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c r i p p l e d B u d R i p p l e m a y o r f o r P r o f e s s o r T a y l o r , she a c t u a l l y has j u s t 
d e s e r t e d a d e p e n d e n t m a n f o r a m a n she c a n d e p e n d o n . B e s i d e s , is 
i g n o r i n g the m i n o r i t y a n d o t h e r r e l a t e d p r o b l e m s o f A m e r i c a a n d 
m e r g i n g w i t h the w h i t e m a i n s t r e a m , the final r e d e m p t i o n o f a n I n d i a n 
w o m a n f r o m a v i l l a g e i n P u n j a b ? 

W h i l e o n e d o e s n o t a d v o c a t e w h a t is s o m e t i m e s d e s c r i b e d as S o u t h 
A s i a n e x c l u s i o n i s m , i t is c l e a r t h a t t h e r e are p r o b l e m s w i t h w o m e n ' s 
l i fe a n d w r i t i n g t h a t are p e c u l i a r to S o u t h A s i a , a n d i n The Law of the 
Threshold: Women Writers in Indian English. M a l a s h r i L a i , has m a d e very 
fine c h o i c e s t o a n a l y s e a n d i l l u s t r a t e s o m e o f t h o s e p r o b l e m s . A n d she 
wr i tes fluent p r o s e t h a t r e a d s w e l l . 

BARAN REHMAN 

S h a s h i T h a r o o r . India: From Midnight to Millennium. N e w D e l h i : V i k i n g , 

1 9 9 7 . P p . xiv, 3 9 2 . R s . 4 0 0 . 

T h e p u b l i c a t i o n o f India: From Midnight to Millennium, l i k e th is s p e c i a l 
issue o f ARIEL, is o n e o f t h e m a n y ways i n w h i c h I n d i a ' s 5 0 t h y e a r o f 
I n d e p e n d e n c e is b e i n g c e l e b r a t e d . Its o c c a s i o n a l n a t u r e n o t w i t h s t a n d 
i n g , t h e b o o k lays c l a i m to b e yet a n o t h e r t h o u g h p e r h a p s less e p h e m 
e r a l c o n t r i b u t i o n to t h e e v e r - g r o w i n g b o d y o f " w r i t i n g o n I n d i a , " at 
o n e t i m e — a n d n o t o r i o u s l y — t h e e x c l u s i v e p r e s e r v e o f " t h e N a i p a u l s " 
( 2 7 6 ) . E a c h o f V . S. N a i p a u l ' s t h r e e b o o k s o n I n d i a was t o u t e d as i n 
d i s p e n s a b l e f o r a n y o n e w h o s e r i o u s l y wants to c o m e to g r i p s w i t h the 
e x p e r i e n c e o f I n d i a a n d as h i s d e f i n i t i v e s t a t e m e n t o n I n d i a . A n d 
o f c o u r s e e v e r y t h i n g t h a t S a l m a n R u s h d i e has h a d to say o n I n d i a i n 
fiction o r n o n f i c t i o n is l a p p e d u p by t h e W e s t e r n m e d i a as g o s p e l 
t r u t h . S u n i l K h i l n a n i — i n The Idea of India ( 1 9 9 7 ) , a n a n t i d o t e to R a j a 
R a o ' s m y s t i c a l The Meaning of India ( 1 9 9 6 ) — w o n d e r s h o w " I n d i a n his
tory w r i t i n g s e e m s to h a v e s t o p p e d i n 1 9 4 7 a n d w h y m o s t o f t h e post-
I n d e p e n d e n c e h i s t o r y s e e m s to h a v e b e e n w r i t t e n i n t h e f o r m o f 
n o v e l s " ( 1 ). T h a r o o r , w h o s e first w o r k ( a s p i r e d to be) 7¾« Great Indian 
Novel ( 1 9 8 9 ) , was a p o l i t i c a l sa t i re , n o w seeks to r e m e d y t h e s i t u a t i o n . 

A s t h e s u b t i t l e o f h i s b o o k i n d i c a t e s , it p u r p o r t s to b e a h i s t o r y o f 
c o n t e m p o r a r y I n d i a , a l b e i t a se l f -confessedly p e r s o n a l o n e , w i t h a l i b 
e r a l h u m a n i s t b ias . S i r I s a i a h B e r l i n , p e r h a p s t h e last o f the g r e a t l i b 
e r a l h u m a n i s t s o f t h e t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y , has s p o k e n f o r c e f u l l y a g a i n s t 
i m p e r s o n a l i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f h i s t o r i c a l c h a n g e a n d a r g u e d i n f a v o u r o f 
a f o r m o f h i s t o r i o g r a p h y w h i c h m u s t n o t o m i t q u e s t i o n s o f t h e c h a r a c 
ter, p u r p o s e s , a n d m o t i v e s o f i n d i v i d u a l s . H e c o n t e n d s t h a t o n e m u s t 
try to find o u t w h o was r e s p o n s i b l e f o r a war, a r e v o l u t i o n , a n e c o 
n o m i c c o l l a p s e , a r e n a i s s a n c e o f arts a n d le t ters , a d i s c o v e r y o r a n i n 
v e n t i o n ( 4 4 ) . S o i n India: From Midnight to Millennium, we find T h a r o o r 
p r a i s i n g a n d b l a m i n g t h e G a n d h i s a n d N e h r u a n d a s k i n g w h o was re
s p o n s i b l e f o r I n d i a ' s p o s t - I n d e p e n d e n c e — a s w e l l as r e c e n t — s u c c e s s -
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f u l e c o n o m i c a n d f o r e i g n p o l i c i e s ; f o r t h e a u t o c r a c y d u r i n g t h e E m e r 
g e n c y ; a n d f o r the s y m b o l i c a t tack o n its s e c u l a r i s m i n the f o r m o f the 
d e s t r u c t i o n o f t h e B a b r i s t r u c t u r e . H i s l i b e r a l i s m a l lows h i m to m a k e 
use o f E . P. T h o m p s o n ' s f l a t t e r i n g c o m m e n t t h a t I n d i a is " t h e m o s t i m 
p o r t a n t c o u n t r y f o r t h e f u t u r e o f the w o r l d " (3) as h i s s t a r t i n g p o i n t 
a n d e v e n as h i s thesis s t a t e m e n t . H i s a v o w a l o f p l u r a l i s m is a n a t u r a l 
c o r o l l a r y of, a n d s p r i n g s f r o m , h i s l i b e r a l h u m a n i s t b ias . A l m o s t a n t i c i 
p a t i n g K h i l n a n i , h e a r g u e s t h a t t h e o n l y p o s s i b l e i d e a o f I n d i a is that 
o f a n a t i o n g r e a t e r t h a n t h e s u m o f its parts ( 5 ) — w h i c h cal ls to m i n d 
N a i p a u l ' s o b s e r v a t i o n t h a t t h e " I n d i a n U n i o n was g r e a t e r t h a n t h e 
s u m o f its p a r t s " ( 5 1 8 ) — a n d t h a t the " s i n g u l a r t h i n g a b o u t I n d i a is 
t h a t y o u c a n o n l y s p e a k a b o u t it i n t h e p l u r a l " ( 8 ) . W e e n c o u n t e r m o r e 
c l i c h é s o f th is k i n d as w e g o a l o n g . W h e n T h a r o o r a v o i d s these , h i s 
n a r r a t i v e c a n b e very m o v i n g , a n d h i s i n f e c t i o u s l o v e f o r I n d i a , wafts 
a n d a l l — t o use a c l i c h é — r i n g s s i n c e r e . 

A m o n g the m a n y a n e c d o t e s T h a r o o r uses to c l i n c h a p o i n t a b o u t I n 
d i a ' s castes, r e l i g i o n s , a n d p o l i t i c s , t h e r e is t h e o n e a b o u t h o w a story 
by h i m was m i s t a k e n by a M a l a y a l i d o c t o r t o b e a n a u t o b i o g r a p h i c a l 
p i e c e o n " [ T h a r o o r ' s ] o w n u p b r i n g i n g i n K e r a l a " ( 7 2 ) . T h a r o o r 
was i m m e n s e l y p l e a s e d b e c a u s e t h e i n t e n d e d c r i t i c i s m t u r n e d o u t to 
b e a c o m p l i m e n t : " M y s h o r t story was e n t i r e l y fiction. B u t t h e M a l a y a l i 
d o c t o r ' s r e a c t i o n s u g g e s t e d that I h a d s u c c e e d e d i n e v o k i n g v i l l a g e 
K e r a l a — a K e r a l a h e k n e w far b e t t e r t h a n I d i d — c o n v i n c i n g l y e n o u g h 
f o r h i m to c o n s i d e r i t a u t h e n t i c " ( 7 2 ) . T h a r o o r h a d r e a s o n s to fee l 
p r o u d o f h i s a c h i e v e m e n t , b u t m e n t i o n i n g th is a n e c d o t e at t h e b e g i n 
n i n g o f a h i s t o r y w o r k , h o w e v e r s u b j e c t i v e , i n t r o d u c e s m i s g i v i n g s i n 
the m i n d o f t h e r e a d e r : h o w m u c h o f h i s ( - ) s t o r y c a n o n e r e l y o n a n d , i f 
t h e a n e c d o t e s w h i c h f o l l o w are fiction, has T h a r o o r p r o v e d h i s thesis? 

B u t s u c h m i s g i v i n g s d i s a p p e a r w h e n t h e r e a d e r c o m e s to parts o f 
the b o o k w h e r e T h a r o o r ' s g r e a t ( I n d i a n ) n o v e l i s t i c ta lents are o n dis
play. F o r e x a m p l e , t h e story o f C h a r l i s — a l o w e r caste boy, " a s k i n n y , 
s a l l o w y o u t h w i t h a p o c k m a r k e d face a n d a n a n x i o u s g r i n " ( 8 0 - 8 1 ) , 
w h o is s h u n n e d b y T h a r o o r ' s u p p e r caste r e l a t i v e s i n h i s a n c e s t r a l v i l 
lage i n K e r a l a ( " S c h e d u l e d C a s t e a n d U n s c h e d u l e d C h a n g e " ) — i s a 
t o u r d e f o r c e . It is a m o v i n g ta le o f h o w C h a r l i s o v e r c o m e s a l l h u r d l e s 
a n d caste p r e j u d i c e a n d is finally e m p o w e r e d t h r o u g h h a r d w o r k a n d 
g o v e r n m e n t a l " a f f i r m a t i v e a c t i o n . " S i m i l a r l y , T h a r o o r r e c o u n t s m o v 
i n g l y t h e f a m i l i a r s tory o f h o w the e l e p h a n t - h e a d e d d e i t y c a m e to be 
a n d h o w h e w o n the r a c e (against K a r t i k e y a ) , e v o k i n g T h a r o o r ' s o w n 
c h i l d h o o d a d m i r a t i o n o f th is deity, G a n e s h a . T h e " m i l k m i r a c l e , " c o n 
sidere! b y s o m e as p r o o f o f H i n d u i r r a t i o n a l i t y , is g i v e n a fictional 
t u r n w i t h a n a m u s i n g t o n e — w h i c h d o e s u n d e r m i n e s o m e w h a t the 
t h o u g h t f u l a c c o u n t o f T h a r o o r ' s f a i t h i n h u m a n i s m . H e i n v o k e s G a n 
e s h a t w i c e — o n c e i n S a n s k r i t a n d a g a i n i n E n g l i s h t r a n s l a t i o n — a n d 
p a r o d i e s t h e i n v o c a t i o n i n b e t w e e n " O r n capillary actioneyeh namah" 
("I b o w to t h e e O L o r d C a p i l l a r y A c t i o n " ; 6 5 ) . T h e two s t o r i e s o f 



284 BOOK REVIEWS 

G a n e s h a a n d C h a r l i s n i c e l y f o r e g r o u n d a n d c o n t e x t u a l i z e the M a n d a i 

a n d M a s j i d p o l i t i c s r e s p e c t i v e l y ( a n d c a n b e r e a d as a n i n t e r t e x t a n d 

c o u n t e r p o i n t to N a i p a u l ' s a n e c d o t e s o n P e r i y a r , K a k u s t h a n , a n d 

R a s h i d , i n India: A Million Mutinies Now). 
I n t h e c h a p t e r " O f I n d i a n s a n d O t h e r M i n o r i t i e s , " T h a r o o r tr ies to 

g r a p p l e w i t h the v e x e d issue o f m i n o r i t i e s a n d m a k e s a n i m p a s s i o n e d 

p l e a f o r a p l u r a l i s m b a s e d o n t h e l i b e r a l i s m i n h e r e n t i n H i n d u i s m . 

T h e n e x t c h a p t e r , " A F u t u r e W i t h o u t S h o c k , " a p p e a r s to b e o f f e r i n g 

this m a n t r a f o r I n d i a ' s s a l v a t i o n : l i b e r a l i z e a n d a l l w i l l b e w e l l . T h e 

c h a p t e r o n N R I s ( N o n - R e s i d e n t I n d i a n s ) is f u l l o f o r i g i n a l i n s i g h t s . It 

dea ls w i t h t h e i n g r a t i t u d e o f t h e l i k e s o f B a l j i a n d o t h e r s w h o h a v e 

h e l p e d t h e t e r r o r i s t cause . N o less o r i g i n a l are T h a r o o r ' s r e m a r k s 

o n G a n d h i ( for t h e first t i m e we h a v e s o m e o n e p o i n t i n g o u t t h a t 

G a n d h i a n m e t h o d s w o r k e d b e c a u s e t h e g o v e r n m e n t h e f o u g h t a g a i n s t 

was m a n n e d b y c i v i l i z e d p e o p l e [ i g - 2 0 ] ) , o n t h e S h i v S e n a a n d R S S 

(a r i g h t - w i n g p o l i t i c a l f o r m a t i o n , a c c u s e d o f p l a n n i n g G a n d h i ' s assas

s i n a t i o n ) , a n d o n t h e l i b e r a l i z a t i o n o f I n d i a ' s e c o n o m y , w h i c h was 

first p r o m i s e d b y R a j i v G a n d h i a n d e x e c u t e d b y N a r a s i m h a R a o a n d 

M a n M o h a n S i n g h . W h a t is less eas i ly u n d e r s t o o d is T h a r o o r ' s p r o -

C o n g r e s s bias: h e c o m p a r e s th is p a r t y w i t h a t e m p l e ( 2 1 4 ) . S i m i l a r l y , 

h i s s u p p o r t f o r N a r a s i m h a R a o a n d a n t i - B J P t i r a d e b l i n d s h i m to t h e 

f o r m e r ' s r o l e i n the d e m o l i t i o n o f t h e B a b r i M a s j i d ( 1 7 1 ) . I n h i s b a l 

a n c e s h e e t o f I n d i a ' s a c h i e v e m e n t s a n d f a i l u r e s , h e e x h i b i t s t h e r a r e 

I n d i a n v i r t u e o f o p t i m i s m : I n d i a m a y b e c o r r u p t , i n e f f i c i e n t , a n d over

c r o w d e d , b u t its e x p e r i m e n t w i t h d e m o c r a c y is a b i g success a n d as 

s u c h it has a g r e a t f u t u r e . T a l k i n g a b o u t I n d i a ' s p o l i c e f o r c e , T h a r o o r 

says, " T h e o c c a s i o n a l c o r r u p t i o n , i n e p t i t u d e , a n d c o m p l a c e n c y o f the 

I n d i a n p o l i c e is p r o p e r l y t h e s u b j e c t o f a n g u i s h e d c r i t i c i s m b y I n d i a n s , 

b u t i n these q u a l i t i e s m a y a lso l i e t h e best h o p e f o r t h e s u r v i v a l o f I n 

d i a n d e m o c r a c y " ( 2 6 9 ) . 

I n h i s I n t r o d u c t i o n , T h a r o o r q u o t e s f r o m o n e o f h i s o l d n e w s p a p e r 

a r t i c l e s , w r i t t e n w h e n h e was 19, n o t i n g h o w h e u s e d to l i k e b i g w o r d s . 

H e d o e s n o t s e e m to h a v e c h a n g e d . H e is s t i l l u s i n g s u c h t e r m s as " o n 

e i r o d y n i a " ( 4 7 ) . A n d w h y " s o c c e r " i n s t e a d o f " f o o t b a l l " ? T h e w o r d s 

s h o u l d h a v e figured i n t h e glossary, w h i c h glosses " M a h a b h a r a t a " a n d 

" a g i t a t i o n s . " H e m i s u s e s t h e t e r m " a c r o n y m " : h o w c a n O B C ( O t h e r 

B a c k w a r d Classes; 1 0 8 ) a n d N R I ( 1 4 3 ) b e a c r o n y m s ? T h e s e b l e m i s h e s 

n o t w i t h s t a n d i n g , the b o o k , w i t h its r e f u s a l to c o u n t e n a n c e c y n i c i s m , 

m a k e s r e f r e s h i n g r e a d i n g — h e l p e d i n n o s m a l l way by T h a r o o r ' s fe l i c 

ity w i t h l a n g u a g e a n d h i s n a r r a t o r i a l s k i l l s . I h i g h l y r e c o m m e n d it to 

lovers a n d w a t c h e r s o f I n d i a . 
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