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The Circle of Reaso(1986) by Amitav Ghosh charts the geographical
and ideological journey of a young weaver, Alu, whdrought up in a
small Bengal village. After being falsely accusddeurorist activity, he
flees westwards to Calcutta, Goa, the fictionalfGtate of Al-Ghazira
and finally to Algeria. Alu is clearly the main pagonist in the novel,
although for large sections of the narrative heaiesrmore a kind of
silent centre, through which the various discursiteeads in the
narrative are woven together. Through the interfimgg of these
differing threads the novel also constitutes a gemaixture, containing
features of the picaresque novel, magic realis,nibvel of Ideas, the
detective novel and Hindu epic.

As can be inferred from the title, the conceptezgon as conceived
in Western modernity is the central theme runnhrgugh all three parts
of the novel. Reason is linked in the narrativehvtite idea of the purity
of the poles in the Western binary constructionse Text brings forth
several settings in which hybridised versions efo: are sketched. The
first part features Alu with his uncle and fostathier, Balaram, in the
village of Lalpukur. Balaram, who is the teachethe village school, is
devoted to a trans- or supranational idea of reaswohscience. He is a
devoted practitioner of phrenology, which he seea way of combining
the outside and inside, body and soul, of peopddar@dm is also inspired
by the work of Louis Pasteur, and launches a cagnptwards germs
and superstition in the village to win the inhabita over to his
idiosyncratic vision of the purity of reason andesces. In the second
part, Alu continues the thematic of preaching reaby ending his
characteristic silence and forming a mock-sociaistup which aims to
get rid of both germs and the personal ownershimafiey among the
motley crowd of the inhabitants of the Souq, aniericmulticultural
trading area in Al-Ghazira. In the third part, @réginal inspiration for
purity and reason in the novel, Balaram’s copyLdé of Pasteuris
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cremated with the body of one of the characters stene that calls for
the adaptation of ancient rituals to the demandbepractical present.

The narrative can be read as a political treatibchvattempts to
undermine the Western-originated ideology of bisriln a binary
construction each pole is ideally the oppositenefdther, not containing
elements that are evident in the other side ofHimary in question.
However, in the novel the purity of the two polashinary constructions
(such as science vs. religion, body vs. soul, EastWest, ideal vs.
practical etc.) is dismantled. As a consequencey mennections
transcending the barriers between the differeregpalithin the binaries
are formed. The novel also seems to aim at thevialleg of
philosophical and theoretical binarisms. It makse af “the lexicons of
both liberal humanism and poststructuralism” (Dixd®96: 16),
transcending the border between these two apprsathat have
traditionally been realized as opposite. At the sdime the text appears
to be reaching towards “a syncretism that is ani-tambanist,
postmodern recognition of difference and is addothe same tima
humanist secular ideal” (Mondal 2003: 30). Thisthe end, seems to
lead to the dismantling of the binary of ethicspslitics, or universality
vs. difference. Ethics and poststructuralist/pdstuialist emphasis on
difference become interconnected through the @iz that the mere
poststructuralist deconstruction of Western (ad a®lother) discourses
does not actually lead anywhere. The outcome obrouction has to
be given a new form, which, | will claim, happensway of ethically
informed connections and representations in thelnov

In what follows, | will examine the dismantling dinaries in the
novel through the theme of purity, first on thetgkvel and then on the
level of narrative strategy. The narrative techeicpf the novel is
symbolized through the concept of weaving, which sgongly
thematized in the narration. | shall end by intrdg aspects of the
theoretical discussion on the relationship betwdba politics of
difference and the ethics of connections to find bow the novel
situates itself in relation to this debate.

Dissolving the purity of binaries
In the novel the transcending of the lines betweaditional and modern
ways of life, between scientific and religious vawiews and between
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natural sciences and humanism is effected throglytadual dismissal
of the concept of purity. The idea of purity iss#ty linked with the idea
of pure origin and pure distinct essences, whietb&hind the typically
Western rationalist ideology of binary constructioRurity also refers to
universalized discourses like that of Western smenor of Orientalism.
The concept of purity implies that there must exstities that are
separate and distinct from one another, each iagescertain

characteristics the opposites of which are to bendoin the other
entities. By this means the entities are concea®tpure’: they are free
of the traits apparent in the other entities. Tikikasically how binary
constructions are formed. And the narrative aimth@tdeconstruction of
these binaries, as well as the universalized drsesibuilt on them.

The theme of purity runs through all three partshef novel. In the
first part, “Reason,” there is a quest for purity a scientific and
practical level, as Balaram disinfects the villagk Lalpukur with
carbolic acid to destroy the germs brought in bgent refugees. The
concept of purity is also deconstructed through hiarious student
organization called the Rationalists, who blendagdérom the Hindu
religion with Western natural science (“the Brahimanothing but the
Atom” (47)) and launch a campaign against dirty emgear. There is
also the suspicious ‘science’ of phrenology, whilgfies the purity of
the mainstream natural sciences in its capacitset both the inside and
outside, the mind and the body of human beings.

Ideological purity is also sought in the mock séisiaiprising of the
second part, “Passion,” where money, and conselgugmivate
ownership, is declared impure. The third part, “bgadescribes the
merging, or transcending, of all the thematic Ligmrof the narrative:
tradition vs. modernity, East vs. West and religisn science. Purity is
here negotiated through the modified version of ofag play,
Chitrangada and the clash between ancient rules and ritualthe one
hand and the necessities of the practical preserih® other (carbolic
acid is used as holy water in Kulfi’'s burial). Thension, then, is not
merely between science and religion as systembBaofght, but there is
also the contrast between science and religiorolections of rules and
rituals to be read from books and the adaptatiothem to the often
surprising needs of the immediate practical presSérgre arises the need
to modify and unite elements of religion and sce&rmake them impure
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in a sense, to adapt them to the actual needsrofilibeings in their
particular circumstances.

The third part also contains the revelation th&¢ hvould be
impossible without germs (i.e. ‘impurity’). Thisu&ation comes from
the same book that has triggered all the precegliegts for purity in the
novel, René Vallery-Radot'kife of Pasteur This book can be seen as
the offspring of Western rationalism and reasonictvlin the novel are
symbolized by the concept of purity. Consequeritlis reason has now
come full circle: it has destroyed itself in dedouasting one of the
premises of Western modernity that gave birth.t@lile notion of purity
behind the idea of binary constructions has beeatatsd insufficient,
implying that the poles of binary constructions ao# distinct but rather
interconnected: they cannot exist without one agroth

One of the binaries that dissolve in the third mdrthe novel is that
of the mind versus the body. In a sense, this issisebeen approached
already in the first part, where Balaram complaimst “what’s wrong
with all those scientists and their sciences i$ thare is no connection
between the outside and the inside, between wiadl@¢hink and how
they are” (17). He justifies his interest in phrigy by saying that “in
this science the inside and the outside, the mimtithe body, arené’
(17)} According to phrenology, the shape of a persoeadhindicates
the nature of his or her character. In other wdbgisexamining the body,
one can examine the mind. This comment on the psriatificial
separation of various branches of science, whetlag¢ural (body) or
human (mind), into distinct, ‘pure’, islands is ¢égkfurther in the last part
of the novel, where Mrs Verma, who is a microbiabgcontemplates
the origin of the microbes she examines in her w8ihe first draws a
parallel between a microbiologist and a car meahaagbmparing
bacteria with rust and “grime or dust somewherethe machinery”
(412). She then equates the body with a machinestates that “at least

! What we have here is a person who readily adtetédeologies and methods
of both the “arch-representative of mainstreamraxge Pasteur, [the finder of
the germ] and those ‘scientists’ who are now widelgnsidered to be
discredited, such as the phrenologist George ConiB&ambers 43). So, in
general, although carbolic acid does disinfectghjrihe discourse that produced
it, the ideology and rationalism of Western scienise anything but pure,
covering both the areas “of what might be convetyjetermed science and
pseudo-science” (Chambers 2003, 37).
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the surgeon sees the whole machine, even thouglalitshrouded and
chloroformed, face covered and weeping mothersemdaway, every
trace of its humanity blanketed” (412). This sentgrbringing together
natural science to do with body (surgeon, machaidoroform) and
human sentiments to do with mind (weeping mothésgnketed
humanity) anticipates the next step in Mrs Vermeaf&ections:

And when you find something in a specimen can yeaily help wondering
sometimes where all those microbes and bacteriavianges come from? Whether
they can really, all of them, be wholly externabtar minds?

And just as you let yourself wonder whether some$ they are anything other
than a bodily metaphor for human pain and unhaggiaad perhaps joy as well you
cut yourself short, for it dawns on you yet agdiattever since Pasteur that is the
one question you can never ask. (412)

She concludes by observing that the “tyranny ofryaespotic science”
forbids the doctor in a general practice from tegjlsome of the people
who come there to complain about their bodily paihat “there’s
nothing wrong with your body—all you have to doctae yourself is try
to be a better human being” (413). In this way, gheblematic of mind-
body relations broadens into the problematic refesinip between natural
sciences and humanist ethfa®f course, this “tyranny” of the science is
once again the result of the idea of purity, oftidit sciences that
construct the world according to certain premisad that therefore
cannot see anything these premises will not allmtto see.

The argument in the third part between Dr Mishrd Bins Verma is
seemingly on whether to cremate the body of Kulfihot, but this too is
framed by the issue of purity. Dr Mishra’'s argunserre that the
officials will not allow for cremation, and, morenportantly, that the
situation does not meet the requirements the algdtaces set for proper
cremation. The victim is not suitable and they latlke necessary
accessories for cremation. To prove that they dagamlong with the
burial in the first place, Dr Mishra chooses tonstdor the purity and

2 Alu's boils and withered thumbs seem to be anoitigtance of the connection
between the mind and the body in the novel. Thaéewid thumbs and the fact
that they heal simultaneously with the disappeaariche various dichotomies
towards the end of the narrative indicate thatehera connection between the
body and the mind, and that if this connection tiskbn, both will become
‘withered'.
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persistence of the precepts of the Hindu religlmwants the cremation
to follow the rules set by ancient religious daws of the “scriptural
times” (407). The comic tone of the novel, well-migg and full of
positive energy embodied by the character of Balaira the first part,
takes on a dark and cynical nature with Dr Mishnadaical comments in
the third part. Mrs Verma is ready to modify théual to allow for
restrictions caused by the situation: ordinary wéedised instead of
sandal wood, carbolic acid is used as holy watdrkanter for ghee. The
use of carbolic acid nicely brings together theacleg ‘rituals’ of
ancient religion (holy water) and modern scienaal{olic acid). When
Dr Mishra complains that there are certain ruled Have to be followed
Mrs Verma answers: “All you ever talk about is mil@hat's how you
and your kind have destroyed everything—sciendigioa, socialism—
with your rules and your orthodoxies. That's thH#edence between us:
you worry about rules and | worry about being huinga09).
Consequently, this modified version of ancient Hirmlirial takes place,
in spite of Dr Mishra’s arguments.

The narrative clearly avoids taking sides in questithat have to do
with the East-West divide (or with any divide, tbat matter): the Hindu
religion is here seen quite as pure, distinct arnd-lbound as Western
science. When Dr Mishra exclaims that the wholematéoon is a
shameful travesty, Mrs Verma justifies her action daying that the
times are like that: “Nothing’s whole any morewié wait for everything
to be right again, we’ll wait for ever while the tabfalls apart. The only
hope is to make do with what we've got” (417). Kulibs to have a
funeral, and for this reason Mrs Verma and otharseto abandon rules
and purity and allow for the fact that they areidmdmigrants living on
the edge of the Algerian Sahara in Africa. In thedern migrant world
of strange and sudden connections and situationslewess and purity
have to be abandoned. That is wWhfe of Pasteuiis burned along with
Kulfi's body: both Alu and Mrs Verma have undersiothat in the
modern world its message concerning the defenceaokind against the
germs, the Infinitesimally small, the impure, anddn obvious analogy
the subaltern and the other, is no longer valid. ta contrary, the
various purities, whether we think of them as regiand people (both in
the East and West), or as modes of knowledge imdoof various
sciences and religions, have to open up to newenfies and start to
interact with each other.
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Against this background it comes as no surprisé tha links
between the tripartite narrative structure of tlewet and its thematic
contents introduced above can be constructed ifousarways that
supplement one another. As D.A. Shankar has oldethie tripartite
structure is reminiscent of Indian philosophy ahed three qualities that
make individuals what they ar@amas Rajasand Satwik These form
the order of the soul's upward evolution (Shank8e4, 583). This
implies that it is possible to see the narrativeaakind of picaresque
Bildungsromanwhere Alu moves through different stages asdusney
continues. In the novel, however, the order of skeges is reversed:
Satwa Reason;Rajas Passion; andlamas Death. Obviously, it is
possible to interpret the novel through both seqgeenif we follow the
first one, the original order from the philosophitiadition, and look at
the first part of the novel under the thematicsledth, we notice that the
death of Balaram and others in the explosion irpllalir actually starts
Alu’s journey, both physically and mentally. Deaitlh pther words is the
end, but also the beginning. And if we examine lh&t part under
‘Reason’, we can conclude that the revelation feihg the dissolving of
the concepts of purity, distinct essences and Yimanstructions in
general in a sense brings reason with it, althotlngh reason is very
different from, indeed almost the opposite of, thee based on the
ideology of Western modernity.

If we follow the order stated in the novel, it iasg to see that the
obsession of Balaram and other educated middls-diagians with
Western originated science and rationality fitgjinte well with the title
‘Reason’ of the first part. And ‘Death’ as theditf the last part refers
both to the death of Kulfi and the death of theaidé purity as the goal
of, and basis for, human endeavours. Yet anothgrofidooking at the
structure of the novel is to see the title of thistfpart, ‘Reason’, as a
symbol for the educated Westernized middle-clasiaim babus who
form part of the set of characters and who ardlyotdbsorbed in the
achievements of Western natural science (Balarang Berature
(Gopal). The title of the second part, ‘Passion'uldothen foreground
the uneducated illiterate lower classes of the Saitly their interests in
daily survival and story-telling. ‘Death’ in theitti part would then
indicate the death of all the distinctions impligdthe above definitions
and divisions, as all the social classes of theehaxe brought together.
But again, such an organization results in conttamis, because there
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seems to be more passion in Balaram’s undertakintp first part than
there is in the doings of the residents of the Sedgp certainly possess
more practical wisdom than Balaram. And the deatthé last part also
simultaneously signifies birth, a new beginningbath Das and Alu and
Zindi embark on their journeys to Europe and Iratftar the dismantling
of the modernist binaries through the symbolic ciomnlg of purity and
impurity and the burning of thieife of PasteurIn the end, it seems, the
thematic emphases indicated by the titles of theetiparts of the novel
are spread across the whole narrative in a manhahwsuggests the
dismantling of the idea of distinct, pure essendasl this is effected
through a process of narrative weaving that prosiwceolourful cloth
intertwining various narrative threads.

Narrative weaving
The symbol of interaction and intertwining in thevel is weaving: the
making of new worlds by connecting places, langsaaed discourses.
As Balaram says in the novel, “Man at the loom.ig a creature who
makes his own world like no other can, with his diinBut although
each weaver creates his/her own world, weaving “basated not
separate worlds but one, for it has never permitbeddivision of the
world. [...] It has never permitted the divisionrefison.” (55) According
to Balaram, “Weavings Reason, which makes the world mad and makes
it human.” (58) In other words, reason is actiomeveby people can
produce their own discursive truth by interconnagti or weaving,
various discursive threads into their own persaeature, instead of
following e.g. the universalized discursive totalif scientific reason.
The novel is, then, a celebration of stories andatian. It is also
replete with metaphors, the most prominent beingt thf weaving.
Ghosh connects weaving with narration. The weawses tthe loom to
create a beautiful cloth out of different threakisa similar fashion, the
writer uses words and narration to produce naeatithat connect
different times, places and ideologies. When Alle&ning to become a
weaver, his teacher, Shombu Debnath, will not diira access to the
loom before he knows what it is: “The machine, likan, is captive to
language” (73). Alu has to learn the names of tifferdnt parts of the
loom in several languages: “So many names, so mangs, words
beaten together in the churning that created thedwdangail words,
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stewed with Noakhali words, salted with Naboganjdgo boiled up with
English” (73). Why so many words? They serve nolmecal purpose
and do not seem to provide any help in the prdagbicacess of weaving.
Words are important “because the weaver, in maldlugh, makes
words, too, and trespassing on the territory ofgbets gives names to
things the eye can't see. That is why the loomdiasn language more
words, more metaphor, more idiom than all the werlitmies of pen-
wielders.” And although the machinery has chandgedugh time, those
changes have been only mechanical; “the essenadotii—locking
yarns together by crossing them—has not changee girehistory.” (74)

The analogy to writing or narrating a story is a@ms. The devices,
writing machines and presses, even languages, tizaeged, but the
essence of story-telling has not; we are stilligpig a yarn,’ to use a
metaphor derived from the realm of weaving. Weawdnd narration are
also both actions. Consequently, in the novel Akho has been
alarmingly silent and passive after his arrival Lialpukur, gradually
becomes more active and talkative after the beggnoif the weaving
lessons. In a sense, he is transformed from beipasaive recipient of
(mainly Western-originated) book learning into @tivae producer with a
‘voice’ of his own. One can notice here the presesfcsubaltern agency,
which Ghosh is always careful to secure for theattars of his novels.

In the first part of the novel, Ghosh also drawstl@ history of
weaving to create a counter-narrative to the Wedtastory of scientific
and technical development, expansion and indugaigdn by staging
the loom as the agent of every new step in the dgnaarrative of
modernization. He ends his account as follows:

Once again the loom reaches through the centunésaeross continents to decide
the fate of mechanical man.

Who knows what new horrors lie in store?

It is a gory history in parts; a story of greedl alestruction. Every scrap of cloth
is stained by a bloody past. But it is the onlydmgtwe have and history is hope as
well as despair.

And so weaving, too, is hope; a living belief thaing oncanade the world one
and blessed it with its diversitymust do so again. Weaving is hope becausesit ha
no country, no continent. (57-8) (emphasis added)

This idea of diversity in one is central to Ghoswasting. His stories
concern the diverse social and cultural backgrowfdkis characters.
They also represent an attempt to avoid appropriatf voice by
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devolving narratorial responsibility to people dffetent social classes
and cultures. Ghosh’s narrators are often from rtiiédle or upper-
middle class of Indian society, the privileged grothat has had a
Western education and is fluent in English (like o6iin himself).
Describing the lower classes from this positioraitanguage they often
do not know at all can be seen as an act of apptapr that makes them
part of the privileged discourse both linguistigadind ideologically. To
avoid appropriation of this kind, Ghosh tries toegthese people agency
and their own point of view by locating them as tterators of their
own stories.

Avoiding appropriation through oral stories

The sensitivity of Ghosh towards problems of appetipn comes
through in his narrative technique. For instancdhe Circle of Reason
in the first part, which mainly describes the \gkaand Balaram, there is
an omniscient narrator. Ghosh, or his narratorartfepresupposes a
common discourse with Balaram, who has a univemstgycation and
who is much higher on the social ladder than tliteriate villagers. But
the second part of the novel, which concentratethemower classes, has
parts of it narrated as oral stories by the charadh the novel. These
include Zindi's story about the calamities that édsllen on her house
(201-12), Abu Fahl's story of the trip to the ruioEThe Star to rescue
Alu (229-34), Hajj Fahmy’s story of the coming dietoilmen (245-64)
and Jeevanbhai Patel's story telling of Alu's ratui274-84). The
narrator of the novel recedes into the backgrourd, these
representatives of the lower social strata arengivevoice of their own.
Each of these stories is related in a different meanzindi’'s tale runs
like a ghost story with its ominous magic inciderigjj Fahmy’s story
resembles a morality or an educational story witlerg part of it
constituting a lesson of some kind. The storied\by Fahl and Patel are
narrated in the first person, while those by Zisdid Hajj Fahmy,
although set out as oral stories narrated by themsopally, do not
contain first-person pronouns. As John Thieme olesgrthe magic-
realist, or supernatural, features and eventsamtvel are largely due to
gossip, or “oral folk imagination” (Thieme 255). dife is nothing
genuinely supernatural in the novel; although mahits events appear
to be highly improbable (for instance, Alu beingaeed by two old
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sewing machines in the collapse of The Star) tli®reothing that is
strictly speaking impossible.

Thus, the novel contains stories told by the characwhich are in a
sense juxtaposed to the reality described by theatas. This is neatly
exemplified when Alu is buried alive in the collap®f the huge
shopping centre, The Star. We are given threenaog¢ssarily mutually
exclusive, explanations of the collapse. First, Akahl states that it
happened because the contractors mixed too muchirsanthe cement.
Second, in her story Zindi sees it as yet anoth@dent in the chain of
calamities that has befallen her house. Finallyjj Hahmy constructs a
long story describing the coming of the oilmen dmel Western capital
which had been used to build The Star. His thesrthat the building
collapsed because nobody wants it; it was only iavdi capital®

In The Circle of Reasgmarration creates the world, makes it ‘real’,
even corporeal. Consequently, by changing the tnerathe narrator
changes the world:

They had lived through everything Zindi spoke of][.yet it was only in her telling

that it took shape; changed from mere incidents palpable thing, a block of time
that was not hours or minutes or days, but somgtkimrporeal [...]. That was
Zindi's power: she could bring together empty aid aive it a body just by talking

% This layered narration has points of convergemsewell as of divergence,
with one of the strategies for many-sited ethnolgyaiptroduced by George E.
Marcus:

In the framework of modernity, the character of theries people tell as myth in
their everyday situations is not as important &bdfivorkers tracking processes and
associations within the world system as is theimosituated sense of social
landscapes. Reading for the plot and then testing digainst the reality of
ethnographic investigation that constructs itssstte a compelling narrative is an
interesting, virtually untried mode of constructimglti-sited research. (1998: 93)

This citation brings forth one of the major diffaoes between ethnography as a
science and Ghosh’s works of fiction. Unlike ametigrapher, Ghosh is both the
creator and the ‘researcher’ of his fictional warldvorlds in which stories are
an important part of the “social landscape.” Byigivroom to stories emanating
from various social circumstances, he actually asitsi his narrator in that
landscape. Whereas Ghosh’s narrator examines tbial soackground and
practices in the novels as straightforward objectdescription, the characters
become subjects through their stories narratedistinctive discourses.
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of it. [...] And when sometimes she chose a diffenentd or a new phrase it was
like a potter’s thumb on clay—changing the thirsglt and their knowledge of it.
(212-23)

The Circle of Reasoconcentrates on the importance of narration aed th
power of language to signify and to create altéveatealities. As
already stated, the symbol of weaving is used tater a counter-
narrative to the Western history of scientific depenent, expansion and
industrialization by staging the loom as the ag#névery new step in
the grand narrative of modernization. But Balararstatement that
weaving has “made the world one and blessed it itgtkiversity” (57-
58) also hints at an ethical narrative strategg:dieation of connections
with the other while retaining its alterity. Thigppens by presenting
characters in a relationship with each other whiléng them voice and
agency without appropriating them into any onealisse.

Ethical “turmoil of languages”

As | have already implied, Ghosh does acknowletige the world is a
narrative and discursive social construction whémowledge is

produced discursively by those versed in the hegé&no
language/discourse. But in addition to this awasenef discourse as
power and knowledge, he attempts to construct nost of

communication which transcend the claim to knowéedgquiring a

specific language. This happens in the novel whienspeaks to a crowd
of people in a “turmoil of languages:”

It was like a question, though he was not askinghang, bearing down on you
from every side. And in that whole huge crowd nopstirred or spoke. You could
see that silently they were answering him, matchiimg with something of their
own. [. . .] Tongues unravelled and woven togetheorsense, you say, tongues
unravelled are nothing but nonsense—but there again have a mystery, for
everyone understood him, perfectly [. . .] They enstbod him, for his voice was
only the question; the answers were their own. Y279

Alu’s mixture of languages does not promote anyi@aar ideology or
claim to power in the way a specific language @cdurse would. In
other words, it does not ‘know’ and therefore does provide a
definitive answer. This linguistic mixture constés only a question, to
which everyone can have their own response. Therefb speaks to
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everyone, irrespective of class or language, withmating them as a
homogeneous group. This kind of scene transcenttiieg divisions

created by different languages can be seen asinaiof a longing for a
world before the separation of languages. But, leefdi, it may also be
conceived as the sketching of a dimension of sealithere the

differences among people (or peoples) can be concalle without

losing the distinctive features of these people.

This attempt at communication which would enablezrgone
engaged in it to have their own answer to Alu'glirstic mixture of a
guestion veers close to the theories of the etligdEmmanuel Levinas
(1969). In his view, knowledge is discursive angrapriates as well as
changes the target of knowih@ut here there is no ‘pure’ language or
discourse that would be understandable, or knowlgblg to any one
person in this motley crowd. In other words, agadly mentioned, it is
discourse without will or capacity to create knadge. It is discourse
retaining the alterity and independence of the @¥ssit is directed to.
Remarkably, the crowd answers Alu through silerdda’s blending of
languages is, then, an equivalent of silence ascaor a voice: it does
not attempt to ‘know’, or define anything throughyalinguistically
recognisable discourse. This way, the communicatigtationship
maintains both the diversity of the group and itsolgness and secures
the agency and independence of each of its patitsp Alu's speech
represents the ethically important approachingsaatching of the other
in the form of a question. As the other, or the ahserved, cannot
strictly speaking be known (this would bring him/kéthin the realm of
discourse, or knowledge production strategy, of tieserver), the

* At the centre of the philosophy of Emmanuel Lesiig the criticism of the
ontological assumptions of Western philosophy. s tiew, the other is
appropriated by the same, or the self, throughbéeic idea of the self as the
producer of meaning to the world. In Levinas’s vjete other escapes the
cognitive powers of the knowing subject. In otheres, the other exists outside
the ontology of traditional Western philosophy, elhiconceives of all being as
objects that can be internalized by consciousnegsasped through an adequate
representation. Consequently, the other, as wetaswhich is ethical, cannot
strictly speaking be described in discourse, battenscendental. The self can
only ‘know’ things by projecting on them throughntuage what it already
contains in itself. Knowledge, then, is equal togliistic appropriation of the
object of knowing.
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guestion in its function of approaching the othsraof much more
importance than the answer. What is more, the sbsand the observed
are in contact simultaneously. They are both agbi&dicipants in this
communicative act, in which no one is reduced t® fosition of a
passive target of scrutiny without an agency ocedbe that the ‘voice’
of silence or an indecipherable mixture of langsdg&he principle of
Alu’'s communication has not changed fundamentitllyas just taken on
another kind of strategy and moved from silenceo iat web of
discourses. In practice, both seem to have the s&mnd of
communicative power.

This kind of construction of an extra-discursiveisggmology
escaping the power-politics of language constitutes fictional
counterpart to what the ethnographer, George Ecardescribes as an
ethical, rather than power-related, approach tturall phenomena. He
maintains that this kind of approach, though cogmizof discourse as
power, “is not built explicitly around the trope pbwer, but rather of
ethics, that is, the complex moral relationshiptlod observer to the
observed” (75). Further, Marcus’s move away fromtrustural
appropriations of discourse formations” to exposiiige quality of
voices by means of meta-linguistic categories (sashmarrative, trope,
etc)” (66) resembles Ghosh’s foregrounding of stakies that are told
by his characters. Although Ghosh represents thddwas socially
constructed and creates discursive realities tongathe movements of
power, he is also trying to find a way of escapimg realm of discourse
controlled by the hegemonic Western mode of knoggegroduction
and its ways of narrating the world. So far, the/ qossible way for him
to totally circumvent this powerful and deeply redtway of knowing’
would seem to be to hint at transcendent realitieascannot be accessed
through a certain language and discourse, as iscdlse with Alu’s
linguistic mixture.

Traditionally, ethics has been seen as directiegprsonal choices
of the individual, and moral as a code superimpasediim/her by the
society. Levinas, among others, regards ethicamsoas the primary
guidelines for action in society. In a just soci¢here has to be an
ethically conceived basis for relationships betw@ewople. This basis
could not, in itself, dictate any rules or waysacfion for the society, but
it should nonetheless be the starting point forrttegal and the political
order. The general emphasis on interpersonalitiiénries of the ethical
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has resulted in criticism from quarters more awafethe political
dimension of society. The binary structure ultinhaia question here is
the age-old personal vs. political, (or ethics wwrality). The terms
“ethics” and “politics” have perhaps too easily heseen as rivals and
used against each other. It is my contention tHaisi is searching for
narrative strategies that would create balancedmtthe two.

The most important and prominent theme in the mgitty Ghosh is
the transcendance of culturally constructed diffees, lines and borders
for the good of common humanity and interactione3é differences
may be conceived spatially, temporally or cultyralind they may be
related to class, race or ethnicity, but the omgamission of Ghosh
seems to be to indicate their constructedness anthring to our
awareness other possibilities of constructing therldv based on
connections. This requires both poststructuralist gpostcolonialist
deconstruction of discursive realities and an efrapproach for creating
new connections with the other (be that a discoorsanother human
being) without appropriating it by silencing its mwoice and eclipsing
its difference. In order to clarify what this miginiean both in theory and
in practice, | shall end by briefly examining thedding of these themes
in The Circle of Reasorl shall do this by reference to the Subaltern
Studies group and the change in theoretical empltiaai Gayatri Spivak
introduced in the group’s work.

Poststructuralist difference & ethical relationskip

The Subaltern Studies group was formed in the 188@srmulate a new
narrative of the history of India and South AsiaeTharrative strategy of
the group, inspired by the writings of Antonio Griaoil) was explicated
in the writings of the founder of the group, Ranguha. Although the
group is, in a sense, politically left-wing, theyeacritical of the
traditional Marxist narrative of Indian history, which semi-feudal India
was colonized by the British, became politicizedd ahen earned its
independence. In particular, they are criticalha&f focus in this narrative
on the political consciousness of elites, who sgpgly inspired the
masses to resistance and rebellion against thisiBrihstead, they focus
on subalterns as agents of political and sociahgbaThey display a
particular interest in the discourses and rhetafriemerging political and
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social movements, thereby directing the focus afs@y visible actions
like demonstrations and uprisings.

Amitav Ghosh has a PhD in social anthropology. $lalso an old
friend with many of the scholars affiliated withetlgroup and has
published in their serie§he Subaltern Studie¥herefore, it might be
relevant to examine his writing in the context bé tgroup. In the late
1980s, Gayatri Spivak published an essay that ocwuaboth positive
and negative critique of the group's undertakings.her view, the
collective produced studies that were too poligdizand lacking in
theoretical acumen. As a devoted deconstructiorsbe wanted to
emphasize the poststructuralist vein which she aawying dormant
within the politically charged writings of the gneuR. Radhakrishnan
sums up Spivak’s politics as follows:

to be part of the subaltern solidaréand read subalternity against the grain, engage
in hegemonic representational practices in theeaste of political scrupulositsnd
undertake a radical and indeterminate deconstruabi representation as such;
rigorously mark out the historical terrain of subatity for all to seeand realize
subalternity as the allegorical vanishing pointegresentation as such.

(2003: 115-116)

Spivak’s strategy is, quite obviously, in line withe principles of
Derridean deconstruction. Each of the three ‘calnttary’ pairs above is
an example of the coming together of ethics andig®l The message
seems to be that we need this kind of ambivaleptageh to secure the
subaltern its voice, agency and subject-positiontlie jungle of
hegemonic discourses, and to be able to find aafagpresenting it in
connection with others without denying it theseltjigg. Consequently,
deconstruction is here put to work in order to twe@ew connections.
After criticizing Foucauldian discursivity for foegting the actual world
and the Subaltern Studies group’s overt emphasispalitics for
concentrating on the world too much, Spivak in a wannects these
approaches: “poststructuralism is lacking in mauobtical density,
whereas an exclusively politically oriented subalty fails to address
itself symptomatically” (Radhakrishnan 2003: 157).

In Spivak’s view, the group has encountered onthefe failures of
addressing itself in its search for the subaltesnsciousness, agent or
subject, which seems to be conceived as alreadg,tiheady and just
waiting to be found and made active and consciBpbs/ak states that the
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subject cannot be there, just waiting to be fouinda“positive and pure
state” (Spivak 1988: 198). This would make it sanito the traditional
essentialist  self-determining subject. In line witlDerridean
deconstruction, she proposes that the idea of alteub subject is
actually a kind of subject-effect, an effected sahjcaused by crossing
discursive strands, the knots and configurationsldth form an effect
of an operating subject. She then goes on:

Reading the work of subaltern studies against trengnd would suggest that
elements in their text would warrant a readinghef project to retrieve the subaltern
consciousness as the attempt to undo a massiveribigaphic metalepsis and
“situate” the effect of a subject as subalternolld read it, then, assirategicuse
of positivist essentialism in a scrupulously visilplolitical interest.

(Spivak 1988: 205)

In The Circle of Reasgrthe subjectivity of Balaram, for instance, is
presented as the meeting point of Western scierdificourse and local
influences. At this level, Balaram can be realizsda poststructuralist
discursively constructed subject who is only a kitota universe of
discourses. But as he is situated in the spedsiotical circumstances in
the novel he becomes much more corporeal: thetposisralist subject-
effect is strategically situated in a certain semiditical context, which
in a sense essentializes it. The use of stratasgendialism, then, implies
that we need to use certain aspects of the hegerdatourse we are in
fact deconstructing just to make sense of the saodimg social and
political situation. This is an ambivalent apprcaelith the notion of
strategic essentialism we are trying to have ithbetys, as it were:
“neither the pure contingency of nothing but siggiterithout the comfort
of identity effect; nor a naive essentialism thalidves in itself”
(Radhakrisnan 2003: 161).

The narrative strategy of Ghosh seems to be andntvah the same
manner as Spivak’s theoretical strategy introdusteolve. The narration
of the novel certainly comes through as a parhefdubaltern solidarity,
while simultaneously reading this subalternity aghithe grain: the
‘subaltern’ realities in the novel are presenteieqas constructed as are
those of Western modernity. Both are discursivestotions that
change through mutual influences. The novel algages in hegemonic
representational practices in the interest of igalitscrupulosityand
undertakes a radical and indeterminate decongtructi representation
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as such. Alu’s strange communication with the crewrkly provides an
instance of the deconstruction of representatiosuat by transcending
the idea of discourses based on a certain languadyby staging silence
as a form of communication in the encounter wighdther.

As with Spivak’s model, ethics is doubled in theraton of the
novel: it is both transcendent and situationallgcsfic. While the level
of transcendent ethical communication appearsealetiel of content, as
it were, the situational fraught ethics is apparerihe narrative strategy,
which allows several historically and politicallpdated discourses and
subjects to surface and create connections withoging their
heterogeneous nature. Deconstruction works bothswastween the
hegemonic scientific discourse of modernity and shbaltern activity
and discourse. The idea of purity, of pure essksttiainaries, becomes
gradually deconstructed, as becomes the idea opuhty of subaltern
rituals and cultures. The narrative weaving of ¢heso strands creates
an ethical-political whole where deconstruction egus as an ethical
practice used strategically to create connectitma similar vein, the
narrative both marks out the historical terrairsatbalternity for all to see
and realizes subalternity as the allegorical vanishipgint of
representation as such. As Radhakrishnan explains:

there is no pure way back to the indigenous opteeolonial except through double
consciousness. We have all been touched by the. Westimportant question is not
about ontological purity, but about strategies eing the West against itself in
conjunction with finding one’s own “voice.” [...] Spak’s position is that “we are
both where we are and what we think,” and if irease, as a result of colonialism,
“where we think” is the West as well, it is quixotio deny it. The way out is
bricolage, transactional readings based on biligeraand multiple non-totalizable
interruptions. (2003: 157-158)

This is why the ontological purity of subalternigs a whole is
deconstructed in the novel, for instance throughdibnial of pure origins
(the village of Lalpukur and the Souq) and the kirea of the
inviolability of the old rules and rituals. Howevyehis is an instance of
an ethically functioning affirmative deconstructiorbecause the
deconstructed totalities are not left adrift, btg Hed to newly formed
narrative trajectories that form new connectionswben people and
ideologies. In the end, then, no pure subalteroityVestern discursive
formation can be found in this ‘transactional blage’ of a narrative.
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There seems to be a general agreement that tisifivel by Ghosh
is, although a virtuoso achievement as a wholayakere in comparison
with his later, more assuredly original, novelspérticular, comparisons
have been made with Salman Rushdigfiginight's Children (1981),
which caused a considerable change in the narratie of the Indian
novel in English during the 1980s (see e.g. Papanj®90: 220) and to
One Hundred years of Solitudy Gabriel Garcia Marquez (see Thieme
2004: 254-5). It seems obvious that there is diosiship with Rushdie,
especially as far as the frequency and nature ¢&phers is concerned
(compare, for instance, the characterizations ofsAhead and Salem’s
nose). And the strange events bordering on the ssible especially in
the second part of the novel are reminiscent of icnagalism a la
Marquez, as Thieme (2004: 254-5) explains. Althofayhthis reason, it
may be fair to conclude that Ghosh has not yetddue own voice with
his first novel, | would agree with Thieme (200462 and say that he
has, however, already found the themes he will dieing in his later
novels. It would seem that the significance of dhically tinged
representation based on the relationships and ctons between
people lies in what Marcus calls “the possibilifychanging the terms in
which we think objectively and conventionally abgatver” (1998: 75).
In addition to the awareness of multiple historiagencies and voices
highlighted in the novel, this change in the waywimch we think about
the world may constitute a major step in the precesvards more
authentic multicultural representation.
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