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Editors’ NotE

Two years ago, Sagar underwent a sea change—publishing its 
first peer-reviewed issue under the editorship of Matthew Milligan 
and Suzanne Schulz. Last year’s editors, Elizabeth Bolton and Andrea 
Gutiérrez, carried the good work forward and we hope that the current 
volume has managed to build on that legacy. Our task was made easier 
by Sagar’s growing international repute: we received 24 good submis-
sions from around the world. Five excellent pieces of scholarship, au-
thored by a mix of faculty and graduate student scholars and transla-
tors from Boulder to Berlin, made it through the peer-review process.

The construction and critique of the Self through the eyes of the 
Other is a common theme running across all articles in this volume. 
Jonathan Dickstein assesses German Indologist Richard Garbe’s work 
on the Sāṃkhya school of Indian philosophy, and especially its historic 
role in Germany’s self-imagination. Dina Khdair examines the celeb-
rity of crossover actor Ali Zafar as representative of a different Paki-
stan from the image typically perpetuated in India and the West. Mar-
grit Pernau explores the importance of nostalgia as a counter-narrative 
to colonialism and an emotion interfacing between collective memory 
and individual experience. Preetha Mani’s translation, “Don’t You Know 
Sita?,” teases out the humanism and proto-feminism in Tamil author R. 
Chudamani’s story about Sita’s trial by fire (agni parīkṣā), told through 
the eyes of three women. Finally, Matt Reeck and Aftab Ahmad’s trans-
lation of “Eighth Letter to Uncle Sam” elucidates Saadat Hasan Manto’s 
political wit and postcolonial wisdom. 

Sincere thanks are due to the South Asia Institute for its continued 
support of Sagar, former Chief Editor Andrea Gutiérrez for her guid-
ance, Designer Dana Johnson for his work on both the print volume and 
our website (www.sagarjournal.org), student members of our Editorial 
Collective and faculty members of our Editorial Board.

Sincerely,
Saif Shahin and Jeff Wilson
Chief Editors, Sagar: A South Asia Research Journal
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University of Colorado at Boulder
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RICHARD GARBE,
GERMAN INDOLOGY,
AND THE MESSINESS OF
(A)THEISTIC SĀṂKHYA
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In order to protect myself against the charge of expressing anti-clerical 
views, I note that I would greet a mass conversion of the Indian popula-
tion to Christianity joyfully and would see it as the foundation for prog-
ress and prosperity.    

—Richard Garbe, Indische Reiseskizzen1

This paper delves into early modern German Indology and its 
claims concerning the history of Sāṃkhya philosophy, argu-
ably the oldest strain of structured metaphysical speculation 

in ancient India. Guided by Protestant ideals and Enlightenment-
inspired ‘science,’ this field of scholarship employed imaginative 

1 Cited in Suzanne Marchand, German Orientalism in the Age of Empire (New 
York: Cambridge University Press, 2009), 278.

>> RICHARD GARBE, CA 1920. © UNIVERSITÄTSBIBLIOTHEK TÜBINGEN (UBT)

AbstrAct

estant Indologist who studied the history and theology of Indian religious 
traditions. Garbe was one of many German scholars intent on uncovering 
the ‘genuine’ authorship of seminal Indian texts such as the Upaniṣads, the 
Mahābhārata, and the Bhagavad Gītā. His work would impact intellectual 

my investi
gation probes Garbe’s problematic depiction of Sāṃkhya philosophy as an 
ancient, atheistic, Indian rationalism. Garbe posited that this tradition was 
eventually surpassed by a Gītā
ment of Sāṃkhya as ‘scientific’ or ‘rational’ was still central to his religious 
and ethnically charged agenda. In the decades to follow, Indological ‘find
ings’ of this sort would contribute to the intimate relationship between 
German Indology and National Socialist rhetoric. From a wider perspective, 
though Garbe’s influence waned considerably in late twentieth century 
scholarship, his impact on the Western reception of Sāṃkhya has largely 
remained intact. Sāṃkhya’s presupposed atheistic base has led to the con
tinued trivialization and elimination of the theistic dimension of Sāṃkhya 
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hermeneutical techniques to reconcile ‘reason’ with Indian religio-
philosophical traditions. The subject under scrutiny is Richard Garbe 
(1857-1927), a Protestant Indologist who wrote considerably on 
Sāṃkhya and offered ambitious (at times illuminating) yet ultimately 
misleading depictions of the history and import of this philosophical 
tradition. Generated during a potent period of domestic orientalism,2 
Garbe’s conclusions sought to influence European conceptions of 
their own history and potential future. Considering the fact that many 
Garbesian claims survived throughout the twentieth century, he is a 
very important figure in the history of German Indology and its rela-
tionship to contemporary understandings of Indian philosophy. 

The opening sections introduce the Indological climate that 
Garbe inhabited, one marked by a struggle between Catholicism and 
Protestantism in intellectual discourse and the overarching influence 
of post-Enlightenment conceptions of science and rationality. As this 
formative period in German Indological history has been capably 
investigated and continues to be,3 the present work specifically en-
gages Garbe’s views on Sāṃkhya and its ‘true’ formulation. The focal 
point within Sāṃkhya is the link between its supposedly rational core 
and an ‘original’ atheistic orientation. The middle sections discuss 
theism and atheism in Sāṃkhyan thought and the connection with 
Mahābhārata studies. This portion is essential in highlighting the 
narrow perspective of Garbe and his personal agenda of supporting 
a pure thought preliminary Sāṃkhyan rationalism. The final sections 

2 “In the case of German Indology we might conceive of it as potentially direct-
ed inward—toward the colonization and domination of Europe itself.” Sheldon 
Pollock, “Deep Orientalism? Notes on Sanskrit and and Power beyond the Raj,” 
in Orientalism and the Postcolonial Predicament, ed. Carol A. Breckenridge and 
Peter van deer Veer (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1993), 77.
3 See Vishwa Adluri and Joydeep Bagchee, The Nay Science (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2014); Suzanne Marchand, German Orientalism; Douglas T. Mc-
Getchin, Indology, Indomania, and Orientalism (Madison: Fairleigh Dickinson 
University Press, 2009); Dorothy M. Figueira, Aryans, Jews, Brahmins (Albany: 
State University of New York Press, 2002); Ronald Inden, Imagining India (Bloom-
ington: Indiana University Press, 1990).
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address Garbe’s hypothesis of an Indian monotheism-through-athe-
ism, epitomized in his reconstituted Bhagavad Gītā. 

I conclude the paper with two major points. First, echoing the out-
standing recent work of Adluri and Bagchee, I emphasize Garbe’s im-
mediate influence on the German understanding of India (and thus 
itself ). From this perspective, the essay magnifies part of the back-
drop of Sheldon Pollock’s “Deep Orientalism?” Garbe’s era of Indol-
ogy assisted in forging the “finally essentialized dichotomy between 
‘Indo-German’ and ‘Semite’”4 that would decades later course through 
the academically-inflected rhetoric of National Socialism. “German 
romanticism-Wissenschaft” with its ‘rigor’ and ‘fact-finding’ lent cre-
dence to National Socialist propaganda even if there was little rigor-
ous or factual about these scholarly findings. Second, I offer the gen-
eral assessment that although the force of Garbe’s hypotheses waned 
in mid- to late-twentieth century scholarship and public opinion, his 
anti-Brahmanical, de-theized depiction of the Sāṃkhya tradition has 
remained largely intact. As Andrew Nicholson has recently remarked, 
“the conventional wisdom expressed by Garbe in the late nineteenth 
century is still the conventional wisdom in the early twenty-first.”5 This 
is evident in the elimination or trivialization of strong theistic claims 
in discourse on Sāṃkhya and its related tradition of Patañjala Yoga.

iN GErmANy, AryANs ANd PANthEists

Tomoko Masuzawa has capably presented the infatuation with 
comparative philology that swept over Europe, perhaps nowhere 
more dominantly than Germany, in the eighteenth and nineteenth 

4 Sheldon Pollock, “Deep Orientalism”, 82.
5 Andrew Nicholson, Unifying Hinduism (New York: Columbia University 
Press, 2010), 68.
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centuries.6 This work generated ‘factual’ connections between lan-
guage structures and the degree of civilization (intellectual, social, 
religious) of the cultures that employed them. With anti-Semitism 
incentivizing the construction of an Indo-European lineage anchored 
in linguistic association, a slew of German (and British) linguists 
worked to establish a firm relationship between the ancient civiliza-
tion of India and that of Europe. Regardless of the complexities of this 
root Indo-European language network and the accompanying Indo-
Aryan hypotheses,7 Germans including Richard Garbe worked to trim 
prevailing theories to create a specific type of Indo-European bond, 
namely a Indo-Germanic/Aryan one. Relations of the old Germanic 
tribes had once civilized ancient India and modern India was but a 
brittle fossil of this forgotten history. The culture of these civilized 
Indian Aryans had gradually been perverted and morphed into what 
modern India had unfortunately become. 

Richard Garbe (1857-1927), the esteemed professor at Tübingen, 
was a primary figure in the study of India’s religious traditions and 
Bhagavad Gītā scholarship. For Garbe the two grandest achieve-
ments of ancient India were its rational, atheistic Sāṃkhya philoso-
phy and its devotional, monotheistic Bhagavata religion (“Krishna-
ism”). These two accomplishments were intimately connected. The 
emergence of the ancient monotheistic tradition was predicated 
upon an antecedent stage of rational inquiry, one that had inevita-
bly and necessarily proved spiritually unfulfilling. This theory will 
be handled in detail below. But rather than being the products of a 
comprehensive and “value-free”8 determination of India’s religious 
history, Garbe’s ideas sprouted mainly from the dynamics of do-

6 Tomoka Masuzawa, The Invention of World Religions (Chicago: The Univer-
sity of Chicago Press, 2005), Ch. 5 and 7.
7 See Edwin Bryant, The Quest for the Origin of Vedic Culture (New York: Ox-
ford University Press, 2001), and Edwin Bryant and Laurie Patton (eds.), The Indo-
Aryan Controversy (New York: Routledge, 2005).
8 Sheldon Pollock, “Deep Orientalism?,” 84.
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mestic intellectual disputes and his own harsh appraisal of modern 
India. Garbe was significantly influenced by a pressing agenda of 
denouncing Catholicism, Judaism, and the pantheistic philosophy 
that surfaced in the wake of Enlightenment rationalism, notably in 
Spinozian thought. An understanding of the “pantheistic dilemma” 
that existed in Germany, which in some ways encapsulates all of the 
scholar’s concerns, is indispensable when calibrating oneself to-
wards Garbe’s approach to Indology. 

rEbuttiNG schlEGEl, rEworkiNG brAhmANism

In response to the Protestant Reformation and Enlightenment, the 
newly converted Catholic Friedrich Schlegel (1772-1839), dispatched 
a widely received interpretation of Indian religious history to combat 
Protestantism, rational theology, natural philosophy, and pantheism. 
Peter K.J. Park has analyzed Schlegel’s On the Language and Wisdom 
of the Indians (1808) and concludes of the work,

On the Language is a defense of Christianity, and its author’s goal 
was to try to retake for Christianity some of the losses it experi-
enced due to three hundred years of the rationalization of reli-
gion and the naturalization of God, which the Protestant Refor-
mation—according to Schlegel—unleashed.9 

Schlegel’s On the Language reached way back into Indian religious 
thought to retake some of these losses. The stakes were high in scrip-
tural interpretation, as an ancient Indo-Germanic bond was being 
forged and the oldest ‘texts’—they had been orally transmitted—of 
ancient India, the Vedas, were recognized as the earliest works of the 

9 Peter K.J. Park, “A Catholic Apologist in a Pantheistic World,” in Sanskrit and 
‘Orientalism,’ ed. Douglas T. McGetchin (Delhi: Manohar, 2004), 94.
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entire lineage.10 In addition, if the yuga theory of descending epochs 
was to be appropriated and applied to a model of authentic religious 
understanding, then for Schlegel, among others, the character of this 
foundational age of the Veda was crucial. 

Schlegel maintained that religious devolution occurred in four 
distinct stages: Emanation, Nature Worship, Dualism, and Pantheism. 
The initial, most virtuous stage of emanation was a time of “divine 
and marvelous revelations” and the tragic fall in pantheistic thought 
was the “offspring of unassisted reason.”11 The dualistic philosophy of 
Sāṃkhya, tainted by the temptations of reason yet not entirely irreli-
gious, occupied a place in between. Its “doctrine of the two principle” 
actually heralded the approaching dissolution of true religion.

When the doctrine of the Two Principles ceased to be a religious 
belief, and was degraded into a merely philosophical system, the 
idea of the two primal powers being united and absorbed into 
one higher being could hardly fail to be admitted.12

Religious decay was the result of a triumph of a “mere philosophical 
system,” Vedānta in the Indian case and scientific Protestantism in 
Germany. The pantheism that followed called for the collapse of “the 
distinction between nature and God, [and] transferring to the creation 
those qualities usually associated with the Creator.”13 For Schlegel, 
this was all but synonymous with terms like rational theology, natu-
ralism, atheism, materialism, and nihilism.14 

10 Ronald Inden, Imagining India, 98.
11 Friedrich W. Schlegel, “On the Language and Wisdom of the Indians,” in The 
Aesthetic and Miscellaneous Works of Frederick Von Schlegel, trans. Ellen J. Mil-
lington (London: Henry G. Bohn, 1849), 490. 
12 Ibid., 492.
13 Peter K.J. Park, “A Catholic Apologist in a Pantheistic World,” 85.
14 Ibid., 99. Also see Suzanne Marchand, German Orientalism, 62-3, and Vishwa 
Adluri and Joydeep Bagchee, The Nay Science, 190. 
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 But was this professed descent from emanation to pantheism a 
source of fierce controversy in the Indian texts themselves? Though 
citing Indian texts to bolster his claims, the allegedly serious dilem-
ma of reconciling theism and pantheism was generally absent or 
minimal in the native material. The “controversy” endured more as a 
European intellectual concern of religio-political alignment, whether 
with Church orthodoxy, Protestantism, or another strain of natural-
ized religion or philosophy. For Schlegel, religious decrepitude was 
apparent in the shift from Catholic emanation to Protestant panthe-
ism, with the latter having a clear Indian parallel in the reductive 
All-is-One Brahmanism (which he also equated with All-is-None Bud-
dhism). This was a significant departure from the divinity and marvel 
dominant in the Vedic period. Schlegel warned against a similar fate 
in Germany through an appeal to the deterioration of India, a gesture 
altogether justified given the prevailing racial theories of an Indo-Ger-
man heritage which he helped to manufacture. That Schlegel worked 
to introduce the pantheistic debate into early Indian texts, such as 
the Bhagavad Gītā, strongly suggests that the controversy was a calcu-
lated strategy for solidifying his case back home. 

The Bhagavad Gītā was a locus of heavy linguistic, historical, and 
philosophical debate around this time period. Its storied history of 
interpretation by German Indologists is meticulously detailed in Her-
ling’s The German Gītā and more recently by Adluri and Bagchee in 
The Nay Science. As emphasized by Adluri and Bagchee, the pantheis-
tic controversy in Indian religious literature only emerged after Schle-
gel’s On The Language and was largely enmeshed in diverse Europe-
an interpretations of the Gītā. This is to highlight the fact that Richard 
Garbe entered a scholastic scene fully infused with the importance 
of addressing pantheism in both German and Indian contexts. Many 
German figures allied with Kantian or Spinozian thought were horri-
fied by the Catholic rhetoric woven into Schlegel’s work on India and 
thus amplified their anti-religious, pro-science, pro-reason stances. 
This time in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century, the so-
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called “Spinoza Renaissance,”15 certainly informed Garbe’s own read-
ing of the Indian material in addition to his pre-existent anti-Catholic, 
anti-Semitic, yet very Indo-German/Aryan and Protestant agenda.

Reason and God in sāṃkhya PhilosoPhy

In order to make sense of both Schlegel and Garbe’s conclusions 
regarding religion/theism and reason/science, a short discussion of 
Sāṃkhya and its relevant aspects is in order. Sāṃkhya is common-
ly included among the six orthodox schools of Indian Philosophy, 
though the question as to what “orthodox,” “school,” and “philosophy” 
actually refer is certainly up for debate. For the present analysis these 
complicated topics cannot be engaged, and while I occasionally refer 
to Sāṃkhya as a “system,” perhaps calling it as a “style” of thought 
is most fitting.16 Whatever the case may be, historically this strain of 
metaphysical thought involves a categorization of the world into a 
fixed number of categories or tattva-s. What marks the ordering on a 
fundamental level is the divide between individual pure conscious-
ness (puruṣa) and the phenomenal world (prakṛti).17 This separation 
is why Sāṃkhya is often labeled India’s dualistic philosophical tradi-
tion, or as Schlegel remarked, the “doctrine of the two principles.”

The ancient sage Kapila is traditionally accepted as the original 
teacher of the Sāṃkhya philosophy. This view is adopted in spite of 

15 Peter K.J. Park, “A Catholic Apologist in a Pantheistic World,” 90.
16 Daya Krishna, Indian Philosophy: A Counter Perspective (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1991) 13. Many studies have investigated this issue of “schools” 
but I here point to Daya Krishna’s objections in “Three Myths about Indian Phi-
losophy” (1966) and “Is Īśvarakṛṣṇa’s Sāṃkhya-Kārikā really Sāṃkhyan?” (1968), 
included in the above volume.
17 I here note Mikel Burley’s basic premise of framing Sāṃkhya primarily from 
a phenomenological and not ontological perspective. The status of prakṛti is by 
no means easily understood given its simultaneously-posited cosmological and 
psychological roles. For this perspective, see Mikel Burley, Classical Sāṃkhya and 
Yoga: an Indian metaphysics of experience (London: Routledge, 2007).
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the fact that there is no proof for Kapila’s historical existence and 
more importantly, no existing texts that can be verifiably attributed 
to him.18 One text ascribed to Kapila and regarded as the predeces-
sor to Īśvarakṛṣṇa’s “classical” Sāṃkhyakārikā, the Ṣaṣṭitantra, has 
a blurry history. The work itself has been lost, is referred to only in 
later texts, is sometimes thought to be two or more texts, and has 
no conclusive author.19 Given the lack of a tangible, definitive work 
on Sāṃkhya prior to the Sāṃkhyakārikā, many twentieth century 
scholars (G.J. Larson, S.N. Dasgupta, P. Chakravarti, K.B.R. Rao) have 
described the transition of Sāṃkhya-as-speculation to Sāṃkhya-as-
system according to a type of condensation or maturation model.20 
These studies rightly assert that no singular Sāṃkhya-as-system can 
be isolated in the Vedic, Upaniṣadic, or epic sources. Furthermore, 
the inability to identify a consistent Sāṃkhya points to a diverse 
field of perspectives during this wide period, yet with no cohesive 
surviving texts to their credit. 

While the temptation exists to argue that this period contained an 
unsure, embryonic Sāṃkhya that slowly matured into Īśvarakṛṣṇa’s 
Sāṃkhya, this represents only one avenue of thought (as K.B.R. Rao 
emphatically argues). Richard Garbe offered another interpretation 
quite early on, one that differed considerably from the maturation 

18 Kapila’s teachings are also propounded in the Purāna-s, such as the Vishnu 
Purāna. These texts have been continually and largely ignored or harshly criti-
cized in academic circles for various reasons. Yet, as Nicholson helpfully warns, 
“the historian of Indian philosophy can ignore Purānic Sāṃkhya only at his or her 
peril.” Andrew Nicholson, Unifying Hinduism (New York: Columbia University 
Press, 2010), 75.
19 Gerald James Larson, Classical Samkhya (1969; repr, Delhi: Motilal Banarsi-
dass, 2011), 136.
20 Gerald James Larson, Classical Samkhya; Surendranath Dasgupta, A History 
of Indian philosophy Volume I (1975; repr, Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 2010); K.B. 
Ramakrishna Rao, Theism of Pre-Classical Sāṃkhya (Prasaranga: University of 
Mysore, 1966); Pulinbihari Chakravarti, Origin and Development of the Sāṃkhya 
School of Thought (1951; repr. Delhi: Munishiram Monoharlal Publishers Pvt. 
Ltd., 1975)
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model. Garbe maintained that a staunchly dualistic and atheistic 
Kapila-Sāṃkhya is the ‘original’, ‘true’ Sāṃkhya, and this system is 
accessible through ancient texts and especially the fifteenth century 
Sāṃkhyasūtra. While later reprimanded for this quasi-utopian depic-
tion of a fully-formed philosophical system stemming from a single 
founder, Garbe’s starting point ought not to be rejected in toto. As 
Mikel Burley has noted, great ideas can in fact start great.21 Which is 
to say, a sophisticated Sāṃkhya may have once been expounded and 
contained in the Ṣaṣṭitantra or some other lost text of Kapila. It is only 
responsible to guard against the reflex assumption of a philosophi-
cal maturation process in all situations. That being said, Garbe’s un-
supported claim of having identified this ‘original’ Sāṃkhya and then 
characterizing it as both profoundly atheistic and Kṣatriyan (Aryan, 
warrior class) cannot be spared from due critique.

Up until the fifth century C.E. (the time of Īśvarakṛṣṇa’s 
Sāṃkhyakārikā), most scholars agree that “pre,” “early,” or “proto” 
Sāṃkhya cannot reasonably cast as atheistic in orientation.22 As 
Franklin Edgerton classically remarked, “Where do we find that 
‘original’ atheistic view expressed? I believe: nowhere.”23 Johannes 
Bronkhorst follows suit and carries it well into the Common Era con-
cluding, “Important is, however, that no Sāmkhya texts of the first 
millennium deny God’s existence. Rather, more often than not they 
give us the impression that they accept God’s existence as a matter 
of course, but do not accept his causal agency with respect to the 
world.”24 Bronkhorst is quick to point out that the atheistic perspec-
tive on Sāmkhya gained traction through Haribhadra’s doxography, 
the Saddarśanansamuccaya (8th cent. C.E.), which differentiates a 

21 Mikel Burely, Classcial Sāṃkhya and Yoga, 37.
22 See sources in Note 18, especially Rao’s work.
23 Franklin Edgerton, “The Meaning of Sānkhya and Yoga,” in The American 
Journal of Philology (1924): 8. http://www.jstor.org/stable/289216.
24 Johannes Bronkhorst, “God in Sāṃkhya,” in Wiener Zeitschrift die Kunde Sü-
dasiens 27 (1983) : 6.
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Sāṃkhya with God (seśvara) from a Sāṃkhya without God (nirīśvara). 
Yet Bronkhorst contends that there is no reason to believe that 
Haribhadra’s īśvara (“God”) is anything but a reference to a Creator 
God, and not any and all other formulations of God. In Mādhva’s 
Sarvadarśanagsaṃgraha (14th cent. C.E.), once again the atheistic 
component of Sāṃkhya is emphasized, yet it is only in the manner 
of denying the causal agency of God. Still Mādhva sees this as proof 
enough to deny the possibility of any type of God in the Sāṃkhya sys-
tem. Forecasting Garbe in doing so, Mādhva goes so far as to invoke 
the ‘original’ Sāṃkhya of antiquity in his claim. He concludes, “For 
this end has the doctrine of those who follow Kapila, the founder of 
the atheistic Sāṃkhya school, been propounded.”25 

One potential source of tangible atheistic support arrives in the 
theological stance of Garbe’s preferred Sāṃkhyasūtra, which con-
spicuously rejects the existence and relevance of the God-principle.26 
Somehow ignoring the apparent inconsistency of favoring such a late 
work on Sāṃkhya, it was nevertheless Garbe who “was almost single-
handedly responsible for the notoriety of the work, as it was he who 
first edited the text and translated it.”27 Selectively sidestepping the 
typical Indological affinity for older, ‘authentic’, and even ur-texts 
that had not suffered the corruption of time and commentarial accre-
tion, Garbe offered the Sāṃkhyasūtra as representative of the ‘origi-
nal’ and authoritative Sāṃkhya; serendipitously this text contained 
sharp atheistic arguments that could not be found anywhere else in 
the Sāṃkhya corpus. 

This is all to say that the claim of atheistic Sāṃkhya is by no 

25 Cowell, E.B, and A.E. Gough, (trans.) The Sarva-Darśana-Saṃgraha by Mad-
hva Ācharya (1904; repr. London: Kegan Paul Trench, Trübner & Co., Ltd., 1914), 
230. Also, the theistic school of Sāṃkhya implied here would be that of Patañjala 
Sāṃkhya or Patañjala Yoga, i.e. the philosophy of the Yogasūtra.
26 Contrary to the highly innovative claims of its main commentator, the 
Vedāntin Vijñānabhikṣu. For a full description of his theistic interpretation, see 
Andrew Nicholson, Unifying Hinduism, 84-100.
27 Ibid., 67.
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means be an easy sell. Yet despite Sāṃkhya’s theistic or semi-atheistic 
past, Garbe audaciously professed that Sāṃkhya since the Upaniṣads 
had always been wholly atheistic and that claims to the contrary are 
the result of suspect insertions and unreliable commentary. This was 
necessary to argue in order to project the medieval Sāṃkhyasūtra as 
the proper heir of this “genuinely philosophical spirit” that began with 
Kapila and had survived essentially in tact. Yet, as Larson pointed to 
decades ago, “the main problem in Garbe’s interpretation of the ori-
gin of Sāṃkhya is, of course, lack of evidence.”28 A similar problem is 
found in Garbe’s handling of the great epic of India, the Mahābhārata, 
and the origin of its renowned Bhagavad Gītā. 

thE imPortANcE of thE GrEAt EPic

Nestled within the tremendous Mahābhārata one encounters the 
Bhagavad Gītā. Due to the poem’s richness and influence it is often re-
garded as a stand-alone work. Pertinent to the present analysis is the 
fact that both the Mahābhārata and the Gītā contain many (at times 
contradictory) references to Sāṃkhya, Yoga, and theology. German In-
dology produced competing theories about the history and content 
of the epic, often times with the Gītā at the epicenter of the debate. 
Owing to a dominant trend of suspicion regarding the ‘authenticity’ 
of existent Indian texts, the question arose as to how to read and in-
terpret the epic. Was it to be received ‘as-is’? Or read without the late 
‘addition’ of the Gītā? Or handled ‘as-is’ but with a firm recognition of 
the Gītā’s questionable status? Adolf Holtzmann Jr.’s large study of the 
Mahābhārata (1892-1895) was a major early contribution to this field 
and one that Garbe’s work relied on and responded to. 

While the details of Holtzmann’s project are distinctive, the three 
main pillars of his work on the epic are common to German Indology 

28 Gerald James Larson, Classical Sāṃkhya, 20. Larson gives several examples 
of this lack of proof. Rao’s prior supports Larson’s argument conclusively.
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of the period. Adluri and Bagchee have described these three stages 
as: (1) postulation of an Indo-Germanic Epic and people, (2) portrayal 
of Brahmanism as a corruption and an interruption, (3) restoration 
of an integral history to Germany.29 Holtzmann was convinced that 
through a critical-historical and objective or “value-free” engagement 
with the work, he could identify discrete currents of thought embed-
ded therein. In turn these currents of thought and accompanying 
worldviews (and ethics) could be justifiably attributed to specific so-
cial groups of ancient India. Holtzmann’s fundamental bifurcation 
drew a sharp line between the warrior and priestly classes, the former 
responsible for the ‘original’ Mahābhārata and the latter having pro-
duced the Veda.30 Based on an assumption one would only expect “he-
roic” and “honorable” (akin to an ancient Germanic spirit) passages 
from a warrior class, Holtzmann undertook the task of locating a ‘true’ 
epic and a corrupted one. 

One interesting point, following Adluri and Bagchee31, is that pri-
or to Holtzmann’s study Brahmans were typically considered to be an 
“Aryan” group alongside Kṣatriyas (“ārya” meaning “noble”, but later 
used to denote warlike, Indo-Germanic ancestry). Which is to say, the 
ancient Indic struggle had previously been understood as a conflict 
between two “noble” and “pure” Aryan communities, not between 
one Aryan and one “other.” In Holtzmann’s work the racial division 
was brought to the fore, a move of utmost importance and conse-
quence in later scholarship. As has recently been argued, the words 
of Holtzmann’s Mahābhārata “suggest a pervasive anxiety regarding 
foreign domination. The language is always cataclysmic, the events 
always presented as a loss of purity or an effacement of identity.”32 For 
Holtzmann the enduring struggle in India (and Germany) was bound 

29 Vishwa Adluri and Joydeep Bagchee, The Nay Science, 120.
30 Ibid., 61.
31 Ibid., 68. See note 167.
32 Ibid., 103. See note 89 for several examples of the German phrases routinely 
utilized by Holtzmann in his study.
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up in geography, religion, and color/race. Whether it be in the theory 
of an originally noble Germanic tribe (Aryans) entering India from 
afar, or in the commonalities between corrupt Brahmans and corrupt 
Catholic priests, or in elaborate color/race theories surrounding the 
names Pāṇḍu (“white”) and Kṛṣna (“black”) in the epic itself, this re-
ligio-ethnic battle was never far from sight. The legacy of a supposed 
ancient Aryan/non-Aryan feud with ethnic underpinnings would re-
sound in Richard Garbe’s own work, though not without significant 
reconceptualization.

Garbe’s work on Sāṃkhya and the Bhagavad Gītā rested on the 
same bedrock assumption. There was most certainly an original race 
of Indo-Germanic warriors who had produced the great epic of India. 
Furthermore, the epic and other warrior-born texts had been infected 
or appropriated by the Brahmans (now cast as non-Aryan). While the 
question cannot be satisfactorily entertained at the moment, exactly 
how oral traditions get infiltrated or corrupted (and the evidence for 
it) is certainly a worthy one. Nevertheless, Garbe accepted the ‘fact’ 
of corruption and then pursued two additional ends: (1) the elevation 
of Sāṃkhya as proof of positive philosophy, science, and reason in 
India33 and (2) the promotion of an Indian monotheism as the pin-
nacle of Aryan achievement, epitomized in the Gītā. The first point 
has been alluded to in preceding pages. The second point however, 
must be approached from the perspective of the Indological claims 
of the period, for Garbe’s theory of a staunchly theistic Gītā separated 
him from others, notably Holtzmann.

Holtzmann had asserted in his work that the Indo-Germanic war-
rior mentality as pantheistic in nature and that the Gītā strays sig-
nificantly from this worldview. Rather than representing the crown-
jewel of the Mahābhārata, the Gītā is its nadir, undeniable proof of 
Brahmanical interjection. The insertion of the Gītā “transformed the 

33 “For Holtzmann, these ideas [concerning epic scholarship] had to do with his 
interest in an Indo-Germanic people. For Garbe, they had to do with his interest in 
demonstrating a rationalistic core to Indian thought.” Ibid, 178.
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ancient heroic poem, the greatest spiritual treasure of their people 
into a tedious Purana that only preaches worship of Vishṇu, reverence 
before the Brahmans, and thoughtless good works.”34 Garbe assumed 
a completely different stance on the status of the Gītā. For him the de-
votional monotheism (“worship of Vishnu”) woven into in the “Song 
of the Lord” signified the climax of Kṣatriyan religious awakening. It 
was by no means the Brahmanical formulation of a “tedious Purana.” 
In fact, it is the pantheistic thought that Holtzmann incorrectly linked 
to the warrior class that represented the true “transforming” of the 
Brahman priests. Moreover, not only is this cunning pantheistic trans-
formation visible in the Gītā and other parts of the Mahābhārata, but 
also in the earlier Upaniṣads. 

Here it makes sense to harken back to Schlegel and his general 
attack on pantheism and the Protestant Reformation as its source. 
Garbe could not carry Holtzmann’s argument for an original Kṣatriyan 
pantheism as it would play directly into Schlegel’s assessment. But 
Garbe sensed that he could salvage the Gītā so long as Holtzmann’s 
conclusion was undermined and the devotional theistic aspect of the 
text was re-placed at its core. The Gītā’s inclusion of Sāṃkhyan ele-
ments would support his overall theory, explained below, that reason/
science predated this climactic devotional monotheism. Garbe could 
assent to some of Holtzmann’s objections, such as the Gītā’s deplor-
able inclusion of “good works” and “reverence of Brahmans”, but the 
most deplorable aspect of all was the infection of pantheistic philoso-
phy that had compromised the work. It was Garbe’s duty to extract 
the ‘original’ theistic Gītā,35 purified of Brahmanical influence, and in 
doing so he could counter Schlegel’s old but resonant accusation.

34 Quoted in ibid., 64. 
35 Ibid., 179. Adluri and Bagchee list Garbe’s eight main arguments for a theistic 
Bhagavad Gītā.
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JuxtaPosinG dualistic sāṃkhya 
with AN iNdiAN moNothEism 

Returning to the pantheistic controversy itself, through his four 
stages of religious devolution Schlegel had demonstrated his famil-
iarity with the four periods of cyclic existence in Indian thought and 
also the presence of Sāṃkhyan speculation in early texts. Signaling 
an approaching pitfall into pantheism, Schlegel isolated a phase of 
burgeoning reason with its “doctrine of the two principles.” The Prot-
estant Garbe recognized the alleged domino-effect from rationalism 
to pantheism and even atheism, but still embraced India’s Sāṃkhyan 
heritage. Garbe approached India’s philosophical history very differ-
ently than Schlegel, even inverting his hierarchy. Instead of represent-
ing the penultimate period of decline, Garbe recast this dualistic, sci-
entific rationality as the time of ascension foreshadowing the highest 
phase of religious achievement. Sāṃkhya was a preparatory phase, 
albeit a dangerous one.

This sharp line of demarcation between the two domains was first 
drawn by Kapila. The knowledge of the difference between body 
and soul is one condition, as it is also an indispensable condi-
tion, of arriving at a true monism. Every view of the world which 
confounds this difference can supply at best a one-sided henism, 
be it a spiritualism or an equally one-sided materialism.36

Contrary to Schlegel, Garbe saw a developing rebellious spirit woven 
into the “doctrine of the two principles,” one defiant of the ritualism and 
domination of the priestly order, whether at home in Germany (Jews, 
Catholics) or abroad in India (Brahmans). It was unnecessary for Garbe 
to compromise his eventual championing of a Protestant-esque ‘pure’ 
monotheism, as this scientific, Enlightenment-esque temperament was 
by no means antithetical to authentic spiritual pursuit. In fact, it was its 

36 Richard Garbe, “Outlines of a History of Indian Philosophy,” in The Monist Vol. 
4, No. 4 (July 1894): 597. http://www.jstor.org/stable/27897183 (emphasis added).
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precursor, snipping away extraneous elements such as rituals and good 
works.37 While Schlegel asserted that the Sāṃkhyan mentality eventual-
ly eroded into pantheism (idealism, Vedānta), Garbe rebutted that actu-
ally it was this Sāṃkhyan dualism (to-be-monotheism) that had emerged 
in virtuous opposition to the “idealistic monism of the Upanishads.”38 
Sāṃkhya worked to combat the “ancient, genuine, Brahmanic elements, 
the ritual and idealistic speculation of the Upanishads.”39 Here Garbe 
tied both ritualism and idealism to the Brahman class. This last line is 
by no means in praise of “ancient, genuine, Brahmanic elements.” Garbe 
freely admitted that Brahmanical elements are embedded in the early 
Upaniṣads (and the Mahābhārata), but he unabashedly argued that 
they represent defensive tactics exercised by the Brahmans to counter 
the original Aryan/Kṣatriyan aspects of the works. These Brahmanical 
countermeasures were required because of the dangerous potency of 
Kṣatriyan rationality, as represented in Kapila’s Sāṃkhya system, and its 
oncoming monotheism. It was “In opposition to this idealistic monism 
of the Upanishads, [that] Kapila founded the oldest real philosophi-
cal system of India in the atheistic Sāṃkhya philosophy, which bears 
a strictly dualistic character.”40 Hence objecting to the irrationality and 
irreverence promulgated by the Brahmans, which was visible to Garbe 
particularly in the early Vedic literature, a Kṣatriya-based sprit arose to 
directly challenge priestly dominion. In response to this challenge, a 
new idealistic monism was cunningly inserted into the Upaniṣads by 
the Brahmans themselves, a move indicative of some dynamic conflict 
with Upaniṣadic Sāṃkhyan Kṣatriyanism.41 

37 Vishwa Adluri and Joydeep Bagchee, The Nay Science, 191.
38 Richard Garbe, “Outlines of a History of Indian Philosophy,” 585.
39 Ibid., 588.
40 Ibid., 585.
41 This idea of “Upaniṣadic-Kṣatriyan” is in distinction to the term “Upaniṣadic 
Brahmaism” employed by Edgerton, which he attributes first to Hopkins. Inter-
estingly enough, this latter phrase is employed in Edgerton section titled “Epic 
‘Sānkhya’ is Brahmaistic.”  This runs in sharp contrast to Garbe’s idea of Kṣatriyan 
Sāṃkhya.  See Franklin Edgerton, “The Meaning of Sānkhya and Yoga,” 20.
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According to Garbe’s overall view, early Brahmanical thought is 
the catalyst for Kapila’s original Sāṃkhya system, and later Brahmani-
cal thought (as idealistic monism) is the response to that same sys-
tem’s “awakening” to a higher monotheism. Garbe states, “Progressive 
ideas are first opposed by the priesthood, their [i.e. of the warriors, 
Aryans] born enemy, until they have become so powerful that they 
cannot be opposed any longer, whereupon the priest adopts them and 
tries to harmonize them with his superstitions.”42 These “progressive 
ideas” allude to the true Kṣatriyan monism/monotheism that stood 
as the gem of Indian religio-philosophical evolution. The “priests” at-
tempted to harmonize this with their deplorable superstitions, thus 
producing an inferior idealistic monism, one paling in comparison 
with the religious awakening of the Kṣatriyas. So while sharing Schle-
gel’s depiction of pantheism as a degenerate form of religion, Garbe 
divergently ascribed it to reactionary idealistic/pantheistic Brahmans 
and trumpeted the rationalism-to-become-monotheism of the warrior 
class. This latter product of religious development, the religion of the 
Bhagavatas, was for Garbe the monotheistic tradition responsible for 
the ‘original’ theistic Bhagavad Gītā. 

rElAtiNG to modErN iNdiA

Convinced of a timeline towards a “true” monism, Garbe had 
objected to the ritual, hierarchy, and irrationality infused in Jewish, 
Catholic, and Brahmanical priestliness. To get a sense of his disposi-
tion apart from mere theory, one can look at his personal reaction to 
modern India. For Garbe the disastrous results of priestly influence 
were evident in the present state of the country. He saw in modern In-
dia a repulsive rabble, completely lost and misguided, the inheritors 

42 See Richard Garbe, “Hindu Monism. Who were its Authors, Priests or War-
riors?” in The Monist Vol. 3, No. 1 (October 1892):63. http://www.jstor.org/sta-
ble/2789703563.
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of a religious erosion from purer, Aryan times. This is conspicuous in 
Garbe’s travel notes from 1885-1886 and his subsequent novel, The 
Redemption of the Brahman.43 The apparent chaos of all daily trans-
actions, the incomprehensibility of his Indian teachers’ pedagogical 
techniques, the throngs of people and seemingly irreverent proceed-
ings involved in temple worship, all but proved to the German scholar 
that modern India was an appalling, decrepit shell of a pristine antiq-
uity. It was ancient age and civilization of India that he had expected 
on arrival. 

Kaushik Bagchi has provided an excellent account of Garbe’s voy-
age to India and his subsequent critique (through Garbe’s Sketches and 
Redemption). From just one footnote from his Outlines of a History 
of Indian Philosophy, one can appreciate Garbe’s unflinching assess-
ment of India. Referring to another Indologist’s work, Garbe writes, 
“The singular unfavorable judgment of the whole philosophy of the 
Upanishads which Gough pronounces in the opening of his otherwise 
valuable book, may perhaps be explained by the morbid aversion to all 
things Indian, which difficult and absorbing work so frequently pro-
duces in the Europeans dwelling any length of time in India.”44 Garbe 
had little sympathy for any features of Indian-ness that rubbed against 
his own agenda and sensibilities. Garbe abhorred Hindu ritualism, 
Brahmanism (in his mind exemplified by Indian pandits whom he 
found either ignorant, misleading, or unnecessarily cryptic), primitiv-
ism, and most importantly, pantheism, which for him proceeded natu-
rally from these former elements. Modern India reflected the demise 
instigated by ritualistic and also idealistic priests. Garbe’s reading and 
repeated reconstitution of the Bhagavad Gītā was a reflection of the 
anti-Brahmanical stance that undergirded the bulk of his work.

43 Richard Garbe, The Redemption of the Brahman, (Chicago: The Open Court 
Publishing Company, 1894; repr, London: Forgotten Books, 2013)
44 Richard Garbe, “Outlines of a History of Indian Philosophy,” in The Monist 
Vol. 4, No. 4 (July 1894): 581. http://www.jstor.org/stable/27897183 (emphasis 
added).
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FixinG the Gītā 

Adluri and Bagchee have thoroughly analyzed how the Bhagavad 
Gītā was both manipulated and wielded by generations of German 
Indologists. In the case of Richard Garbe, the text was downsized sub-
stantially on two occasions to support his thesis of an ‘original’ Gītā 
free from pantheistic doctrine. This ur-Gītā was the textbook, the fin-
est scripture of the monotheistic warrior class during its highest stage 
of religious evolution. In his first reconstitution Garbe excised about 
a quarter of the total verses of the Gītā (172 of 700). In his second edit 
he reduced it to less than half its original size.45 Central to Garbe’s edi-
torial process was the notion that pantheistic passages could be iden-
tified and isolated as foreign impositions, post facto accretions of a 
reactionary Brahman class. This point warrants repetition. In Garbe’s 
interpretation, it was the scientifically-minded Kṣyatriyas who were 
responsible for the true, revolutionary philosophy of India dating 
back to the early Upaniṣadic age and culminating in the Gītā. This is 
initially visible in various Upaniṣadic passages where Brahmans are 
challenged or taught directly by Kṣatriya-s.46 It is then exemplified in 
the Bhagavad Gītā (Garbe’s reconstituted Gītā) where Kṣatriyan ratio-
nality is finally wed to Kṣatriyan monotheism. Since many verses of 
the Gītā incontrovertibly lend themselves to Vedāntic (pantheistic) 
deductions, Garbe concluded that the ‘original’ Gītā had obviously 
been infiltrated (though in a different way than Holtzmann). The Gītā 
in its common, present form was a type of forgery, another instance 
of Brahmanical reprisal against an anti-Vedic, Upaniṣadic Kṣatriyan 
spirit. 

It was unobjectionable to Garbe that Sāṃkhya philosophy, the 
later Bhagavata religion, and to a large degree the contents of the 
Upaniṣads, were the products of Kṣatriya ingenuity. If they have 

45 See Vishwa Adhluri and Joydeep Bagchee, The Nay Science, 182-184. Also 
see Bradley T. Herling, The German Gītā (New York: Routledge, 2006) and Saverio 
Marchignoli, “Canonizing an Indian text?,” in Sanskrit and ‘Orientalism.'
46 Richard Garbe, “Hindu Monism”
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been ascribed otherwise, it is the result of either practical appease-
ment47 or more perversely, due to a later appropriation by Brahmans. 
While other scholars have similarly conceded that certain aspects 
of Upaniṣadic thought are either shared or attributable to Kṣatriyas, 
Garbe applied this feature consistently, especially with respect to his 
scriptural excavations of various monisms. For even though Garbe 
repeatedly denounced the idealistic monism of the Brahmans, locat-
able in corrupt areas of the Upaniṣads and the Gītā and culminated in 
the “later” Vedānta,48 he simultaneously posited the seed of another, 
‘truer’ monism. 

thE bhAGAvAtA rEliGioN  
ANd thE lANGuAGE of yoGA

A virtuous and devotional monism/monotheism sprouted from 
the warrior class in the equation of the Brahma-Ātma, but not in the 
manner perpetrated by the Brahman pantheists. But somehow, ac-
cording to Garbe, this all-too-important Kṣatriya-born religious dis-
position emerged without the full cognizance of the warriors them-
selves. Which is to say, somehow the originators were only vaguely 
aware of the weight of their monotheistic awakening. Garbe writes,

The fact that they are to be found in genuine Brahmanic writings, 
in books which are considered in India as the basis of the Brah-
min caste, speaks a plain language. It shows that the thought of 
claiming the monistic doctrine of the Brahma-Atma as the in-

47 As in the case of Garbe’s consideration of “classical” Yoga and Pataṇjali’s 
fourth century Yogasūtra. Richard Garbe, India and Christendom, trans. Lydia 
Gillingham Robinson (La Salle, Illinois: The Open Court Publishing Company, 
1959), 229.
48 Obviously interesting because the term “Vedānta” itself can imply the “end” 
or “culmination” of the Veda, and was often used synonymously with the teach-
ings of the Upaniṣads.
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heritance to their caste, did not occur to the authors of the old 
Upanishads, or that they dared not claim it; it may be that they 
did not yet realise the great importance of the same.49 

Unfortunately and unsatisfactorily, this postulated chain of events 
is unresolved in Garbe’s work. Nevertheless, according to his theory, 
originating with a Sāṃkhyan rationality that cultivated a preliminary 
ground of atheistic dualism, there arose a much nobler doctrine, a 
Protestant-like Kṛṣṇa/Nārāyana-devoted monotheism. While this was 
not fully realized by the warrior caste in the older Upaniṣadic period, 
it was captured in the religion of the Bhagavatas and given form in the 
ur-Gītā. Hence Garbe posited the antiquity of a monotheistic religion 
born from the Kṣatriya class. In his reconstruction of the Gītā and his 
later India and Christendom, Garbe set out to justify this claim, along-
side other objectives such as establishing the influence of Christian-
ity on this Bhagavata religion.50 

Asserting that the storied Kṛṣṇa was most certainly a man-of-flesh, 
Garbe then unequivocally pronounced that “Krishna is not a human-
ized God but a deified man [a “warrior” “chieftain”].”51 The rise of this 
Kṛṣṇa-devoted warrior sect (the Bhagavatas) occurred in pre-Buddhist 
times, most likely flourishing as early as the sixth century B.C. Then 
in agreement with and citing the work of R.G. Bhandarkar, Garbe stat-
ed that this religious uprising was the “original un-Brahmanic mono-
theistic religion, independent of Vedic tradition”52 and “probably 
preached the doctrine of love of God from the beginning and empha-
sized the ethical side to a much stronger degree than Brahmanism.”53 

49 Richard Garbe, “Hindu Monism,” 63 (emphasis added). A bold hypothesis 
indeed.
50 Richard Garbe, India and Christendom. In particular, see Part II.XI, “Chris-
tian Elements in Later Krishnaism and Other Hinduistic Sects”
51 Ibid., 211.
52 Ibid., 209.
53 Ibid., 210.
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Garbe distanced this ‘true’ monism/monotheism not only from early 
Brahmanism, but later reactionary and devotional forms of Brahman-
ism that would eventually find their home in the non-dual monism of 
the Vedānta (he also attempted to prove this based on hypothesized 
ancient geography). As was mentioned in his work on the Gītā, Garbe 
argued that all Vedānta-like claims in the Gītā are inauthentic, and 
only the Bhagavata and to some degree the Sāmkhya-Yoga elements 
are endemic to the original text. 

With respect to the status of these Sāṃkhya-Yoga elements, owing 
to Sāṃkhya’s atheism and supposed lack of ethical orientation (two 
elements among others that would not line up cleanly with Protes-
tantism) Garbe claimed that the Gītā’s use of the specific terminol-
ogy of Yoga stems from the Yoga tradition’s unique admission of God, 
if only in a haphazard manner. Space does now allow for a satisfac-
tory depiction of the “classical” Yoga tradition. Suffice it to say, the 
inclusion of God in a Sāṃkhya-infused Yoga has consistently troubled 
scholars from the first few centuries C.E. up until the present. But for 
Garbe, it “is not unjustified that this insertion has been undertaken 
in the interest of union with the Bhagavata religion.”54 In short, the 
Yoga tradition included God to accommodate Bhagavata prominence, 
recognizing the religious surge past the “doctrine of two principles.” 
Thus, even though Garbe held that the Bhagavad Gītā agrees with 
Sāṃkhya philosophy, he meant that it merely employed Sāṃkhyan 
depictions of phenomenal reality (prakṛti) and the individual, pure 
consciousness (puruṣa), and that the calculated use of Yoga terminol-
ogy reveals the irrefutably theistic and devotional core of the text. 
For Garbe the Sāṃkhya system was still the work of diligent though 
devotional warrior scholars, and “the conception of the spiritual prin-
ciple in the Bhagavad Gītā is essentially different from the Samkhya 
system, not exclusively philosophical but predominantly religious.”55 

54 Ibid., 229.
55 Ibid., 232.
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The Gītā is the key moment (or at least evidence of the moment) of re-
ligion surpassing reason, the point at which the esteemed intellection 
of the warriors confessed of the need for an overcoming by a higher, 
more spiritual orientation. The stage of the “two principles” is but the 
developmental period before the emergence of the truly religious, 
faith-based monotheism of the Bhagavatas. In the later chapters of 
India and Christendom, Garbe continued to elucidate the degree to 
which this eventual stage parallels Christianity and was even influ-
enced by it in later centuries.

lAstiNG coNsEquENcEs

There can be no doubt that in terms of innovation, massive pro-
duction, and philological precision, German Indology of the past 
two hundred years has been among the most powerful forces for 
making scientific knowledge of India’s philosophical, religious, 
scientific and literary heritage available to the scholarly commu-
nity worldwide. In this, although one may debate some of its mo-
tives and methods, it has surely changed forever our understand-
ing of the cultural and intellectual heritage of the human race. 56

This inquiry has probed but a small sample of the “motives and meth-
ods” of German Indology. Gerald Larson has contended that Richard 
Garbe’s perspective on Sāṃkhya was the dominant one through first 
few decades of the twentieth century. Garbe’s presentation of Sāṃkhya 
philosophy was informed by a lofty goal of aligning an Indian Bhaga-
vata religion with German Protestant Christianity. Even though this 
project eventually lost momentum due to the critique of his contem-
poraries, some of Garbe’s conclusions regarding Sāṃkhya, the Gītā, 
and Indian rationalism have obstinately persevered. In spite of the 

56 Robert P. Goldman, “Indologies: German and Other,” in Sanskrit and ‘Orien-
talism,’ 31.
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fact that the pantheism/theism debate was not birthed in India and 
the native population admitted alternative ways of formulating the 
God-concept, such details were ignored for the sake of establishing 
intellectual and political footholds in Europe. This simultaneously 
implemented a scholarly re-creation of the history and destiny of the 
Indian subcontinent. Such ‘histories’ of religion were put to political 
use at home and abroad, for in the latter case (as seen in the epigraph) 
the missionary process was encouraged to assist when ‘true’ religious 
understanding was lacking.

In the early to mid-twentieth century Garbe’s claims would have 
political effects in Germany, if not through direct adaptation then at 
least by contributing to the ‘science’ of Indology and the ‘truth’ of its 
findings. One can look to Pollock’s assessment of the relationship be-
tween Indology and National Socialism in the first half of the twenti-
eth century.

Yet, whatever the actual effectivity of the ideational dimension 
of National Socialism may have been, there is no doubt that the 
builders of the movement believed in the necessity of provid-
ing it with an intellectually convincing doctrine. And this was 
to become one that in the end relied, more than any other state 
doctrine in European history, on the putative results of scholar-
ly—archaeological, philological, anthropological, Indological—
research.57

In one striking example in “Deep Orientalism?” Pollock cites a portion 
of a speech delivered by the Indologist Walther Wüst to a gathering 
of SS officers in 1937. Though unable to do it full justice here, in this 
speech the philosophy of the Führer is remarkably likened to that of 
Gautama Buddha. Such a distant and seemingly impossible intellec-
tual kinship is made possible only through “basic fact of racial consti-

57 Sheldon Pollock, “Deep Orientalism,” 88.
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tution” or “the holy concept of ancestral lineage.” And this “basic fact” 
of Indo-Aryanism is an essential component of the “National-Socialist 
world-view.”58 In light of the preceding analysis, one could conceive of 
an Indologist substituting the Sāṃkhyan Kapila (or perhaps Kṛṣṇa?) 
for the Buddha. Kapila, while perhaps not fully mature in a religious 
or Protestant sense, purportedly strove in opposition to the weak and 
corrupt Brahmanical class of ancient India. Garbe regarded Kapila as 
a key figure in the early Aryan/Kṣatriyan resistance to the ritualism 
and idealism of the priestly class, a class whose unfortunate victory 
catalyzed the religious and material impoverishment of India. Was 
not Germany, owing to the force of this “holy concept of ancestral lin-
eage,” in danger of the same fate? While the example of Garbe’s Kapila 
was not employed in any National Socialist rhetoric, one can see how 
the ‘facts’ of Indology could be utilized to lend scholarly credence to 
its socio-political agenda.

The consequences of Garbe’s work are also locatable in more 
general and popular veins. While academic studies in the later part 
of the twentieth century centered more on Vedānta than Garbe’s pro-
claimed Bhagavata religion, and the hypothesis of an Indo-Germanic 
pre-history lost its vigor, scholarship continued to reinforce atheism 
or a negligible theism in the Sāṃkhya-Yoga system(s). Fortunately, 
many scholars have pushed back against Garbe’s work and argued 
correctly that early Sāṃkhya assumed theistic components and that 
Sāṃkhya as a recognizable, unified, philosophy cannot be assumed 
any earlier than Iśvarakṛṣṇa’s Sāṃkhyakārikā. Yet what stubbornly 
clings to this work is the idea that Sāṃkhya was always in a teleologi-
cal process of maturation, one of atheistic self-discovery by which the 
messy theistic elements were eventually and appropriately disregard-
ed (Sāṃkhyakārikā) or expunged (Sāṃkhyasūtra). 

Modern and contemporary scholarship have recognized the over-
seas (and domestic) “secularization” of Indian traditions and how 

58 Ibid., 90.
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this process can often exile theistic or ‘irrational’ elements. Often ex-
cluded from philosophical consideration are provocative sects whose 
devotional traditions may unfortunately and contemptuously be re-
garded as ‘primitive’ or ‘emotional’ and undergirded by little rational/
scientific rigor. But Sāṃkhya-Yoga survives as a theistically-inclined 
tradition that undeniably penetrates deeply into both areas, the re-
ligious and rational (as if they are necessarily separate). It is signifi-
cantly due to the legacy of Richard Garbe and other Indological work 
that Sāṃkhya-Yoga theology has been offered a very slim place for 
serious consideration. 

S
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iNtroductioN

A significant amount of research over the past decade has de-
bated the conservative Hindu nationalist ethos of popular 
Hindi cinema since the early 1990s, particularly the mar-

ginalized representation of Muslims and their association with the 
Pakistani state as a source of radical political insurgency. However, 
little research has explored how the changing landscape of cultural 
production in India shapes the negotiation of religious and national 
identities onscreen in an increasingly integrated global media en-
vironment. This article examines the various dynamic forces shap-
ing the representation and reception of one of India’s few Pakistani 
crossover stars, Ali Zafar. An independent musician, singer and actor, 
Zafar embodies a new global imaginary for Pakistan that contradicts 
the heavily ghettoised depictions of Pakistan as a “terrorist state” that 
continue to be perpetuated in both India and the West. What does it 
mean to be a Pakistani star in India, and which ‘identity’ takes prece-
dence in popular discourse—national or religious, if any such distinc-

AbstrAct

Few studies have examined how the changing landscape of cultural pro
duction in India shapes the negotiation of religious and national identities 
onscreen in an increasingly integrated global media environment. This es
say explores the representation and reception of Ali Zafar, an independent 

be perpetuated in both India and the West. What does it mean to be a 

course—national or religious, if any such distinction can be made? His par
allel work in film and music is mediated by processes of globalization that 

boundaries betwee
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tion can be made? His parallel work in film and music, which blurs 
sonic and visual boundaries between India, Pakistan and the West, is 
mediated by processes of globalization that problematize these ques-
tions of identity on multiple levels.

Zafar’s ongoing corpus of Hindi films since his debut in 2010 
with the political parody Tere Bin Laden (Your Bin Laden)1 is an ideal 
example of these processes at work. While Tere Bin Laden directly 
confronts homogenizing stereotypes regarding Islamic and Pakistani 
identity, and its association with terrorist violence, his roles in films 
like Total Siyapaa2 (Total Chaos, 2014) and London, Paris, New York3 
(2012) similarly evoke the politics of border crossing—whether geo-
graphical, religious, or cultural—by emphasizing transnational iden-
tity and the transcendent power of love in overcoming individual dif-
ference. While Tere Bin Laden is a critically engaged satire that uses 
irony to position the viewer politically and historically to the text in 
a way that problematizes identity boundaries, the other two films be-
long to romance and comedy genres that use the affective potency of 
love to negotiate narrative identification. The impact of globalization 
as a mediating force can be identified in the narrative ingenuity of 
all three films, which break melodramatic storytelling conventions 
in popular Hindi cinema that reveal how a global political economy 
can open spaces to explore alternative subjectivities and modes of 
representation through experimental filmmaking. In addition, all 
three films frame Zafar as a globalized object of consumer desire that 
project consumer capitalism as an alternative framework for access-
ing identity in a de-territorial cultural landscape, where religious, na-
tional, and social boundaries are often fluid and ambiguous. Popular 
cinema and music, therefore, become an important locus for consum-
ing identity organized around shared values of hedonism and ‘love’ 

1 Tere Bin Laden, directed by Abhishek Sharma (Walkwater Media, 2010), DVD.
2 Total Siyapaa, directed by Eshvar Niwas (Reliance Entertainment, 2014), DVD.
3 London, Paris, New York, directed by Anu Menon (Fox Star Studios, 2012), 
DVD.
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that can dispel bounded identity categories. This is further evident 
in Zafar’s music, which not only combines Western, Indian and Paki-
stani genre traditions, but also foregrounds individual desire and ref-
erences to global popular culture in a way that defies singular notions 
of identity. 

Through a close textual reading of the above films and two of 
Zafar’s recent musical albums, Masty4 and Jhoom,5 as well as his 
soundtrack compositions for cinema, I aim to de-code the nuanced 
intersection between cultural politics and representational slippage 
that defines Zafar’s persona as a crossover celebrity in a wider trans-
national context. Although Zafar has participated in multiple film 
projects beyond the three already mentioned, these films have been 
chosen for analysis because they exemplify the boundary-crossing 
features previously outlined. In addition, Zafar’s onscreen and off-
screen personas converge in these narratives in interesting ways. All 
three films feature Zafar in leading roles that draw reflexively on his 
offscreen persona as a ‘crossover’ Pakistani star striving to gain legiti-
macy in the Hindi film industry. 

The overlap between Zafar’s persona in media texts and the ar-
ticulation of his celebrity identity in popular journalism is further ex-
amined through press interviews and commentaries about the star. 
This primary source material both positions Zafar as a figure of vicari-
ous identification and fantasy while extending his accessibility as an 
eroticized object of desire already prevalent in his films. Rather than 
occurring in spite of the star’s marked national and religious identity, 
however, I argue that this process is an outcome of transnational shifts 
in the political economy of culture in India and their consequent im-
pact on celebrity. Zafar’s alleged ‘difference’ is frequently framed as 
the source of his commercial appeal and is consciously inscribed 
through celebrity marketing techniques heavily influenced by global 

4 Masty, performed by Ali Zafar (Fire Records, 2006), CD.
5 Jhoom, performed by Ali Zafar (Yash Raj Music, 2011), CD.
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industries, including Hollywood. As a result, Zafar’s celebrity dis-
course both evoke his national and religious origins as much as it em-
phasizes his integration into global standards of celebrity embodied 
by the Hindi film industry. This contradictory representation serves 
to preserve the star’s inimitable brand ‘mystique’ even as it exposes 
his celebrity persona to identity transcendence through his artistic 
performance in cinema and music on the one hand, and operations 
of fantasy and desire through global commodity culture on the other. 

Finally, Zafar’s crossover stardom must be situated within a 
legacy of trans-industry collaboration between India and Pakistan 
through ancillary media products like television and music. The 
television industry has historically laid the groundwork for the 
crossover of multiple Pakistani stars into Hindi cinema, as Pakistan’s 
latest crossover phenomenon, Fawad Afzal Khan, demonstrates.6 
However, the increasingly multi-platform and vertically integrat-
ed structure of the Hindi film industry as a global enterprise7 has 
enhanced the transition from television to cinema as an outcome 
of corporate franchising, exemplifying what Henry Jenkins calls 
‘convergence culture.’8 This culture can be seen at work in the use 
of Pakistani television serials and music to launch both Zafar and 
Khan into the industry, and in the continuity between these various 
outlets in generating celebrity discourse that elicit shared points of 
cultural reception between audiences across borders. Convergence 
is thereby a powerful force in re-negotiating religious and national 
identities through popular culture.

6 FP Staff, “Mahira, Fawad Khan and Ali Zafar: Pakistani Actors and their Bol-
lywood Careers,” F.Entertainment, December 16, 2014, http://www.firstpost.com/
bollywood/mahira-fawad-khan-and-ali-zafar-pakistani-actors-and-their-bolly-
wood-careers-1852219.html.
7 Tejaswini Ganti, Producing Bollywood: Inside the Contemporary Hindi Film 
Industry (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 2012).
8 Henry Jenkins, Convergence Culture: Where Old and New Media Collide (New 
York and London: New York University Press, 2006). 
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thEoriziNG rEliGious idENtitiEs iN ciNEmA: 
AN ovErviEw

Many scholars have historicized the representation of Muslim 
identity in popular Hindi cinema9 and the creative contribution of 
Muslim actors, filmmakers, and related personnel in the Hindi film 
industry.10 There has been an equal amount of scholarship devoted 
to exploring the legacy of Partition and the representation of India-
Pakistan relations through cinema.11 However, little scholarship has 
explored the influence of globalization in shaping the politics of re-
ligious identity in film within the past decade, when the Hindi film 
industry experienced vast structural changes in an effort to access 
transnational markets and accrue brand capital.12 

By exploring globalization as a mediating force, this paper thereby 
takes a different approach than the contemporary research of schol-
ars like Fazia Hirji,13 Claudia Richter,14 and Shahnaz Khan,15 who con-
sider how the representation of the Muslim “Other” either continues 
a historical legacy of narrative marginalization or is counteracted by 
the affective logics and ethical determinism of melodrama, in which 
violence stems not so much from religious difference as from moral 

9 See Fazia Hirji, “Change of Pace? Islam and Tradition in Popular Indian Cin-
ema,” South Asian Popular Culture 6.1 (2008): 57-69; Claudia Richter, “The Ethics 
of Coexistence: Bollywood’s Different Take on Terrorism,” Crosscurrents (Decem-
ber 2009): 484-499; and Shahnaz Khan, “Nationalism and Hindi Cinema: Narra-
tive Strategies in Fanaa,” Studies in South Asian Film and Media 1.1 (2009): 85-99.
10 Kalyani Chadha and Anandam P. Kavoori, “Exoticized, Marginalized, Demon-
ized: The Muslim ‘Other’ in Indian Cinema,” in Global Bollywood, eds. Anandam 
P. Kavoori and Aswin Punathambekar, (New York and London: New York Univer-
sity Press, 2008), 131-145.
11 Meenakshi Bharat and Nirmal Kumar, Filming the Line of Control: The Indo-
Pak Relationship Through the Cinematic Lens (New Delhi: Routledge, 2008).
12 Ganti, Producing Bollywood.
13 Hirji, “Change of Pace,” 57-69.
14 Richter, “The Ethics of Coexistance,” 484-499.
15 Khan, “Nationalism and Hindi Cinema,” 85-99.
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conflict and its social consequences.16 While these discussions focus 
primarily on narrative texts, there is little attention paid to the read-
ing practices of audiences in interpreting how textual meanings are 
negotiated. This dimension has been investigated in the research of 
scholars like Rajinder Dudrah17 and Shakuntala Banaji,18 who demon-
strate how audiences engage in complex meaning-making practices 
that can produce “compelling ‘reactionary’ ideological positions and 
equally compelling ‘anti-authoritarian’ personal ones” while recogniz-
ing that textual identification is scarcely unitary in the complicity or 
rejection of ideological messages.19

I draw on these ideas of spectator reception as contingent and 
heterogeneous while using Purnima Mankekar’s20 framework for 
transnational public cultures as a theoretical lens to interrogate 
how global media flows intervene in the formation of cultural sub-
jectivities. Mankekar looks at how the circulation of transnational 
media products, including cinema and television but also material 
commodities, mediates notions of cultural identity and affective 
belonging/unsettlement for Indians in both domestic and diasporic 
contexts.21 In particular, Mankekar is interested in evaluating how 
transnational public cultures “constitute India as an archive of af-

16 Juluri, “Our Violence, Their Violence,” 122.
17 Rajinder Dudrah, “Borders and Border Crossings in Main Hoon Na and Veer-
Zaara,” in Filming the Line of Control: The Indo-Pak Relationship Through the 
Cinematic Lens, eds. Meenakshi Bharat and Nirmal Kumar (New Delhi: Rout-
ledge), 40-58. 
18 Shakuntala Banaji, “Fascist Imaginaries and Clandestine Critiques: Young 
Hindi Film Viewers Respond to Violence, Xenophobia and Love in Cross-Border 
Romances,” in Filming the Line of Control: The Indo-Pak Relationship Through 
the Cinematic Lens, eds. Meenakshi Bharat and Nirmal Kumar (New Delhi: Rout-
ledge), 157-175.
19 Ibid., 175.
20 Purnima Mankekar, Unsettling India: Affect, Temporality, Transnationality 
(Durham and London: Duke University Press, 2015).
21 Ibid., 5-7.
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fect and temporality.”22 Rather than producing static notions of In-
dia—and thus totalizing frameworks for cultural identity—Mankek-
ar illustrates how the affective and temporal dynamics of media 
cultures can elicit disjunctive relationships to national and cultural 
constructs. Most relevant to this study is Mankekar’s elaboration of 
the nexus between global commodity culture and the imbrication 
of what she calls “affective/sensorial ecologies.”23 In showing how 
media products can embody regimes of feeling, for example, by lo-
cating Indian culture in “the hearts and bodies” 24 of Non-Resident 
Indians (NRIs) rather than the territorial nation state, Mankekar 
contends that identity is constantly in flux, “inherently unsettled”25 
and engaged by global processes.

 This discussion similarly reflects on the role of global media arti-
facts in ‘unfixing’ national, religious and cultural identities. In each of 
the media forms analyzed, identity is a fluid category that is contest-
ed and open to multiple potential subject positions. Most important-
ly, Mankekar’s deployment of affect as a theoretical tool is useful in 
understanding how the aspirational desires of consumer capitalism, 
as articulated in Zafar’s media texts and celebrity persona, function 
as structures of feeling that can exceed identity signifiers—such as 
the stereotyped “sign” of the Pakistani Muslim male body and its co-
implication with terrorist violence. This research thereby builds on 
previous scholarship while aiming to illustrate how global conditions 
for the production and circulation of culture make possible complex 
material and subjective boundary crossings. 

22 Ibid., 7.
23 Ibid, 6.
24 Ibid., 57.
25 Ibid., 241.
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dE-tErritoriAliziNG bordErs: 
NEw PoliticAl EcoNomiEs ANd thE ciNEmA

Tere Bin Laden, Total Siyapaa and London, Paris, New York exem-
plify the above-described global processes at work. Each is a product 
of shifting economies of production and distribution characterizing 
the contemporary Hindi film industry that has significant conse-
quences for narrative structure and thematic content. After the grant-
ing of official industry status by the Indian government in 1998,26 
the industry opened its doors for Foreign Direct Investment (FDI), 
systems of organized financing, and a movement towards corpora-
tization27 evident in the growth of multi-media conglomerates that 
boast global shareholdings and de-risking profit agendas.28 These in-
frastructural changes have had an impact on all aspects of political 
economy, as studios now host multiple production projects ranging 
from big-budget blockbusters to more modestly scaled films29 featur-
ing socially nuanced stories, alternative subject matter, and narrative 
virtuosity. Compounded by the growth of multiplexes, which are rap-
idly overtaking the traditional single-screen theater in India30 and the 
prevalence of global distribution networks, these shifts have opened 
new markets for niche cinema that fits an increasingly fragmented 
media audience.31 They are also part of what Tejaswini Ganti calls the 
“gentrification” of Hindi cinema into a globally recognizable brand 
driven by cultural capital and commercial sophistication.32 

The production framework for each film illuminates these new 
domains of funding, generating and distributing media products in 

26 Tejaswini Ganti, Bollywood: A Guidebook to Popular Hindi Cinema (New 
York: Routledge, 2004), 53.
27 Ibid., 66-67.
28 A. Subramanian, “Blockbuster Barons,” Business Today, April 2012, 120-124.
29 Ibid., 122.
30 Ganti, Producing Bollywood, 345-346.
31 Ibid., 328-329.
32 Ibid., 17.
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the Hindi film industry. All were produced by multi-franchise cor-
porations with assets in affiliate entertainment and consumer in-
dustries—Walkwater Media in the case of Tere Bin Laden,33 Reliance 
Entertainment for Total Siyapaa,34 and Fox Star Studios, a division of 
global film studio 20th Century Fox, for London, Paris, New York.35 The 
largest of these franchises is Reliance Entertainment, a subsidiary di-
vision of its parent corporation, the Reliance Group. Founded by busi-
ness mogul Anil Ambani, the conglomerate has stakes in most major 
industries in India and abroad, including manufacturing, energy, tex-
tiles, financial services, and a number of communication sectors, in-
corporating IT, film production, exhibition, and home entertainment, 
to name a few.36 This and the company profiles of other vertically in-
tegrated studios like Fox Star (also a major corporate subsidiary un-
der Rupert Murdoch’s media empire News Corp.) demonstrate how 
public limited companies with diversified investment portfolios have 
become the norm in Indian entertainment, unlike the independent 
financier and boutique production business model(s) that dominated 
the industry following the collapse of a nascent studio system in the 
early 1940s.37 

The material outcome of these industrial changes is a widening 
array of choices in media content and style for both filmmakers and 
consumers. As I have argued previously elsewhere, the impact of the 
industry’s globalizing imperatives can be witnessed in the newly cos-
mopolitan portrait of contemporary Hindi cinema that encompasses 
changes in narrative structure, thematic impetus and intended audi-

33 “Company Profile,” Walkwater Media, http://www.walkwater.in/flash.html.
34 Total Siyapaa, DVD.
35 London, Paris, New York. DVD.
36 Reliance Entertainment. “About Us,” http://relianceentertainment.net/abou-
tus.html.
37 Ganti, Bollywood: A Guidebook, 53-56.
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ence address.38 This is evident in the emergence of genre-based story-
telling that accommodates the cine-literate consumer by incorporat-
ing global storytelling trends with local influences in a bid to reach 
both regional and transnational audiences.39 All three films reflect 
this movement towards genre-based storytelling that displaces the 
blockbuster ‘masala’ film as the dominant narrative mode in popular 
Hindi cinema.40 In each case, the sophistication of genre categories 
and the targeting of discrete audiences—such as the young, urban 
middle class in London, Paris, New York or the diasporic family in To-
tal Siyapaa—reveals how films are no longer destined primarily for 
the box office; rather, it is expected that they will have an extended 
distribution cycle in a global media convergence environment. More 
widely, these transitions reflect how Hindi cinema has become a cut-
ting-edge medium sensitive to the diverse political, artistic and social 
inclinations of a growing audience unfettered by geographic or tem-
poral boundaries. 

rEAdiNG “tErE biN lAdEN”: 
sAtirE, iroNy ANd subjEctivity

A Hindi-language film produced within India featuring Pakistani 
actors, settings and protagonists, Tere Bin Laden is an ideal example 
of the new material and narrative permutations of popular cinema 
deriving from global forces. Overtly addressing the topic of Islam 
and radical terrorism, the film offers a satirical treatment of global 
geo-politics that implicates U.S. imperialism, neo-liberal expansion, 
and state corruption in the construction of “terrorism,” as embodied 

38 Dina Khdair, “Piecing Together the Puzzle: Kahaani, Talaash and the Com-
plex Narrative in Popular Hindi Cinema,” Studies in South Asian Film and Media 
5.2 (2013): 179-194.
39 Ibid., 190-192.
40 Khdair, “Piecing Together the Puzzle,” 179-194.
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in the film by a heavily caricatured Osama bin Laden. In the film’s 
plot, an aspiring Pakistani journalist named Ali, portrayed by Zafar, 
dreams of immigrating to the U.S. in a post-9/11 world only to realize 
that his nationality, race and religion cause him to be criminalized 
as a terrorist threat. Frustrated and cash-strapped after being forcibly 
deported from the U.S., he devises a lucrative scheme to produce and 
sell a bogus video of Osama bin Laden that inadvertently escalates 
the war in Afghanistan, causes a global financial crisis, and initiates 
a high-profile C.I.A. man-hunt. In the end, Ali single-handedly settles 
the War on Terror by producing a reconciliatory video of Osama bin 
Laden that changes the course of political history, while transforming 
him into a global celebrity and U.S. media icon.

Tere Bin Laden’s departure from conventional thematic and nar-
rative choices is indicated by the film’s break with melodramatic nar-
rative, which has remained an omnibus form of storytelling in Hindi 
cinema since the post-independence period.41 With an emphasis on 
collective modes of address and social moralism, melodrama was 
compatible with the nation-building imperatives of popular cinema 
while acting as a universalized narrative format accessible to a cultur-
ally, socially, and linguistically diffuse viewing public.42 However, as 
Madhava Prasad43 and Ravi Vasudevan44 demonstrate in their semi-
nal works on the deployment and narrative contract of melodrama 
in Hindi cinema, melodramatic address implicates the spectator in 
highly specific ways through an appeal to symbolic authority—em-
bodied by “a God, King or Star”—that conveys a transcendent, con-

41 Rachel Dwyer and Divia Patel, Cinema India: The Visual Culture of Hindi 
Film (New Brunswick: Rutgers, 2002).
42 M.K. Raghavendra, Seduced by the Familiar: Narration and Meaning in In-
dian Popular Cinema (New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 2008).
43 Madhava Prasad, Ideology of the Hindi Film: A Historical Construction (New 
Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1998).
44 Ravi Vasudevan, “Shifting Codes, Dissolving Identities: The Hindi Social 
Film of the 1950’s as Popular Culture,” in Making Meaning in Indian Cinema, ed. 
Ravi S. Vasudevan (New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 99-117).



46

DINA KHDAIR

notative message to the viewer.45 Using frontal devices of representa-
tion, such as iconic framing, melodramatic narrative invests the text 
with a one-way transmission of thematic content.46

Tere Bin Laden defies these characteristic elements of melodra-
ma, and their consequences for subjectivity, by adopting satire as 
its primary narrative mode. The use of satire and irony in the film 
has pivotal consequences; it challenges the expression of clearly de-
fined subject positions by distancing the viewer critically from the 
text, precluding psychological investment in the story while opening 
the film’s content to reflexive critique. In mocking its own devices, 
the film operates as a deliberate farce that denies emotional or ideo-
logical closure for the spectator, exaggerating characters and plot 
events while obstructing processes of vicarious identification. Thus 
Ali’s ambitions to live the “American dream” are portrayed with as 
much derision as the elusive Osama bin Laden (represented in the 
fictional video by a sexually naïve chicken farmer) or the capricious-
ness and self-serving interests of U.S. foreign policy embodied by the 
media and C.I.A. in the film. This facetiousness is reinforced at the 
film’s conclusion when C.I.A. agent Ted Wood makes a pact with Ali 
to conceal the counterfeit origins of the Osama video to justify U.S. 
military aggression in the Middle East and South Asia, terminating 
U.S. occupation while transforming Ali into a rich and respected jour-
nalist. This sense of irony and absurdity, present throughout the film, 
compels viewers to confront the text’s provocative engagement with 
historical and political themes rather than celebrate the protagonist’s 
achievement of his goals. 

These effects speak to the inherently political objectives of sat-
ire. Northrop Frye characterizes satire as analytic, by “breaking up 
the lumber of stereotypes, fossilized beliefs, superstitious terrors, 
crank theories, pedantic dogmatisms, oppressive fashions, and all 

45 Prasad, Ideology of the Hindi Film, 51.
46 Ibid., 50.
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other things that impede the free movement of society.”47 This effect 
is apparent in Tere Bin Laden’s reflexive de-construction of cultural 
politics, most notably discourses of “terrorism,” and the various ste-
reotypes, myths, and institutional powers sustaining it. Its critical 
orientation to history and politics—the film even begins with a proxi-
mate reference to historical time and place, by locating the events on 
September 14th, 2001 at the Jinnah Airport in Karachi—foregrounds 
conditional relationships between culture and power that invites 
viewers to acknowledge their own role as critical spectators, leaving 
the text open-ended to multiple heterogeneous, and potentially dis-
sonant, readings. 

EvokiNG Politics, iNvErtiNG stErEotyPEs:  
“tErE biN lAdEN” As discoursE

The film’s use of satire also serves to interrupt homogenizing por-
trayals of Muslim identity historically prevalent in popular cinema, 
and their discursive linking to the Pakistan state. Chadha and Kavoori 
have identified three consecutive phases in the ‘Othering’ of Mus-
lims onscreen throughout the development of Hindi cinema: exoti-
cism, marginalization, and demonization.48 The last phase coincides 
with recent representations that systematically associate Muslims 
with terrorist violence and Pakistan-based insurgency against India. 
In this framework, Muslims are either condemned as morally polar-
ized villains or required to demonstrate their patriotism to the na-
tion through extraordinary acts of loyalty and sacrifice.49 Hirji notes 
that they are most frequently depicted as terrorists, sexual predators, 

47 Northrop Frye, “The Nature of Satire,” in Satire: Theory and Practice, eds. Charles 
A. Allen and George D. Stephens (Belmont: Wadsworth Publishing, 1962), 20.
48 Chadha and Kavoori, “Exoticized, Marginalized,” 135.
49 Ibid., 144-145.
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or social pariahs,50 while Khan similarly contends that Muslims are 
posed as threats to the national and cultural fabric of India.51 Echo-
ing the research of scholars like Saadia Toor52 and Junaid Rana,53 she 
argues that the Muslim male body in particular is framed as hyper-
sexualized, dangerous, and a peril to “the secular democratic goals of 
the Indian state.”54

To begin with, Tere Bin Laden eviscerates India from its narrative 
imaginary, circumventing a binary understanding of India-Pakistan 
relations revolving around conflict. More importantly, the film uses 
parody to mock the global Islamophobic sentiments of a post-9/11 
cultural environment. This is obvious in a sequence immediately be-
fore the title credits, when Ali is aboard a commercial airliner bound 
for the U.S. The only Pakistani passenger on the plane, he takes out a 
camcorder and practices in earnest his best impression of a news jour-
nalist, unwittingly repeating the words “Muslim,” “bomb” and “hijack” 
too many times in the same sentence, making his fellow passengers 
uncomfortable. When Ali later leaves his seat to return a butter knife 
to the flight attendant, she envisions him accosting her and begins to 
scream. This serves as a transition into the film’s introductory song 
that shows Ali being questioned, imprisoned, beaten and deported 
back to the U.S., all against a comic backdrop featuring Bollywoodized 
music and dance choreography.

This sequence playfully lampoons stereotypical conflations of 
the Muslim male body with terrorist violence that is enhanced by 
Ali’s oblivion to the punitive apparatuses of power denying his social 
legitimacy. His ambitions for professional success, romantic fulfill-

50 Hirji, “Change of Pace?,” 59.
51 Khan, “Nationalism and Hindi Cinema,” 94-95.
52 Saadia Toor, “Gender, Sexuality and Islam Under the Shadow of Empire,” The 
Scholar and Feminist Online 9.3 (2011): 318-340.
53 Junaid Rana, “Racial Panic, Islamic Peril, and Terror,” in Terrifying Muslims: Race 
and Labor in the South Asian Diaspora (Durham: Duke University Press, 2011).
54 Khan, “Nationalism and Hindi Cinema,” 95.



49

ment and transnational mobility, and their arbitrary negation due to 
prejudicial policies of the War on Terror, reveals the absurdity of these 
forces in violating the individual civic rights they purportedly aim to 
protect. The events described evoke Rana’s idea of “racial panic” in the 
wake of 9/11, which criminalizes the Muslim male through associa-
tions with terrorism and illicit immigration that justifies institutional 
regimes of “social control” and moral policing.55 Ali is incriminated in 
the above scene because he fits a broadly racialized portrait of Mus-
lim identity that holds the potential for terrorist violence irrespective 
of geographical or ethnic variation. Thus Ali holds a sign that says 
“South Asian” as his mug shot is processed and scrutinized by U.S. 
agents that suggest the mutual interchangeability of Islam, regional 
origin, and terrorism. However, Ali’s manipulation of the “racial and 
moral panic” 56 of Islamic terrorism to his own benefit complicate dis-
tinctions between cause and effect, perpetrator and victim, and global 
and national identities that challenge bifurcating epistemologies pro-
moted by a civilizational understanding of conflict in the War on Ter-
ror. This is powerfully demonstrated by the way Ali uses consumer 
technologies and entrepreneurship to create his own regime of cul-
tural production that skews the geo-political odds in his favor. 

“totAl siyAPAA”: uNsEttliNG bouNdAriEs, 
uNyokiNG thE fEudAl fAmily

If Tere Bin Laden uses satire to critically destabilize national and 
religious stereotyping, Total Siyappa similarly experiments with nar-
rative and thematic content to explore the complex social politics of 
cross-border romance between a Hindu/Indian woman and Muslim/
Pakistani man. Grounded firmly in the comedy genre, the film sheds 

55 Rana, “Racial Panic,” 54-55.
56 Ibid., 52.
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the sentimental disposition of melodrama in its representation of the 
North Indian extended family—or what Prasad has previously called 
the “feudal family romance.”57 While the family has traditionally been 
central to a melodramatic storytelling arrangement, operating as a 
metaphor for collective social moralism and by extension the nation 
state, Total Siyapaa disrupts these symbolizing processes by offering 
a satire of filial domestic space. Its story revolves around the romance 
of Asha and Aman (portrayed by Zafar) and the couple’s efforts to 
achieve family approval of their forthcoming marriage, a plot with 
strong similarities to the iconic film Dilwale Dulhania Le Jayenge58 
(1995, abbreviated as DDLJ). However, unlike DDLJ, which acts as a 
narrative foil through direct references and thematic parallels, Total 
Siyapaa does not repatriate the diasporic Indian into the figurative 
space of the family-as-nation. Instead, it offers an uneasy displace-
ment of national and religious boundaries throughout its plot, par-
ticularly at the story’s resolution, when the two lovers are united on 
London Bridge in a symbolic (and open-ended) gesture of territorial, 
religious, and cultural intersection. Most importantly, the approving 
gaze of the extended family is deflected by an exclusive focus on the 
couple’s private conjugality in the closing scenes of the film. 

This is enhanced by the film’s use of parody and comedy to re-
verse hallmark depictions of the idealized North Indian family that is 
evinced by the film’s comedy-of-errors structure. Aman becomes em-
broiled in an assortment of awkward confrontations and unintend-
ed accidents while meeting Asha’s family for the first time, creating 
circumstantial tensions that constitute the film’s humor. However, 
the source of this friction is not so much Aman’s Pakistani identity 
as the dysfunctional character of Asha’s family. The ‘chaos’ suggested 
by the film’s title is evoked when Aman becomes witness to the fam-
ily’s abundant problems—the mother suffers from depression, Asha’s 

57 Prasad, “Ideology of the Hindi Film,” 30.
58 Dilwale Dulhania Le Jayenge, directed by Aditya Chopra (Yash Raj Films, 
1995).
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married sister, separated from her husband, is an incorrigible flirt, 
and the grandfather is a war fanatic who carries loaded guns around 
the house, to enumerate only a few examples. This blatant parody of 
the traditional feudal family disrupts its association with cultural in-
tegrity and Indian nationhood, a representation strengthened by the 
“NRI” genre spanning the late 1990s and early 2000s, of which DDLJ 
is often cited as a defining example.59 By consciously subverting this 
representation, Total Siyapaa interrogates authoritative paradigms of 
nation and culture, one of many ways in which identity is ‘unsettled,’ 
to use Mankekar’s meaning, throughout the film’s narrative.

Total Siyapaa’s implementation of parody and comedy further un-
ravels links between the Muslim male body and its association with 
terrorism, violence and cultural pollution. The absurdity of these con-
notations is brought to light at the beginning of the film, when Aman 
is conversing on a cell phone with Asha on a busy London street, hav-
ing just arrived from Pakistan to meet her family. In self-conscious rec-
ognition of his alleged guilt as a Muslim/Pakistani, Aman jokes about 
being a terrorist threat, stating that he has brought back a “small 
bomb” as a gift for Asha’s family. Unfortunately, a nearby police officer 
overhears these words and temporarily detains Aman in jail. Like Ali 
in Tere Bin Laden, forces Aman cannot control victimize and divest 
him of agency in the unfolding narrative. However, unlike the former, 
Aman’s plight is depicted sympathetically, and his subjective perspec-
tive dominates the film’s narrative vantage. Aman is a constant target 
rather than perpetrator of “threat” in the film, being exposed to in-
dignity and personal violation on behalf of both the state and Asha’s 
family; he is frequently insulted by Asha’s mother and is nearly shot 
(albeit accidentally) by her grandfather. This is compounded by the 
family’s stubborn bigotry against Pakistan, particularly the violent 
hatred of Asha’s brother Manav, who repeatedly conspires to sabotage 
their Pakistani neighbors. Urbane and rational, Aman stands in sharp 

59 Mankekar, Unsettling India, 39-70.
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(and flattering) relief against the bewildering, neurotic milieu of 
Asha’s household. While intended to be farcical, this inverse process 
of “Othering” implicates the North Indian/Hindu family as socially 
destabilizing rather than the Muslim/Pakistani male in a surprising 
reversal of representational norms.

Although national and religious differences clearly motivate the 
film’s dramatic conflict, romantic desire and love are posed as a uni-
fying force capable of surpassing the couple’s adverse circumstances. 
After the two have a heated argument at the film’s climax, during 
which each stereotypes the other for being conventionally “Indian” 
and “Pakistani,” Asha’s mother encourages her to run after Aman, cul-
minating in their final meeting on the London Bridge. In the intimate 
moments that follow the couple affirm their transcendent love for 
one another, privileging emotional reality over the superficial catego-
ries of identity that ostensibly separate them. “I’m Pakistani, you’re 
Indian, but nobody’s perfect,”60 Aman and Asha agree as the two em-
brace passionately against the London skyline, followed by the film’s 
closing song which reiterates the power of the couple’s affection: “I 
know that we cannot live apart, why fight over trivial things? You’re 
the one I want to die for…”61

thE sElf As subjEct: oblitErAtiNG idENtity 
iN loNdoN, PAris, NEw york

This compelling image, and the theme of love’s universal power, 
resonates with the representation of romance in London, Paris, New 
York. There is an implication in both films that transnational spaces 
neutralize conflicts over identity and belonging, where terrains of 
possibility, whether romantic or professional, can be played out. Like 

60 Total Siyapaa, DVD.
61 Ibid.
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the above films, London, Paris, New York also takes a narrative de-
tour from melodrama, using global storytelling codes to depict the 
romance saga of Nikhil and Lalitha, two middle class NRIs who meet 
and fall in love over the course of eight years in three different cities. 
With parallels to the classic drama An Affair to Remember (1957),62 the 
film situates itself within a genre legacy of Hollywood romance that is 
supported by the film’s formal design. Unlike the “masala” structure 
of many Hindi films, with peripheral narrative attractions ranging 
from comedy and action sequences to lavish musical numbers, Lon-
don, Paris, New York features a linear plot arc and a singular thematic 
emphasis, focusing solely on the romantic vicissitudes of the couple 
over time. The psychological credibility of the protagonists enacts re-
alist modes of narrative engagement that strip away the iconic and 
symbolic proportions normally encountered in the grandiose framing 
of melodramatic stories. As a result, the characters and their romance 
are wholly pedestrian, shaped by identifiable conflicts, choices and 
emotions that are relatable and believable in scope. 

This realist orientation is most strongly registered in the nar-
rative’s preoccupation with the formation of an individual ‘self ’ un-
moored from family, nation and even culture, as the couples’ global 
peregrinations indicate. This coming-of-age momentum is communi-
cated at the film’s outset, when Lalitha and Nikhil both experience 
independence from their families and homes for the first time in Lon-
don. The exuberance of being in control of one’s own actions is con-
veyed in the characters’ sense of adventure and celebration of mobili-
ty. Nikhil makes this clear when he shouts “Freedom!” loudly and with 
exhilaration as the two cross the London Bridge, encouraging Lalitha 
to embrace the spontaneous thrill of the moment. In the process, the 
characters experiment with their identities and sexuality, with the 
three cities representing consecutive phases in the evolution of their 
relationship. If both are apprehensive about their feelings when they 

62 An Affair to Remember, directed by Leo McCarey (20th Century Fox, 1957).
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meet in London, they boldly indulge their sexual attraction in Paris, 
engaging in a one-night stand, while finally arriving at a committed 
relationship during their rendezvous in New York. 

The narrative’s emphasis on individual choice, agency, and the 
self-fashioning of one’s destiny is brought to fruition when Lalitha ad-
vises Nikhil to ‘be true to yourself,’ an adage which Nikhil adopts in his 
professional and personal life by pursuing goals which are meaningful 
to him rather than others. This message also comes full circle at the 
film’s conclusion, when both parties mutually agree that they are old-
er, wiser and self-assured. Having consolidated their own identities, 
they are now mature enough to spend the rest of their lives together. If 
the preceding films pass through national, religious and cultural con-
flicts surrounding subjectivity, the characters’ self-fulfilling arc in Lon-
don, Paris, New York fully obliterates external or artificial constraints 
on identity, casting subjectivity as internally motivated. The charac-
ters’ unhampered movement through time and space, which is in sync 
with rhythms of global capital and the circulation of bodies, products 
and labor across a transnational spectrum, enables this. Thus the 
protagonists’ educational and career goals—Nikhil’s as a filmmaker, 
and Lalitha’s as a political scientist—place them on a shared trajec-
tory towards aspirational desire that tap into a larger global imaginary 
contoured by the affects and logics of consumer capital. In this case, 
romantic desire and access to global circuits of capital eliminate all 
imaginable boundaries—geographical, national, cultural, or religious.

GlobAliziNG PAkistAN: trANsNAtioNAl idENtitiEs, 
coNsumEr cAPitAlism, ANd cElEbrity

It is no coincidence that the couple’s romance in London, Paris, 
New York becomes actualized in the world’s most acclaimed centers 
of global capital, or that the concept ‘be true to yourself ’ resonates so 
evocatively with the individualized ethics and maxims of self-made 
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success intrinsic to consumer capitalism. The invocation of consumer 
capitalism as an affective terrain is mobilized in all three narratives. 
In Tere Bin Laden, Ali embodies values of neo-liberal capitalism; not 
only is he a self-made media entrepreneur, but he is also saturated 
with global commercial brands and symbols, from Coca-Cola to Hol-
lywood icon Marilyn Monroe. In addition, he is positioned as an ob-
ject of consumer desire that unhinges the Muslim male body from 
terrorist violence. This is evident in the film’s final song sequence, “I 
Love Amreeka;” however, instead of Ali being victimized and expelled 
from the U.S. like the outset of the story, the song uses erotic spec-
tacle to frame Ali/Zafar as a global brand commodity through its slick 
visuals and MTV-inspired editing that signify his incorporation into 
global structures of consumer capitalism. That Ali has become a type 
of brand novelty is realized in the closing scenes of the film, as he is 
chased by a hoard of U.S. journalists reminiscent of media paparazzi. 
In a self-conscious moment of storytelling, Ali gazes directly into the 
camera at the viewer, smiles, and dons a pair of stylish sunglasses be-
fore breaking out into a run, a large crowd at his heels. In this instant 
the ‘reel’ and ‘real’ collapse, as the character Ali and Zafar’s actual 
celebrity persona seem to converge. The character’s route towards 
celebrity stardom has a metaphorical coincidence with Zafar’s own 
ambitions for global fame and cultural exposure made possible by his 
integration in the popular Hindi film industry.

This transparent overlapping of Zafar’s real-life celebrity attri-
butes is consistent across the three films. In each text he embodies 
charisma, sex appeal, creative intelligence and self-determination, 
qualities that are inextricably linked to the affective potency of con-
sumer capitalism and the goods associated with it. Mankekar notes 
how erotic desire is entwined with the desire to consume commodi-
ties (what she calls “commodity affect”),63 thereby illustrating how 
transnational consumer capitalism can structure identification 

63 Mankekar, Unsettling India, 119-127.
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around the affects of pleasure and aspirational longing. The collapse 
between consumption and erotic desire is always at the surface of Za-
far’s representation in these films, as consuming the film text is inter-
changeable with consuming the star as a lifestyle emblem associated 
with brand endorsements on the one hand, and as an idealized object 
of identification/desire on the other. This process is illustrated in To-
tal Siyapaa when Asha’s sister, a devoted fan of Aman and his music, 
makes flirtatious advances that leads to a scene in which the two of 
them dance in an abandoned cafeteria to one of his songs—which is 
of course written and sung by Zafar himself, thereby underscoring 
both Zafar/Aman’s erotic desirability. In a comparable scene from 
London, Paris, New York, a bachelorette party demands that Nikhil 
show them some “Bollywood moves” in a full-scale song sequence 
that again reveals Zafar performing his own star image for the intra- 
and extra-diegetic film audience, to the background score of his own 
authored music.

AsPirAtioNAl AffEcts ANd  
bouNdAry-crossiNG iN zAfAr’s music

Through common imaginaries of aspirational desire, and united 
by shared conditions and outlets of global consumption, popular 
cinema and music increasingly operate as alternate sites of identity 
negotiation that have the potential to dispel religious, national and 
cultural boundaries. This is especially evident in the hybridity of Za-
far’s music, which often combine classical South Asian genres, like 
ghazals and qawaali, with Arabic rhythms and R&B, hip hop, rock, and 
folk pop variations. Zafar’s distinctive fusion sound, and his adapt-
ability as an artist, broaches larger transnational frames of reference 
that make his work accessible to a globally diffuse audience, while 
embodying intersecting cultural forces. 

 Zafar’s songs frequently alternate between Hindi, Urdu and Eng-
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lish lyrics, while assimilating a range of instruments and sound pat-
terns. Zafar’s recently produced independent album, Jhoom, released 
in 2011, features several tracks that span musical genres. The title 
track, which is also the name of the album, has two versions. The pri-
mary version is heavily inspired by a classical Indian rag melody; it 
has a long introduction, a cyclical arrangement and uses traditional 
tabla beats, but combines elements of contemporary pop music by 
modifying the sitar sound with an electric guitar. The second is an 
R&B mix that clearly draws from this American genre legacy, privi-
leging vocal harmony over melody and being scored only with key-
board and synthesizers, while also incorporating English lyrics. Other 
songs from Zafar’s previous albums, such as “Aasman” and “Sajania” 
from the 2007 compilation Masty, also use strong components of rock 
and light pop that have a distinctly hip, global sound. These qualities 
also characterize Zafar’s compositions for films like London, Paris, 
New York, whose songs span diverse genres from the slow piano bal-
lad “Voh Dekhnay Mein” to the upbeat, techno club melody of “Ting 
Rang.”

By combining global and native sources of influence, Zafar’s 
music transcends boundaries and points of cultural, national and 
religious reference. In this sense, the pop culture artifact becomes 
a formative arbiter of identity. Not unlike Mankekar’s discussion of 
transnational media and affect, Natalie Sarrazin64 has previously ex-
plored the role of Hindi film music as a mode of transnational iden-
tity, discussing how recognizable aural and visual codes conveyed 
in film songs position emotional sentiment as a mediating force in 
negotiating cultural attachment and identity for Indians on a global 
scale. Song performance plays an important role, Sarrazin claims, in 
re-imagining cultural values for an increasingly dispersed NRI and di-

64 Natalie Sarrazin, “Songs from the Heart: Musical Coding, Emotional Senti-
ment, and Transnational Sonic Identity in India’s Popular Film Music,” in Global 
Bollywood, eds. Anandam P. Kavoori and Aswin Punathambekar (New York and 
London: New York University Press, 2008).
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aspora audience.65 The idea of ‘love’ and the importance of having dil 
(heart), essential themes in popular Indian performance and musical 
traditions, are present in both Zafar’s films and his songs, suggesting 
that feeling is an important indicator of identity that can surpass or 
even eclipse geographical, religious or national windows of identifi-
cation. Consuming popular culture, and the aspirations and pleasures 
it produces, thereby becomes a means of consuming identity. This is 
accentuated in Zafar’s music through an emphasis on individual de-
sire, whether that desire is romantic, spiritual, professional, or even 
commercial. While a song like “Mere Haathon”66 is intimately roman-
tic, “Sajania”67 is a song about gaining money at any cost that invokes 
the acquisitive rationale of competitive capitalism. Borrowing from 
the tropes of a Hollywood action film, the music video for the song 
features Zafar and an attractive young woman outwitting one another 
in a high-stakes bank heist that glamorizes aggressive individualism 
through a reflexive inscription of global pop culture.

The aspirational lifestyle values that Zafar represents as a ce-
lebrity are part of the neutralizing and translatable effects of global 
consumer capitalism driven by shared sentiments of desire, wealth, 
and individual destiny, themes that have increasingly shared cultural 
value and transnational resonance. This notion of individual destiny 
is apparent not only in the above mentioned films, but is something 
Zafar uses to characterize his own journey from a struggling artist in 
the entertainment business to an accomplished musician and actor. 
In his album cover dedication for Masty, Zafar alludes to his wish to 
inspire others through his own dreams of success: “It was the fulfill-
ment of that dream that made me realize that we only dream what is 
real. Nothing exists that can be imagined and not achieved one day…
If my music helps one single soul to accomplish his/her dream, it will 

65 Ibid., 203-216.
66 Masty, 2007.
67 Ibid.
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be worth it…”68 The statement and its meaning is not only univer-
sally relatable, but is an open invitation addressed to any ambitious 
individual that exemplifies capitalist principles of personal success. 
The right to ‘dream’ and the possibility of achievement is purportedly 
available to everyone—irrespective of faith, nationality or gender.

zAfAr ANd crossovEr cElEbrity: 
A GlobAl frAmEwork

Zafar’s status as a global crossover celebrity, and the negotia-
tion of his national and religious identity, must be situated within 
the Hindi film industry’s continuing efforts at globalization. As men-
tioned previously, the industry has a long and visible history of re-
ligious integration dating back to the pre-Partition era.69 However, 
while many of the industry’s most successful creative contributors 
and stars were Muslim, their origins and affiliations with territory 
now located in Pakistan had to be discursively erased and masked 
under the guise of Indian (and inevitably Hindu-centric) identity con-
structions. The transformation or elimination of names indicative of 
Muslim heritage was common in the first several decades of the in-
dustry, as stars such as Dilip Kumar (birth name Yusuf Khan), Mad-
hubala and Nargis indicate.70 Even as this practice eventually abated 
and the religious orientation of stars became clearly publicized, as 
evident in the phenomenal box office dominance of the three great 
Khans in the 1990s through the present—namely Aamir, Shah Rukh 
and Salman—a conformity to status quo representations of Muslims 
onscreen (including the portrayal of predominantly Hindu charac-
ters) and strong associations with nationalism and secularism have 

68 Masty, 2007.
69 Mihir Bose, Bollywood: A History (Chalford: Tempus Publishing, 2007), 128-
141.
70 Bose, “Bollywood,” 128-141.
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characterized their celebrity identities.71 While not entirely without 
conflict, a marked disavowal of specifically Muslim subjectivities 
served to eviscerate any ideological, political or cultural ties with the 
state of Pakistan, particularly in the wake of a swelling tide of public 
Hindu nationalist sentiment that has continued to escalate since the 
turn of the millennium.72

In contrast, Zafar’s Muslim and Pakistani background is not con-
cealed in his off-screen celebrity persona. Openly hailed as a “cross-
over” star, Zafar’s national and religious identity is not so much a 
liability as an asset to be capitalized on in his potential for global mar-
ket appeal, a maneuver that echoes Hollywood’s similar endorsement 
of transnational stars in a talent recruiting and marketing campaign 
that expanded aggressively in the 1990s.73 In light of Hindi cinema’s 
bid to penetrate the global market, including not only Pakistan but 
also Asia and the Middle East, promoting Zafar as a crossover star is 
commercially and ideologically strategic. This contingent emphasis 
on Zafar’s national and religious identity is discernible in early dis-
course on his celebrity at the outset of the star’s Hindi film career. 
Multiple interviews highlight the fact that he is “the first Pakistani 
actor to debut as a lead in a Bollywood film,” while comparisons are 
made with other Pakistani artists who had transient and unsuccessful 
careers in India.74

Despite the claim, Zafar is not the first Pakistani actor to accept 
a leading role in a Hindi film. Salma Agha debuted in Hindi films as 

71 Sheena Malhotra and Tavishi Alagh, “Dreaming the Nation: Domestic Dra-
mas in Hindi Films post-1990,” South Asian Popular Culture 2.1 (April 2004), 19-
37.
72 Ibid., 20-21.
73 Michael DeAngelis, Gay Fandom and Crossover Stardom (Durham and Lon-
don: Duke University Press, 2001), 137-145.
74 Nikhil Taneja, “Ali Zafar Turns Actor,” Hindustan Times, May 30, 2010,
http://www.hindustantimes.com/news-feed/entertainment/ali-zafar-turns-actor/
article1-550676.aspx.
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early as the 1980s with B.R. Chopra’s Nikaah,75 going on to feature in 
a string of films in supporting roles before re-locating to Pakistan for 
personal and professional reasons.76 However, Agha publicly dismiss-
es her national origin as a Pakistani, stating in a recent interview, “I’m 
not from Pakistan. We’re Pathans from Amritsar settled in London 
where I grew up.”77 This strategic distancing from Pakistan geographi-
cally and culturally stands in contrast with the celebrity discourse 
surrounding Zafar, who is unambiguously identified as a crossover 
star in popular journalism.

Zafar's choice to enter the industry with a controversial film cen-
tering on identity politics only fueled the press coverage. In fact, he 
comments that he chose to work on Tere Bin Laden because he want-
ed to challenge wider stereotypes about Islam, terrorism and ethnic 
identity more generally, citing his unfavorable experience as a visitor 
to the U.S. as an example of Western cultural hegemony and preju-
dice.78 Stressing the sense of victimization and intolerance that many 
Muslims and religious minorities continue to experience in a post-
9/11 world, Zafar expresses awareness that his sentiments resonate 
with potential viewers in India, Pakistan, and throughout the globe. 

Zafar has been consistently articulate about the political dimen-
sions of his crossover potential, viewing his work in the production 
of popular media texts as a platform for cultural diplomacy. In a July 
2010 interview he remarks, “I think films and music are one of the 
greatest tools of bringing in peace and harmony between India and 
Pakistan. As both countries share a common passion—films and mu-

75 Nikaah, directed by B.R. Chopra (1982, B.R. Chopra).
76 Farhana Farook, “Salma Agha: What’s the Big Deal if I Married Twice?” iDiva, 
March 15th, 2013, http://idiva.com/news-entertainment/salma-agha-whats-the-
big-deal-if-i-married-twice/20158.
77 Ibid.
78 “Ali Zafar hopes to change image with ‘Tere Bin Laden,’” Prokerala.com, June 
21, 2010, http://www.prokerala.com/news/articles/a145089.html.
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sic can bridge the difference between the two.”79 The objective of blur-
ring boundaries, both actual and perceptual, is thereby central to Za-
far’s artistic agenda and choice of film projects.

NArrAtiNG thE crossovEr stAr: 
idENtitiEs ANd bodiEs bEyoNd bordErs

Boundary-crossing notwithstanding, Zafar’s celebrity persona 
is mediated by his positioning as both foreign yet culturally proxi-
mate to India. As one writer puts it, “Ali Zafar is a rare breed. He is the 
complete package. Apart from singing … Ali Zafar has the looks, the 
style and the histrionic abilities to work in Bollywood,”80 something 
which preceding crossover aspirants apparently lacked—while their 
distinctiveness as Pakistani remained firmly and exclusively marked. 
In contrast, the fluidity of Zafar’s persona and his placement between 
industries and borders (straddling national, cultural and religious 
realms) is repeatedly underscored, denying the star a singular or 
rooted sense of identity. Zafar’s depiction as perpetually migratory in 
popular journalism collapses easily with the locative boundary trans-
gressions found in his work. When asked how he balances business 
commitments between industries, Zafar demonstrates a willingness 
to inhabit both equally and simultaneously, suggesting a continuum 
of space between India/Pakistan when he replies “I can always have 
two homes, one in India and one in Pakistan, can’t I?”81 This sense of 
being in both places at once is reinforced by Zafar’s pledge to con-

79 Press Trust of India, “Films, Music Can Bridge Indo-Pak Gap,” NDTV, July 15, 
2010, http://movies.ndtv.com/movie_story.aspx?Section=Movies&ID=ENTEN20
100146659&subcatg=MOVIESINDIA&keyword=bollywood&cp.
80 Kamal, “Ali Zafar Goes Border Crossing.”
81 Roshmila Bhattacharya, “I Am Alive and Raising Funds in Pakistan,” Hindu-
stan Times, September 9, 2010, http://www.hindustantimes.com/entertainment/
bollywood/i-m-alive-and-raising-funds-in-pakistan/article1-598028.aspx.
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tinue his creative work in the Hindi film industry while insisting, “I’ll 
never cut ties with my country,” describing various endeavors from 
advancing Pakistan’s domestic entertainment industry to supporting 
social welfare causes.82 

This alternating and occasionally contradictory discourse of cultur-
al sameness and difference operates to ensure Zafar’s crossover brand 
integrity. Referred to variably as “Pakistan’s Prince of Pop”83 and “The 
Pakistani Lion,”84 he is also compared to both historical and contem-
porary Indian celebrity figures, ranging from classical playback singer 
Kishore Kumar to present-day blockbuster icon Shah Rukh Khan.85 This 
reciprocal network of cultural references permits a dual identification 
for Zafar’s audiences in both India and Pakistan, while further casting 
the Hindi film industry as a place where dreams—and raw talent—can 
be usefully actualized. If this depiction is tokenistic, it is also consistent 
with the industry’s expansionist approach in marketing celebrities on 
a global scale, including among diaspora audiences where similar pro-
cesses of identification and desire can be activated.

At the same time, Zafar’s integration in the Hindi film industry—
as a global system of cultural production—is also clearly inscribed 
in his ‘packaging’ to consumers by media press outlets and industry 
sources. The star’s transnational equity is ensured by his attachment 
to global commodity brands like MTV and Coca-Cola, while his status 
as a transnational icon is indicated by his naming as “sexiest man” by 
the trans-regional publication Eastern Eye, which was allegedly based 
on poll responses from audiences throughout Asia.86 Again blurring 

82 Ibid.
83 Press Trust of India, “Films, Music.”
84 Harshita Kohli, “Ali Zafar – The Pakistani Lion,” PlanetRadiocity.com, August 
17, 2010, http://www.alizafar.net/media.
85 Kohli, “Ali Zafar.”
86 “Ali Zafar Crowned Sexiest Man on the Planet,” Times of India, Decem-
ber 11, 2013, http://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/entertainment/music/news-
and-interviews/Ali-Zafar-crowned-sexiest-Asian-Man-on-the-Planet/article-
show/27218986.cms?referral=PM.
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the boundaries between India, Pakistan and the West, Zafar’s persona 
takes on a global character that offers possibilities for identity tran-
scendence in his role as a global commodity brand. If his national/
religious ‘difference’ for Indian consumers is configured as novelty, 
and his ‘sameness’ a teleology of destiny in the Hindi film industry 
where artistic fulfillment is enabled through its pluralist legacy, the 
multiple points of identification and access to the star image are 
consolidated in the global commercialism of Hindi cinema and its 
universalizing logic of consumer culture motivated by vicarious fan-
tasy and desire—terrains of ‘feeling’ that are consonant with Zafar’s 
performance in films like Tere Bin Laden, Total Siyapaa and London, 
Paris, New York, and throughout his musical corpus. Zafar’s stardom 
has paved the way for the entry of other Pakistani celebrities into the 
Hindi film fraternity, most notably Fawad Afzal Khan, a star with a 
versatile career profile that mirrors Zafar’s own sojourn to fame. Also 
a musician, Khan, like Zafar, acted in numerous television serials be-
fore his Hindi film launch in 2014 with Khoobsurat.87 Pakistani televi-
sion has been a primary conduit for the exchange of dramatic talent 
between India and Pakistan since television sets became an afford-
able middle class amenity in both countries during the 1980s,88 and 
has accelerated rapidly since the explosive growth of satellite televi-
sion in the early 1990s.89 However, while previous Pakistani stars like 
Zeba Bakhtiar, who acted in a prominent TV play before landing a role 
in Raj Kapoor’s acclaimed film Henna (1991)90 faced minimal long-
term success in the industry, the new environment of media conver-
gence surrounding the distribution of Pakistani television programs 
has facilitated their assimilation into the Indian media landscape 

87 Khoobsurat, directed by Shashanka Ghosh (Disney World Studios and UTV 
Motion Pictures, 2014).
88 Melissa Butcher, Transnational Television, Cultural Identity and Change: 
When STAR Came to India (New Delhi: Sage Publications, 2003), 52.
89 Butcher, Transnational Televison, 51-62.
90 FP Staff, “Mahira and Fawad Khan.” 
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through content acquisition and multi-platform marketing. An ideal 
example is Indian media network Zee Entertainment’s recent satellite 
venture Zindagi TV, a broadcast platform devoted to the syndication 
of Pakistani serials and content from the Middle East.91 The channel’s 
groundbreaking success has catalyzed the exposure of Pakistani me-
dia artifacts and talent in India, creating strong cross-border fan bas-
es for stars like Zafar and Khan. While Zafar’s performance in serials 
like Kanch Ke Par (2000)92 were overshadowed by the success of his 
musical career in generating media hype across the border, the im-
portance of television in creating a new route for the influx of talent 
into the Hindi film industry cannot be overlooked. This is especially 
relevant to stars like Khan, whose commended performances in seri-
als like Humsafar (2011-2012)93 and Zindagi Gulzar Hai (2012-2013),94 
both of which aired in top-rated slots on Zindagi TV,95 have made the 
transition to cinema a logical progression based on the star’s commer-
cial vitality in parallel media. This points to an evolving system of tal-
ent development in the Hindi film industry that depends heavily on 
a star’s projected capacity to transcend media franchises. As a result, 
the movement of media products across linked venues—for example, 
the ability to download Zafar’s music albums and movies on the same 
streaming service—has created crucial conditions for the emergence 
of Pakistani stars in India. This new convergence context relies on the 
diverse consumption habits, and pop culture savvy-ness, of media 

91 Entertainment Desk, “Zindagi Gulzar Hai: Pakistani Drama Serials Win 
Hearts in India,” Dawn.com, July 17, 2014, http://www.dawn.com/news/1119811/
zindagi-gulzar-hai-pakistani-drama-serials-win-hearts-in-india.
92 Kanch Ke Par (2000, PTV Home).
93 Humsafar, directed by Sarmad Sultan Khoosat (Moomal Productions, 2011–
2012).
94 Zindagi Gulzar Hai, directed by Sultana Siddiqi (Moomal Productions, 2012–
2013).
95 Entertainment Desk, “Zindagi Gulzar Hai.”
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viewers, whose interaction with multiple entertainment modes, from 
television to music, is a driving force in the cultivation of ‘crossover’ 
celebrity brands. For example, Zafar and Khan’s existing popularity 
have been major factors in the success of their films with domestic 
audiences in Pakistan96 while their reputations in television and mu-
sic remain important reference points in the publicity surrounding 
their films.

coNclusioN

The above discussion has considered how Ali Zafar’s representa-
tion in cinema and his parallel work in music problematize concrete 
conceptions of religious and national identity through material and 
cultural boundary crossings that are powerfully shaped by processes 
of globalization. These global dynamics help justify how a Pakistani 
star like Zafar can attain crossover fame within India that is support-
ed by the new ways in which cultural products mediate identity in 
an increasingly de-territorial society. Using Mankekar’s framework for 
transnational public cultures and their role in negotiating subjectiv-
ity through regimes of affect and temporality, this analysis illustrates 
how media products can fragment homogenizing discourses on na-
tional, cultural and religious belonging. By rendering the boundaries 
between these identity categories ambivalent, and by using affective 
registers of romance and aspirational desire as alternate points of 
subjective identification, Zafar’s media products participate in a larg-
er globalized imaginary structured by the logics of consumer capital-
ism. This newly global character upsets metonymical associations of 
Pakistani/Muslim identity, and particularly the Muslim male body, 

96 PTI Karachi, “Fawad Khan Breaks Records in Pakistan, Khoobsurat Collects 
Rs 3 Crore,” Hindustan Times, September 24, 2014, http://www.hindustantimes.
com/bollywood/fawad-khan-scores-big-in-pakistan-khoobsurat-collects-in-rs-
3-crore/article1-1267316.aspx.
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with terrorist violence, a representation that continues to be dissemi-
nated in both India and the West.

This study has also explored the formative role of global politi-
cal economies in shaping the representation of national and religious 
identities in popular media artifacts produced within the Hindi film 
industry. By outlining the systems of production and distribution an-
choring each of the films explored here, this discussion sheds light 
on an intensifying relationship between media convergence culture, 
industrial infrastructures and audience imaginaries in enabling new 
narrative and thematic iterations in Hindi cinema. These expanding 
representational possibilities accommodate the material and imagi-
native boundary-crossings found in Zafar’s creative projects. Most im-
portantly, these shifting contexts for media production and reception 
generate increased opportunities for the migration of Pakistani stars 
into the Indian entertainment industry, as the globalizing itinerary of 
Pakistani TV serials suggest. As a result, approaching globalization as 
a commercial agenda and industrial practice reveals how crossover 
celebrity is supported by mutually reinforcing platforms of media 
consumption and engagement. 

While an in-depth study of the reception of Zafar’s media texts, 
and their consequences for subjectivity formation among audiences, 
is beyond the scope of this article, it remains an important area of 
inquiry that demands further research. However, the relative critical 
success of the three films discussed indicates their viability as novel 
media products with groundbreaking narratives and themes. Reviews 
of Tere Bin Laden, for example, responded to its political relevance 
and unconventional subject matter that also attracted global atten-
tion, with one reviewer from The Guardian describing the film as “a 
cautionary tale about the perception and unintended consequences 
of American policy in South Asia,” suggesting that it should be re-
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quired viewing for the U.S. government.97 Comments like these reveal 
the effectiveness of the film’s satire in engaging critical spectatorship 
through its political and historical content, even if this is inevitably 
modified and re-interpreted to meet the demands of commercial 
entertainment. Beyond his existing corpus of films, it remains to be 
seen how Zafar’s representations onscreen and celebrity persona off-
screen will continue to negotiate the complex, overlapping spheres 
of religious and national identity as a crossover star in the Hindi film 
industry.

S

97 Alex von Tunzelmann, ’Tere Bin Laden’: Satire With A Sting,” The Guardian, 
July 22, 2010, http://www.theguardian.com/film/2010/jul/22/tere-bin-laden-re-
view-tunzelmann. 
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Tears of Blood 
for a Lost World1



NOSTALGIA

75

1

At first sight, nostalgia, that longing for a time which has 
passed and can never be recovered, looks like an emotion 
to which almost everyone can relate. We seem to know how 

nostalgia feels; its emotional quality—as opposed to the political uses 
it was put to—therefore appears to be in no need of investigation. In 
this article I would like to challenge this assumption by looking at 
texts marked by this longing for a lost world, written in and about 
Delhi between 1857 and the 1920s.

Almost until the end of colonial rule over the Indian subconti-
nent, generations of British writers marked out the revolt of 1857 as 
the central event of the nineteenth century. This was less due to an 
outstanding intrinsic importance of the event—it was neither the first 
nor the last revolt against the British, and though it marked the end 
of the East India Company, this did not imply radical changes to the 

1 I would like to thank the members of the panel on “Urban Spaces and Emo-
tions” at the 40th Annual Conference on South Asia, 22 October 2011 and the par-
ticipants of the workshop “Memory and Temporalities” at the Max Planck Insti-
tute for Human Development, Berlin on 18 June 2014—namely, Razak Khan—for 
discussions on nostalgia. A big thank you, as always, to Anja Berkes and Rachel 
Johnson for their editorial support.

>> BAHADUR SHAH II (PAINTED CA. 1850).
 © VICTORIA AND ALBERT MUSEUM, LONDON.

AbstrAct

This article historicizes nostalgia by looking at literary texts in Urdu, written 

from the testimonies of the immediate survivors of the revolt, for whom 
the personal loss was still embedded in known rules governing the world, 
down to those who saw progress as inevitable, but who still mourned the 

present and to modernity. The article thereby aims at not only showing the 
different uses—political and other—nostalgia was put to at different times, 
but also to take the emotion itself seriously and to show both its transfor
mation into different feelings and the way it mediated between collective 
memory and personal, felt experiences.
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colonial/political structure.2 However, British representation of the 
revolt enabled the navigation of feelings of trust and fear by the colo-
nizers and hence also answered crucial questions about the identity 
of the rulers and the ruled and the character of British government. 
This led not only to the publication of an incredible number of books 
from 1858 onward, but also to the inscription of the events of the “Mu-
tiny” onto the North Indian space—the fort, the ridge, the flagstaff 
tower, among others in Delhi—through the regular enactment of spa-
tial practices by officials, architects, and tourists alike.3

It is against this background that the cultivation of nostalgia 
in Urdu texts has to be read, but in this debate the cards were un-
equally distributed. While the English texts were written without any 
reference to the Urdu recollections, the colonial interpretation of the 
events of 1857 deeply marked the Urdu writers, even if they did not 
agree with that interpretation. At the same time, any reference to 
these events implied risks. In the months immediately following the 
re-conquest of Delhi, a connection to and praise for the wrong people, 
notably the King, and criticism of British vengeance could mean death 
or at least expropriation. In the early twentieth century, authors con-
tinued to face censorship, leading to bans and prosecution. Nostalgia, 
sometimes viewed as an emotion turned exclusively towards the past 
and lacking the will to confront the present and the future, in this situ-
ation offered one possibility of voicing an alternative worldview.

Moreover, while the texts center on a locality as the focus for their 
recollection—Delhi, and more precisely the qil’a mu’alla, the exalted fort, 
which in memory became the center for India it had not been in real life 
for a long time—colonial power relations meant that these spatial refer-
ences could not lead to any form of spatial practices, such as commemo-

2 For a more detailed elaboration of this argument see Margrit Pernau, “India 
in the Victorian Age: Victorian India?” in The Victorian World, ed. Martin Hewitt 
(London: Routledge, 2012), 639-55.
3 Manu Goswami, “Englishness on the Imperial Circuit: Mutiny Tours in Colo-
nial South Asia,” Journal of Historical Sociology 9.1 (1996): 54-84.
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rating special sites.4 If Mutiny tours offered the possibility of reinforcing 
emotions and validating interpretation by endowing spaces with affec-
tive knowledge, for the Urdu writers, this knowledge was lost within a 
generation after 1857. No one today would be able to point out the exact 
place where Imam Bakhsh Sahbai, the Persian teacher of the Delhi Col-
lege, and his sons were shot or even the place where the King was kept 
prisoner. Furthermore, many of the spaces were materially reconfigured 
within months after the re-conquest, be it the western part of the palace or 
the densely populated area between the palace and the Jama Masjid. The 
nostalgic memories, which the Urdu texts evoke, are therefore memories 
without concrete spaces, objects or spatial practices to support them. Poli-
tics thus structured not only which emotions could be voiced and how 
they could be expressed, but also the way they could be created or not 
created in the interface of texts, spaces, objects, and practices. Nostalgia 
has to be read against this specific context. This is the first argument.

The link between history, memory, and identity has been intense-
ly explored in recent years.5 Though nostalgia has been touched upon, 
it was as a specific way of relating to memories of the past, not as an 
emotion, “the history of which,” Nauman Naqvi has argued, “would be 
impossible to determine.”6 This article claims not only that the history 

4 The distinction between spatial practices—involving bodies moving through 
spaces which are not only imagined, but also material—and literary practices 
which refer to spaces has been downplayed in the wake of the linguistic turn. 
However, if emotion history aims at taking materiality serious, the distinction 
between material and literary and imagined spaces needs to be kept up. This nei-
ther implies the assumption that spaces impact bodies in a form unmediated by 
culture, nor does it introduce a hierarchy between these different practices. I am 
grateful to Maritta Schleyer for pushing me to think more precisely on this topic.
5 Daud Ali, ed., Invoking the Past: The Uses of History in South Asia (Delhi: Ox-
ford University Press, 1999); Vinay Lal, The History of History: Politics and Schol-
arship in Modern India (Delhi: Oxford University Press, 2003); Raziuddin Aquil 
and Partha Chatterjee, eds., History in the Vernacular (Delhi: Permanent Black, 
2008); Prachi Deshpande, Creative Pasts: Historical Memory and Identity in West-
ern India, 1700-1960 (New York: Columbia University Press, 2007).
6 Nauman Naqvi, “The Nostalgic Subject: A Genealogy of the ‘Critique of Nos-
talgia’,” in C.I.R.S.D.I.G. Working Papers 23 (2007): 2-55, quotation: 9.
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of nostalgia as an emotion can be written. What changes in the period 
under investigation are not only the objects of nostalgia, but also the 
conventions of how nostalgia can be talked and written about, which 
in turn feed back into the way the memories are organized and emo-
tionally experienced. More than that: emotions provide the central 
medium through which individual and personal recollections are fed 
into collective memories through empathy and mimesis—collective 
memories are built upon individual memories. On the other hand, col-
lective memories are appropriated and rendered meaningful by the 
individual subject through emotions. This is the second argument.

When the concept of nostalgia first appeared—not in literature or 
history, but in medicine—it described the yearning for a lost home, 
not for a lost period of time.7 Enlightenment introduced a profound 
change in the way space and time were related: differences between 
countries and regions were mapped out and organized along a time-
line, leading from early stages of savagery to barbarism and finally 
to the civility which the philosophers thought to find in Europe. This 
possibility of translating space into time and time into space also af-
fected the concept of nostalgia, which now referred less to a space, 
to which a person might one day return, as to a time which was gone 
once and for all. Increasingly it came to be viewed as a temporal emo-
tion, a longing for what revolution and progress had left behind, for 
the world which had disappeared and left the subjects without home, 
“stranded in the present.”8 Nostalgia has been read as an emotion 
which gains its poignancy through conceptions of temporality inher-
ent to modernity: it is based on an idea of linear time, in which the 
past becomes irretrievable.9 More than that: the present is thought 

7 Helmut Illbruck, “Figurations of Nostalgia: From the Pre-Enlightenment to Ro-
manticism and Beyond” (PhD diss.,Yale University, 2008).
8 Peter Fritzsche, Stranded in the Present: Modern Time and the Melancholy of 
History (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2004).
9 Svetlana Boym, The Future of Nostalgia (New York: Basic Books, 2001); Svet-
lana Boym, “Nostalgia and its Discontent,” Hedgehog Review 9.2 (2007): 7-18.
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to be so different from the past, that experiences relating to the past 
no longer hold any value, either for understanding the present or for 
shaping the future. In this the modern perception of time is held to 
differ fundamentally from a cyclical concept, in which past experi-
ence holds lessons on what to expect from the present—evidenced for 
instance in the figure of the rise and fall of empires. This argument 
might need further refinement. While the increasing divergence be-
tween what Reinhart Koselleck called the space of experience (what 
can be known about the past) and the horizon expectation (what can 
be anticipated about the future) is certainly one of the central figures 
of thought of modernity,10 the temporal regimes of everyday life to 
which the actors refer are much more blurred.11 Nostalgia certainly 
is premised on an irrevocable past. However, it simultaneously draws 
on experiences of loss, which do not presume linear time (the longing 
for the beloved in the ghazal comes to mind, for which the experience 
of many generations of poets remain relevant or the homesickness 
due to migration or exile, which was never completely displaced by 
temporal nostalgia). And while the past seems to lose its authority, the 
age of modernity is also the age in which the past becomes a source 
of group identity for the present and a way to imagine the future to an 
unprecedented extent. Nostalgia encompasses multiple temporali-
ties and is not directed only towards the past. Rather, it is one of the 
ways through which the present and the future are debated. This is 
the third argument.

10 Reinhart Koselleck, “‘Space of Experience’ and ‘Horizon of Expectation’: Two 
Historical Categories,” in Futures Past: On the Semantics of Historical Time, ed. 
Reinhart Koselleck (New York: Columbia University Press, 1985), 255-7.
11 Koselleck used the image of temporal layers (Zeitschichten) to refer to this si-
multaneity: different ways of relating the past, which originate at different times, 
remain accessible at the same time. Reinhart Koselleck, “Representation, Event 
and Structure,” in Futures Past: On the Semantics of Historical Time, ed. Reinhart 
Koselleck (New York: Columbia University Press, 1985), 105-44; Helge Jordheim, 
“Against Periodization: Koselleck’s Theory of Multiple Temporalities,” History 
and Theory 51 (2012): 151-71.
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struGGliNG for survivAl

Not all of the memoirs produced by Urdu writers in the direct 
aftermath of the events of 1857 were written in a nostalgic mood; 
indeed, most were not. This holds true for the rather large corpus of 
texts written at the instigation of British officers, who wanted to know 
what had happened in Delhi between May and September 1857, either 
to use this knowledge in the process against Bahadur Shah, the princ-
es, and their supporters, or out of historical curiosity. Under this cat-
egory fall the diaries of Jivan Lal, news-writer at the Residency before 
the revolt, of Muin ud Din Hasan and Shah Mubarak, who both acted 
as chief police officer for some weeks, and of Hakim Ahsan Ullah 
Khan, the King’s advisor.12 But the lack of nostalgia also holds true for 
the writings of Saiyid Ahmad Khan, who had protected the British in 
Bijnor, and who was one of the first Urdu writers to analyze the causes 
of the revolt.13 All of these men were invested in pre-1857 Delhi, either 
professionally or culturally and intellectually, all of them lost part or 
all of their property and their income, but most of all, they lost the 
world to which they had belonged and which had shaped them. How-
ever, none of them dwell in nostalgic comparisons between the pres-
ent and the past—it is as if they were too busy surviving (in addition 
to demonstrating their loyalty to the British).

12 Jivan Lal, Roznamcha, OIOC, O.R. 11.170; Muin ud Din Hasan, Khadang-e ghadar, 
ed. Khwaja Ahmad Faruqi (Delhi: Dehli University Press, 1972). Both these texts have 
been translated by Charles Theophilus Metcalfe as Two Narratives of the Mutiny in 
Delhi (Westminster: Archibald Constable & Co, 1889). However, the translator could 
not resist the temptation to reorganize the texts and add passages which are not there 
in the original. Shah Mubarak, The Kotwal’s Diary: An Account of Delhi During the 
War of Independence, 1857, trans. and ed. R.M. Edwards and Ansar Zahid Khan (Ka-
rachi : Pakistan Historical Society, 1994); Hakim Ahsan Ullah’s memoirs have been 
published in translation by Moinul Haq, Memoirs of Hakim Ahsanullah Khan (Kara-
chi, Pakistan Historical Society, 1958). Here again, the Urdu original seems lost. For 
more details on these texts see Margrit Pernau, Ashraf into Middle Class: Muslims in 
Nineteenth Century Delhi (Delhi: Oxford University Press, 2013), 205-39.
13 Syed Ahmad Khan, The Causes of the Indian Revolt, intro. by Francis Robin-
son (Karachi: Oxford University Press, 2000 [1873]).
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There are two texts which form an exception, Ghalib’s Dastanbu,14 
written on the basis of a diary he claims to have kept during the re-
volt, and Fazl ul Haqq’s Saurat ul Hindiya, which was allegedly writ-
ten during his imprisonment on the Andaman Islands, smuggled out 
of prison, taken to the Hijaz in the baggage of his son, and returned to 
India at the eve of the First World War with Abu Kalam Azad.15 While 
these two men, too, had to struggle for their survival—successfully in 
the case of Ghalib, while Fazl-e Haqq died in prison—they took their 
memories to a different level than the texts previously mentioned and 
attempted to endow the events with a meaning which emphasized 
and even created a continuity between past and present. This is made 
clear already in the choice of language: like generations before him, 
Ghalib still writes in elaborate Persian, the language of the court and 
of cultivated society in Delhi before 1857, and Fazl-e Haqq chooses 
Arabic and embeds his story in Islamic scholarship.

Ghalib draws on his poetic persona for pursuing his aims: not only 
was he too otherworldly to understand politics and be involved in the 
affairs of the court (though he might have composed the chronogram 
for the new coins of the King—of course without realizing the impli-
cations), but protecting and rewarding such an outstanding talent 
would also increase the glory of the colonial power.16 His troubles are 
many and his anguish, physical and mental, is sharp: “For you this is 
only a sorrowful story, but the pain is so great that to hear it the stars 

14 Ghalib, Dastanbu, trans. and ed. Khwaja Ahmad Faruqi (Delhi: Delhi Univer-
sity Press, 1970). On Ghalib’s nostalgia and the imagery used to describe pre-1857 
Delhi see C.M. Naim, “Ghalib’s Delhi: A Shamelessly Revisionist Look at Two Pop-
ular Metaphors,” Annual of Urdu Studies 18 (2003): 3-24.
15 Translated by Moinul Haq, “The Story of the War of Independence, 1857-58, 
by Allamah Fadl-I Haqq of Khayrabad,” Journal of the Pakistan Historical Society 
5 (1957): 23-57. See also Jamal Malik, “Letters, Prison Sketches, and Autobiographi-
cal Literature: The Case of Fadl-e Haqq Khairabadi in the Andaman Penal Colony,” 
Indian Economic Social History Review 43.1 (2006): 77-100; Afzal Haqq Qarshi, 
ed., Maulana Fazl-e Haqq Khairabadi: Ek tahaqiqi mutala (Lahore: al Faizal, 1992).
16 Ghalib, Dastanbu, 48 and passim.
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will weep tears of blood.”17 But these traumatic events, though they 
have destroyed his world, have not altered the world at depth. Neither 
is history only indebted to human agency, nor does it bring anything 
that has not happened before. The constellation of inauspicious plan-
ets, Saturn and Mars, which brought the destruction upon Delhi, is 
the same which also governed the Arab invasion of Iran. The rotating 
skies bring misfortune and torments—a well-known topic from ghazal 
poetry—but in the end they are in the hand of God.18

Ghalib has lost everything and the present holds nothing but fur-
ther suffering. However, what has changed is his fate, and the fate of 
his beloved city, but not the course of the world: “I weep and I think 
that the times are completely uncaring. If I, who am closed in my cor-
ner of grief, cannot look at the green and the flowers or, by smelling 
the sweet flowers, fill my mind with perfume—the beauty of spring 
will not be diminished and no one will punish the breeze.”19 The vers-
es Sa’adi composed in the thirteenth century still hold their truth for 
him: “Alas, when we have gone from the world, innumerable springs 
will still refresh the land and flowers will bloom in profusion.”20

As had many members of his family since the time of his father, 
Fazl-e Haqq started his career in the service of the colonial adminis-
tration, but as early as 1830, he decided that this was not the path to-
ward honor and left Delhi for a succession of princely states (though 
it remains unclear as to whether he took up service with the British 
again at a later stage). He was in Delhi at least for some part of the cru-
cial time between May and September, advising the King, and he may 
also have signed a fatwa calling for jihad. He left Delhi before its re-
conquest and turned towards his native town of Khairabad, where he 
was apprehended by the British and shortly afterwards condemned to 

17 Ibid., 34.
18 Ibid., 26-31.
19 Ibid., 63.
20 Ibid., 65.
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a lifelong exile on the Andaman Islands.
Like Ghalib, Fazl-e Haqq provides us with a vivid description of 

his life as “a heart-broken and suffering prisoner, who is sighing for 
what has been lost to him, who is afflicted with every kind of injury.”21 
This sentiment of loss is exacerbated in prison, but the “calamity, 
which turned the nobles into beggars and destitutes and the kings 
into prisoners and slaves”22 had started much earlier and went way 
beyond his personal fate. While the topos of the downfall of empires 
and of nobles into beggars is traditionally developed in the ibratna-
mas, poems elaborating on the fickleness of all worldly power and 
happiness and warning the readers to put their trust in no one but 
God, Fazl-e Haqq uses it as a starting point for a precisely spelt-out 
critique of the colonial empire: the empire not only aimed at convert-
ing Indians to Christianity, but also deprived them of their livelihood 
and created havoc in a well-ordered society by abolishing distinctions 
between creeds and classes.

But all these violent alterations do not change the laws govern-
ing the world and its history—far from being devaluated, history still 
holds precious lessons for the present. God, “who saved Noah from 
being drowned, Abraham from being burnt, Job from what he suffered 
of the diseases and miseries, Jonah from the belly of the fish and the 
children of Israel from their hardships … he saved Moses and Aaron 
from Pharaoh, Haman and Korah and … the Messiah from the evil 
designs of the crafty,”23 had the power to save Fazl-e Haqq from his 
prison cell and, by implication, could bring back the days of felicity 
not only for one individual, but for the community as a whole.

Nostalgia, the grieving for a way of life which was gone, was a 
burning sensation in both of these texts, intensified by the trauma of 
the British violence and the despair and anxiety of the present, which 

21 Haq, “Story,” 26.
22 Ibid., 28.
23 Ibid., 55.
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precluded any thought about the future, except the one of survival. 
At the same time, neither Ghalib nor Fazl-e Haqq can be described as 
stranded in a world they no longer understand. On the contrary: the 
laws which governed their life before the events still hold true and 
provide an interpretation of their present condition. This does not at-
tenuate the pain, but neither do they need to despair. Their nostalgia 
establishes an emotional community of sufferers which stretches way 
beyond Delhi and the present.

AEsthEticiziNG loss ANd PAiN

Recent studies on cultural memory have brought out the close 
interplay between memory and media. Rather than viewing memo-
ry and its transmission as two consecutive steps, media play a cen-
tral role in the production of memory itself, in the selection of what 
is worth remembering (or forgetting), in the organization of the re-
membered fragments into a narrative whole and thus, in its endow-
ment with meaning.24 This emphasis on media includes a careful 
attention to genres and genre conventions, which not only work 
on emotions already existing, permitting the expression of some 
and the minimization of others. Rather, the knowledge of what can 
be said, and what has already been said previously, precedes the 
voicing of feelings, and gives shape to the experience itself. At the 
same time, the availability for a multiplicity of culturally shaped 
genres for the interpretation of the same experience opens up a 
wide—but not unlimited—array of choice for the remembering in-
dividual. Different genres allow for different interpretations and 

24 For a very good introduction into recent memory studies and for suggestions 
where to take the field see Gregor Feindt et. al, “Entangled Memory: Towards a 
Third Wave in Memory Studies,” History and Theory 53 (2014): 24-44. See also As-
trid Erll and Ann Rigney, eds., Mediation, Remediation and the Dynamics of Cul-
tural Memory (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 2009); Astrid Erll and Ansgar Nünning, 
eds., A Companion to Cultural Memory Studies (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 2010).
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emotions, they even allow the same person to feel differently ac-
cording to different contexts.

Nostalgia, as the painful but cherished remembrance (yad) of 
something or someone lost, has a long tradition in Urdu poetry. The 
separation from the beloved is the central topic played out in the 
ghazal. While it is generally left open as to whether this separation 
has ever been preceded by a union, the emphasis is on the agony of 
longing itself, rather than on the contrast between a former blissful 
state and present suffering. What qualifies the real lover is capacity 
to endure pain, readiness to die not just once but a thousand times. 
This codification of pain needs to be kept in mind while reading the 
nostalgic texts: drawing on the imagery of a ghazal does not make the 
suffering any less real or painful, but the pain to which the author lays 
claim at the same time is something which marks him out as a man of 
heart—to be commiserated, certainly, but also admired.

The beloved is also at the center of the second poetic genre fo-
cusing on nostalgia, the shahr-e ashob,25 the destruction of the city. 
Originally conceived as an extension of the havoc an all too beautiful 
beloved could create, into the devastation of an entire city, the transla-
tion of the genre from Persian to Urdu shifted the attention from the 
beloved to the city. Now the city itself was imagined as a beloved. This 
beloved, however, was no longer a cruel tyrant, but the object of suf-
fering. Premised on enumeration of destructions wrought and pains 
inflicted, the shahr-e ashob opened up the space for the detailed de-
scription and lamentation of losses.

A collection of shahr-e ashob, the Fughan-e Dihli, put together in 
1863 by the poet Tafazzul Husain Kaukab, was one of the first Persian/

25 Sunil Sharma, “The City of Beauties in Indo-Persian Poetic Landscape,” Com-
parative Studies of South Asia, Africa and the Middle East 24.2 (2004): 73-81; 
Carla Petievich, “Poetry of the Declining Mughals: The Shahr Ashob,” Journal of 
South Asian Literature, 25.1 (1990): 99-110.
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Urdu books to be published about the events of 1857.26 Similar to Ghalib 
and Fazl-e Haqq, Kaukab too emphasized the continuity of the present ca-
lamities to former destructions. Recalling the time when the revolt had 
not happened and the King not been exiled, the collection opens with his 
poem (possibly even written before 1857), thus displaying the traditional 
hierarchy of the poetic gatherings. This is followed by a shahr-e ashob by 
Rafi ud Din Sauda, an eighteenth century master of the genre. Including 
poetry written before 1857 shows that the changes that formed the sub-
ject of the collection, terrible though they were, were not of a character to 
devaluate traditions. Not Kaukab’s would be Adorno’s claim that after Au-
schwitz it was no longer possible to write poems—on the contrary, writing 
poems and writing them in the traditional style was the only possibility 
of coping with the agony each of the poets had personally lived through.

This embedding, however, does not imply that the poems could 
and did not refer very specifically to the events witnessed. This speci-
ficity encompassed the description of precise and verifiable facts: 
Azurda’s lamenting of the slaughter of his friend Imam Bakhsh Sah-
bai, which almost drove him mad,27 or Dagh bemoaning the razing of 
the buildings within the fort, which changed the heart and life of Del-
hi.28 But the enumerations and listings, characteristic for the genre of 
the shahr-e ashob, also offered room for the recollection proper, the 
juxtaposing of the beauty, liveliness, and blessing of Delhi has dis-
played before the revolt and its present desolate condition.29

26 Tafazzul Husain Khan Kaukab, Fughan-e Dilhi, ed. Muhammad Ikram 
Chughtai (Lahore: Sang-e Mil, 2007). For a brilliant in-depth interpretation see 
Soofia Siddique, “Remembering the Revolt of 1857: Contrapuntal Formations in 
Indian Literature and History” (PhD diss., SOAS, University of London, 2012). I 
would like to thank Soofia for memorable time spent translating and discussing 
poems from the Fughan in June 2014. See also Pasha Muhammad Khan, “The La-
ment for Delhi 1863” (paper, Columbia University, New York, April 2006), http://
www.columbia.edu/itc/mealac/pritchett/00urduhindilinks/workshop2009/txt_
pasha_fughanintro.pdf.
27 Kaukab, Fughan-e Dilhi, 39; translation Siddique, “Remembering,” 40.
28 Kaukab, Fughan-e Dilhi, 143; translation Siddique, “Remembering,” 52.
29 Siddique, “Remembering”, 53-54.
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The diary, which Abdul Latif kept during the months of the revolt 
at the instigation of his father, and which he rewrote for publication 
probably sometime in the 1880s,30 is a good example for the way poeti-
cal imagery permeated prose texts. Abdul Latif belonged to a family 
that had been in the service of the palace for a number of generations, 
holding minor offices, but mainly spending their days as companions 
to the King and the princes and, one may assume, writing and recit-
ing poetry. While the diary proper holds some interest for the elabora-
tions on the emotions of the principal actors during the months of the 
siege, it is the introduction, which for the first time (as far as I have 
been able to make out until now, at least) goes into detailed nostalgic 
remembrance of an age now bygone.

For the first time as well, the memories centered on the person of 
Bahadur Shah: “Without doubt, the King was of noble character, his 
conscience was pure and he had spiritual gifts. His countenance was 
radiating light, and he was of a Sufi temperament.”31 Thousands of 
people benefited from his generosity, but even more, his character, his 
blessings—and, in a nod towards the colonial rulers, the harmonious 
relations between him and the British—were responsible for turning 
Delhi into a place of bliss, where “every moment was spent in happi-
ness, from night to day and from day to night. … Delhi was displaying 
its splendor and the people of Delhi reveled in its glory. Everyone was 
distinguished by his ability and his consideration for others, people 
were good-tempered and had pleasant dispositions.”32

This depiction of Bahadur Shah shows the entangled nature of 
nostalgic memory. While only a few people before 1857 would volun-
tarily have praised the King either for his character or for his poetry 
(and certainly no one would have called his relations with the colonial 

30 Abdul Latif, 1857 ka Tarikhi Roznamcha, trans. and ed. into Urdu by Khaliq 
Ahmad Nizami (Delhi: Nadwat ul Musannifen, 1971).
31 Latif, 1857, 52. I would like to thank Sameena Siddiqui for the many hours we 
spent together on the translation of this text.
32 Latif, 1857, 52.
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power harmonious), once the British had turned him into a symbol of 
everything they abhorred in Indo-Muslim courtly culture, in the Urdu 
memoires there was little space left for differentiation—Bahadur Shah 
had to be shaped into the mold of the insan-e kamil, the perfect man, 
the Sufi-king, who ruled with justice and generosity, through love but 
also through anger, if necessary, and whose rule transformed the ethi-
cal character of his subjects.33 The loss of this king went beyond per-
sonal suffering, intense though it was—lost as well was his cosmic sig-
nificance, through which he had held up the moral order of his time.

The pain of nostalgia drawing on conventionalized poetic imag-
ery, in poems or in prose, is neither less intense nor less “real” than the 
more immediate expression of emotion we tend to associate with let-
ters or diaries. The poetic distress at the same time is and is not the 
emotion of the poet; we should not doubt the sincerity or the intensity 
of the feelings the writers of the Fughan or Abdul Latif express. Poetry 
and the aesthetization inherent to it can render the pain even sharper, 
but it changes its quality: it is never the pain of the one and isolated in-
dividual only. This was the consolation it offered to poets and audience.

sAviNG thE kNowlEdGE of  
PAst customs ANd trAditioNs

Debates on nostalgia in Britain in the second half of the nine-
teenth century show a deep ambivalence.34 In an era premised upon 
progress—a progress whose vanguard was male, urban, and Europe-

33 Margrit Pernau, “Creation of a Royal Personality: The Yadgar-e Silver Jubi-
lee of Mir Osman Ali Khan, Nizam of Hyderabad, 1936,” Internationales Asien-
Forum, 31 (2000): 255-73.
34 Caroline Arscott, “Victorian Development and Images of the Past,” in The 
Imagined Past: History and Nostalgia, ed. Christopher Shaw and Malcolm Chase 
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1989): 47-67; Peter Mandler, “Against 
‘Englishness’: English Culture and the Limits to Rural Nostalgia, 1850-1940,” 
Transactions of the Royal Historical Society, 7 (1997): 155-75.
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an—nostalgia for a lost world was a sentiment associated with those 
left behind in the race towards the future and unable to face the chal-
lenges of rapid change. Allocated a place outside of culture and his-
tory and associated with nature and the eternal, they were reduced to 
powerlessness but at the same time envied, often by the same people. 
Anthropology was the new discipline tasked with both preserving 
knowledge about pre-modern societies and controlling them. It com-
bined ostentatious scientific distance with acute and nostalgic con-
sciousness: what anthropologists witnessed was about to disappear 
and could already only be recovered through oral testimonies bound 
to vanish with each dying elder.35

Academic anthropology kept a strict dividing line between the re-
searcher and the objects of his research—anthropology as the investi-
gation of the cultural other was part of the very definition of the disci-
pline. On the ground, the lines were much more blurred, and already 
in nineteenth-century Delhi there were a number of men who did not 
restrict themselves to playing the role of the anonymous native infor-
mants, but conducted their own investigations in the anthropological 
mode and published them under their own names. While careful not 
to give vent to their feelings, these texts not only fed a second genera-
tion nostalgia of those who no longer had any memories of Delhi be-
fore the revolt, they were animated by the spirit of preserving a valued 
cultural knowledge which was important for the present day commu-
nity and which was disappearing quickly.

Published in 1885, Fazl ud Din Dihlavi’s Bazm-e akhir, the last 
banquet, was probably the first text not to dwell on the pain of loss, 
but instead offer a very detailed description of what had been lost.36 

35 William Cunningham Bissell, “Engaging Colonial Nostalgia,” Cultural An-
thropology 20.2. (2005): 215-48; Rob McQueen, “Homesickness for a Foreign 
Country: Nostalgia and Colonisation,” International Journal of Law in Context 6.3 
(2010): 257-75.
36 Fazl ud Din Dihalvi, Bazm-e akhir, ed. and intro. Kamil Qureshi (Delhi: Delhi 
Urdu Academy, 1986).
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The only information we have about Fazl ud Din is that he belonged 
to the entourage of Mirza Ilahi Bakhsh, a distant cousin of Bahadur 
Shah, who was recognized by the British as the head of the royal fam-
ily after the fall of Delhi and the exile of the King. His publisher urged 
Fazl ud Din to put down in writing his detailed knowledge about the 
palace before it was too late. This Fazl ud Din did, in a writing style 
that was as precise as it was unemotional. Two introductory verses 
are the only concession to nostalgic conventions:

On the garden’s throne, the king of the roses was sitting in splendor
Surrounded by an army of nightingales, an uproar and clamor.
The day of autumn has arrived, in which we no longer see any-

thing but thorns.
Crying, the gardener exclaims: here were the buds and here the 

roses.37

He then goes on to cover the everyday life of the palace, detailing the 
King’s daily and yearly routine. Fazl ud Din only rarely tells a story 
—his text thrives on lists of words: the names of the different kebabs, 
chicken dishes, lentils, or breads cover several pages. He gives the ex-
act designations of the female officers in the female apartments, and 
lists the names of all modes of conveyance, from the open palanquin 
to the howdah of the elephant, used by the inhabitants of the pal-
ace. Even for occasions whose emotional fervor we know from other 
sources, the death anniversary of Khwaja Qutb ud Din, or the celebra-
tions held for Abdul Qadir Jilani, are described in short, matter of fact 
sentences, punctuated only by a stereotyped addressing of the reader: 
“Look!” or “Behold!”, which does not really do the work of involving 
him emotionally.

The entanglement with British knowledge production is obvi-
ous in the case of Saiyid Ahmad Dehlavi (not to be confused with 

37 Fazl ud Din Dihalvi, Bazm-e akhir, 37.
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Saiyid Ahmad Khan). Descended from a family of scholars from Bi-
har, his father had migrated to Delhi and become a disciple of Shah 
Ismail and Saiyid Ahmad Barelwi, who had radicalized the reform 
movement of Shah Wali Ullah and taken it to the battlefield. As Saiy-
id Ahmad was born in 1846, most of his knowledge of the vanished 
world of Delhi thus no longer stems from firsthand knowledge, but 
from his contact with those members of the royal family who had 
found refuge in Arab Sarai, near Humayun’s tomb, where Saiyid Ah-
mad’s family also lived.38 His varied appointments included work-
ing as an assistant to S. W. Fallon, the inspector for schools in Bihar 
who was compiling one of the first Hindustani-English dictionaries. 
This involvement led to Saiyid Ahmad’s lifelong passion for linguis-
tics and dictionaries, which after thirty years of labor resulted in 
his four volume Urdu-Urdu dictionary, the Farhang-e Asifiya, still 
recognized today as a major reference work, and a special diction-
ary devoted to the language of women, the Lughat un Nisa,39 which 
helped establish research into the begamati zuban as a topic in its 
own right.40

At one point he was involved in the Ethnographic Survey of Del-
hi.41 Once again, he is open to British influences, but quickly trans-
forms them into an agenda of his own, leading to two major anthro-
pological texts on the culture of Delhi before the revolt, the Rusum-e 

38 Gail Minault, “Sayyid Ahmad Dehlavi and the ‘Delhi Renaissance’,” Delhi 
Through the Ages: Selected Essays in Urban History, Culture, and Society, ed. 
Robert Frykenberg (Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1993 [1986]), 174-85. See also 
Gail Minault, Secluded Scholars: Women’s Education and Muslim Social Reform 
in Colonial India (Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1998), 95-104.
39 Saiyid Ahmad Dehlavi, Lughat un-Nisa (Delhi: Daftar-e Farhang-e Asafiya, 
1917).
40 Gail Minault, “Begamati Zuban: Women’s Language and Culture,” Gender, 
Language and Learning: Essays in Indo-Muslim Cultural History, ed. Gail Minault 
(Ranikhet: Permanent Black, 2009), 116-34.
41 Minault, “Sayyid Ahmad Dehlavi”, 182.
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Delhi, first published in 1900,42 and the Rusum-e Hunud.43 Similar to 
the Lughat un nisa, their success triggered off other publications in 
the same genre.44 The customs and traditions Saiyid Ahmad describes 
were not limited to the palace, but held their place in the female 
quarters of the well-born of Delhi and beyond. Most of these cus-
toms, Saiyid Ahmad explained, were due to the intermingling be-
tween the religious communities, which led to Muslims adopting 
and accommodating Hindu rituals, like singing songs to Lord Krish-
na at the birth of a child or during marriages.45 Though he carefully 
denies taking side for or against these customs, the very fact that he 
devotes so much time to their detailed description seems to be an 
indication that at the very least they should not be allowed to disap-
pear without leaving a trace.

The texts we have discussed in the previous sections bemoaned 
the loss of the past with intense emotions, but this loss was em-
bedded in a sense of continuity. This did not so much temper the 
pain as make it bearable through the fundamental trust of living in 
a meaningful cosmos. On the contrary, in the anthropological texts, 
if we may call them so, nostalgia becomes a very subdued emo-
tion. It is no longer linked to pain and suffering, but nevertheless 
is strong enough to motivate writers to pen down whatever they or 
the people around them could still recollect. At the same time, the 
temporalities have changed fundamentally: nostalgia for the past 
notwithstanding, anthropology is closely linked to a notion of prog-
ress, to a sense that not only the world of pre-1857 Delhi, but all the 
pre-modern worlds are doomed disappear and have to make place 

42 Saiyid Ahmad Dihlavi, Rusum-e Dihli, ed. and intro. Khaliq Anjum (Delhi: 
Delhi Urdu Academy, 1984).
43 Saiyid Ahmad Dihlavi, Rusum-e Hunud, quoted in Mohan Lal, Encyclopedia 
of Indian Literature vol. 5 (Delhi: Sahitya Academy, 1992), 4263.
44 For instance: Begam S., Rusum-e Dihli, ya’ni bayan-e shadi vagairah taqribat 
ke halat (Lahore: Matba’ rifah-e ‘am, 1906).
45 Saiyid Ahmad Dihlavi, Rusum-e Dihli, 58-63.
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for something radically new. The conservation of knowledge pro-
ceeds from a collector’s interest; it can change neither the present 
nor the future.

oriENtAliziNG thE PAst

By the turn of the century, disputes over 1857 had lost much of 
their edge, though they tended to flare up again in moments of crisis.46 
But even for the British, the Mughal court had ceased to be remem-
bered as a den of iniquity and squalor; the colonial power increas-
ingly imagined itself no longer so much the victor as the inheritor of 
the Mughal Empire.47 Indo-Muslim courtly culture, preserved at the 
princely states, notable at Hyderabad, Bhopal, and Rampur, became 
a projection screen for Orientalist imagery, at the same time the in-
carnation of the “Indian India” and a page out of One Thousand and 
One Nights. It was argued that this form of rule—personalized instead 
of bureaucratic, appealing to the senses with its colorful sights, be-
wildering and bewitching sounds and smells, emerging directly out 
of the past—appealed to the local genius. Orientalism’s links to the 
creation of colonial power have been closely investigated. Even for 
the princely states, the British praise for oriental rulership always 
went hand in hand with an emphasis on the need of close control to 
prevent its degeneration into oriental despotism. What has been less 
studied is the appropriation and reinterpretation of this discourse by 
Indians themselves, the way it was turned into a critique of colonial-

46 Kim Wagner, “‘Treading Upon Fires’: The ‘Mutiny’-Motif and Colonial Anxiet-
ies in British India,” Past & Present 218. 1 (2013): 159-97.
47 Bernard Cohn, “Representing Authority in Victorian India,” in The Invention 
of Tradition, ed. Eric Hobsbawm and Terence Ranger (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1983), 165-211.
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ism and a resource for resistance.48 I would argue that it is in this con-
text that the many nostalgic descriptions of Delhi before 1857, which 
began to be published from the end of the nineteenth century onward, 
have to be read.

Rashid ul Khairi, one of the most prolific Urdu writers in the years 
before the First World War, was born in Delhi 1868. He was linked by 
marriage to both Nazir Ahmad, the writer, and Nazir Husain, one of 
the leading figures of the Ahl-e hadith. For some time the despair of 
his family because he would not stick to any form of regular work, he 
finally found his vocation in writing novels for women. Though he 
subscribed to the agenda of women’s reform movements, it was less 
this aim which drove his books, than the emotions he was a master in 
provoking in his audience, a talent which earned him the title of mu-
sawwir-e gham, the painter of grief. He used this same talent to recre-
ate nostalgic scenes from the court of Bahadur Shah, which overflow 
with tears of blood, pierced livers, and torn hearts. These emotions 
sold very well, and Rashid ul Khairi was one of the first authors to be 
able to live from his pen. In this he was aided by the business acumen 
of his son Raziq ul Khairi, who bought back all the copyrights, printed 
the books at the family printing press, and skillfully marketed them 
through his father’s journals, Ismat and Tamaddun.49

Though Rashid ul Khairi seems to have been aware at least of the 
work of Faiz ud Din and makes use of his collections of designations, 
he no longer has any first-hand information, nor is he particularly 
interested in historical accuracy. He freely mixes information about 

48 Margrit Pernau, The Passing of Patrimonialism: Politics and Political Culture 
in Hyderabad 1911-48 (Delhi: Manohar, 2000); Razak Khan, “Minority Pasts: The 
Other Histories of a ‘Muslim Locality’, Rampur 1889-1949” (PhD diss., Freie Uni-
versität Berlin, 2014).
49 Najm us Sahr Azmi, Allamah Rashid ul Khairi. Shakhsiyat aur adabi khidmat 
(Delhi: Color Press, 2000); Saiyid Zamir Hasan Dihlavi, “Muqaddimah,” in Rashid 
ul Khairi, Akhri Bahar, ed. and intro. Saiyid Zamir Hasan Dihlavi (Delhi: Delhi 
Urdu Academy, 1991), 11-33; Tanvir Ahmad Alavi, “Muqaddimah,” in Rashid ul 
Khairi, Naubat-e Panj Rauzah, ed. and intro. Tanvir Ahmad Alavi (Delhi: Delhi 
Urdu Academy, 1987), 11-33; Gail Minault, Secluded Scholars, 129-49.
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earlier rulers with his knowledge of the time of Bahadur Shah and 
fills in the remaining gaps with his imagination.50 What matters is 
the memory (yadgar), “which still burns like a wound of the heart.”51 
Delhi and Shahjahanabad are directly addressed in the texts, as if the 
city were a graceful and beloved person, but the hub around which 
everything turned—the heart which held its life and its essence—
was to be found in the palace and in the character of the King. If his 
subjects—beyond members of his family or one or the other of the 
nobles—entered the picture at all, it was to bring out the care and 
compassion with which he addressed them: “What great men, who 
thought about feeding rather than about eating, about clothing oth-
ers rather than about their own dresses! Their deeds deserve to be 
written down in water of gold.”52

The very same imagery of the oriental court could be found in some 
British travelogues or novels on princely states (though their meta-
phors as a rule were a little more restrained): the luxury, the glittering 
jewels, the nightly gatherings in the gardens, amidst flowers and foun-
tains, the secrecy of the female quarters to which no one had access, 
the elegance and timelessness. However, the qualities ascribed to the 
good oriental ruler were, to some extent, also shared among colonial 
and colonized writers at this point in time: the direct justice, regard-
less of the status of the accused, which was awarded to a poor sweeper 
woman, who accused one of the princes of stealing her two chickens;53 

50 For instance: Bahadur Shah used to offer his daily prayers at the tasbih kha-
na, not the Moti Masjid (Rashid ul Khairi, Naubat, 40-1) and he went to the Jama 
Masjid only on ceremonial occasions (Naubat, 56-7). While orientalism requires 
oriental kings to eat from golden and silver plates (Naubat, 47), this luxury had 
long since become a matter of the past in Bahadur Shah’s time.
51 Rashid ul Khairi, Naubat, 33.
52 Ibid., 51.
53 Ibid., 44-5.
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the ruler’s humanity and compassion and his loving nature.54

Where Rashid ul Khairi did move onto new ground and shifted 
the meaning of orientalism is in the contrast he established between 
the lost world of Bahadur Shah and the present days, where the mad-
ness of love had been replaced by business,55 where the garden had to 
give way to the desert, and where interactions were marked by ruth-
lessness and selfishness—the ways of those who worship progress 
and the West (parastaran-e maghrib):56

I know that in today’s time every passing moment is cursed, as 
are the unbelievers who pray towards the east. The beauty of the 
West reigns unchallenged. The white planes of the desert of ice 
have destroyed the falsa fruits of the garden. The briskness of the 
moon lit nights, when the breeze bent the branches, they have 
been overcome by gas light and electricity.…Today, it is a differ-
ent world.57

This juxtaposition of the old and the new deepens the text’s emo-
tional impact. The contrast gives its poignancy to nostalgia, while 
it also serves to criticize the modern times, and hence the colonial 
government, without needing to go further into details, which could 
have caused him problems with the censors. Instead, he can take on 
the poet’s cap, cry his tears of blood, and still claim not to defy the 
Western interpretation of the present age: “Your ideas are right and 
your advice true. I don’t contradict them. It is your time, your color, 

54 The British texts as a rule matched this description with references to the 
weakness of the ruler, and always lurking dangers of uncontrolled oriental rule, 
thus bringing together the exaltation of the oriental ruler and the need of his con-
trol by the colonial power.
55 Rashid ul Khairi, “Shahjahanabad ke sada bahar phul,” in Rashid ul Khairi, 
Akhri Bahar, 35-40, quotation: 35 (originally published 1913).
56 Rashid ul Khairi, “Inqilab-e tamaddun,” in Rashid ul Khairi, Akhri Bahar, 78-
83 (originally published 1911); Rashid ul Khairi, Naubat, 44 (quotation).
57 Rashid ul Khairi, Naubat, 34-5.
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your day, your night. I don’t disturb you, by shedding tears over past 
misfortunes.”58

Nostalgic orientalism thus is about the present as much as it 
is about the past. It opens up a space to think about—or rather feel 
for—alternatives to the colonial present which move beyond the di-
chotomy of progress or decadence. However, the tears he is so fond of 
invoking, and which his audience seems to have shed copiously,59 re-
main as ambivalent as the passion he arose. Given the right time and 
occasion they could be the affective power behind political mobiliza-
tion. However, nostalgic pain could also, again depending on the con-
text, be self-sufficient, an aesthetic rather than a political emotion, 
consumed and, to a certain extent, also relished. It would be tempting 
to read this in relation to the establishment of print capitalism and in 
turn link it to a commercialization of emotions, which become goods 
which can be consumed through the media of texts or other arti-
facts.60 As a successful professional author, Rashid ul Khairi certainly 
was aware that bloody tears, melodrama, and the critique of mercan-
tile culture sold extremely well, but this does not tell the entire story. 
The traditions on which he drew, of validation of suffering as the sign 
of a noble heart and of the vicarious enjoyment of painful emotions, 
went back much further than North Indian print capitalism. The nos-
talgic feelings were strategically evoked and deeply felt at the same 
time. They were both a response to repetitive triggers and authentic 
expressions of a compassionate self, longing for the past and culling 
the energy for transforming the future from his dissatisfaction with 
the present, or just taking pleasure in a good cry with his friends.

58 Rashid ul Khairi, Naubat, 44.
59 See the description of a gathering of friends, Khwaja Hasan Nizami among 
them, who was himself the author of many tearful stories on Delhi before and 
during 1857: Tanvir Ahmad Alavi, “Muqaddimah,” 25. On Khwaja Hasan Nizami’s 
own nostalgic writings see Maritta Schleyer, “Ghadr-e Delhi ke Afsane,” Annual of 
Urdu Studies, 27 (2012): 34-56.
60 Eva Illouz, Cold Intimacies: The Making of Emotional Capitalism (London: 
Polity Press, 2007).
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thE AmbivAlENcEs of NostAlGiA

At first sight, the nostalgia displayed by Mirza Farhat Ullah Beg 
follows a similar program to that of Rashid ul Khairi, though his keen 
sense of humor saves him from the worst melodramatic lapses. Born 
in 1883 to an old Delhi family of Mughal origin, he studied at St. Ste-
phens’ College and received private lessons from Deputy Nazir Ah-
mad in Arabic. Like many North Indian writers and intellectuals, the 
search for patronage led him to Hyderabad, where he spent most of 
his professional life, mixing nostalgia for a lost era with homesick-
ness for his native town.61

Each year during the Monsoon, the flower sellers’ festival took a 
large part of the population of Delhi out of the city to Mehrauli in a col-
orful procession, first to the Hindu temple of Yogmaya and then to the 
shrine of the Sufi saint Qutb ud Din Bakhtiyar Kaki, originating in a 
vow by the Queen Mother at the beginning of the nineteenth century. 
Like Rashid ul Khairi, Mirza Farhat Ullah Beg also gives pride of place 
to Bahadur Shah, but with a decisive twist. Where Rashid ul Khairi 
emphasized the role of the king as the cherisher of his people, for 
Mirza Farhat Ullah Beg, it is the subjects which have become the lov-
ers on which attention centers.62 The affective relation thus becomes 
reciprocal: “What joy was there of the subjects, in which the king did 
not take part! And what sorrow was there of the king, in which the 
subjects did not share! The fact was that they both knew and under-

61 Rashid Hasan Khan, “Muqaddimah,” in Mirza Farhat Ullah Beg, Daktar Nazir 
Ahmad ki kahani, kuch meri aur kuch unki zabani, ed. and intro. Rashid Hasan 
Khan (Delhi: Anjuman-e taraqqi-e Urdu, 1992), 9-19; Akhtar Qamber, introduction 
to Mirza Farhat Ullah Beg, The Last Musha’irah of Delhi (Delhi ki akhri shama’), 
trans. and intro. by Akhtar Qamber (Hyderabad: Orient Longman, 2010 [1979]), 
3-50; Ghulam Yazdani, ed., Yadgar-e Farhat (Hyderabad: Farhat Memorial Com-
mittee, 1951).
62 Mirza Farhat Ullah Beg, “Bahadur Shah aur phulwalon ki sair,” in Mirza Far-
hat Ullah Beg, Mazamin-e Farhat, ed. Saiyid Aziz Hasan (Delhi: Fine Art’s Press, 
1927), 5-48, 42.
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stood: as he is, so are we, and as we are, so is he.”63 This is not merely 
claimed, but informs Mirza Farhat Ullah Beg’s choices of anecdotes 
and descriptions—not only the King and his ladies, but also the cour-
tesans, the wrestlers, and the people thronging the bazaar come in for 
their fair share of attention. If nostalgia’s selective gaze on the past 
also tells us something about whose past matters and is intended as 
the foundation for the future, this can be read as an incipient demo-
cratic awareness.

Mirza Farhat Ullah Beg’s best known story—not least because 
it was translated to English already thirty-five years ago—is the de-
scription of the last musha’irah, an imaginary poetic contest in Delhi, 
which brought together all the famous poets from the pre-mutiny era, 
in a well-researched and beautifully written piece.64 What makes this 
text so fascinating for our purposes is the ambiguity it introduces to 
the concept of nostalgia. Mirza Farhat Ullah Beg takes over the poetic 
personage of Karim ud Din, one of the younger scholars of the Delhi 
College who ran its press, but was also active in putting together a taz-
kirah, a collective biographical dictionary of the poets of Delhi (which 
brought him in contact with Garcin de Tassy, the famous French Ori-
entalist who was working on a similar project), and writing a number 
of treatises on education and modern sciences, besides regularly con-
tributing verses of his own.65 Karim ud Din sets for himself the goal 
of bringing together once again all the poets in a single gathering, a 
tradition that had lapsed because of their internal quarrels and was 
only remembered nostalgically in 1848.66 What Mirza Farhat Ullah 

63 Mirza Farhat Ullah Beg, “Phulwalon ki sair,” 2.
64 Mirza Farhat Ullah Beg, Last Musha’irah.
65 Karim ud Din, Tabaqat-e Shuara-e Hind, (Lakhnau, 1983 [reprint]). For more 
background on his biography see Avril Powell, “Scholar Manqué or Mere Munshi? 
Maulawi Karimu’d-Din’s Career in the Anglo-Oriental Education Service,” in The 
Delhi College: Traditional Elites, the Colonial State, and Education before 1857, 
ed. Margrit Pernau (Delhi, Oxford University Press, 2006), 203-31.
66 Daniela Bredi, “Nostalgia in the Re-construction of Muslim Identity in the After-
math of 1857 and the Myth of Delhi,” Cracow Indological Studies, 9 (2009): 137-56.
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Beg thus depicts is the nostalgia for an event, which was itself already 
cast in the nostalgic mood, in the awareness of the protagonists that 
changes were imminent and that this would be the last chance of cel-
ebrating in the style of a past which was almost gone: the last flicker 
of the lamp before extinction or the last deceptive recovery of a per-
son about to die.67

In turn, the texts under investigation in this article have mean-
while become the object of nostalgic longing by present-day Urdu 
scholars: hardly any introduction to the reprint editions by the Delhi 
Urdu Academy forgoes the opportunity of pointing out the greatness 
of the authors, such of which can no longer be found today, or at least 
regretting the better times, when they were still well-known and even 
taught in schools.68 Nostalgia thus need not have a fixed reference 
point, but can shift backward and forward in time, an emotion less 
linked to a definite object, but floating and free to be applied to shift-
ing contexts.

If Mirza Farhat Ullah Beg already told the story of the last poetic 
gathering with a twinkle, reminding the readers of the early twentieth 
century that the times they were longing for had not seemed so much 
worth longing for by those who lived through them, this sentiment 
gains the upper hand in a witty description of his early days in Hyder-
abad. Its title, Purani aur Na’i Tahzib ki Takkar, the clash of the old and 
the new civilization, raises the expectation of a tale of nostalgia, and 
the introduction, playing on Kipling’s famous phrase “East is East and 
West is West,” seems to confirm this impression.69 Mirza Farhat Ul-
lah Beg had been appointed to accompany the young son of a Nawab 
from Hyderabad to his studies in Aligarh. He is invited to spend some 

67 Mirza Farhat Ullah Beg, Musha’irah, 60 and 64; for the interpretation of the 
metaphors (Mirza Farhat Ullah Beg, Musha’irah, 52) see Naim, “Ghalib’s Delhi.”
68 Khaliq Anjum, “Pesh lafz,” in Rashid ul Khairi, Akhri bahar, 9-10. See also the 
introductions quoted above.
69 Mirza Farhat Ullah Beg, “Purani aur na’i tahzib ki takkar,” in Mirza Farhat Ul-
lah Beg, Mazamin, vol. 2, 56-73.
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time in the city to get to know his charge and his family background. 
What follows is a delightfully humorous description of the traditional 
society and customs of Hyderabad, the princely state that prided it-
self on being the only place in India, which still followed the Mughal 
etiquette and preserved the old culture—a dream come true for the 
nostalgic writers of North India, one should suppose. The opposite 
happens. Mirza Farhat Ullah Beg finds the protocol and formalities 
surrounding the Nawab slightly ridiculous. He does not feel at home 
in discussions on horses, as he is used to riding a bicycle and prefers 
to do so even in Hyderabad. However, what irks him is the scant atten-
tion the Nawab pays to poetry, asking the court poets to recite their 
marsiyas, but interrupting each of them after a few verses. Against 
his advice, the family insists on their young princeling taking twenty-
five servants to Aligarh. As Mirza Farhat Ullah Beg had predicted, all 
except two were sent back by the college authorities, which brought 
an early end to the boy’s education. Nostalgia was all very well in its 
place, the author seems to tell us, but if it came to real life choices, go-
ing back to the Mughal court did not always seem an attractive option.

coNclusioN

Nostalgia, this article has shown, encompasses a whole variety of 
different phenomena. These have often been classified according to 
their separate objects, but even if nostalgia refers to the same courtly 
culture, in a single place and within a limited time span—Delhi, as 
embodied in the royal palace during the reign of Bahadur Shah, i.e. 
the last twenty years before the revolt—it can lead to very diverse 
modes of relating to the lost past and making sense of the present. 
While Ghalib’s Dastanbu is still based on a world view in which the 
rotating skies and inauspicious constellations may bring misfortunes 
for some time, but in which the fundamental laws governing the uni-
verse nevertheless remain stable, the early anthropologists like Saiyid 
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Ahmad Dihlavi can but safeguard the knowledge on a past irretriev-
ably lost. Rashid ul Khairi, on the other hand, goes furthest in linking 
nostalgia with a critique of the changes brought about by the colonial 
government, while Mirza Farhat Ullah Beg reminds us that this cri-
tique does not always need to be taken at face value.

But nostalgia encompasses not only different temporalities and 
different ways of creating historical knowledge. It also links not just to 
one, but to a whole family of emotions, which can be distinguished ac-
cording to both genre and generation: First, the emotions which could 
be—and had to be—expressed in a shahr-e ashob were not the same as 
those permissible in an anthropological treatise. Nostalgic emotions 
are both social and individual at the same time. If the context in which 
the authors and audiences lived rendered some interpretations of and 
emotions towards more plausible than others, and if the genres guided 
the emotions along certain well-defined tracks, these emotional of-
fers still had to be appropriated by the individuals. Their agency was 
played out both in the selection of the genres and also—as we have 
seen in the case of Mirza Farhat Ullah Beg—in the reinterpretation or 
subversion they enacted upon the genres and their expectations.

 Second, looking at the overall historical development of nos-
talgia, researchers have tended to emphasize its intensification: for 
most events involving a disruption, on the social or on the individual 
level, the second and third generation seem to be more into nostalgia 
than the first, who personally experienced the trauma and who recol-
lected the time preceding it. The first generation was “often notori-
ously unsentimental, leaving the search for roots to their children and 
grandchildren, unburdened by visa problems”70—or, as we have seen 
for Ghalib, the recovery of his pension or even very simply: survival. 
While the early authors did pen down their memories of the violence 
and destruction of 1857, it was only towards the end of the nineteenth 
century that detailed and nostalgic accounts of the daily life in pre-

70 Svetlana Boym, The Future of Nostalgia, xv.
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revolt Delhi came about in great number.
This intensification of nostalgia has also been claimed at a level 

transcending individual events, claiming a close link between nostal-
gia and modernity and positing the existence of a linear interpretation 
of history as the precondition for nostalgia. It is only when the past 
can no longer be recovered, when, moreover, it has lost its interpreta-
tive value for the present, that the subjects are left “stranded in the 
present,” in Peter Fritzsche’s felicitous formulation. This seems both 
plausible and borne out by this article’s findings. Rashid ul Khairi’s 
nostalgia seems indeed more desperate than Fazl-e Haqq’s, who still 
felt part of the community of those who had undergone similar suf-
fering throughout history. Most of those who at the end of the century 
bemoaned the loss of the past, and who were keen to recover its traces 
and testimonies, were in one way or the other linked to the Aligarh 
movement and its aim of reforming the Muslim community. Not only 
were the customs they so lovingly described the same whose eradica-
tion they fought for under the label of superstition, the disappearance 
of glamor, the well-planned allocation of time and money were cen-
tral to the self-identification with which the new middle class thought 
to distinguish itself from the old nawabi culture, and which they also 
proudly claimed as characteristic for Delhi as opposed to what they 
perceived as the decadence of Lucknow. Aiming at colonial moder-
nity did not prevent them from being nostalgic, quite the contrary.

On the other hand, the distinction between the cyclical and the 
linear temporal regime should also not be overstated. A complete dis-
junction of the space of experience and the horizon of expectation 
would preclude any anticipation of an action’s results and thus the 
very possibility of acting meaningfully. The past cannot be recovered, 
but nostalgia can still allow for a different interpretation of the pres-
ent and the future, precisely because the past experiences still are a 
guide leading towards possible horizons of expectation.

S
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trANslAtor’s iNtroductioN

R. Chudamani was born in 1931 and grew up in an Iyengar 
Brahmin family in Chennai. Due to a disability, she rarely 
ventured far from her family home, was home-schooled 

for most of her childhood, and produced all of her writing there. She 
generally refrained from engaging in literary critical debate and wrote 
no autobiographical reflections. In a short interview published one 
year after her death in 2010—the only published interview with Chu-
damani that I have found thus far—she underscores the literariness 
she aimed to uphold: “One should write for the sake of a standard and 
not for the sake of attracting appeal … I’m satisfied when I feel I’ve 
portrayed the human mind properly from an artistic perspective.”1

Her unique literary humanism accorded Chudamani immediate 
popularity and esteem in the Tamil literary world when she began 
writing in the 1950s, just after Indian Independence. “It is evident that 
every single line she wrote was formed on the basis of a deep con-
cern regarding human relationships,” writes author and critic Dilip 
Kumar in his preface to the most recent posthumously published col-
lection of Chudamani’s work.2 Many of Chudamani’s characters con-
sider questions of freedom and equality within caste- and class-based 
Tamil society and the family. Her close attention to characters’ strug-
gles for recognition within everyday life is one significant reason why 
Chudamani’s fiction writing continues to leave a mark on modern 
Tamil literature, and why she is one among very few women writers 
of her time, especially in the two decades following Independence, to 
receive acclaim within the largely male Tamil literary sphere.

1 Ma. Mangaiyartilakam and R. Chudamani, “Kavarccikkāka I"ṛi [Not for the 
Sake of Appeal]” in Kaṇaiyā%i (Nov 2011), 44-45, 48.
2 Dilip Kumar, “Tokuppurai [Preface],” in Nākaliṅka Maram: Ār. Cūṭāmaṇi, 
Tērnteṭukkappaṭṭa Kataikaḷ [The Nagalinga Tree: R. Chudamani, Selected Sto-
ries], (Chennai: Adaiyaalam, 2010).
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Although she also wrote plays, novels, and a handful of poems, Chu-
damani has been regarded primarily as a short story writer, producing 
more than 500 stories in her lifetime, several of them award-winning. 
She published prolifically in Tamil journals, ranging from elite literary 
venues, such as E!uttu and Ka"aiya!i, to widely circulating monthlies 
and weeklies, such as Ānanta Vikaṭan and Kalaimakaḷ.3 Despite the 
wide range of magazines for which she wrote, Chudamani is the only 
author among her Tamil women contemporaries whose work has con-
tinually been interpreted as literary, rather than didactic, sentimental, 
overtly sexualized, or purely entertainment-oriented.4 For example, she 
was the only woman writer to be reviewed or have her fiction published 
in the journal E!uttu, which ran from 1959-1972 and served as a key 
venue for cultivating an aesthetic sensibility that continues to shape 
contemporary understandings of Tamil literariness.5 Commenting in 
E!uttu on Chudamani’s portrayals of women’s feelings of estrangement 
from their husbands, the influential literary critic P.G. Sundararajan 
writes: “[Her stories] are a reflection of the human nature of two minds 
separated by differences of mere opinion, affected and united by shared 
emotion.”6 It was her artistic elevation of the human condition through 
the prism of women’s experiences that has situated Chudamani as a 
key representative of the post-Independence Tamil canon.

3 Chudamani was an equally skilled author in English. She wrote several short 
stories in English and translated several others of her own into English.
4 For an overview of the writing and reception of Tamil women writers, see C. S. 
Lakshmi, The Face Behind the Mask (New Delhi: Vikas Publishing House, 1984). 
Despite focusing on women characters who question inequalities between the 
sexes, Chudamani’s writing has been viewed as enaging with the general human 
condition, as opposed to women’s rights, unlike her contemporary Rajam Krish-
nan (1925–). See for example, P. G. Sundararajan and Cho. Sivapathasundaram, 
Tami!il Ciṛukatai: Varalāṛum Vaḷarcciyum [The Short Story in Tamil: History and 
Development] (Chennai: Crea, 1989).
5 See for example, Rajamarttandan, “Ka"avukalum Yatārttamum: ‘E!uttu’ mutal 
‘Kollippāvai’ varai” [Dreams and Reality: From the Journal ‘Eluttu’ to the Journal 
‘Kollipavai’], Kālaccuvaṭu (2008: 100), 62-70.
6 P.G. Sundarajan, “Cūṭāmaṇi Kataikaḷ [Chudamani’s Stories],” in E!uttu 8:3 
(1960), 53.
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The short story I have translated here, “Cītaiyait Teriyumā?” (Don’t 
You Know Sita?), was published in Chudamani’s 1969 short story col-
lection Anta Nēram (That Time).7 The title evokes the akki$i pariṭcai 
(agni parīkṣā in Sanskrit), or trial by fire, which Sita—the heroine of 
the Sanskrit epic The Ramayana—willfully undergoes, proving her 
chastity and loyalty to her husband Rama by stepping into and emerg-
ing from a fire unscathed. Throughout Chudamani’s “Don’t You Know 
Sita?,” Sita figures as the archetype of wifely devotion to which the 
three main characters refer. In part one, the elderly Brahmin woman 
Kamalam establishes Sita as a model of ideal femininity. In part two, 
her low caste servant Chinni demonstrates the prevalence of this 
ideal, despite her unfamiliarity with Sita’s story. And, in part three, 
Kamalam’s daughter Nalayini exposes the contradictory expectations 
that this ideal creates for women.8

“Don’t You Know Sita?” is exemplary of Chudamani’s ouvre in the 
way it depicts lower middle-class, Brahmin domesticity and draws on 
well known tales from the Puranas and ancient epics. Like much of Chu-
damani’s fiction, this story, too, reinscribes the characters and plots of 
long-circulating Hindu stories within a modern framework that empha-

7 R. Chudamani, “Cītaiyait Teriyumā?” [Don’t You Know Sita?], in Anta Neram 
[That Time] (Chennai: Malikai Veliyeedu, 1969), 174-189. In the acknowledge-
ments, Chudamani notes that all the stories in this collection were previously 
published in a range of Tamil magazines. However, I have yet not been able to 
locate the original bibliographic details for this particular story.
8 Nalayini apears in the Mahabharata, as well as the Puranas. She is the wife 
of the temperamental sage, Maudgalya. Maudgalya, deciding to test Nalayini’s 
chastity, turns himself into a leperous old man. However, good Nalayini remains 
devoted to Maudgalya, fulfilling his every desire without complaint, including his 
wish to sleep with a prostitute. She carries him to the prostitute’s home and back 
in a basket on her head. When they are returning home, the basket accidentally 
bumps the feet of a rishi hanging in mid-air, who becomes angered and curses 
Nalayini to become a widow at sunrise. In response, Nalayini, calling on her pow-
ers as a pativratā, a faithful and devoted wife, orders the sun never to rise until 
the rishi retracts his curse. The sun does not, indeed, rise, and the gods rush to 
appease the rishi so that he takes back the curse and allows the sun to reappear. 
Maudgalya is pleased that the power of Nalayini’s faithfulness has come to the 
attention of the gods and resumes his original form.
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sizes individuality, personal growth, and emotional disconnection from 
others. Such literary content and techniques were prevalent among now 
canonized Tamil writers of the period. Thus, it is not the humanism of 
“Don’t You Know Sita?” that makes it (and much of Chudamani’s fiction 
in general) singular, so much as the proto-feminist terms of justice and 
entitlement in which the story conveys it. Nalayini refuses motherhood 
because it poses a hinderance to her mobility and independence. She 
rejects the unreasonable claims that her husband makes upon her life 
and demands justice and equal respect. Humanism, here, is not simply 
the “artful depiction of human nature” that critics such as Sundararajan 
have described as being characteristic of Chudamani’s work.9 “Don’t 
You Know Sita?” is also an impassioned portrayal of the possibilities for 
women’s selfhood in post-Independence Tamil society.

The proto-feminist undertones of Chudamani’s story become 
clearer, I think, if we place it in conversation with D. Jeyakanthan’s 
(1934–) controversial story “Akki!i Piravēcam” (Trial by Fire), which 
was published in Ānanta Vikaṭan in 1966, most likely just a year or 
two prior to Chudamani’s.10 Alongside Chudamani and Sundara Ra-
maswamy (1931-2005), Jeyakanthan was considered one of the most 
promising of a new generation of Tamil short story writers that arose 
in the late 1950s and early 1960s.11 “Trial by Fire” also plays with the 

9 P. G. Sundararajan and Cho. Sivapathasundaram, Tami%il Ciṛukatai: Varalāṛum 
Vaḷarcciyum [The Short Story in Tamil: History and Development] (Chennai: 
Crea, 1989), 228. See also, P. G. Sundararajan, “Cuṭāmaṇi Kataikaḷ [Chudamani’s 
Stories],” in E%uttu 8:3 (1960), 53-55.
10 For a translation of this story into English, see D. Jeyakanthan, “Trial by Fire,” 
in Dissonance and Other Stories, translated by K. S. Subramanian (New Delhi: 
Katha, 2008), 83-102.
11 See, for example, discussion of these writers in Ka. Naa. Subramanyam, “Tam-
il Literature,” in Indian Literature 3:1 (1959-1969); P. G. Sundararajan and Cho. Siv-
apathasundaram, Tami%il Ciṛukatai: Varalāṛum Vaḷarcciyum [The Short Story in 
Tamil: History and Development] (Chennai: Crea, 1989); A. R. Venkatachalapathy, 
“Introduction,” in J J: Some Jottings (New Delhi: Katha, 2003); and Kamal Zvelebil, 
“The Prose of Today,” in The Smile of Murugan on Tamil Literature of South India 
(Leiden: Brill, 1973).
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Sita narrative, but in a very different way than Chudamani’s “Don’t 
You Know Sita?” The main character of Jeyakanthan’s story, an un-
named, poor, Brahmin girl, is raped by the handsome young stranger 
who offers her a ride home from college under the pretense of helping 
her escape the rain. When her mother learns what has happened, she 
beats her daughter in disgust for the pollution the girl has brought on 
the family. But in a sudden change of heart, she pulls her daughter 
into the bathroom, strips her, and bathes her with bucket after bucket 
of cold water. As she does so, she cries, “You’re clean now, child. Clean. 
The water I’ve poured on you isn’t water. Think of it as fire. There are 
no blemishes upon you now.”12 This proverbial fire washes away the 
girl’s innocence, gives her a newfound moral fortitude, and places her 
amongst the most powerful of Tamil goddesses. Her eyes now reflect 
the “light of maturity and womanhood” necessary for facing modern 
urban life.13

Jeyakanthan’s language in “Trial by Fire” is highly descriptive, 
even sexualized: “Standing there now drenched by the rain, her 
shapely ivory legs turned blue and trembling, her worn blouse and 
tāvini glued to her body, her tiny figure shrunken in the cold; she is 
poised like the statue of a goddess, and one feels like simply carrying 
her away.”14 In contrast to Jeyakanthan’s emphasis on physical condi-
tion, rather than mental turmoil or emotional transformation, Chu-
damani charts the evolution of Nalayini’s interiority. Nalayini’s ulti-
mate realization that she must maintain her self-integrity at all costs 
is juxtaposed against Chinni’s blind wifely devotion and unnecessary 
physical suffering. The world opens up to Nalayini due to the ground-
ed claims to justice she makes. Chudamani thus authorizes Nalayini 
to leave her husband, portraying an ending just as defiant of social 

12 D. Jeyakanthan, “Akki"i Piravēcam,” in Jeyakānta": Oru Pārvai [Jeyakanthan: 
A Perspective], edited by K. S. Subramanian (Chennai: Kavitha Publications, 
2000), 108.
13 Ibid., 109.
14 Ibid., 98.
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norms as Jeyakanthan’s resurrection of a raped woman. In doing so, 
Chudamani offers a glimpse of the philosophical strains of thought 
and caste and class materialities shaping the post-Independence lib-
eral feminist new woman—a Hindu, upper-caste, middle-class, edu-
cated female figure that speaks in a language of entitlement. Such 
women characters prefigure the 1970s renewal of feminist organiz-
ing around women’s rights.15 It was her careful negotiation of wom-
en’s worlds in the aesthetic terms of literary humanism that enabled 
Chudamani’s fiction to broaden the scope of Tamil women’s literary 
expression following Independence and that continues to instill her 
stories with power and boldness as we read them today.

trANslAtioN of thE tEXt16

A page of the book fluttered and flipped in the morning breeze 
that swept through the front courtyard. Kamalam righted the page, 
pressed a finger against it, pushed up her glasses with her left hand, 
and continued her reading.

It was a voluminous text with a picture of Rama’s coronation 
placed on the cover. The story of Rama. An old book. Not just because 
it was a publication many years old, but also because the aged book 
had been read over and over again. The edges of its pages stuck out 

15 See Neera Desai, “From Accommodation to Articulation: Women’s Move-
ment in India,” in Women’s Studies in India: A Reader, edited by Mary John (New 
Delhi: Penguin, 2008); Geraldine Forbes, Women in Modern India (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1996); Mary John, “Gender, Development and the 
Women’s Movement: Problems for a History of the Present,” in Signposts: Gender 
Issues in Post-Independence India, edited by Rajeswari Sundar Rajan (New Delhi: 
Kali for Women Press, 1999) and “Introduction,” in Women’s Studies in India: A 
Reader, edited by Mary John (New Delhi: Penguin, 2008); and Radha Kumar, A 
History of Doing: An Illustrated Account of Movements for Women’s Rights and 
Feminism in India, 1800-1990 (New York: Verso, 1993).
16 I am grateful to Lakshmi Holmstrom for her close reading of this translation 
and her insightful comments and suggestions.
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from continuous use. That constant use, all those creases, that look of 
crumpled old age—these were the signs of Kamalam’s solemn respect 
for the text, her inner inspiration, an interest that never tired no mat-
ter how many times she recited it. Was it a sweet exhilaration evoked 
by the grace of Rama? But, it wasn’t Rama that drew Kamalam’s unceas-
ing magnetic attraction towards the epic. It was, rather, Sita’s divinity.

Kamalam’s hair had greyed. The events of her life had spread out 
like branches expanding in rows. Yet, the vigor of her diligent devo-
tion towards Sita alone remained undiminished. Sita was a fully real-
ized embodiment of the pure ideal of femininity that her mother and 
foremothers had instilled in Kamalam since childhood. It pleased her 
that her life seemed to acquire meaning with each deed, each offer-
ing of that femininity, by which she, as a housewife, had made her 
husband happy all these years. It was as if each deed had received the 
exemplary goddess Sita’s seal of approval.

Nor did she refrain from passing on the goals she lived by to her 
daughters. Kamalam felt great pride that out of her three girls, her first 
and her third had never violated, even slightly, the principles of wife-
hood with which she had raised and nourished them. They saw not 
a single fault in their husbands and loved them blindly. They shone! 
Each time Kamalam considered how Sita and Savitri—the names she 
herself had given them—imbued her daughters with life and prosper-
ity, she felt as if her own sacred femininity were multiplying and ex-
panding. She found comfort and cool respite in that thought.

It was her second daughter, Nalayini, who troubled Kamalam. 
“Why did you name me Nalayini, Amma? I think that’s why my hus-
band gallivants like he does.” The way Nalayini openly joked about 
her sorrow seized Kamalam’s stomach like a scorpion’s sting. What 
mother could ever wish such a circumstance on her daughter? But as 
the days passed, the bitterness that began to glimmer alongside the 
sadness in Nalayini’s glance, and the resolve that stood alongside the 
restlessness, alarmed her mother’s heart. Would her daughter fell the 
whole tree just because the fruit is sour?
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The older woman had advised her daughter: “Don’t talk about 
your husband with such hatred, Nalayini! Will you make a lie of the 
name I gave you? Your namesake was the devoted wife who took her 
own husband to another woman’s house!”

“What era was that in, Amma?”
“What does it matter what era? It’s the meaning of the story that’s 

important. The women of our nation stand ready to sacrifice anything 
at all for their husbands. This is our greatness. All three born of my 
womb should spread their light as Sita, Nalayini, and Savitri—that is 
what I want, di!”

“No matter how many sorrows Sita and Savitri were subjected to, 
their husbands never looked at other women, Amma! But Nalayini…?”

“Isn’t that the very reason why Nalayini is more outstanding? She 
aided a husband who desired another woman. What a virtuous god-
dess of a wife!”

“Are you saying that I, too, should be like that, Amma? Just how 
many women’s homes can I take your son-in-law to? He is tempted so 
often, unlike the Puranic Nalayini’s husband!”

“Don’t talk like that, dear love!” Kamalam had anxiously covered 
her mouth. “Don’t you realize how much I think about your situation 
and agonize about you? What I’m saying is, how can circumstances 
not change? Just don’t lose the love you have for him. My daughter 
should retain the rare greatness of Nalayini in her heart. My daugh-
ter must shine even more excellently than her. That is my desire. My 
blessing ….”

Feeling her mind had slipped away from the Ramayana text, Ka-
malam placed a piece of paper as a bookmark on the page she was 
reading and closed it. She raised her head from the manuscript with a 
sigh, took off her glasses with both hands, and folded them.

Could her daughter shine even more splendidly than Nalayini 
did? Wasn’t this land made up of pure soil trodden upon by genera-
tions of goddess-like wives? Every single one of them here was a Sita, 
a Savitri, a Nalayini.
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From the gutter in the backyard arose the swooshing sound of the 
worn-out ends of a coconut-frond broom. Seemed that the sweeper 
woman had arrived! In her hurry to finish work and leave yesterday, 
she had forgotten to clean the bathroom with slaked lime. Kamalam 
needed to remind her now. Her work was mediocre, unless Kamalam 
oversaw it.

“Must I always punish you to get you to work?” Kamalam lamented 
as she walked into the backyard. But as soon as she saw Chinni of the 
sweeper caste, she didn’t feel like getting angry. The form bent over 
the gutter, though hardly able to do so, cleaning out the food waste 
stuck in it, was monstrously large. Kamalam couldn’t remember a 
time when Chinni wasn’t pregnant. That swelling at her middle, over 
which the pleats of Chinni’s sari were lifted and tucked, was a very 
familiar sight, and the pride on her simple face was another familiar 
component of her appearance, swollen as a rain-cloud.

“Hey Chinni, did you clean it well?”
“Mmm.” Chinni’s gaze fell on the book she saw in the landlady’s 

hands. Didn’t that book have some other place, on some table or in 
some almirah? Always instead in these hands?

“What’s that book in your hands, Amma? You’re always reading 
it?”

“It’s the Ramayana.”
“What’s that?”
“What’s this, di? You don’t know the Ramayana? You know, di, the 

story of Rama and Sita.”
“I don’t know it, Amma.”
“You don’t know Rama? You don’t know Sita?”
“Mm hmm.”
“You don’t know Sita? An Indian girl who doesn’t know Sita?”
Kamalam stared in shock. Chinni’s huge body bent down again to 

the level of the broom, unaware of Kamalam’s amazement.
“You say you don’t know Sita, how could this be?”
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2.

“That’s what that lady asks me all the time, Amma,” Chinni said, 
appealing to the mistress of the other house at which she worked.

“What does she ask?”
“She keeps asking how come I don’t know Sita! What story is that, 

Amma? I’m such a dimwit.” For a few days Chinni was troubled about 
it. But soon that worry, about which she could do nothing, was forgot-
ten amidst her day-to-day anxieties.

Only the usual day-to-day anxieties? Here was a new one. In sev-
eral sections of town, huts were suddenly burning down. An inextin-
guishable fire was already burning in every poor person’s underbelly: 
when might our turn come? Though Chinni felt relieved that the first 
incidents she had heard about happened in the Vyasarpadi neighbor-
hood of Chennai while her family lived in Otteri, this peace of mind 
did not last long, as destruction spread everyday into more and more 
slum areas.

The reason for the fires wasn’t evident. In areas dense with huts 
thatched with coconut fronds, it did happen that fires occasionally 
started when a woman wasn’t watchful enough of her cooking-hearth. 
But it was puzzling to have fires breaking out daily in one place or 
another within a particular neighborhood like this. Some introduced 
politics into the matter. Others suggested that a group made up of hut-
dwellers themselves, hoping for benefits from the municipal authori-
ties, was responsible for this calamity. Whatever it was, the hearts of 
many poor were enraged by the fires.

Sometime earlier, a storm had blown through, flooding the huts 
and knocking them over, and people had had to seek shelter for their 
families in nearby buildings. The memory of this distressing experience 
was still fresh in people’s minds. Now, on top of the destruction that had 
previously occurred was another misfortune. Fire, like water, robbed the 
various poor of the few possessions they had collected like ants.

For a month now, Chinni had stopped going to the houses where 
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she normally worked, except for two: those of the mother and daugh-
ter, Kamalam and Nalayini. That was her husband Marisami’s order, 
the arrangement he had made, for he wished her to reduce her work-
load as her due date drew near. He himself went to work at the other 
homes.

Because of the panic that had arisen since the fires began spread-
ing among huts in the city, Chinni did not wish to leave her children 
alone even for a moment, and she had temporarily stopped working 
in those two homes as well. Dreading disaster, she stood guard in her 
own home. It felt like this in itself was a kind of precaution against 
harm. “De, Kovalu, don’t run around over there, stay close together. Di, 
Ponnatha! You don’t need to go to your grandmother’s house now, stay 
here where I can see you,” she would say, issuing something of a warn-
ing to her children like a hen tucking her chicks under her wings, sur-
rounding herself with her darlings as she sat there trembling herself. 
In her lap and at her feet were young ones and older children, seven 
of them total. All her attention was focused on them, as if she were 
wishing she could hold all seven of them together safely in her belly, 
along with the one already there, so she would have no worries. She 
was also anxious and concerned about her husband, who continued 
to work ceaselessly.

Old suitcases and torn cloth bundles stuffed with families’ be-
longings sat outside huts. In slum areas everywhere piles of things 
were heaped up outside. These were a protection, a result of the fear 
that a home might suddenly catch fire. Even though they knew that 
fires didn’t break out at night, the pressure of fear had made it their 
custom to sleep out in the open air. They forgot that a roof was for 
protection. “Roof” now stood for heat, destruction, and lamentation. 
On the other hand, the dark face of the limitless sky, the incomprehen-
sible language of the swaying trees, and the unhindered and restless 
breeze outside seemed to offer more compassion.

One day, waves of distress spread through the Otteri huts, seem-
ing precursors of flames of fire. Here and there on the walls of the 
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huts appeared a message: the next neighborhood in which fire struck 
would be this one.

Who was writing these messages? Whose work was all of this? 
It was an unsolvable mystery. But the jitters and panic that the an-
nouncement exacerbated and the uselessness of their prayers were 
not mysteries. These were well known to poverty-stricken people.

“What should be done?”
“Where can we escape?”
“Where can we run? Fire keeps spreading across the whole city.”
“If our homes get destroyed by fire, they’ll have to give us shelter in a 

school or somewhere. But who’ll help us if we just run to them in panic?”
“Are we supposed to just stay here and die then?”
“What kind of wretch harasses the poor like this? We should string 

them up…”
Their anger, despair, fear—nothing came of any of it. It was as if 

one were staring into the face of fate, neither able to run away, nor 
having the guts to stay put, even while knowing a thief stood at the 
door. Chinni was one of the fearful, too, and she bided her time.

When she heard about the situation, Chinni’s mother Virayi came 
over immediately. She lived in the guava orchard area on Mount Road.

“Why don’t you bring the kids and come there, Chinni! Let your 
brother say whatever he wants. I’m so worried about you.”

“What can I do about that, Amma? If this is my fate…”
“Here you are with children and a baby in your belly. It’s not good 

for you to constantly dread who’s going to set what on fire and when. 
Come with me.”

“What about him!”
“Let your husband come, too, if he will,” said Virayi, and she urged 

her daughter even more upon learning that Marisami wouldn’t agree 
to it. “Men can manage some way or other. At least you and the chil-
dren come, Chinni. I’m worried, ma.”

Chinni looked tenderly her mother, her heart melting with com-
passion. Memories stirred of her days as a young girl growing up with 
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her mother’s love and under her father’s protective care. Although the 
brother born alongside Chinni didn’t take care of her, Virayi contin-
ued to invite her now fatherless daughter to the guava orchard and 
feed her a meal. A memory of having taken her family there, when her 
children had watched with delighted surprise as Muslim men from 
the neighboring Lappai slum paraded towards the mosque beating 
their chests and offering prayers to Allah during a religious festival, 
also came to Chinni’s mind.

Her eldest son Sampath remembered that same incident now and 
urged her, “Let’s go, come on, Amma!” He was eager, hoping he might ex-
perience something similar if he went to his grandmother’s home again.

“Even your son is telling you to come, Chinni!” said Virayi.
Chinni looked at her mother. Then she looked at her children. 

Tender souls. What right did she have to make decisions for them? All 
dreams, all realities were their birthright.

Her glance fell upon Marisami who stood at some distance talk-
ing with a few others about a young man who had been caught, like a 
thief red-handed, setting fire to a thatched hut in another slum in the 
city. This was her birthright. Neither her parents, nor her children had 
a right to interfere in this.

“Take the children, Amma. But I’m not coming. I don’t wish to 
leave my husband. Why should I be safe when he isn’t? Let whatever 
happens to him happen to me,” she said and bid them farewell.

She didn’t know a thing about Sita.

3.

“That Amma goes on asking me that, Amma.” When Chinni said 
this to the mistress of the other house where she worked, Nalayini 
smiled gently. Now that the fire scare had diminished somewhat, 
Chinni had resumed working in those two homes. Nalayini couldn’t 
help smiling because in the course of their conversation, Chinni had 
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told her about her mother’s invitation to her during the fire scare and 
the answer with which she had sent her away.

She said, “If she asks, let her, Chinni! Don’t worry about that.”
“When she reproaches me about it, I still wonder how I could be 

so stupid for not knowing the Sita she’s talking about.”
“Absolutely no need. You shouldn’t worry about it at all. Let it go, 

Chinni. There was a dinner at our place yesterday. Some somasi was 
left over. I’ll give it to you, along with a couple of maysurpaaku sweets. 
Sit down and eat before you leave.”

“Pack them up for me, Amma. I’ll give them to the kids.”
“I’ll give you a lot. Eat some of it now and take the rest home.”
“Why for me, Amma? They’re the ones with half empty and quar-

ter empty stomachs…and my man is working himself to death…”
“You have to think about yourself, as well as them, Chinni. Isn’t 

this the month?”
“Yes, ma.”
“Then, don’t you have to look after your health?”
“Once I give birth, he’s the one who’ll come to clean here.”
 “Same thing that happens every time, isn’t it? So what’s new now? 

Isn’t this your eighth kid?”
“Yes, ma. But if you count the ones I buried, this is the tenth.”
“This time at least make sure that they fix it so that you are left off 

having children hereafter.”
“Aanga...?” Chinni clucked with lack of concern. “This is all fate, 

Amma. This is how God treats the poor. In the end everything will 
be all right. Just wait and see…hmmm? In the meantime, poor lady, 
shouldn’t a couple of kids be born of your womb? You’ve got every-
thing, money, home, cattle. You must feel such a loss not having a little 
one to play with freely.”

If she denied it, Chinni would never believe it. So Nalayini didn’t 
say anything. She looked once with finality at Chinni sitting there, 
worn out. A huge figure bearing a life within a life. Nalayini went in-
side to get the food.
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Indeed, Nalayini did not regret not having children. Had that been 
the case, she could not have decided upon the path she was about to 
take. Her simple and honest point of view and her refusal to bow down 
to injustice would have gone up in smoke. Even if it had been clear to 
her what she ought to do, subtle obstacles would have cast their veils 
and obscured her way. But as it was, nothing else was involved. Now 
that her mind and emotions were moving along the right path, it was 
certain her feet would follow accordingly.

As she tied up the somasi in a leaf, memories of the previous eve-
ning rose in her heart. Although there were several guests to dinner, 
she was quite aware of her husband Vishu’s keen desire. She had been 
used to this type of situation for a long time.

“So she was the bright beauty of the dinner! How long have you 
known her?” Nalayini had said to him that night.

“So what? You’re beautiful too,” Vishu laughed.
“How many times have I told you that I don’t like such dramas? I 

don’t want them.”
“I haven’t been counting. If you have, why don’t you tell me!”
This time she didn’t even feel angry. When she came to under-

stand her husband’s character for the first time after marriage, she 
had been enraged and grief-stricken. And when she realized he would 
never change his behavior, there was even a time that she stood on the 
brink of suicide. Things changed as time passed. Life is such a great 
thing! If she were going to give it up for someone, the receiver should 
be worthy of such an exalted gift.

She had said with finality: “I’ve tolerated this for so many years. If 
you go this route again, I won’t put up with it anymore.”

“What are you going to do?”
“I’ll leave.”
“This world?”
“You’ve such a high opinion of yourself, don’t you?”
After she had spoken with him last night and realized that he would 

continue to fall victim to his temptation, she made her final decision.
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One should forgive another’s mistakes. But they could be called 
mistakes only if they happened once or twice. If one continued to do 
them, they were no longer mistakes: they had become habit. Not to op-
pose a harmful habit once she had recognized it would go against the 
ideals of humanity, and these ideals stand above those of wifehood. 
She had pleaded with him, debated with him, demonstrated by ex-
ample, trusted him. After all this, he persisted in his beastly behavior, 
and as she saw it now, to continue to live with the beast would debase 
her too.

 She gave the leaf-wrapped packet to Chinni, and Chinni said, 
“How nice, Amma! My husband and kids will really enjoy them!”

“Remember what I said? You eat some too, Chinni. I’ve packed up 
a lot.”

Here went another Sita towards her home with an enthusiasm 
that could overcome any affliction. Was there any doubt that this was 
a nation of goodwives? Every woman in this country was a Sita, a Na-
layini….

“I, too, am a Nalayini!” Her heart suddenly brightened with joy. 
“The love I have in my heart for him hasn’t perished, Amma!” she as-
sured her mother, Kamalam, in her mind.

Nalayini of the Puranas had earned the title good wife for tak-
ing her husband to a prostitute. But is a wife’s duty only to follow her 
husband? Doesn’t she have a responsibility to foster his character? 
Doesn’t the Nitisastram, the ancient corpus of texts on law and jus-
tice, say that a wife must also be an advisor! Isn’t she the king’s excel-
lent minister, who points out the king’s faults and destroys them? She 
had tried to rectify her husband’s decline through her pleading, anger, 
and tears. These had been ineffectual, so now she had chosen more 
forceful action to correct his harmful habit. She would forsake him. 
She wouldn’t be given the name pativrata, or devoted wife, for sup-
porting her husband’s faults like the old Nalayini. Instead, she would 
withstand the scorn of others to try to rescue him from a sinful path.

“Amma! I’m going to fulfill your desire! I’ll shine even more 
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brightly as a pativrata than that other Nalayini! You can be happy!” 
This too was love. And if her lesson brought him to realization, she 
would forgive him, too. This was also a testament of love.

Chinni was slowly walking back.
“What is it, Chinni?”
“When you gave me the sweets, I felt too shy to come out with 

what I’d been meaning to ask you the other day….” said Chinni deli-
cately.

“What’s the hesitation? Just ask.”
“We need rice, would you be able to lend me two rupees? Take it 

from my next month’s salary. Some expenses came up that we hadn’t 
expected.”

“I’ll give it to you. Take it before you leave.”
“Take it out of next month’s salary, Amma.”
“I won’t be here next month. Ayya will pay you your wages. Tell 

him the amount then.”
“Why won’t you be here, Amma?”
“I’m leaving here at the end of the month.”
“To your parents’ place?”
“No.” She wouldn’t burden her parents. And besides, if she went 

there, the resistance she’d adopted, a humanist point of view that 
valued the integrity of the self, would become meaningless. Nalayini 
didn’t reply.

“So where’re you going? You’ll return soon, right?”
Nalayini’s expression receded into her thoughts. She raised her 

head and looked up. The question was spread out across the entire 
sky.

S
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trANslAtor’s iNtroductioN

The fiction of Saadat Hasan Manto has been read primarily 
through the lens of the birth of nationalism in South Asia. 
This reading lens is not necessarily wrong, but it does reduce 

his fictional output to a rather uncharacteristic uniformity of purpose 
and effect. On the other hand, his nine “Letters to Uncle Sam” do quite 
directly address questions of the nation in South Asia and beyond. 
Thinking of these letters within the context of the literary forms of 
the postcolonial nation-state is revealing. Since the short story was 
the most popular genre in mid-century Urdu circles, serving as the 
crucible for contending ideas concerning aesthetics, politics, and 
their intersection, these letters represent an excess. That is, they pres-
ent a generic conundrum because their non-fictional frame (the let-
ter) is nonetheless addressed to the same literary audience that was 
accustomed to short fiction, and to poetry, at least in the case of Faiz 
Ahmed Faiz, as the vehicle for aesthetic-political argumentation.

Located beyond the generic constraints that helped rigidify argu-
ments on either side of that aesthetic-political divide (Progressive or 
not? pro-Pakistan or not? socialist or not?), these letters interrogate 
programmatic endeavors to produce a nationalist inscription within 
the new state of Pakistan. The first letter is dated December 14, 1951, 
and the last, April 26, 1954. They were published together in the 1954 
volume Upar, Neeche aur Darmiyan, or, in translation, Above, Below, 
and In Between (Gosha-e-Adab, Lahore; Usmania Book Depot, Calcut-
ta). Prescient of the capitalist world system of today, these letters are 
almost entirely unique within modern South Asian literary history 
and deserve wider recognition for their unsparing critique of political 
and literary figures, for what they say implicitly about the politics of 
literary genre in the new Pakistan, for the global imbrication of post-
colonial nation-states that they reveal, and for their startlingly apt 
commentary on Cold War politics.

>> U.S. PRESIDENT DWIGHT EISENHOWER AND PAKISTANI PRESIDENT
 MOHAMMAD AYUB KHAN IN KARACHI, 1959.
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The way that these letters came into being is an interesting story 
as well. The first letter describes their genesis, which was recounted 
for the general public most recently by Pankaj Mishra in his magazine 
article “Dear Uncle Sam … Why do India and Pakistan see America in 
such opposite ways?” (Foreign Policy, 15 Aug 2011). In short, a man 
from the United States Information Services approached Manto as a 
famous Pakistani author to write something for his government pub-
lication. Manto was happy to receive the large sum promised to him, 
but he refused any editorial oversight. (This is something familiar 
from Manto’s life: he quit All India Radio in 1941 in part because of his 
unwillingness to have his scripts edited by Upendranath Ashk, whom 
he saw as an inferior writer.) The “First Letter to Uncle Sam” thus de-
tails his interactions with the USIS agent, and, in that letter, Manto 
begins his deft undressing of the Cold War powers in their competi-
tion for dependent states in South Asia. 

This, the “Eighth Letter,” is a tour de force of Manto’s unsparing 
satire and political savvy. All of the regional players—from Saudi Ara-
bia, Iran, and India—to the more distant countries of Turkey, Iraq, 
Great Britain, the US, and the USSR are represented as being invested 
in South Asian politics. Manto’s critique points to the opportunism 
evident in not only these external political agendas but also in the 
self-serving local politicians that seem to have dominated the Paki-
stani political scene (though perhaps this is simply a global definition 
of politicians) from the state’s inception. ~MR
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trANslAtioN of thE tEXt

EIGHTH LETTER TO UNCLE SAM

Dear Uncle,

Greetings and good wishes!

I hope you received my seventh letter. I eagerly await your response. 
Are you planning on sending a Cultural Goodwill Delegation in re-
sponse to the one the Russians sent? Please let me know. I hope you 
do as it’ll make me feel better and also I’ll be able to tell my Commu-
nist brethren (who’ve been wrapped up in singing the praises of the 
Russian Delegation’s successes) that my dear uncle is sending a much 
better delegation that will include girls with such great legs and big 
breasts that when they see them they’ll start salivating. 

You’ll be happy to hear that our state’s Chief Minister Mr. Malik Feroz 
Khan Noon has thrust himself into national politics. You’ve been 
whispering that we should clamp down on the Communist mischief-
makers and now the good news is that we’ve started. Thanks be to 
God, the police raided the Communist offices and took them into cus-
tody! It’s such great news that I just had to write.

The newspapers say that very soon all the Reds will be rounded up. 
The Police Department has already made a list of those to be arrested. 
If it’s God’s will, these miscreants will be in jail in no time. But if Com-
rade Ferozuddin Mansur were arrested first, I’d be much obliged. He 
has asthma so bad that he ought to be dead already; asthma is tough 
to take but Comrade Mansur is just as tough to take down! I bet he’d 
die quick once in jail. It’s better to get rid of him. I’m sure they’ll arrest 
Ahmad Nadeem Qasmi too. Mr. Iftikharuddin has committed a big 
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crime by making him the editor of his paper Imroz.1 In fact it would 
be better if Mr. Iftikharuddin were arrested too. But he’s very crafty. If 
the police come with their handcuffs, he’s sure to smile, step outside 
and show them his Allotment Receipt. Recently the offices of Imroz 
and The Pakistan Times were both about to be shut down for not pay-
ing their rent when, like a conjurer, he pulled out of his bag this same 
paper to wave at the astonished police. In any event, Ahmad Nadeem 
Qasmi is guilty as sin too and he should be locked up, no question. 
The good-for-nothing wrote Panj Dariya2 under a pen name and keeps 
disgracing you in public.

I think it best that you find five or six American girls (virgins only) to 
befriend him. This is sure to get him back on the straight and narrow. 
With the girls around, there’ll be no need to send him to jail. He’ll be 
on Cloud Nine, in Seventh Heaven, and Communism will disappear 
from his mind as completely as good manners at a riot.

As soon as the round-up of the Reds starts, I’ll let you know. Please 
remember my loyalty. If you don’t mind, I could use a loan of three 
hundred rupees. The last three hundred I spent in under two days and 
that was almost two years ago. 

I looked into why you didn’t get my sixth letter, and, just as I suspect-
ed, it was the work of the good-for-nothing Communists. You know 
Ahmad Rahi, right? His book Trinjan won him a five-hundred-rupee 
government prize for being such wonderful Punjabi poetry. No doubt 
his poetry is very great—very fine and wonderful—but what you don’t 
know is that he’s a very dangerous Communist. At the Communist of-
fices, when others are drinking tea from broken cups, he’s drinking 
beer, and all this beer is making him fat. Anyway, he’s my friend. I gave 

1 “Today.”
2 “The Five Rivers.”
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him the letter to put in the mail, but that damn Communist embezzled 
it and handed it over to the Party. I’ve not yet got angry enough to go 
through with my plan (and I don’t have the money, either) but one day 
I’ll treat him to so much beer that his beer-gut will explode.

One day the scoundrel said to me that I ought to stop writing to you 
and start up a correspondence with Malenkov since he’s my uncle too. 
I told him that’s true enough and yet since he’s only my step-uncle, 
we’ll never be able to get that close. Anyway, I know that he doesn’t 
even have a good relationship with his real nephews. The situation is 
rather that the poor are completely devoted to him and think of him 
all the time; even though they’ve only rags to wear, they help him how-
ever they can and they don’t mind when all they get in return is an 
unenthusiastic “carry on” and the approval of the Communist Party. 
British uncles were a thousand times better than our Russian uncle. 
Sir, Khan Bahadur, and Khan Sahib—these titles gave us a little re-
spect and so a way to get along without getting along. But Malenkov 
doesn’t even give us that. I’ll consider him our well-wisher when he 
gives his most obedient nephew Abdullah Malik a little itsy-bitsy title; 
then he’ll be more than happy to go off to jail and spend his leisure 
time writing books.

No—whatever happens, I’m yours. That one time you gave me three 
hundred rupees bought my loyalty for life. In fact, if you send three 
hundred more, I’ll promise to be yours in the afterlife as well, but only 
on the condition that God Himself (who is superior to you) gives me 
an allowance of five or six hundred a month. That said, if God mar-
ries me off to some Eve, the deal’s off and I won’t be able to fulfill 
my promise. You have to respect such honesty, don’t you? Actually the 
fact of the matter is that I wouldn’t dare say anything to contradict 
God. These days there’s a regular parade of kingly guests around here. 
First the Shah of Iran. Then the King of Iraq. Then Prince Ali Khan 
(Rita Hayworth’s ex). Then the Maharaja of Jaipur. Now it’s King Saud 
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of Saudi Arabia. Anyway, I’ll tell you a little about it. The king flew 
with his twenty-five princes to Karachi where he was greeted by a very 
nice reception party. (He has more sons; I don’t know why he didn’t 
bring them, but presumably it was because it would’ve required two 
or three more planes or because they were too young and couldn’t be 
pried from their mothers’ laps. Also, you couldn’t have very well have 
expected them—who are used to drinking their mother’s or camel’s 
milk—to thrive on Glaxo or Cow & Gate powdered milk, right?)

Uncle, think about it—he has twenty-five sons and God knows how 
many daughters (may they live long … may King Saud be protected 
from the Evil Eye). Tell me, is there any glorious province within the 
Free World that produces famous men and defenders of the faith at 
such a clip? Uncle, this is all thanks to Islam—consider him lucky who 
achieves such grace! You might think it silly but you should consider 
immediately adopting Islam as your national religion. There’ll be a 
big reward. Each man of marrying age will be able to marry four times; 
if each woman is (at worst) able to have four kids, then you get sixteen 
kids per man! This ought to be enough proof of one man’s manliness 
and one woman’s fertility! Just think how useful these kids will be in 
war! You’re smart enough—you can guess for yourself. 

I’m from Amritsar, though thanks to Mr. Radcliffe that’s now part of 
India. I knew a doctor there, Ahmad Abu Turab. He married not four 
but ten times, and from these marriages he had so many kids that 
everyone lost count. When he married for the last time at ninety, his 
eldest son was seventy-five and his youngest (from his last marriage) 
was just two. Now he’s died exiled here in Lahore at the age of one 
hundred twelve. On the day of his passing, a poet wrote a famous cou-
plet, “Pity those roseblooms / that die as soon as they bloom” (1271). 
This was due to the grace of God and the Chosen Religion of Islam. 
If your married men should have any problems at first in managing 
four wives simultaneously, then call on King Saud over here and he’ll 
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be able to help. He’s your friend. You were a great friend of his father 
(may he rest in peace); I heard you sent a gift package of the very best 
cars to him and his harem.

Anyway, there’s no question that he’ll tell you all his tricks for ruling. 
The fact is that we’ve you to thank for his attention. These days every 
country (other than India and Russia) is taking an interest in Pakistan, 
and it was your friendship and cooperation that has led other coun-
tries to look with favor upon us. 

We Pakistanis are suckers for anything flying under the banner of Is-
lam. Once upon a time we were in love with Mustafa Kemal Pasha and 
Anwar Pasha. When we heard of Anwar’s death, we were heart-bro-
ken; but when we heard he was still alive, we cried from joy, danced 
in the streets and lit candles at home. Little did we know that the two 
were grave enemies. Turkey took no interest in Indian Muslims. They 
didn’t give a damn about us, and though we suspected as much we 
still loved them because they were Muslims. We’re such high-minded 
and simple-hearted people! There’s this hair-oil made from cherry 
plums and jasmine that we love because it’s marketed as a Muslim 
product. We slather it into our hair with such abandon that its intoxi-
cating effect is so strong that it outdoes all the pleasures of heaven! 
We might be dumb but we are very lovely people! God, please keep us 
just as we are! 

I was talking about King Saud’s auspicious visit and yet look at how 
emotional I got singing the praises of Islam! But what of it? Is there 
any man in all of Christendom, the Hindu kingdoms and the realms 
of the Buddha that can claim so many sons? That’s why my advice is 
to adopt Islam as your national religion so that you won’t feel like you 
have to take advantage of your victory over Japan to produce a race of 
ill-begotten children. Uncle, you don’t like that sort of monkey busi-
ness, do you? As a Muslim, I swear to God and His Prophet that I hate 
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it. If you have to have children, then there’s no better way than Islam. 
Get married—(four times)—have children! 

Yes, I think it best for you to marry four times. If your wife is still with 
us, that’s no problem—convert to Islam and marry three more times. 
Over here there’s a famous actress Ishrat Jahan Bibbu that you should 
marry—she has a lot of experience with husbands. 

King Saud is a very charming man. As soon as he got off the plane, he 
hugged Mr. Ghulam Muhammad Khan (the Governor General of our 
very own Lahore’s Cobbler Gate) and then announced his feelings of 
love for and solidarity with his Muslim brothers. It was a righteous 
sight for the ages. Then the Karachi welcoming party renewed their 
cries of love for him. Meetings were held; parades went through the 
streets; dinner invitations were many. Keeping alive a thirteen-hun-
dred-year-old Islamic custom, King Saud brought a chest full of gold 
that was so heavy that the Karachi laborers assigned to carry it had a 
hard time. He sold the gold in Karachi and gave Pakistan a million ru-
pees. Then a housing colony for poor Indian émigrés was dedicated—
Saud Colony. God is great! 

I also heard from a good source that King Saud is secretly hoping to 
marry off two sons to Pakistani girls. Lucky devils. I heard that when 
Mrs. Shah Nawaz couldn’t find any acceptable women for the Arab 
princes, she phoned Mrs. Bashir to ask her to try in Lahore because, af-
ter all, Lahore is Lahore and there are more than enough suitable girls 
there. I also heard that Mrs. Bashir took upon herself the traditional 
role of match-maker and went along with Mrs. G. A. Khan and Mrs. 
Salma Tassaduq to the houses of the rich to see if there weren’t ac-
ceptable options, and yet in the end it wasn’t to be. The rumor is that 
none of the girls thought much of the Arab boys, which seems to me 
like a mistake. Back in the days before Pakistan, there was a regular 
intercourse between Saudi Arabia and India. One girl from the family 
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of Maulana Dawood Ghaznavi and Maulana Ismail Ghaznavi married 
King Saud’s father, late Mr. Abdul Aziz Ibn Saud. Perhaps you know 
that Maulana Ismail Ghaznavi took the hajj twenty-seven times for 
this very reason, although once would have been enough if performed 
with humility and a clear mind. Mrs. Bashir, Mrs. G. A. Khan and Mrs. 
Salma Tassaduq failed in their “hajj,” but I’m sure that in time some 
real “doves” will be trapped for the princes of the Land of the Hajj.
 
In one of my previous letters I wrote about Pakistani women, probably 
about the blouses old women wear that show off their stomachs. Dr. 
Muhammad Baqi, the head of the Farsi Department at the university 
here, has got all worked up about this and has lashed out at me with 
all sorts of curses (but only the type sanctioned by Islam), saying that 
I’m a good-for-nothing, wretched person for degrading our women. 
Whatever! My only point was that old women shouldn’t wear unbe-
comingly revealing clothes. If the good doctor reads this letter, I’m 
sure he’ll excoriate me again for denigrating our women, but what I 
mean to point out is how we’re straight-shooters by nature and so kind 
of dumb. Our women are like weathervanes: whichever way the winds 
of fashion blow, they follow. During the Shah of Iran’s visit, the high-
class girls made up themselves in untold ways in order to impress him 
since the Shah was then unmarried. He’d already divorced Fauzia, and 
yet his interest in Pakistani girls had only ever been for show because 
then he up and went to Iran to marry Soraya Esfandiary. 

Then Prince Ali came—himself a bachelor at the time since Rita Hay-
worth had just divorced him. You should’ve seen how all the rich la-
dies made sure every last hair on their heads was in order—truly fit 
for a king! But the prince doused their fevered hopes with frigid wa-
ter and started up an affair with Gene Tierney, another of your Hol-
lywood actresses. May God keep and protect the Free World! Then it 
was the King of Iraq, but with him our nubile girls were disappointed 
because he was so young. One remarked how strange it was for him 
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to be burdened with the affairs of state when he ought to be playing 
around. An elderly woman (wearing decent, respectable clothes for 
the most part) shared this girl’s opinion that he couldn’t be expected 
to take an interest in the old and ought to be allowed to play with kids 
his own age. 

Now—King Saud. He and his two dozen sons were given a big party at 
the Government House that was also attended by all the married and 
unmarried ladies of the upper class. No one was allowed to smoke, not 
even Abdullah, but in any event the king didn’t need a cloud of ciga-
rette smoke to enjoy himself so much did he like the rite of Islamic 
hospitality! His two dozen sons bought hundreds of shoes at Anarkali 
Market and in so doing showed their goodwill toward us. Now these 
shoes will walk across the hot sands of Saudi Arabia to the honor of 
their Pakistani craftsmanship.

I’m not going to be able to finish this letter. I need the royalties from 
my publisher for my new book that he’s been promising me for more 
than a week. Today I’m sure he’s going to give me ten rupees, and if he 
does, I’ll have enough money to mail this letter. 

At any rate, give Gene Tierney a big kiss for me!

Your loyal nephew,
Saadat Hasan Manto
22 April 1954

S
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