 
Perry ' s i n v o l v e m e n t wi th the subject goes back at least to the 
mid-tg7os, w h e n he c a m e to I n d i a to edi t a b o o k o n poets o f the 
E m e r g e n c y . H i s b o o k also bears witness to his l o n g , sus ta ined , 
a n d of ten p e r s o n a l l y f u n d e d i n v o l v e m e n t i n the field. 

Yet I d o n o t t h i n k he h i m s e l f w o u l d deny the var ious k i n d s o f 
i n s t i t u t i ona l a n d p e r s o n a l s u p p o r t that h e r ece ived fo r this p ro 
jec t . Jus t to inver t the s i tua t ion , I w o n d e r i f it w o u l d be poss ib le 
fo r an I n d i a n to travel to the U S over e igh t t imes d u r i n g fou r t een 
years, mee t the ma jo r p r a c t i s i n g cr i t ics i n A m e r i c a , give talks a l l 
over the country , p u b l i s h i n the l e a d i n g j o u r n a l s , finish a b o o k o n 
c o n t e m p o r a r y A m e r i c a n c r i t i c i s m , have it p u b l i s h e d by an estab
l i s h e d U S pub l i she r , a n d t h e n pa r t i c ipa te i n a s e m i n a r to l a u n c h 
the b o o k , as was the case w i t h Per ry i n I n d i a . T h e s e facts c a n be 
taken in to a c c o u n t o n l y i f the ma te r i a l c o n d i t i o n s i n w h i c h 
c r i t i c i s m as an activity f lour i shes are f o r e g r o u n d e d . Perhaps , it is 
the d i f fe rence i n these ma te r i a l c o n d i t i o n s w h i c h enables a 
P e r r y — n o t a n I n d i a n — to wri te such a b o o k . 

F o r us i n I n d i a , even m e e t i n g each other , r e a d i n g each o thers ' 
work , p u b l i s h i n g r egu la r ly i n o u r o w n let a l o n e f o r e i g n j o u r n a l s , 
t r a v e l l i n g to l i b ra r i e s i n I n d i a , b e i n g i n v i t e d to talk to s tudents 
a n d co l leagues even w i t h i n the same city let a l o n e i n o t h e r parts 
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o f the coun t ry are a lmos t n e x t to i m p o s s i b l e . Bes ides , find
i n g a p u b l i s h e r fo r a b o o k o n I n d i a n E n g l i s h c r i t i c i s m is, as I 
can p e r s o n a l l y testify, e x c e e d i n g l y d i f f icu l t . I a m n o t c l a i m i n g 
that i n s t i t u t i ona l s u p p o r t w o u l d a lone be suff ic ient to t u r n us 
i n to g o o d o r r e spons ib l e cr i t ics , b u t I be l ieve it w o u l d h e l p 
cons ide rab ly . 

F r o m an e x a m i n a t i o n o f the p r e v a i l i n g c o n d i t i o n s , I w o u l d l i ke 
to d r a w three r e l a t ed c o n c l u s i o n s w h i c h have a b e a r i n g o n c r i t i 
cal p rac t ice i n I n d i a . Fi rs t , I w o u l d a rgue that it is no t as i f I n d i a n 
E n g l i s h c r i t i c i s m is i n d e e d c h a r a c t e r i z e d by a total absence o f 
authori ty . T h e r e are p r e s i d i n g au thor i t i e s s u c h as the o lder , 
es tab l i shed c r i t i c s — K . R . Sr in ivasa Iyengar, C . D . N a r a s i m h a i a h , 
M . K . N a i k , fo r ins tance . T h e r e is also the s o m e w h a t b a c k w a r d 
au thor i ty o f ins t i tu t ions l i k e the Sahi tya A k a d e m i , the var ious 
univers i ty D e p a r t m e n t s o f E n g l i s h , the ma jo r p u b l i s h e r s l i k e 
O x f o r d U n i v e r s i t y Press ( Ind i a ) , the p r i n t m e d i a w i t h its assort
m e n t o f ama teu r reviewers, a n d so o n . B e h i n d a l l o f these is the 
ever present , t h o u g h n o t d i r ec t , au thor i ty o f the West, o f its 
mi l i ta ry , p o l i t i c a l , e c o n o m i c , c u l t u r a l , a n d c r i t i c a l hegemony , 
of ten m e d i a t e d i n I n d i a t h r o u g h bod ie s s u c h as the U n i t e d 
States I n f o r m a t i o n Serv ice , the A m e r i c a n Studies Resea r ch C e n 
tre, the B r i t i s h C o u n c i l , A l l i a n c e F r a n ç a i s e , a n d the M a x M u e l l e r 
B h a v a n . 

In te l l ec tua l act ivi ty i n a p o s t c o l o n i a l society is per force per
f o r m e d w i t h i n such b r o a d pa ramete r s o f c o n f o r m i t y a n d subor
d i n a t i o n . We t e n d to have a c e n t r a l i z e d , p o w e r f u l , inef f ic ien t , 
a n d of ten c o r r u p t state w i t h its t o t a l i z i n g t endenc ie s a n d its 
ove ra l l i n f e r i o r p o s i t i o n i n the l a rge r c o m m u n i t y o f na t ions . T h e 
resul t is that o u r in te l l ec tua l s suffer f r o m a d o u b l e c o m p l e x : n o t 
o n l y are we usua l ly " i n f e r i o r " to o u r Wes t e rn coun te rpa r t s , bu t 
o u r d o m e s t i c p o s i t i o n is also d u b i o u s . C o m p a r e d to the former , 
we n o t o n l y ea rn a n d p r o d u c e less but , m o r e i m p o r t a n t , whatever 
we say is a u t o m a t i c a l l y d e v a l u e d o r i g n o r e d i n the w o r l d in te l lec
tua l system. 

A t h o m e , n o n - a c a d e m i c c o n s i d e r a t i o n s usua l ly take prece
d e n c e over a c a d e m i c ones . W h a t p o s t c o l o n i a l in te l l ec tua l s best 
u n d e r s t a n d a n d l o n g for is r ea l p o w e r a n d leg i t imacy . Yet , para
dox ica l ly , the f o r m e r is o p p o s e d to the latter: to g a i n power, 
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in te l lec tua ls mus t resort to p rec i se ly those means w h i c h d e n y 
t h e m legi t imacy. It is n o t that c y n i c a l p ro fe s s iona l i sm o r power-
m o n g e r i n g are absent i n the m e t r o p o l i t a n academy, bu t the 
u r g e n c y o f the i r p r ac t i t i one r s is greater he re , inverse ly p r o p o r 
t i o n a l to the ex tent o f o u r r ea l o r p e r c e i v e d d e p r i v a t i o n . So 
academics , o n its o w n terms, is o n l y for fools . T h u s a c e r t a in ant i -
a c a d e m i c , an t i -c r i t i ca l , an t i - in te l l ec tua l c u l t u r e develops a l l over 
the country , w h i c h the au thor i t i e s d o l i t t le to c u r b o r cor rec t . 
W h e n h i g h e r e d u c a t i o n is subver ted for p o l i t i c a l ends a n d h i 
j a c k e d by those i n p o w e r fo r p e r s o n a l prof i t , what obta ins is 
no t the absence bu t the a b d i c a t i o n a n d , worse, c o r r u p t i o n o f 
authori ty . 

T h e q u e s t i o n rea l ly is n o t i f au thor i ty is absent bu t i f those 
vested wi th au thor i ty are p e r f o r m i n g the i r func t ions p rope r ly . I 
w o u l d n o t l i k e to ven tu re i n to an ins tant r a d i c a l i s m by a d v o c a t i n g 
an o v e r t h r o w o f a l l these au thor i t ies . N o r a m I g o i n g to m a k e a 
c l a i m that each o f the e x i s t i n g wie lde r s o f au thor i ty is i n c o m p e 
tent, i nadequa t e , o r co r rup t . A l l I w i l l say is that mos t o f us, 
as p r a c t i s i n g I n d i a n E n g l i s h cr i t ics , find ourselves i nc r ea s ing ly 
dissat isf ied a n d frustrated by the absence o f avenues o r fo rums 
for se l f -expression. S u c h a n absence o f r e c o g n i t i o n c r i p p l e s us 
in te l l ec tua l ly . 

H a v i n g sa id this, however , I w o u l d n o w l i k e to shift the focus o f 
m y dissat isfact ion f r o m the system to ourselves, its so-ca l led 
v ic t ims . T h i s is n o t because I na ive ly be l ieve that we c a n c h a n g e 
the system i f we w a n t e d to. I n d e e d , I a m cons tan t ly r e m i n d e d 
that the system is averse to c h a n g e j u s t as the "author i t ies" are 
i n to l e r an t o f c r i t i c i s m . In that sense, p o s t c o l o n i a l in te l lec tua ls 
are pret ty u n d e m o c r a t i c : we d o n o t rea l ly want to l i s ten to each 
o ther ; m o r e of ten t han not , i f we are i n power, we want to 
d o m i n a t e , to rule u n o p p o s e d . Ye t I w i sh to focus n o t o n the 
s t ruc tura l d y n a m i c s o f au thor i ty i n I n d i a , bu t o n the rea l , a lbei t 
u n n o t i c e d au thor i ty that is ac tua l ly vested i n us. 

In fact, f r o m au thor i ty I s h o u l d l i k e to m o v e to an a l ternat ive 
i d e a — r e s p o n s i b i l i t y . I c o n t e n d that a l l o f us, as p r a c t i s i n g I n d i a n 
E n g l i s h cr i t ics , have a c e r t a in respons ib i l i ty , even i f we have very 
l i t t le author i ty . In fact, this p a r a d o x accounts fo r o u r d i s p i r i t e d 
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c o n d i t i o n . O u r l ack o f au thor i ty paralyzes us a n d makes us t h i n k 
we are helpless . B u t i f we focus o n o u r r e spons ib i l i t y ins tead , we 
w o u l d get a m o r e accura te n o t i o n o f h o w m u c h au thor i ty we 
rea l ly have. T h e n ins t ead o f s u r r e n d e r i n g even such l i t t le p o w e r 
as we d o ac tua l ly possess, we c o u l d try to m a x i m i z e its u t i l i ty a n d 
efficacy. T h u s ins tead o f c r a w l i n g even before we are a sked to 
bow, we w i l l r e m a i n u p r i g h t even i f we are e n c o u r a g e d to b e n d . 

W h a t t h e n is o u r r e spons ib i l i t y as I n d i a n E n g l i s h cri t ics , 
teachers, in te l lec tua ls , a n d writers? A n d , i n howeve r va ry ing de
gree, wha t is the a m o u n t o f rea l p o w e r a n d au thor i ty that we 
c o u l d exerc ise , i f o n l y we l i v e d u p to o u r respons ib i l i t i es? These 
are the ques t ions w h i c h interest m e . 

It seems c lear to m e that o u r r e spons ib i l i t y is to r e cogn i ze , first 
o f a l l , o u r t r e m e n d o u s l y p r i v i l e g e d p o s i t i o n as m e m b e r s o f a 
h y p e r e d u c a t e d e l i te i n I n d i a today, howeve r inef fec tua l we m i g h t 
c o n s i d e r s u c h an el i te to be. A b o u t h a l f the c o u n t r y is i l l i te ra te ; 
even those w h o are l i terate c a n n o t be sa id to be e d u c a t e d i n any 
s ign i f ican t sense o f the t e rm. O f these, even fewer are in te l lec
tuals. A n d o f these in te l lec tua ls , very few teach at co l leges a n d 
univers i t ies as we d o . It is as i f 900 m i l l i o n I n d i a n p e o p l e have, i n 
effect, m o r t g a g e d o r en t rus ted t he i r i n t e l l e c t u a l r ights to us. W e 
are thus, against o r w i t h o u r w i l l , the trustees o f Ind ia ' s in te l lec
tual wea l th . W e h o l d this great t reasure a n d resource as its 
cus todians , to p ro tec t it, e n r i c h it, a u g m e n t it. It is o u r r e spon
s ib i l i ty to see that i t is n o t s o l d o f f c h e a p l y i n the i n t e r n a t i o n a l 
m a r k e t p l a c e (where the rupee is so weak) ; it is l ikewise o u r 
r e spons ib i l i t y to ensure that we ourselves are n o t b o u g h t of f 
c h e a p l y i n the same m a r k e t p l a c e . 

I w o u l d have ag reed w i t h Perry 's c e l e b r a t i o n o f absent author
ity i n a perfec t ly ega l i t a r i an , perfec t ly just, perfec t ly o p e n w o r l d 
o r d e r i n w h i c h each i n d i v i d u a l was free to m o v e whereve r h e o r 
she w i s h e d to a n d w o u l d be gua ran t eed a fair r e c o m p e n s e for his 
o r h e r talents. B u t i n an u n e q u a l a n d h i e r a r c h i c a l society such as 
ours , to take refuge i n p o s t m o d e r n i n d e t e r m i n a c y o r free p lay 
w o u l d be, I submi t , to sh i rk one ' s share o f the n a t i o n a l b u r d e n . 
W e w h o are so p r i v i l e g e d have to r e c o g n i z e o u r r e spons ib i l i ty 
towards those w h o are no t . T o c l a i m to be powerless , emascu
la ted , p o s t c o l o n i a l subjects, w i th n o p u r p o s e , d i r e c t i o n , o r goa l 
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w o u l d be u t te r ly fut i le , even d i shones t . T o d o so w o u l d be to c o p 
out , to deny a l l the advantages that we enjoy, to renege o n o u r 
soc ia l d e b t — i n a w o r d , to chea t ourselves a n d to b reak an 
u n w r i t t e n but rea l p l e d g e . 

It is n o w t ime to de f ine , m o r e specif ical ly , what the r e spon
sibi l i ty o f I n d i a n E n g l i s h cr i t ics m i g h t b e — e v e n i f I d o so de l ibe r 
ately i n t r a d i t i o n a l tenus . T h e system o f purusharthas en jo ins an 
a p p r o p r i a t e D h a r m a f o r each p e r s o n . T h e c o n v e n t i o n a l m a n n e r 
o f d e f i n i n g this was the varnashrama system. Today , we may not 
be l ieve i n varna (caste) o r ashrama ( the c o n c e p t o f f o u r stages o f 
l i fe) bu t we c a n n o t d i spense wi th D h a r m a ; moreover , I be l ieve 
that one ' s p rofess ion c a n ce r t a in ly be an adequa te substi tute for 
varna. T h u s , we have a D h a r m a a p p r o p r i a t e to o u r o w n profes
s ion as teachers, scholars , cr i t ics , a n d s ta te-supported in te l lec 
tuals. W e have a D h a r m a to safeguard the i n t e l l ec tua l p r o p e r t y o f 
this count ry , t h o u g h we n e e d no t de f ine it i n a n a r r o w l y pa t r io t i c , 
statist manne r , bu t r a the r i n a p lu ra l i s t i c , c i v i l i z a t i o n a l m a t r i x . 
W e have a du ty to d e v e l o p systems a n d ins t i tu t ions necessary to 
a l low o u r cu l t u r e , wi th a l l its divers i ty a n d r ichness , to f l o u r i s h . 
M o r e o v e r , the d i s c h a r g i n g o f the dut ies o f teachers, especial ly , 
imposes u p o n us a very heavy m o r a l respons ib i l i ty . H o w e v e r 
c o i r u p t o t h e r profess ions b e c o m e , a c o u n t r y c a n n o t a f ford cor
rup t teachers. If that happens , they w i l l , wi l ly -n i l ly , teach a n d 
e x e m p l i f y c o r n i p t i o n a n d thereby dest roy the w h o l e o f society. 

Bes ides , this p rofess iona l D h a r m a , there is also a yugaDharma 
a n d swaDharma—a D h a r m a for the age o r e p o c h a n d a D h a r m a 
fo r us as u n i q u e a n d discre te i n d i v i d u a l s . E a c h o f us has to find 
these for h imse l f o r herself, bu t sure ly i n o u r age they w o u l d 
i n c l u d e w o r k i n g for peace o n ear th , for the p r o t e c t i o n o f a l l 
its l i v i n g species, fo r the conse rva t i on o f the e n v i r o n m e n t , for 
a m o r e equ i t ab le i n t e r n a t i o n a l o rder , a n d for o u r i n d i v i d u a l 
p e r f e c t i o n — m o r a l , e t h i ca l , soc ia l , a n d s p i r i t u a l — a s h u m a n be
ings. F o r o u r i n d i v i d u a l pe r f ec t ion , the c o m b i n e d a n d con jo in t 
pu r su i t o f artha, kama, moksha is thus s t i l l a v a l i d means . ' 

T h e s e c o n d lesson I wish to d r aw c o n c e r n s what we lack a n d 
what Per ry poss ib ly h a s — t h e inf ras t ruc ture a n d in s t i t u t i ona l 
s u p p o r t to enab l e g e n u i n e l y va luab le research , a n d the t ra in-
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i n g to translate such s u p p o r t i n to p r o d u c t i v e work . Today , we 
may c r i t i c i ze the West for l a c k i n g a m o r a l cen t re , for b e i n g c o n 
fused, h e d o n i s t i c , r apac ious , decaden t , even , u l t imate ly , self-
destruct ive. We may c r i t i c i ze its t r e m e n d o u s successes for the 
great p r i c e that it ( a n d its v ic t ims) have to pay to ach ieve t h e m — 
it is a lmos t as i f i n t r a n s f o r m i n g i tself to its present prosper i ty , the 
West is i n real d a n g e r o f l o s i n g its human i ty . I myse l f have f o u n d 
great m e a n i n g a n d solace, t h o u g h n o p e c u n i a r y rewards, i n 
b e i n g a c r i t i c o f i m p e r i a l i s m , c a p i t a l i s m , mode rn i ty , r ac i sm, a n d 
sexism, as f o u n d i n the West. O f course , I k n o w a n d always 
r e m i n d myse l f that there is a n o t h e r face to the West as there is 
an oppress ive , i m p e r i a l i s t i c , caste-ist, sexist, face to I n d i a itself. 
M o r e o v e r , I mus t a d m i t that there is m u c h i n the Wes te rn m o d 
erni ty that I myse l f w a n t — s o m e o f the eff ic ient systems c rea ted 
by m o d e r n t e c h n o l o g y a n d the m e n t a l f r a m e w o r k n e e d e d to r u n 
t h e m . 

T h e West, as I have said , may n o t have a m o r a l cent re , bu t it has 
e n o r m o u s l y power fu l a n d eff ic ient systems to ar t icula te even this 
lack. It is these systems we want, w i t h the m o r a l d i r e c t i o n w h i c h 
o u r o w n c i v i l i z a t i o n gives us. T h i s m a y b e an i m p o s s i b l e c o m b i n a 
t i o n besides b e i n g a se l f -de lud ing a m b i t i o n . B u t we c a n n o t deny 
that o n e o f the m a i n a ims o f o u r fifty-year-old c oun t ry has b e e n 
d e v e l o p m e n t , e spec ia l ly e c o n o m i c , even i f it is n o t exac t ly o n 
Wes te rn l ines . I f the na t i on ' s a g e n d a is e c o n o m i c t ransforma
t i o n , o u r o w n a g e n d a involves the s t r e n g t h e n i n g o f i n s t i t u t i ona l 
suppor ts , systems, a n d fo rums to m a k e o u r a c a d e m i c activity 
s t ronger a n d m o r e i n d e p e n d e n t . T h i s needs m u c h carefu l p l an 
n i n g a n d t h i n k i n g , p lus g o v e r n m e n t a l w i l l a n d a c t i o n , a n d co
o p e r a t i o n o n a n a t i o n a l scale. T h e s e mac ro -dec i s ions may be 
outs ide o u r sphere o f i n f l u e n c e , bu t we ce r t a in ly have specif ic 
n a t i o n - b u i l d i n g o r d e v e l o p m e n t a l r e spons ib i l i t i e s vis-à-vis this 
la rger agenda . A n y o n e w h o is a t eacher i n I n d i a knows h o w 
di f f icu l t it is to sustain one ' s fai th i n one ' s p rofess ion i n the face 
o f so m a n y da i ly obstacles a n d d i f f icu l t ies . B u t to survive a n d to 
c o n t i n u e to be l ieve i n o u r p ro fess ion , to m a i n t a i n o u r d ign i ty 
a n d integrity, a n d over a n d above this, to pa r t i c ipa te i n some 
m e a n i n g f u l i n t e l l e c tua l p r o d u c t i o n is i tself o b v i o u s l y n o t an 
ins ign i f i can t ach ievement . 
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T h e t h i r d c o n c l u s i o n has to d o w i t h a n a g e n d a o f cr i t ics a n d 
c r i t i c i s m . F r o m the f o r e g o i n g analysis o f the c o n d i t i o n s i n w h i c h 
we l ive a n d opera te , the a g e n d a for us as cr i t ics s h o u l d be qu i te 
c lear : first, to survive, even f l o u r i s h , as i n d i v i d u a l s a n d in te l lec 
tuals u n d e r adverse p o s t c o l o n i a l c o n d i t i o n s ; s e c o n d , to r ecog
n i ze o u r object ive pos i t ions i n o u r h i e r a r c h i c a l society a n d i n 
the l a rger W e s t e r n - d o m i n a t e d w o r l d o r d e r ; t h i r d , to p e r f o r m a 
f u n c t i o n c o m m e n s u r a t e w i t h o u r p r iv i l eges a n d re spons ib i l i t i e s 
i n o u r o w n society, w i t h o u t s u c c u m b i n g to the t e m p t a t i o n o f 
t r a d i n g o u r i n d e p e n d e n c e i n e x c h a n g e for p e c u n i a r y b l a n d i s h 
ments ; a n d , f o u r t h , to d o o u r bi t towards i n s t i t u t i on b u i l d i n g a n d 
n a t i o n b u i l d i n g . A l l o f this involves a c o m p l e t e release o f o u r 
energ ies f r o m o u r r o u t i n e a n d u n a v o i d a b l e i r r i t a t ions a n d the i r 
r e d i r e c t i o n a n d s u b l i m a t i o n i n a m o r e satisfying, e m p o w e r i n g , 
a n d e n r i c h i n g c u l t u r a l p rax is . 

T h e a g e n d a for c r i t i c i s m l ikewise may consis t o f the f o l l o w i n g : 
to preserve a n d conserve o u r c u l t u r a l diversi ty a n d usable past; to 
resist f o r e i g n a n d d o m e s t i c h e g e m o n i e s ; to w o r k towards an 
e m p o w e r m e n t o f d o m e s t i c c r i t i ca l t rad i t ions a n d pract ices ; a n d 
to m a k e c r i t i c i s m m o r e p o l i t i c a l a n d soc ia l ly responsive as befit
t i n g a d e m o c r a t i c count ry . 

I c a n n o t e labora te o n the ways a n d means o f a c t u a l i z i n g this 
a g e n d a here , bu t I t h i n k it m i g h t be poss ib le to speak of b r o a d 
strategies. If wha t I have suggested is o n e o f the v iab le ways i n 
w h i c h we c a n de f ine o u r r e spons ib i l i t y as p ro fess iona l cr i t ics a n d 
in te l lec tua ls , t h e n wha t we n e e d is a n effective, t h o u g h no t 
a u t h o r i t a r i a n , l e ade r sh ip , a system o f g u i d a n c e a n d encourage 
men t , w h i c h enables us to m a x i m i z e o u r c o n t r i b u t i o n to the 
w o r l d a n d al lows us s i m u l t a n e o u s l y to e n r i c h ourselves a n d o u r 
e n v i r o n m e n t . In o t h e r words , as p r a c t i s i n g cr i t ics , we n e e d a 
c r i t i ca l theory w h i c h integrates o u r r e a d i n g a n d i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f 
i n d i v i d u a l texts w i t h a l a rger n a t i o n a l a n d i n t e r n a t i o n a l agenda . 
I f what we d o does n o t seem i m p o r t a n t o n its o w n terms, t h e n we 
n e e d to a t tach it to wha t we t ru ly c o n s i d e r to be i m p o r t a n t . 
S i m p l y s p e a k i n g , we n e e d to find o u r o w n ways to in te rvene i n 
wha t we see as o u r mos t i m p o r t a n t pe r sona l , r e g i o n a l , n a t i o n a l , 
a n d i n t e r n a t i o n a l crises. 
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IV Constructing a Modern Indian Critical Tradition 

T o r e t u r n n o w to the ques t ions I ra i sed at the b e g i n n i n g o f this 
essay: d o we n e e d a m o d e r n I n d i a n t r a d i t i o n i n c r i t i c i sm? D o we 
have a m o d e r n I n d i a n t r a d i t i o n i n c r i t i c i sm? A n d wha t s h o u l d be 
the shape o f a m o d e r n I n d i a n t r a d i t i o n i n c r i t i c i sm? T h e answer 
to the first q u e s t i o n o u g h t to be a m p l y c lear : o f course , we n e e d a 
m o d e r n I n d i a n t r a d i t i o n i n c r i t i c i s m . T h e answers to the o t h e r 
ques t ions are m o r e p r o b l e m a t i c . 

I have s h o w n h o w Perry ' s i d e a o f a " c o n t e m p o r a r y t r a d i t i o n " 
for I n d i a n E n g l i s h c r i t i c i s m , howeve r at tract ive, has its p rob 
lems. T h e stress o n c o n t e m p o r a n e i t y frees the c r i t i c f r o m o b l i g a 
t i o n to o r o p p r e s s i o n by b o t h the Wes te rn a n d the I n d i a n past. 
I n d e e d , s u c h a l i b e r a t i o n is necessary fo r a f l o w e r i n g o f a t ru ly 
new, creat ive, a n d m e a n i n g f u l c r i t i c i s m . Yet , the c o n t e m p o r a r y 
w o u l d have to be n o t j u s t new b u t ever new, always w e d d e d to 
the present , always d e c o n s t r u c t i n g even its o w n past even as it 
emerges f r o m such a past i n t o its t imeless p resence . B u t such 
c o n t e m p o r a n e i t y w o u l d be a mys t ica l e x p e r i e n c e — f o r l ack o f a 
bet ter phrase . It c a n be p rac t i s ed i n the m a n n e r i n w h i c h we l ive , 
f r o m day to day, m o m e n t to m o m e n t , e m p t y o f the b u r d e n o f 
t r ad i t i on , as J . K r i s h n a m u r t i w o u l d have us l ive . B u t h o w a p p r o 
pr ia te is it fo r c r i t i c i s m ? 5 

C r i t i c i s m , it seems to m e , is a c o m m u n a l activity, o n e w h i c h has 
b r o a d e r c u l t u r a l , soc i a l , p o l i t i c a l , even n a t i o n a l d i m e n s i o n s . F o r 
c r i t i c i s m to flourish the co-exis tence o f several c o r p o r a t e fac
t o r s — s u c h as ins t i tu t ions , j o u r n a l s , a n d some f o r m o f state pa
t r o n a g e — i s necessary. H e n c e c r i t i c i s m always func t ions w i t h i n 
s t ruc tura l restraints a n d parameters . It c e r t a in ly needs a past, a 
t r ad i t i on , a n d a d i r e c t i o n . Pe r ry h i m s e l f is aware o f this because 
he uses the phrase c o n t e m p o r a r y t r a d i t i o n to charac te r i ze the 
k i n d o f c r i t i c i s m that he advocates. B u t the m o m e n t the c o n t e m 
pora ry b e c o m e s t r ad i t i ona l , it const i tutes i tself i n t o an author i ty . 
W h e n a ce r t a in b o d y o f s u c h texts b u i l d s u p , t h e n we have a fa i r ly 
effective a n d power fu l means o f sel f -expression a n d surv iva l . 

T h a t is w h y I w o u l d a rgue that there does exist, f o r l ack o f a 
bet ter w o r d , a m o d e r n I n d i a n c r i t i c a l t r a d i t i o n f r o m R a m m o h u n 
R o y to G a n d h i , t h r o u g h Sr i R a m a k r i s h n a , D w a r k a n a t h Tagore , 
S w a m i V i v e k a n a n d a , M a d h a v G o v i n d R a n a d e , a n d G o p a l 
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K r i s h n a G o k h a l e ; a n d f r o m G a n d h i , t h r o u g h V i n o b a , L o h i a , 
J ayaprakash N a r a y a n ( JP ) , a n d even Ash i s N a n d y , to the present . 
T h e c o n s t r u c t i o n a n d c o n s t i t u t i o n o f this t r ad i t i on may be va r i ed 
to suit o u r c u l t u r a l po l i t i c s . I n d e e d , J y o t i b a P h u l e , P a n d i t a 
R a m a b a i , B . R. A m b e d k a r , a n d the " O t h e r s " e x c l u d e d f r o m the 
u p p e r caste, ma le , d o m i n a n t H i n d u t r ad i t i on o u g h t also to be 
i n c l u d e d i n it. S imi l a r l y , a t r a d i t i o n o f m o d e r n S o u t h A s i a n 
Is lamic t h o u g h t c a n be pos i t ed , wi th its var ious vers ions , conver
gences, a n d d ivergences . S u c h t rad i t ions , wi th t he i r n u m e r o u s 
c o n t e n d i n g strands, o u g h t to f o r m the bases o f c o n t e m p o r a r y 
I n d i a n E n g l i s h c r i t i c i s m ; it is by a l i g n i n g ourselves to t h e m that 
we c a n e n d o u r i so l a t i on a n d inefficacy. 

A c e r t a i n k i n d o f v iab le , c o n t e m p o r a r y , a n d m o d e r n t r a d i t i o n , 
such as Per ry is c a l l i n g for, t hen , a l ready e x i s t s — i f o n l v we want 
to a n d k n o w where to l o o k for it. I have myse l f c o m p a r e d it to the 
m y t h i c a l r ive r Saraswati , w h i c h flows n o t so m u c h o u t there , b u t 
ins ide us, whose d iscovery works l i k e a lchemy, e n a b l i n g us to 
b e c o m e i n v i n c i b l e against n o t jus t the West bu t against the 
oppress ions o f o u r o w n pasts. 6 I n d e e d , n o c o n t e m p o r a r y c r i t i 
c i s m c a n be effective i f it does no t s i m u l t a n e o u s l y q u e s t i o n 
ex i s t i ng h e g e m o n i e s f r o m b o t h the West a n d f r o m o u r o w n past. 

I w o u l d l i k e to c o n c l u d e by e x t o l l i n g the vi r tues o f the "v ia 
m e d i a " o r the m i d d l e way, w h i c h no t j u s t the G i t a a n d the 
B u d d h a b u t several o t h e r "au thor i t ies" i n var ious parts o f the 
w o r l d have r e c o m m e n d e d as the most a p p r o p r i a t e for mos t 
p e o p l e . S t e e r i n g be tween the ana rchy o f a total ly relat ivist p l u r a l 
i sm a n d the oppress ive , h e g e m o n i z i n g rhe to r i c o f u n i v e r s a l i s m , 
what we rea l ly n e e d is a c r i t i c i s m that is unoppres s ive a n d d e m o 
crat ic , bu t w h i c h s t i l l has a l o c a l , r e g i o n a l , n a t i o n a l identi ty. T h i s 
w o u l d be a c r i t i c i s m that is supp l e a n d yet s t rong , p r o f o u n d a n d 
yet n o t r i g i d . A s a sort o f t rad i t iona l i s t , t h o u g h o f a c r i t i ca l k i n d , I 
i n v o k e i n m y c l o s i n g sentences the two qua l i t i es w h i c h were o n c e 
e x p o u n d e d to m e as the d e f i n i n g character is t ics o f the Bharatiya 
parampara: kutastha niti a n d pravaha niti. I n d i a n t r a d i t i o n is b o t h 
u n c h a n g i n g a n d d e e p l i k e a w e l l , bu t also ever - f lowing l i k e a 
s t ream; it has b o t h a c o n t i n u i t y a n d a d y n a m i c at the same t ime ; it 
is c u m u l a t i v e a n d a c c o m m o d a t i v e , w i t h a m o m e n t u m o f its o w n , 
a n d yet p rov ides scope for new d i r ec t ions ; it is we l l -de f ined a n d 
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yet p l i an t . W h a t is m o r e , i t is a total system o f s i gn i f i ca t i on w h i c h , 
pa radox ica l ly , even p red ic t s a n d ant ic ipa tes its o w n b r e a k d o w n . 
T h i s is e v i d e n c e d i n the n o t i o n o f K a l i y u g a , the A g e o f K a l i , i n 
w h i c h D h a r m a u n d e r g o e s a g e n e r a l co l l apse a n d is k n o w n o n l y 
to a few, wise souls, w h o k e e p it a l ive . 

NOTES 

1 Devy's After Amnesia: Tradition and Change in Indian Literary Criticism ( 1 9 9 2 ) , 
published the same year as Absent Authority: Issues in Contemporary Indian English 
Criticism, went on to win the Sahitya Akademi award and become one of the most 
discussed texts in recent Indian criticism. Devy has followed its success with an even 
more ambitious sequel published recently, "Of Many Heroes": An Essay in Literary 
Historiography. 

2 See Rayan's Sahitya: A Theory for Indian Critical Practice, the latest of his books, for 
instance. In this book, he advocates Dhvani as the criterion of literariness. Paniker 
made that remark to me when we were lecturing together at a Refresher Course; 
he was speaking on Classical Indian aesthetics, while I had to "cover" postmoder
nism for our audience of college teachers. For an introduction to the fascinating 
work of K . J . Shah, see "Philosophy, Religion, Morality, Spirituality: Some Issues." 

3 For a discussion of the work of these critics, see Paranjape's Nativism: Essays in 
Literary Criticism. 

4 Such are the cardinal ends of human life according to H i n d u traditions. Artha 
signifies wealth and power; kama, pleasure and desire; dharma, moral conduct and 
cosmic order; and moksha, liberation and release. So, the pursuit of wealth and 
power are to be checked by moral conduct and cosmic harmony, and the pursuit of 
pleasure and desire is to be curtailed by the drive towards liberation and release. 

-> For an introduction to the life and thought of Krishnamurti, see [ayakar, 
Krishnamurti: A Biography. 

6 See my use of this metaphor in "On Raja Rammohun Roy's Response to the West" 
237-
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