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I

t is a truth accepted by almost all hands that partition of Indian sub-continent in 1947 is one of the most traumatic experiences in human history. In the words of Urvashi Butalia : “The political partition of India caused one of the great human convulsions of history” . The partition not only divided the Indian subcontinent but also caused innumerable loss to social, communal, cultural and psychological aspects of life and it is held responsible for creating existential crisis of the individual being and the self. It is not possible to make an exact estimation of how many people died during the great disaster of human history but it is said that around 17 million people lost their hearth and home and they had to relocate themselves across the newly drawn boundaries due to partition. The people had to struggle and still struggling for re-finding and relocating their identity and existence. It is to be noted here that, the partition has not remained a one- time event of history. The impact of partition is perennial in our life .It has occupied a significant role in the historical, social, cultural and philosophical discourses of our country. The destructive legacies of partition and its nightmarish memories still play a remarkable role in the construction of our collective identity and thinking. Therefore, attempts are being made to reconstruct and reinterpret the historical experiences in the context of partition, and it is very often from the philosophical perspective too.  

This book entitled ‘The Partitioned Being: Reading through Global and Postcolonial Literatures’ is an attempt to make a comparative understanding of ‘partition’ of India in 1947 in the discursive framework of a collective existential crisis that finds its echoes from the absurdity of human existence as described in Existentialism as well as within the body of post-colonial literary writings. The book takes into account three specific authors, Frantz Kafka as representative existential thinker and Amitav Ghosh and Urvashi Butalia as the representative post-colonial authors who have set a benchmark of literary understanding of existential crisis that emanated from a event like partition. Actually speaking, the justification for such a choice lies in not on a tautological resemblance among the three authors, rather it is on a technique of open-ended reading of Existentialism of Kafka that can be re-contextualised in Ghosh’s and Butalia’s narrative rendering of experiences of displacement of victims of partition. Such a re-contextualisation becomes salutary for its irreversible communicative surplus of ‘crisis of being’ that heightens a sense of de-subjectivation. It is worthwhile to mention here that de-subjectivation is an effect of crisis of being that not only silences the subject but benumbs them from carrying an unbroken self identity. It is a paradoxical realization of what Existentialists have called non-being in the very being, an alieniation of oneself from one’s own self and at the same time an experience of being subject-ed to an external process of loss and displacement. Therefore, the main objective of this book is to recast the experiential dimension of de-subjectivation as a state of absurdity and suspension of being as manifested in the event of partition. 

One can surmise that the three authors provide diverse anchorages to the notion of Partition of the being : Kafka’s transformation of humans into non-humans, Ghosh’s continuos quest for a settled definition of the being from its forgotten interior and Butalia’s play between affirmation and negation as complementary processes to cope with partition as a global phenomenon are mutually reinforcing and hence can be read together in our attempt to understand the connection between Partition and recreation of being. The essential vulnerability of the human being cannot be overcome in a mimetic production of experience; rather the wound of existence shall never allow a full representation except in a partial and criss-cross of plural and divergent perspectives on life. It further points to Partition as an event that is able to convoke community around fidelity to the Event. Partition as an event acts in many different ways, but it primarily constituted the source of re-humanizing oneself. The formation of the subject, understood as a subject of/to the event, means to bring to closure the long-standing trauma of recovering ‘truth’ from those who need redemption from the scenes of violence. Further, partitioning of the self is a universal existentialist predicament that is not confined to the event of Partition and displacement, but it represents a perennial reconstruction and deconstruction of the ‘self’ and the being.  

More specifically, here, the crisis of being in the event of partition is summed up as :

(1) an interrogation of the transcendental critique of reason by way of examining how it analyzes, discloses and frames experiential  crisis (2) how to accommodate the pre-reflective awareness of the historical and the ontic within the boundaries of literary representation, i.e., how does the familiar and the surprising events of a lived reality express itself in language and (3) evolve a framework of re-understanding Being from a phenomenological reflection on history in order to explore how negativity, or more critically, negative capability grounds itself  in the very experiential dimension of being. In other words, an attempt of contextualization and re-description of Existential perspective through a history of being that evolves through various stages of becoming is the focus of this publication.In this attempt of contextualization, Partition as a historical event is taken to acquire a wide meaning in terms of what Kafka called ‘Metamorphosis’, what Amitav Ghosh called ‘the saga of memory’ and what Urvashi Butalia has called ‘the other side of silence’. It is not only a description of a history of unsettling moments of loss and suffering, but it also is a fundamental entrapment within a necessarily broken and tormentuous trajectory of becoming. Such an instantiation of becoming would reveal the inner process of being’s realization of its potential. Being as a central concept within the Existentialist-Phenomenological tradition gets a more nuanced interpretation in such attempt of contextualization within Indian sub-continent. It is understood that the notion of being fits into the context or it remains trans-contextual. This could be understood from the fundamental similarity between an European post WW-II situation of post-conflict reconstruction and India’s tryst with destiny Post-partition. In fact in both the contexts, the maladies of an immediate past have been carried to not so fortuitous conclusions. As the notion of Being emerged from such an European context, it must find some accidental, if not substantial similarities and dissimilarities with the Indian context as well. 

In fact, this book includes four chapters. The first chapter is Crisis of Being: An Existential-Literary Understanding.  The most significant question in the twentieth century that unpacks the character ofexistence is how does one account for both being and existence within the human condition? This question finds its methodological support in what prominent Existentialist thinkers have enunciated. In our review of such major existentialist thinkers such as Martin Heidegger, Jean Paul Sartre, Merleau Ponty, we would account for their influence in the contemporary understanding of social reality.  In terms of Existentiali sm, renfity is experiential thnt discloses itself to a discerning conscionsness in terms of a denite state of existence. Experience and Existence coincide in a disclosure of 'being’ in the reality. Reality, therefore, lies in the way it is revealed in the experienceof the being, which also is the very state of existence of being. A proper understanding of reality in  general  is  the reality of the being. Hence, the coincidence between experience and existence hinges on a proper identification and characterization of the being. One who poses the question, “What is Being?” has to start with his/her own being and pose the question to him/ herself. The answer that one receives is already present in one’s existence that can find only an experiential disclosure. This answer is formulated by Existentialist thinkers by way addressing two distinct problems: project or human condition and the character of being.

The idea of being became central to the philosophical enterprise of explaining the human condition that underwent radical changes as a historical effect of world wars. For the first time in human history, being ‘human’ turned out to be being a vlctim or being a surviver-a radical diremption that called for redemptive moves to save the very being of the human. Events such as the Holocaust in the Western context and the Partition in the sub-continent of India stood side by side as after- effects of a battered colonial modernity.  The silence that such events had imposed on the knowledge of such deprecation of being in modernity called for a recovery. In effect, the very understanding of events  in  History not only had suffered from a loss of testimony, but  it  also had got engulfed in a project of reconstruction of memory and time. Such a project could provide new meanings to our sense of time by way of reflections on experiences by the victims / survivors themselves and also by way of a diagnosis of how the human conditions got subjected to events that also paradoxically  shaped the very character of being in  the  human.  Reflections on experiences by the Subjects themselves often brought into picture a simultaneous loss and recovery of their selves that included an effort to reconstruct both events and times. A diagnosis of the events, circumstances and states of existence disclose a contradictory and yet determinable character of being- both a being and a non-being. This form of disclosure of simultaneous being and non-being became a proper human predicament for Existentialist thinkers.

The second chapter of the book throws light on Kafka’s Notion of Crisis as Suspension of Being. Frantz Kafka presents a situated notion of being that encounters an unbearable reality in relation to the self. Such a reality is mapped in a separation between self-identity arid the being of that identity. The separation is a simultaneous partitioning of being as well as an existential confrontation with a reality that was never deemed to be a part of existence. This phenomenon is presented by Kafka in three of his famous tales of punishment- The judgment, the Metamorphosis, and The trial. In all these the unbearable reality of life remains the point of contact between the world and the consciousness with a magical and extraordinary transformation of the self from within that destroys the very self in the face of an unbearable reality. In all three works, the effect of the fantastic, which has come to be known as Kafkaesque, derives from that strange discrepancy between the explicit perspective of the narrative, which is the protagonist’s consciousness, and a reality that erupts from within him and overwhelms and destroys him. Such a reality is primarily marked by a suspension  of  being.  Suspension  happens in the following ways:

	That the being needs to suspend itself in order to defend itself against imminent odds.

	Being is always in a process of transformation and any  psycho- physical  or metaphysica1 transformation is conditioned by a suspension.


The travelling salesman Gregor Samsa’s metamorphosis is the most famous example of this structure of suspension that we intend to discuss in this chapter. The essential question before us, to describe in a Heideggarian vein, how is the beingof the hitman is riveted and delivered over to beings that reflects it?' Gregor Samsa, the protagonist in Kafka’s Metamorphosis is delivered up to its proper being by a refusal to be magnificently expressed in the insecthood of Gregor in contrast to members of the family who never live upto their 'proper’ being. Gregor becoming insect is simultaneously constitutive of humans relations as well as it exposes the impossibility of realizing the potential of the being in its fullest form. It is rather a narrativization of Gregor’s lived experience from the supposed transformation of Gregor into an insect who faces the double crisis of a temporal disjunction between the past and the present and an exclusion from the sphere of human relations. Gregor’s exclusion from his family and his own world expresses the exclusionary character of human relations that displaces itself to an inner crisis.  

The chapter three of the book deals with, Being and Memory: Reading Three Novels of Amitav Ghosh. This chapter explores the issues of partitioning of the self and its external causes and manifestations alongwith the subtle transformations of self to its fantastic, magical and often to an imagined world to which it belongs under circumstances of trauma and turbulence. Amitav Ghosh’s three novels, namely, the Shadow Lines (1988), The Glass Palace (2002) and the HungryTide (2004) are descriptions of a complex play of memory, identity and experience that shapes historicity on the one hand and on the other provides an fiternative to quotidian ways of looking at reality. All the three novels discuss the displacement and traumas of being an other in the social context of contest over place and identity that situates individuals in time and space of experience. Ghosh produces powerful images and narratives of lived experiences that do not fall into the trappings of a metaphysical determination of what is decided by impersonal events and circumstances.  It is rather a participatory structure of narratives that ties up the reader and the narrator to a renewed context of understanding one’s own life and experience. 

This chapter aims at developing the thematic of Partition through Shadow lines and Glass Palace. Shadow Lines recounts the effects of homelessness on Bengali populace in the realm of memory. Glass Palace presents a more direct account of a slow process of settlement and displacement that spans over a century, but effects three generations of Benga1is/Indians of Indo-Myanmarese origin. This thematic finds its magic realistic effects in the rapidly changing landscapes and humanscapes of Hungry Tide. In all, the three novels brings out the extraordinary human condition that throws up a new understanding of historicity of events in human life.Such historicized and personalized narratives of Ghosh share a strange existential predicament with Kafka’s a little extreme characters. Shorn off their respective peculiarities, the trauma and the persecution of selves are a common denominator to both. It is to be noted here that Ghosh’s travels and travails through distant spaces and transformations of identities of various narrators present a Kafka like in-determination of self- identity that links up Ghosh to the master-text of existential predicament.

The penultimate chapter of this write-up is concentrating on Butalia’s Prose of Sublimation beyond Memory and Place. This part aims at understanding the experience of partition from the position of women victims and survivors as rendered by Urvashi Butalia in her poignant work entitled, The Other Side of Silence. One needs to ask how the voices of partition affected victims consist of an unspoken silence through which the event of partition can be reproduced by Subjects? This is a project of retrieval of voices that Butalia undertakes. Such a project of retrieval assumes that those who gives their voices, remember suffering or even suppress the memory form a continuum that is not lost in the passage of time. What Butalia aims to unravel is the continuation of the partition saga that afflicts life of the nation, called India. Butalia unravels the link between private and collective memory in order to show how the two influence and shape each other. Partition refugees often personalize stories of general violence and trauma, telling, and feeling them to be their own, and marking the shifts in political climate, location, and personal things. Further the fragmented ways in which memory is stored in an individual’s mind can often turn, in the narrating of such accounts, into a linear narrative where the connections can be borrowed from the received collective recounting of the meta narrative of that event. In this way, a narrative overlap happens to connect the Meta and micro narratives. Butalia particularly is concerned with survivors, who stand as testimony to most of the acts of violence committed during the horrific years of partition. Botalia draws a simile with anti-sikh riots of 1984. This picture of violence gets supplemented by the episetmic and symbolic violence that happens to the victims as well to the perpetrators. The picture is that of instigators of violence mobilizing the mob on the basis of the rationale of retribution and the mass also believes in this rationale. Butalia is concerned about his constitutive aspect of violence, when she narrates, Memory is a complete thing, however, and remembering Partition does not mean only recalling the violence of the time. For every story of violence and enmity, there is a story of friendship and love, and it is as important to recall those as it is to look at stories of violence. Sometimes the two are intertwined as in Bir Bahadur’s story where the violence is internal to the community, although its causes may lie elsewhere, and friendship comes from ‘outside’, so to speak. 

In other words, violence is not ‘pure’, it is rather a step taken to achieve certain ends that are conceived to redeem a collective goal or target. Instances of violence during partition aimed at establishing superiority of a community over its immediate other. Religious violence also got much more complicated with its mobilization of exclusivist concepts of ‘othering’. But the saving grace is that the consistency of violence is always mitigated and corrected by notions of friendship. The narrative of friendship is the ‘other side’ of an extremely violent turn of events that bring into question the celebratory narratives of anti-colonial and nationalist struggles.

The fifth or the final chapter of the book is an Exploring Convergences and Divergences between Existential and Literary Comprehensions of Being. This part proposes to analyse the styles of representation of the three authors discussed in previous chapters. While doing so, it aims at mobilizing the philosophical discourses centering the phenomenon of partition of being and relates it to styles of these three authors in a comparative, intertextual and intercultural context. The primary questions are two, one, how an understanding of the state of existence involve the ‘transformations’ of the being and the self that finds its representation in language and two, how these authors, in a comparative context redescribe the human condition that Existentialist thinkers have responsed in a systematic miner. In pursuing this, the question of ‘style’ assumes central importance both in philosophical and literary sense in this project of exploring ‘convergence’ and ‘divergence’ between these three authors. Before making an effective comparison, one has to understand the meaning of ‘styles of representation’. It is here that philosophical notions of style become significant. Generally, ‘style in philosophy does not mean prose style or verse style; it  has nothing  much  to  do  With ‘composition’, rather it has to do with the intricacies  of philosophical claims that are presented  in  the  process of philosophizing. It is worth remembering here that Wittgenstein suggested a cure for ‘philosophizing’ and that was ‘throwing away’ the philosophical ladder in order to understand, interpret, analyze and develop an idea. In the case of literature, such a notion of  style  of ideas is embedded  in the very representationa1 machinery of literary texts. Therefore, notions of textuality turn out to be an important component of the question of style. Literary and philosophical texts do share a set of common characteristics such as their claims about representation and the way fit themselves to reality. In the context of understanding Partition as an event, it is the full impact of the event that must be shown in literary and philosophical texts. The more complex question that arises here is about the distinction between literary and philosophical texts. Such a generic distinction at the conceptual level brings into focus distinction between ‘reason’ and ‘imagination’ that runs parallel to distinction between ontological categories and fictional categories. Understanding Partition in terms of the ontological category of being versus understanding Partition from the fictional accounts of experiences and its cascading effects on history and culture cannot be mutually exclusive. Rather they are so inclusive of each other that seemingly the genre distinction between philosophy and literature collapses to facilitate an interplay between the ontological and fictional. In fact this chapter aims at deciphering the interplay between being and experience. 

Exploring Convergences and Divergences between Existential and Literary Comprehensions of Being, this book takes into account the three authors who provide diverse anchorages to the notion of Partition of the being: Kafka’s transformation of humans into non-humans. Ghosh’s continuous quest for a settled definition of the being from its forgotten interior and Butalia’s play between affirmation and negation as complementary processes to cope with  Partition as a global phenomenon are mutually reinforcing and hence can be read together in our attempt to understand the connection between Partition and re-creation of being. What emerges is a common pattern, common yet multiple and mutually criss- crossing.


-  DR. DIPANKAR KAR
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