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“You have spent too many years reading novels about drawing rooms in a 
language whose history has destroyed its knowledge of its own body. The 
truth is your mind is nothing but a dumping ground for the West.”  

(The Circle Of Reason, 53.)  
 
 
Ideas and notions are formed historically and culturally. The notion of Indianness 

thus provides grounds for discussing the relevance of the various cultural forms made 
available in India through Indian Writing in English. The notion of Indianness in the 
novels of the Indian diasporic writers centers on specific representative periods, 
traditions, languages and literary cultures. But, Indianness as a representational mode 
relates to the assertion that it is Indianness that makes the novels of the expatriate Indian 
writers exclusively ‘Indian’ in a global cultural market.1 It is also because their discussion 
of Indian history, culture and literature, provide an interesting ground to study how the 
notion of Indianness has emerged through their unique representational mode. It is 
obvious that these writers are compelled to access two different Indias. Firstly, the phrase 
“to be Indian” produces a sense of ‘unity’ or ‘homogeneity’ in the various locations in 
which they currently reside. Secondly, ‘being Indian’ also means being in twenty eight 
Indian states whose topography, history, language and culture drastically differ from 
each-other producing an ever-increasing sense of ‘heterogeneity’. In both cases, the 
notion of Indianness is made politically complicated and culturally very complex. 
Subsequently, the conditions of ‘being in Indian’ has encouraged political definitions of 
the individual at different levels. Thus, the preoccupation with the idea of India and an 
attempt to see Indianness as a representational mode make room for a detailed discussion 
of how the notion of Indianness has worked in the large gamut of Indian Writing in 
English mainly in the last three decades of the 20th century. R. S. Sharma in his essay 
“The Question of Indianness”2 presents certain other pertinent questions some of which 
can be summarized like these—Is Indianness a criterion, a practice, a guarantee or an 
aesthetic measurement? Can we believe that fiction must directly or indirectly deal with a 
specific reality, which is different for each socio-cultural groups? Or is it really possible 
to assign a particular kind of Indianness to the renowned expatriate writers from India 
writing in English.  

 
In the field of Indian English Novels, the problems of identity and articulation 

have produced an ambivalence which undercut more complicated issues of social and 
cultural identifications. Yet, the Indian English novelists derive their strengths from a 
concern and preoccupation with India, thoughtfully exploring Indian life and culture. The 
novels they have written prove that ‘to be Indian’ also absorbs identities ranging from 
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generic Indianness to tribal culture, social need and psychological self-examination. They 
are trying to understand the socio-cultural systems and also putting their own ideas of 
unifying these systems. Thus, the notion of Indianness is the end-product of the 
knowledge that might have evolved out of such an encounter between the self and the 
system they represent. For example, Salman Rushdie’s views on English imperialism and 
its role in Indian modernity are acceptable not perhaps as a motto, but as a strategic 
resistance. So, Indianness has to be an essentially an important criterion for examining 
the worth of Indian Writing in English.  

 
The term ‘Indianness’ which grammatically suggests an abstract essence is often 

used to address the problematic issues of identity and cultural politics involved in the 
production of literary texts. My initial response to this idea begins with a very common 
question—What is this ‘Indianness’ that Indian English writers often seek to address? I 
would like to argue that the idea of Indianness has been used, more than anything else, as 
a representational mode by such authors.3 It has become a construct of literary devices 
and practices that intends to critique and most importantly, represent Indian realities or 
realities accessed by the Indians. This realization necessitates a reflection not only on the 
socio-political and cultural stances of the author/narrator, but also on the relevance of 
certain narrative traditions, styles and modes of presentations. Along with this, the socio-
economic positioning of the authors of Indian English novels in relation to other aspects 
of geopolitical India, and their cultural placement in the post-colonial world has become a 
necessary component of their literary output. When seen against the various aspects of 
the notions of ‘India’ and ‘Indianness’, it is evident that the sources relevant to the 
problem of ‘Indianness’ can be accessed through a kind of Indian writing which is 
altogether historical, topical, literary, journalistic and even political writings perhaps best 
exemplified by the novels of Salman Rushdie and Amitav Ghosh.  
 
 One soon discovers that he notion of Indianness has been a perennial source of 
debate as it has been discussed differently by critics as well as writers in and outside 
India since the Independence. For example, Raja Rao in his book The Meaning of India, 
very aptly defines India like this: “India is not a country (desa), it is a perspective 
(darsana): it is not a climate but a mood (rasa) in the play of the absolute-it is not the 
Indian who makes India but “India” makes the Indian, and this India is in all.” (Rao, 17-
18). But, the change in the context of discussion is clearly visible in a recent essay 
entitled “Is There an Indian Way of Thinking?” where A. K. Ramanujan argues that 
“there is no single Indian way of thinking. There are great and little traditions, ancient 
and modern, rural and urban, classical and folk. Each language, caste and region had its 
special worldview.”4 Such opinions clearly suggest that there has never been a single 
definition of India and that the context in which reference to India is made, helps in 
defining Indianness in a particular period. Placed in a very specific socio-political context 
of the nineteenth century, the English language became instrumental in bringing 
remarkable changes in the realm of Indian Writing in English. So, any discussion of the 
later twentieth century Indian English novels would necessarily require a re-reading of 
India’s literary and cultural history. I found it so interesting and challenging to read 
Indianness against such a background in which the Indian writers were constrained to 
define their Indian experiences through an alien language. Although the issue of 
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readership was another preoccupation for the writers choosing to write in English, the 
emergence of Indian Writing in English almost two hundred years ago is not free from 
biases. Some critics even argue that the adherence to the notion of Indianness may also 
help in evading the dangers of reading ‘Indian texts’ as the Indian versions of Western 
classics. However, anyone interested in the post-independence Indian English novels will 
find oneself accepting the usefulness of Indianness as a means to read a postcolonial 
Indian text in a modern, cosmopolitan, and non-Indian context. So, an inquiry of how the 
notion of Indianness has evolved through the various contexts, how it has received its 
endorsement from various sources of Indian culture and history, and how it has been 
incorporated as a representational mode in Indian fiction in English in recent times, 
provide the backdrop of this paper. This necessarily draws attention to the fictional 
strategies the Indian English writers have adopted to depict and ‘speak for’ India. These 
strategies mostly include the narrative forms, motives and images by which they tend to 
make us realize that what they offer is just a ‘re-presentation’ of India not the essence of 
India, and that the tradition to which they belong as writers purveys such representation.5 

 
Contemporary Indian Writing in English or CIWE in short, refers to a body of 

work written by Indian writers who write in the English language and whose mother 
tongue is usually one of the numerous languages of India.6 As a category and often 
associated with the works of a number of novelists of the Indian diaspora, this body of 
writing comes under the broader realm of post-colonial Indian literature. CIWE ranges 
across a number of disciplines and practices different from its early form as Anglo-Indian 
Writings. Such writing also expresses its mastery over the English language, a 
commitment with matters ‘Indian’ and an intellectual power of very high order. (Chattarji 
& Chakravarty, xiii). Discussing the role played by representational politics in the writing 
of Indian English Fiction, Peter Morey writes:  

 
The Story of English Language Fiction on India is also the story of a struggle around 
representational politics: British writers seek to represent the Indian; colonized Indian 
writers strive for a space in fiction to represent themselves; and post colonial Indian 
authors offer to articulate identities for Indianness which avoid ethnically specific state-
sponsored versions. (Morey -2) 
 

But, the way the term India or Indian is used in CIWE has also something to do with the 
political consolidation of a diverse people into a singular idea of Indianness following the 
end of the British rule. Although temporarily, the idea of a homogeneous Indian people 
and nation seemed to have worked, the various ethno-religious or linguistic communities 
or political movements across the spectrum, have refused to subscribe to this view of an 
Indian nation. (Chattarji & Chakravarty, xiv) Moreover, the development and expansion 
of Indian English novels in the last two decades of the twentieth century is clearly an 
outcome of the economic neo-liberalism that has enabled a new marketability of the 
English writings by an Indian, along with altering in some fundamental ways, our desires, 
tastes, cultures, and the ethnologies of everyday life. It thus becomes apparent that India 
and Indianness have been variously imagined and constructed within CIWE and this 
invites serious critical discussions. However, the critics as well the readers will 
unanimously agree with the fact that Indian English Fiction was ‘constructed’ almost as a 
discipline or a new “culture Industry” to fulfill certain political and ideological needs. 



 4

This can even be extended on the idea that Indian Writing in English is a product of a 
‘constructed’ Indian past as well as an active agent in the ‘construction’ of the Indian 
past. The recovery of an essential ‘Indianness’ has thus found certain specific directions 
in the recent years. Subsequently, we have experienced that the contemporary Indian 
English novelists depict this process merely in the context of the cultural and spatial 
dislocations often resulting in the loss of identity, rootlessness, liminality and hybridity. 
So, the study of Indianness through the contexts of contemporary Indian English Fictions 
should focus on how one would like to narrate one’s India.   

 
  In this context, many observations have been made which show that the notion of 
Indianness is too vague to be of much positive help for the novelists having no other 
inspiration and a foreign critic finds it dubious if he fails to acquaint himself with another 
culture and reverts to his own literary criteria. For example, Riemenschneider takes 
India’s literary tradition as a ‘hybrid phenomenon’ and tries to explore the basis of the 
fictitious prose narrative, implicitly or explicitly related to or rooted in two drastically 
different cultural location–Indian and Western. (Riemenschneider, 1) As a response to 
such views Meenakshi Mukherjee in her The Twice Born Fiction7 takes the novel as an 
artistic execution of an individual’s groping toward self–realization and further states that 
novels must be ‘rooted in the concept of history, the concept that man is shaped by the 
changing forces around him.’ So, the Indian writers’ lack of a composite tradition and 
attempts at setting up one’s own roots in a distinct national experience, or the use of 
English to address heterogeneous audience, makes Mukherjee provide an assessment of 
the literary achievements of certain novelists by exploring how Indianness has been 
represented and treated technically.8 In the same context, Partha Chatterjee also makes an 
interesting observation as he argues that the Indian critical discourse intimately relates to 
the common political discourse on nation, national identity and articulation that have 
characterized both the periods of pre-independence and post-independence India.9 But, T. 
D. Brunton (1968), investigates the futility of such claim that the Indian novel can be 
defined as embedded in the tradition of ‘Indianness’ rather than in that of the genre. Such 
debates lead to the idea that novels are embedded in the process of ‘an emerging national 
consciousness in India’ and at the same time also manifests a hybrid consciousness of the 
intellectual elite of the country which further leads to the fact that these authors are 
‘certainly not typical of the Indian population’ but represent a particular social segment. 
Thus, their works are to be approached by keeping their specific social-political context 
in mind.10  

 
However, the most debatable issue in Indian English fictions in recent times is the 

move that there is an ‘India’ which needs to be defined, located and interpreted.11 For this 
we need to refer back to India’s rich cultural history as the renewed interest in locating 
and establishing Indianness became a momentous effort among the Indian critics and 
writers writing in English.12 Ayyappa Panikar observes Indian Writing in English in the 
last two hundred years, received new resources in the form of research conducted by the 
orientalists. However, he also argues that there is a specifically Indian way of narrating 
stories that has existed in India from the earliest times. He cites the examples of the 
Sanskrit stories of Panchatantra, the epics Ramayana and Mahabharata, the Pali 
Jatakkathas, the Gathasaptasti in Prakrit, Manimekalai stories in Tamil, which have been 
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the perennial sources of inspiration for the writers of India. In medieval times, the Tamil 
and Kannada ‘Bhakti’ tradition of writing that spread from the southern region of India 
towards the northern parts, also gave birth to patterns of feelings and thinking that had 
affected the entire literature in the subcontinent. A process of synthesis and cross-
fertilization had already started and this resulted in the emergence of imaginative 
literatures based on the experiences of India, making the idea of an Indianness relevant in 
terms of indigenous appropriation even in those early days. So, it is obvious that various 
discursive and subversive elements have contributed to the development of an overall 
idea of Indianness in Indian Writing in English. This also derives much from Indian 
nationalism whose history offers examples of the yokings of the national project with 
regard to the different communities occupying the space of the projected nation. (Morey, 
163) Critics like Bipan Chandra observes that the old colonial identification surviving 
mainly in rural India; demographic complication with predominantly Hindu landlords and 
Muslim tenants; the Hindu nature of the nationalistic politics that alienates the Indian 
Muslims; and the distorted and compartmentalized view of Indian history through British 
historiographic records are some factors within the traditional Indian society which 
nullify any claim of a ‘totality’.13 Contrary to this R. Radhakrishnan argues that CIWE 
tries to make room for body of writing which is internally heterogeneous and each work 
speaks of infinite textuality and indeterminate semiosis and signification. The point 
Radhakrishnan makes is that India’s worth and self-esteem lies in its visibility and being 
for the other of English speaking world.14 It is in this context that the connection between 
the notion of Indianness and CIWE can be best explored to meet with the demands of the 
changing time.  

  
The confusing and heterogeneous socio-political realities of India, the need to 

assert one’s identity in front of a world community, have made Indian English writers  
promising and influential in the last three decades of the 20th century. Indian writers of 
the 1980s and 1990s of which Salman Rushdie and Amitav Ghosh are the fitting 
examples among others, have used their indebtedness to India to represent the cultural 
space in which they are conditioned to write. However, during 1980s, Rushdie’s adoption 
of a kind of realistic (emphasis added) writing inaugurated a new ‘construction’ of the 
notion of Indianness and opened up new possibilities of discussions. Consequently, the 
use of English by a generation of writers like Amitav Ghosh, who initially follows 
Rushdie but later takes history as the mode of representation, can be regarded as a 
deviation from a literary language invented mostly by Raja Rao or R K Narayan. As 
Viney Kirpal argues, the novels of 1890s reflect the theme of the mixed Indian tradition. 
The controlling temper of the period is recognized as synthesis and polymorphism where 
all religions, all communal groups, including the minorities, could have an important 
reference. (Riemenschneider, 26). Rushdie has proclaimed that “The idea of India…is 
based on…multiplicity…plurality and tolerance…There can be no one way–religious, 
cultural or linguistic—of being an Indian; let differences reign.”15 This idea of India and 
the way he conceives it answers many of the questions that are associated with the 
contemporary notion of Indianness16 and his allegorical re-presentations of Indian history 
and society offers a well-organized space for discussing Indianness as a source of 
inspiration behind his novels. In this way, an ever-expanding literary space is created to 
exemplify and articulate the multiplicity of communal, ethnic, caste and class voices that 
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comprise India. These tropes are then repeated and reworked through the narration of 
partition and the subsequent Indian political history, including Indira Gandhi’s State of 
Emergency in 1975-77. (Morey, )  

 
How often an Indian or a Desi writer in the West returns to India in what he/she 

write is the other important question that is contextually very relevant. This is because it 
is not merely a case of nostalgia, followed by a terrible intellectual dilemma and a shift in 
perspective. The immigrant writers are discovering not only the new country but also the 
place that they have left behind. Thus, a new India is explored and mapped in the 
imagination of the writers abroad.17 So, its time we changed the entire way of reading the 
literary history of IWE of the later part of the twentieth century. A survey makes it 
obvious that most of the research conducted on Indian novels in English in the post-
independence period was based on ‘chronological classification’ of the literature and not 
on farm critical norms.18 However, the books like Vintage Book of Indian Writing in 
English (1997) edited by Salman Rushdie and Elizabeth West, and Amit Choudhuri 
edited Picador Book of  Modern Indian Literature (2001),  provide the first sustained 
attempts to re-define the notion of Indian Writing in English in a changing context of 
globalization and multiculturalism.19 Such collections seek to map out a whole body of 
writing through which the notion of Indianness is sought to be explored in the two 
centuries old Indian Writing written both in English and Local Indian Languages. 
However, to explore the notion of Indianness in CIWE, the synthesis between India’s 
past and present must be studied meticulously. Historical survey informs that CIWE has 
gone through a process of socio-historical cross-fertilization since its inception and 
following the decolonization this cross-fertilization has become very enriching. So, the 
examination the English language to narrate Indian experience and how it has synthesised 
the East and the West from which Indian Writing in English had actually emerged, help 
in discussing Indianness to a considerable extent.20 The nineteenth century Indian Writing 
in English begins with a presupposed idea of the relative insignificance of the Indians in 
general and the Bengalis in particular in a world of changes. So, attachment with the past 
of India helped in negotiating the notion of insignificance and worthlessness. There were 
heavy protests against the racist abuse of the Indians in the Anglo-Indian writings.21 
(Riemenschneider, 20-21) But, the changing perceptions and attitudes in nineteenth 
century Bengal established the Bengali intellectuals as the first Asian group whose 
mentality was transformed by a crisis in identity resulting from the encounter with the 
West.22 The Bengali experience following the Hindu revivalism in the late 19th century 
Bengal, helped in the mediation of certain new ideas and influences that shaped modern 
Indian life. (Mukherjee, XXIII-XXIV.) But, what is so interesting about this phenomenon 
is the emergence of a strong nationalist project on the basis of a glorious Hindu past on 
the one hand, and a simultaneous awareness of being a part of a glorious British empire 
which nurtured hope of steady and quick progress on the other.23 (Mukherjee, 2-3) Tapan 
Ray Chaudhuri writes that for an understanding of Orientalism, it is almost obligatory to 
read the colonial enterprise in India as the agenda of projecting the superiority of Western 
civilization and its acceptance by the Bengali intellectuals. Such realizations help in 
understanding Europe’s scholarly quest for Asian civilizations as a tool for consolidation 
of power and imperial control which indirectly helped in ‘othering’ the East from a 
fundamentally different and necessarily superior West. (Ray Choudhury, x-xii)Then, the 
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kind of response that had evolved out of such processes reflected the problematics 
involved in concept-formation. Consequently, the roots of Indianness could be located in 
the ways Indian intellectuals perceived Western Orientalism which helped in delving 
deeper into their own Indian heritage. Although Orientalism helped in the ‘discovery of 
India’, the silent and continuous flow of pan-Indian cultural elements had the power even 
to dismiss all the claims made by the Orientalists.24  
 

Needless to state that English was legitimized by the early Indian English 
novelists as a tool to homogenize the spirit of India under the idea of Indian Nationalism. 
This aspect laid the foundation of the modernist ideology of pan-Indianism. For example, 
Raja Rao, despite their individual differences, subsumed their literary world under the 
grand narrative of the nation-a strategy that continued till 1960s.25 Most of these writers 
writing in English before 1970s found themselves involved with the issues of national 
identity and Indian cultural revivalism. Consequently, both in temper and tone, Indian 
writing in English continued to nostalgically revisit the Raj and with a borrowed notion 
of an identity that was needed to be forged. But, paradoxically the emergent Indian 
nationalism continued to plague Indian writing till 1970s when a new kind of writing 
brought about a fresh creative breakthrough. (Nanavati & Kar, 13). The consequent 
anxiety among the later Indian writers has been summarized in a well-organised essay by 
R. S. Sharma where he puts certain very pertinent questions—Is Indianness a criterion, a 
practice, a guarantee or an aesthetic measurement? Can we believe that fiction must 
directly or indirectly deal with a specific reality, which is different for each socio-cultural 
groups? Or is it really possible to assign a kind of Indianness to expatriate writers like 
Salman Rushdie and Amitav Ghosh? In her book Secularism in the Postcolonial Indian 
Novel, Neelam Srivastava explores the connection between a secular Indian nation and 
fiction in English by a number of postcolonial Indian writers like Vikram Seth, Salman 
Rushdie, Amitav Ghosh, Shashi Tharoor, and Rohinton Mistry, of the 1980s and 1990s. 
She investigates different aspects of postcolonial identity within the secular framework of 
the Anglophone novel. In particular, this book examines how these writers have used the 
novel form to rewrite colonial and nationalist Indian history, and how they radically 
reinvent English as a secular language for narrating their state of mind. Ultimately, it 
delineates a common conceptual framework for secularism and cosmopolitanism, by 
arguing that Indian secularism can be seen as a located indigenous form of a 
cosmopolitan identity. 

 
  The diasporic Indian writers have a vantage point to reconsider the issue of 
Indianness objectively or construct an objective Indianness. Amit Choudhury writes that 
with the advent of modernity and the free market, one must come to terms with the 
changing face of the realities that make India what it is, today.26 He also expresses doubts 
if the Indian Intelligentsia has really come to terms with Indian modernity. After Rushdie, 
the writers of CIWE started employing magical realism, non-linear narrative and hybrid 
language to sustain themes seen as microcosms of India and supposedly reflecting Indian 
conditions. He contrasts this with the works of earlier writers such as Narayan where the 
use of English is pure, but the deciphering of meaning needs cultural familiarity. He also 
feels that Indianness is a theme constructed only in CIWE and does not articulate itself in 
the vernacular literatures. He further adds: 
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 To be an outsider provides a useful prism through which to see things, but the reason it 
interests me is that it’s a role that’s no longer talked about, especially in India, where 
everyone has to be in on the project of being Indian. It’s not acceptable for someone to 
walk out of that project. The economic boom in India that we’ve been witnessing in the 
last twenty-five years or so also interestingly positions the Indian as a postcolonial, as a 
non-western person, in a triumphal way. The rise of India becomes concurrent with the 
rise of “Other” cultures, but within, of course, the parameters of the free market. There’s 
a kind of free-market triumphalism about the rise of Indianness, but that also gets talked 
about as a kind of Otherness, a kind of non-westernness.27 

 
In a similar context, Neelam Shrivastava opines, the novels that represent the Indian 
secular canon in English, are ‘historical’ in the sense that they respond to specific 
moments of India’s historical and political context at the time of publication. They all 
engage with the question of secularism and conceive the novel form as non-sectarian, 
though it is secular in different ways in each author. Whereas visual culture, such as 
movies and television, is able to mobilize audiences into imagining the nation as a 
religious construct, the novels written by Rushdie, Ghosh and Seth also conceived of the 
nation in secular terms. These novels create an ‘imagined community’ of readers who are 
not defined by national boundaries, but by the transnational scope of English. Midnight’s 
Children, A Suitable Boy, A Fine Balance, The Great Indian Novel, The Satanic Verses, 
The Shadow Lines are some examples that narrate the radical shift in the perception of the 
public sphere in India. New forms of political participation with the rise of the BJP and 
caste based politics in the Indian states also signaled that the language of the political 
elite, and indeed of the public sphere, was no longer English, just as political conceptions 
of the nation were no longer dominated by secularism. The novels have different 
approaches to the idea of the state, which indeed underwent an important evolution 
between the end of the Emergency and the beginning of the 1990s. 

 
  Edward Said used to say that ‘representations have purposes, they are effective 
much of the time, they accomplish one or many task’. For him representations are either 
formations or deformations. (Said, 273) And this clearly fits into the way Indian had been 
represented as an exotic country in the writings of many Anglo-Indian writers of the past. 
However, with the emergence of the group of Indo-Anglian writers in India before and 
after the Independence, the issue of representation began to take a new turn. 
Representation of Indian history and culture was sought to be seen as the only possible 
way to write fictions about India. Stuart Hall argues that the relationship between 
representation and culture is best reflected in the ways they are connected to each-other. 
If culture is about ‘shared meaning’, then language is central to meaning, and culture is 
often regarded as the key repository of cultural values and meanings. Unlike the 
traditional definition of culture as ‘the best that has been thought and said’ in a society, 
postmodern use of culture refers to the ‘widely disturbed form of popular music, 
publishing, art, design and literature, the various activities of leisure time and 
entertainment’ or every thing by which the modern life is conditioned by. This means, in 
recent years, the word culture is widely used to refer to whatever is distinctive about the 
ways of life of a people, community, nation or a social group. Stuart Hall also says:  
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It is by our use of things, and what we say, think and feel about them-how we represent 
them-that we give them a meaning…In part, we give things meaning by how we use 
them, or integrate them into our everyday practices…Meaning is what gives us a sense of 
our own identity, of who we are and with whom we ‘belong’-so it is tied up with 
questions of how culture is used to mark out or maintain identity within and difference 
between groups. (Hall, 1)  

 
Thus, the issue of representation is closely tied up with both identity and articulation. It is 
then difficult to find out what the idea of ‘being Indian’ means outside the ways in which 
our ideas and images of national identity or national culture are represented. I firmly 
believe that a writer of the Indian diaspora not only represents the “Indian” history and 
culture in his/her writings but also adopts Indianness as a representational mode or a 
structural mode to suit their purpose of retelling the narratives of India. And, this re-
telling has been done with their unique storytelling technique in which Indian history, 
Indian locations and Indian culture become a part of that storytelling. Premila Paul in her 
“The Master’s Language and Its Indian Uses” argues that the assumed role of being an 
interpreter of India is bound to create in the Indian writer an anxiety to be authentic. The 
writers are aware that their raw material is Indian, they are Indian but their readers may 
not be necessarily so. This again has political implications as it imposes certain 
unconscious checks on the writer. Perhaps, this is where an Indian writer often needs to 
remain conscious of his/her national and regional identity when he addresses a global 
audience and also when he/she responds to issues related to his/her homeland in the 
Rushdian sense. It is in this context that the study of Indianness in the novels of Indian 
Diaspora makes tremendous sense.  
 
 

End Notes: 
 
 

                                                 
1 But writers like Rushdie and Ghosh both seem to have addressed not only the geographical dislocation 
but also the socio-cultural displacements following such dislocations. Consequently, their concerns are 
global and not simply ‘Indian’ as they have experienced the modern world of immigrants, refuges and all 
sorts of exiles. Thus the local-global binary is dismantled in their writings. The depiction of the dislocated 
characters especially in Amitav Ghosh gains tremendous significance if seen against the geopolitical 
background of the vast Indian subcontinent.  
 
2 Sharma, R. S. “The Question of Indianness” Bhargava, 205. 
 
3 Taking up the notion of ‘Indianness’ as a problem as well as a source, I have tried to find out what 
happens when a multilingual country like India gets narrativised in English. I am convinced that a proper 
and methodical study of the novels of Salman Rushdie and Amitav Ghosh will certainly bring out many 
new aspects of the ‘Indianness’ that will enrich the minds of the serious readers. 
 
4 Ramanujan quoted in Chattarji & Chakravarty, 143. 
 
5 Peter Morey in the “Introduction” to his book mentions about the fictional strategies at work in Indian 
Novels in English. Although he refers mainly to the pre-independence Anglo Indian writers, there are some 
common questions faced even by the post-colonial Indian writers like—the nature of the discursive forces 
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delimiting and enforcing notions of India, the meaning of ‘being an Indian’, the polyphonic potentialities of 
Indian narrative fiction, and the metaphoric plurality of India.  
 
6 S. Subrahmanya Sarma in his essay “Indian English Literature: In Search of a Name” states that the 
literary nomenclatures like Indian Writing in English or IWE are never fully resolved to the best 
satisfaction of all. Subsequently, he presents six different terms to name literatures written in English in 
India. These are–Anglo-Indian Literature, Indo-Anglian Literature, Indo-English Literature, Indian writing 
in English, Indian-English Writing, and Indian English Literature  
 
7 In her book on the themes and techniques of Indian novels in English Meenakshi Mukherjee states that 
the critical investigations between 1930-1964 were mostly preoccupied with general problems of Indo-
English writing instead of any discussion of individual books and authors. 
 
8 In her essay The Anxiety of Indianness, Meenakshi Mukherjee discusses the reasons behind the sudden 
fad  around the idea of Indian novels in English. She explains that in the early stage, it was out of an 
attempt at exploring ‘Indian elements’ that Indian English novels were taking shape, whereas now, 
although the raw materials are borrowed from India’s history or past, the emphasis is laid on gaining a wide 
readership from country to country.  
 
9 Partha Chatterjee cited in Riemenschneider, 2. 
 
10 Brunton cited in Riemenschneider, 9. 
 
11 One such remarkable attempt to discuss the idea of ‘India’ in the post-independent period begins with 
Sunil Khilnani’s book The Idea of India. For Khilnani, Indianness does not simply mean the glorification of 
the past, but a politics behind ‘Indianization’-a politically active concept in the post-independence India. 
This reminds of the Hindu nationalist struggle during 1990s to purge the nationalist imagination to capture 
the state, projecting India as homogeneous, exclusive and Hindu; while others fighting to escape the Indian 
state to create their own smaller, homogeneous and equally exclusive communities. But the pre-colonial 
India did share intelligible and common cultural forms, as a direct contrast to post colonial India. The 
shared and multilayered narrative structures of the epics, myths and folk-tales that extended beyond the 
territorial borders of contemporary India, had produced a particular Indianness. When India faced central 
Asian invasions from the 11th to the 14th century, epics like the Ramayana were infused with political 
significance by the regional kings to represent a political community. Gradually, new Indian narratives 
were emerging.  
 
12 Many dominant races had invaded this land and their contributions and legacies have been transformed 
and assimilated into an Indian cultural past which can be straightforwardly treated as its Indianness. The 
cultural history of India, according to A. L. Basham, introduces us to the development of India as a cultural 
concept. Basham also states that for an inclusive survey of how Indianness has been characterized and 
represented, the records of the foreign travellers to the Indian subcontinent provide the other important 
sources. Amartya Sen, in another context of discussion, seeks to present ‘India’s long argumentative 
tradition’ as the ‘signifier’ of Indianness. He takes up this issue in his books The Argumentative Indian and 
Identity and Violence. 
 
13 For example, the records often considers Indian history as an era of Hindu artistic and cultural 
achievement  followed by an eclipse of ‘Muslim Golden Age’ after which the British appeared as the 
savuiour of the Hindu culture. Bipan Chandra’s India’s Struggle for Independence quoted in Peter Morey, 
164. 
 
14 In his essay “Indian English Literature in the Context of Globalisation” R. Radhakrishnan asks if English 
is a form or a context, if it is a style or a message and tries to find an answer through the advocacy of a 
strategic need to beat back the modern Hindi hegemonies. Although he says nothing new, the point he 
makes relates to the question “how should Indian English achieve its own form of contemporaneity without 
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sounding derivative, and if it was to be ‘contemporary’, with reference to what norm of contemporary?” 
Bharat, 18. 
 
15 “The Assassination of Indira Gandhi” in Imaginary  Homelands, 41. 
 
16 For example, Gyanendra Pandey’s analysis of the ‘fragmentary’ nature of the India as a nation and his 
negation of ‘homogenisation’ enable us to consider the idea of nation in the context of a future political 
community. Also important is the analysis of Frederick Jameson in his essay “Third World Literature and 
in the Era of Multinational Capitalism” following which the idea of Indianness can be conceived as 
fabricating the third world culture and society like India. 
 
17 In this connection we may remember Mulk Raj Anand’s 1930 book Coolie where he made an attempt to 
represent the Indian underclass in English fiction. Later on, diasporic Indian writing came to discuss the 
‘real India’. And finally, the failure of Indian state in the years after the independence has freed the writers 
from carrying the burdens of idealism and impotence. This is what is discussed in details by Amitava 
Kumar in his book Away: The Indian Writer as an Expatriate. 
 
18 Ramamurti referred in Dieter Riemenschneider, 6. In this context, we can name certain pioneering efforts 
like K. R. Srinivasa Iyengar’s Indian Writing in English (1962), P.P. Mehta’s Indo-Anglian Fiction (1968) 
and M. K. Naik’s A History of Indian English Literature 1982. But, K. S. Ramamurti, in his Rise of the 
Indian Novel in English (1987), discussed that although Indian novels are imitative of its Western 
counterparts, ‘criticism related to it has to be two sided. It has to address novels in terms of criteria 
applicable to all novels-Indian or European and then it has to direct an aesthetic responsiveness to the 
appreciation of Indianness. 
 
19 But, the publication of two books namely The Vintage Book of Indian Writing (1997) and The Picador 
Book of Modern Indian Literature (2000) is also significant for other reasons. Rushdie's statement in the 
Vintage  book – “the ironic proposition that India's best writing since independence may have been done in 
the language of the departed imperialists is simply too much for some folks to bear” – created a lot of 
resentment among many writers, including writers in English. Similarly, Amit Chaudhuri in the Picador 
book also questions – "Can it be true that Indian writing, that endlessly rich, complex and problematic 
entity, is to be represented by a handful of writers who write in English, who live in England or America 
and whom one might have met at a party?" 
 
20 During the colonial period, ‘the philosophical basis of colonial governance and the repressive 
psychological basis of colonization, including the Macaulian system of education following his Minute on 
Educatuion in 1935, had succeeded in erecting a confrontational cultural divide and thereby arousing 
radical nationalist sentiment. Maculay’s infamous ‘Minute’ reads like this: “We must at present do our best 
to form a class who may be interpreters between us and millions who we govern; a class of persons, Indian 
in blood and colour, but English in taste, in opinions, in morals, and in intellect.” 
 
21 It also generated a pattern of self-hatred like–Bankim Chandra’s lampooning of the Babus, 
Rabindranath’s castigation of the Bengalis for silently consuming the insults by the British or Nirad 
Choudhury’s hatred of his own social class. Mukherjee, xvi. 
 
22 As discussed by David Kopf in his British Orientalism and Bengal Renaissance, along with the policies 
of the British Orientalists, there emerged the Bengal Renaissance whose literary attempts fell into two 
categories-firstly, the popular notion of the Renaissance built on the exploration of Indian heritage and 
secondly, an awareness and questioning of the problems in the British Indian historiography. In this book a 
comprehensive survey is found on the emerging stage of the Bengal Renaissance but also refers to the 
writers/thinkers whose writings actually paved the way for a greater Indian Renaissance. 
 
23 The writers involved in this project were-William Jones (1746-1804) who contributed to the discovery 
of Indian golden past, Raja Rammohun Roy (1772-1833) who initiated the trend of modern reform 
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movements in India and William Carey (1761-1834) who gave birth to modern Bengali prose. Implicit in 
them is an idea of historical rediscovery, linguistic and literary modernization, and socio-religious 
reformation which rendered a heavy influence on subsequent writers like Bankim Chandra Chatterjee 
(1838-1904) who frequently used the term Renaissance either in the context of enrichment of Bengali 
language and literature or the modern reinterpretation of the Hindu tradition, Auribindo Ghosh (1872-1950) 
who continually used the term to refer to the age of the great Bengali novelists, the Bengali nationalist 
Bepin Chandra Pal (1858-1932), whose autobiography-Memories of My Life and Times (Year?) considered 
the whole nineteenth century as a glorious period of renaissance. Kopf, 3 
 
24 For example, Rammohan Roy acquired his Vedic learning not from the British scholars, but from the 
Pundits in Benares; Bankim Chandra Chattopadhaya, initially ventured into Hindu scriptures and the 
civilization of ancient India through Orientalist writings, but in his efforts to gain a direct knowledge of that 
heritage he chose the Pundits of Bhatpara as his mentor; or Vivekananda, whose induction into the Indian 
mystical tradition was possible through the discipleship of an illiterate man who knew nothing about the 
West or English language.  
 
25 In another debate on whether a truly Indian novel is a possibility at all, whether it is mandatory to be 
informed of the traditions of India in order to write a truly ‘Indian’ novel, the notion of Indianness becomes 
the most useful explanation. Deiter Riemenschneider refers to Dorothy Spenser’s Indian Fiction in English 
(1960), where she holds that ‘Indianness’ has prevented the development of the novel before the arrival of 
the British, but since thereafter, there has been a considerable re-orientation of the Indian world view that 
preceded and accompanied the appearance of novel in India. Riemenschneider, 9. 
 
26 “ On Indians Writing in English and Suchlike: An Interview with Amit Chaudhuri” by Reeti Roy 
http://exnihilomagazine.wordpress.com/2008/03/01/on-indians-writing-in-english-and-suchlike-an-
interview-with-amit-chaudhuri/ 
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* This paper is based on my ongoing research on the topic “Indianness as a 
Representational Mode: A Study of the Novels of Salman Rushdie and Amitav Ghosh.” 
 


