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PREFACE

I have, in the first chapter of this thesis, offered what
| hope are fairly respectable reasons for resear chi ng
bhar at anatyamin an English departnent. In the extra-nmural space
of this preface, it may be freely confessed that | also had an
intensely personal reason for doing this: nerely the fact that
I have been involved with bharatanatyam as student, perforner,
teacher and now researcher, for sone twenty years, and that is
nore than two thirds of nmy life. Dance has always claimed nmy
primary loyalty, and if | have thought of myself as 'bel onging'
in any community, it has been in the community of traditional
performers. This is a sense of location rather than a full
identity; what with English education and a certain comm tment
to a ‘modern,’ non-hierarchical lifestyle, | was already too
alienated a subject to feecl entirely at home in the world ny
dance master inhabits.

This world has al ways of fered serious tenptations, however,
largely because of the kind of person nmy master is. Thanjavur
K.P. Kittappa Pillai has studied, witten about and taught dance
for nmost of his eighty five years. Kittappa is no naif. no one-
di mensi onal figure who expresses the sweet sinplicity of a pre-
modern pastoral existence. He is, for example, as famliar with
the interiors of international jet aircraft as the npst up-to-
date high-flying academic, his last two tours abroad being in
Canada and Greece. But he can take ‘modernity’ or leave it; on
the whole, he prefers to leave it. About eight years ago, his
students spent the night around a radio set, waiting for the
announcenent of the nanes of those aboard the Kanishka from
Canada that had crashed into the sea, because we knew he had
been booked on that flight. It turned out that the mridangam
vi dwan had got lost on his way to the airport at the Canada end:
Kittappa ruled out the idea of travelling without him because
it was discourteous ("we went as a group, we nust come back as
a group") and because the mridangist was particularly incapable
of coping on his own with t.e protocols of internatimal travel.
At the expense of conveni ence, time and noney, Kittappa's troupe
had been rebooked on the next flight.
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That is not a noral story. |Its significance, for the
purposes of explaining this thesis, is that Kittappa has been
resolutely recalcitrant fromthe point of view of all those who
have tried to nodernize him the government, the bureaucratic
networks of art-promoters, dance ‘connoisseurs,’ dancers who
wanted a quick six-nonth bharatanatvam fix. But nopdernity's
mnions invariably msread his serene (and frequently, his
ferociously witty) evasion of their demands. | have cooperated
in anentirely grudging way with the efforts of 'senior' brahmn
dancers, appointed by sone governnent institution on a gross
salary, to wing his know edge out of him under duress, or to
capture his five-century old famlial heritage on sone spools of
tape. The barely disguised contenpt these dancers--some of them
hi s own students--displayed towards Kittappa was inexplicable to
ne then; now, with a better sense of the history of the brahnmin
encounter with the isai vellalar comunity, | know that contenpt
for what it is: a product of the merging of a poisonous upper
caste bigotry and a distinctly nodern bureaucratic rationality.

So ny Ph.D. project had its origin in one of the many fits
of outrage | felt on Kittappa’s behalf, and on behalf of other
isai vellalar teachers | knew and respected: the late T. Brinda,
who taught me nusic for some years; T. Balasaraswati, whose
student Shyamala taught ne abhinayam. It also tapped into ny
feeling that the vitality of the dance was being choked out of
it by the conventions and silly affectations that narked it as
a brahmn practice. My project was sustained by a faith in the
efficacy of theory: perhaps if | could understand what was w ong
with the present praci.ce of the dance, and why it was wong, |
m ght be able to connect up, through filaments of recovered
history, with the richer and infinitely nore interesting
practices of the dancers of the past.

| am sure there will be those who still do not feel that
all this adds up to a convincing reason for researching dance in
an English department. But even the nbst resolute critic of
cultural studies nust have noticed the number of people of his
or her acquaintance, in India, who ‘do' English professionally
but ‘'really are,' deep down, sonmething else: activists,
advertising experts, artists, break dancers, Carnatic musicians,
coffee planters, «cricketers, educationists, folk singers,
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fem nists, film makers, gays, gurus, jazz enthusiasts,
journalists, nature |lovers, performers, poets, priests, social
workers, translators, travellers, to conpile a Borgesian |ist
fromwithin nmy narrow circle of acquaintance. No one wants to
define his or her essence exclusively in terns of acadenm ¢ work
in English; to do so makes them feel ghostly and irrelevant when
they go home to their famlies or when they share their
pl easures with their peers. English all by itself is too alien,
too closely identified with nodernity, and nodernity, after all,
is something even people in English departnments are anbival ent
about. This anbivalence is what cultural studies captures and
transforms into what <can sometimes be genuinely engaged
interpretation, with genuinely fascinating results: which may be
reason enough to take cultural studies seriously.
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NOTES ON DEVADASI, SADI R AND BHARATANATYAM
The origin of the practice of dedicating young girls to
tenples has been mmtter for wild speculation; the theories

advanced have suggested everything from a nun-like order to
tantric rites in which the devadasis tested the ascetism of
their mal e sexual partners. For my purposes in this thesis, it
is enough to note that the practice was widely prevalent |ong
before the Saivite revivalists of the sixth century, in what is
now Tami | Nadu, established offerings of dance or nusic by wonen
as standard features of Hindu tenple worship. Epi gr aphi c
evidence from this period onwards suggests that devadasis were
weal thy, honoured and inportant menbers of the Hindu community.

The word devadasi literally translates as 'slave of god,"’
which is not a particularly appropriate capturing of what it
implies. | amnot sure why this word has cone to be the generic
termfor wonen of this group; as is usual with such standardized
usages, the reason may be sought, no doubt, in some colonial
Census Report, which in turn no doubt reflected some col onial
official's oscillation between noralismand fascination with the
ot herness of this conmunity. Devadasis were known by many nanes
in South India, nanes either specific to the region (for
exanpl e, soole. nayakasani, or patra in what is now Karnat aka;
thevaradiyal in what is now Tam | Nadu; bhogam and saani in
Andhra Pradesh) or specific to the tasks they performed (ganika.
rudrakanni kai . and so on). Devadasi s came frommany m ddl e-1 evel
castes like the Nattuvan and the Mel akkarar (castes whose nale
menbers were usual ly nusicians or nmusic and dance teachers), the
Sengunthar and the Mudaliar. Early in this century, as part of
a consciousness-rai sing exercise, these castes gave thensel ves,

in Tam | Nadu, the designation isai vellalar (cultivators of the
art of music) and in Andhra, kalavanthulu (artists).

The devadasis. it has been noted by many commentators,
speak of thenselves as following a nurai or a way of life,
rather than as belonging to a specific caste: i.e., their
identity is conferred on them nore by their practices, than by
their birth. Dedication to a deity in a cerenpny called, in
Tam | Nadu, 'pottukattu' committed themin childhood to rigorous
apprenticeship under a nattuvanar guru or a mnusic teacher. They
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becane acconplished performers, their services being required in
temples for tasks like the holding of the chamaram or
ceremonial fan in tenple processions, the carrying of hand-
| anps, the weaving of garlands, and the kumbha-arathi (the
cerenoni al waving of the pot-Ianp).

Dance and mnusic, both contributions of the devadasis, were
anong the uvpacharas. ways of honouring the deity. The devadasis
had special ritual dances to performduring festival cycles in
the tenple. In return for their services to the tenples,
devadasis and their families held tenure over |ands (maniams)
granted by the temples (or had rights to the produce of that
land, or to its nonetary equivalent). Usually, they were also
entitled to cooked food from the tenple kitchens, to free
housing or housing sites near tenples, and to provision for
their training under nattuvanars. These entitlenments could be
taken for granted as long as successive generations could
provide girls or women to perform the necessary services. Grl
children were, therefore, prized by this community; talented
girls neant, in addition to tenple entitlenments, the favour and
patronage of private individuals and even of royal houses.

Devadasi s al so had secular roles. They were |ooked upon as

nitvasumangalis--women who were always auspicious--since they

were wedded to the imortal deity of the temple; having special
powers as a result of this bond with the deity, they nediated
bet ween ordinary nortals and fate itself, warding off bad | uck,
performng a range of tasks at private functions and during
rites of passage. For instance, it was considered lucky if a
bride's thali was strung by a devadasi. or if menbers of her
communi ty sang or danced at weddi ngs. Such docunentary evidence

as we have suggests that devadasis were held in high esteem
Speci al honours were granted to themin their lifetimes and when
they died, their spouse-deities went into nourning.

Sadir existed as a continuum from the ‘possessed’ dancing
of cultic significance to the ritual dancing in tenples, from
the <celebratory dancing on secular occasions, to the
sophi sticated practice of the court dancer. In the period under
study here, sadir was danced by devadasis in both sacred and
secul ar spaces. In the 19th century, the nattuvanar brothers
Ponniah, Chinnai ah, Sivanandam and Vadivelu adapted sadir for
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the court-stage and set up its 'concert' format in the Maratha
court at Thanjavur.

Sadir was also called dasiattam. and karnatakam since it

used the 'small drum’ orchestra (which included the 'softer’
instruments like the mridangam. the veena and the clarinet) it

was called chinnamelam, as opposed to perianelam the orchestra
that usually got outdoor engagenents and included instrunents
like the nadaswaram and the tavil.

By the 1920s, sadir had fallen into disrepute, nost of its
traditional perforners either preferring or driven to marry
"respectably' or to use their talents in other professions.
(Many of themturned to acting and singing for the newWy created

cinemn industry.) Some version of the term bharatanatyam seens
to have been ‘officially’ used for the first time in the early
1930s by nenbers of the Miusic Acadeny of Madras, as part of an
attenpt to restore dignity and acceptability to the dying dance
form Rukmini Devi Arundale, who, along with a nunber of brahmn
wonmen, began to learn and perform sadir in the late 1930s,
preferred to call the form Bharata Natya:; in the text of ny

thesis, however, | have used the nore current version of the
term (bharatanatyam) except when referring explicitly to Rukm ni
Devi's usage.



CHAPTER 1

I NTRODUCTI ON

The Aesthetic and the Political:
Probl ens in the Phil osophy of Culture

The ow of Mmnerva flies at dusk; research projects, pale
shadows of the original bird, vyield up their animating ideas
perilously near the |last deadline. Under the inpression that |
was reconstructing a specific, neatly demarcated history--that

of the transfornation of sadir into bharatanatyam-| inhaled the

dust of archives from tine to time for some three years,
browsi ng through speeches, docunents, belles lettres. panphlets
and fiction; through anything, in short, that seermed to cast
light on the subject. But with all ny watchfulness, 'the

subject' ramfied, insidiously attaching tendrils to concepts

(the bloated old chestnut "modernity,"’ for instance, or
"aesthetics') that | would have been well-advised to avoid.
Inevitably, by the time | began drafting this thesis, | was

conscious of that sinking sensation familiar to academ cs

everywhere, of having taken on infinitely nore than | could
handl e.

More than hal fway through the actual witing | worked it
out that what | had on ny hands was not so nuch the discursive

el aboration of 'the Nautch Question,' as an abstract problem



the relation between cul tural production and its socio-political
cont ext ; or, nore specifically, the relationship between
cultural artefacts and the power relations that control their
forms, their audiences and the lifestyles of their makers. |If
one may think of sonmething as a 'philosophical' problem without
necessarily evoking transcendental overviews, the relationship
between art and politics may be considered a problem in 'the
phi | osophy of culture.’ .

There is some consolation in the fact that ny thesis nay
have a bearing on this problem To the extent that it addresses
itself to studying something nore than a particular historical
conjuncture, it may be of interest to culture-fanciers of any
persuasion. 'Cultural artefacts,' in the above fornulation of
this problem could be read as shorthand for anything from high
art to propaganda to popul ar cinemn, and how the phrase is used
woul d depend on the aesthetic and cultural predilections of the
person who uses it; and depending on her i deol ogi cal
inclinations, ‘politics’ mmy nean either power relations
(oppressive, productive, or sinply 'natural') or emancipatory
practices, or both. She mmy agree enthusiastically with the idea
that art is bound up with politics in this broad sense, or she
may deny it vehemently; but if she is an artist or a perfornmer,
a historian or critic, a witer or cultural activist, her
practice is irreducibly caught in the web of causality and
correspondence that connects these two phenonena.

So by the light of dusk, rather late for the purposes of
good organi zation if not for wisdom | saw the ramifications of
the problem | had undertaken to study. As a result, this thesis

has one fixed eye (trained on sadir/bharatanatyam) and one

roving one (glancing at English studies, the historiography of
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culture and femnist theory). Hi ndsi ght suggests that the
invasion of ny ‘'subject' by these disciplinary practices ought
not to have surprised me: though what initially notivated ny
research was mnmy interest in imagining, in as nuch detail as
possi bl e, a contenporary and fem nist practice of bharatanatyam
it was the engagenents between traditional English studies and
fem nist criticismthat gave sonething like theoretical rigour
to ny obscure dissatisfactions with the current practice of
cl assi cal dance.

These ot her subjects did not, it nust be noted, crowd the

history of sadir out of its central position in nmy argunent. On

the contrary, sadir functioned as the touchstone case for npst

of the issues that | wanted to consider in relation to English
or to femnist cultural studies. In order to get a picture of
what an alternative version of bharatanatyamm ght |ook like, it
was necessary to work through

1) the relationship between the intersecting histories of
nationalism and wonen's emancipation in |India, since the

canpai gn agai nst sadir was avowedly pro-wonen, the product of a

proto-feminism that became a reference point for nost subsequent
nmoves towards wonen's equality; and
2) the relationship between fem nist practice and the aesthetics
of dance (since sonme aesthetic codes would have to be decided on
in the process of re-imagining the form, the idea of the
aesthetic being the target of one of fem nism s nobst convincing
and timely critiques.

Though the relationship between cultural production and
politics had been problematized by marxist critics, it was

femnist criticismthat really put it on the agenda of English
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studies. FromA Roomof One's Own onwards, feninist polemcs on

literary norns have focused on the hidden political notivations
behind the many ideologies of the aesthetic, ideologies so
constructed as to make women's witing invisible, marginal,
uncanoni cal, or just inconpetent. These polemcs, half-buried in
oblivion in the decades since they were produced, were recovered
and aired by the Anglo-Anmerican femnist critics of the 1970s
and 1980s. Since the post-sixties phase in the devel opment of
femnist criticism the idea that 'the aesthetic' is an
artificial construct, apt to enshrine the interests of those who
invoke it, has passed into the realm of received w sdom for
fem nists. Contiguous theoretical/critical developments--post-
structuralism, postcol onial t heory, somre African Anerican
criticism-have also taken the constructedness of the aesthetic
to be a critical commnplace; in India, the nascent dalit

critique would probably endorse this argunent.

Al 'l particular versions of cultural producti on, or
particular ideologies of the aesthetic, are undoubtedly
"socially constructed.' The unravelling of these ideologies,

under the stress of recent critiques, reinforces--somewhat
nonot onousl y, perhaps, since one cannot scorn to repeat a point
that ought to be so obvious but is so resolutely disavowed--the
conviction that there is nothing ‘behind’ the construct. Since
no ‘essence’ of beauty or taste can be proved to persist through
historically contingent aesthetic codes, all ideas about the
aesthetic seem reducible to power-play. That is to say, it
becomes difficult to maintain a distinction, even for purely
anal ytic purposes, between, on the one hand, philosophical

aesthetics (which frequently sets itself to answer some such



5
guestion as ‘'What is Beauty?,’ hardly an auspicious beginning
for a historicized or culturally situated study of perception)
or the celebration of literary taste; and, on the other, 'the
aesthetic," if one wants to invoke for this word not the
sedi nentations of privilege, but the resonances ‘'kinaesthetic,’
'sensory,' ‘perceptual,’ 'affective,' or 'sexual.' The very
contingency of the aesthetic, its dependence on social and
political norms, becomes the theme to rum nate upon, and to
posit or investigate the sensory, bodily or enotional dinensions
of human response to cultural artefacts appears m sguided, to
say the least. Thus the cultural critiques | am concerned with
in this thesis, critiques influenced by the theories of the
contenporary acadenmic Left, and produced under the rubric of
cultural studies, tend to structurally exclude the investigation
of the aesthetic except as a manifestation of ideol ogical
investments.

How does one work the concerns of artists or perfornmers,
conpelled by the very nature of their practice to grapple with
notions of the aesthetic, into the avail able nmodels of studying
culture, without abandoning hard-won insights into the politics
of art? | had no desire to reify art in the typical and
unprepossessing ways that a mddle class background and an
Engl i sh education encourage. It did not seem self-evident to me,
for instance, that art embodied universal values; that it was
what special individuals, blessed with good taste, naturally
created or appreciated; that it was uncontam nated by the sordid
influence of the market or by the gross realities of power and
politics. On the other hand | did not want to |eave out of the

reckoning too many of the elements--grammar, technique and
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craftsmanship, training, style, enot i onal i nvest nent s,
perceptual and kinaesthetic and bodily responses—that go into
the nmaking and reception of works of art. These elenents carry
political traces too, as 1 wll argue when | describe the
aesthetic of bharatanatvam: but they are also, in a sense, the
undertheorised, undecidable residue of ‘subjective' feeling in
the presence of art, and need to be dealt with as such, rather
than as nere projections of the sociology, ideology, or post
facto discursive justification of taste, objectively available
for tabulation or deconstruction.

Significantly, and discouragingly for a femnist, the
af fective aspects of cultural production or reception have been
nost conscientiously and elaborately studied by critics one
woul d describe (and perhaps regretfully reject) as either
"liberal' or ‘conservative.’ For instance, the project that
El aine Showalter <calls ‘gynocritics,’ the constructing of
aesthetically and politically sensitive responses to wonmen's
writing, has figured promnently in liberal femnist criticism
But liberal fem nists doing gynocritics are tilling soil that
has already been |eached by nore theoretically sophisticated
femnists. Gven the enphasis the npbst prestigious cultural
critics now place on the hazards of any aesthetic judgement
(‘value’ is out, even as ‘'pleasure’ creeps back i n), the project
of the post-sixties generation appears, by inplication,
anachronistic, politically dubious. Cultural critics on the
post-structuralist, postcolonial fem nist Left are inno mood to
naively celebrate an alternative aesthetic, and they have logic
on their side: to take the femnist critique of existing

aesthetic codes seriously is necessarily to look with suspicion



on all ideas that rub shoulders with phil osophical aesthetics.]C
This justifiable suspicion is ny point of departure in the
consi deration of the link between art and politics; only, unlike
contenporary post-structuralist cultural theorists, | am not
sure that it is ny destination

The academic Left's belated recognition of the persistence
of culture as affect. despite the obsolescence of the
intellectual categories used to describe this, is expressed in
the newfound interest in the idea of ' pl easure."’ The
associ ation of pleasure with subversion is made as a matter of
course in French literary and social theory of the 1970s and
early '80s. To perpetrate outrages through the wuninhibited
pursuit of eros is the bohemian avant-garde's answer to marxi st
praxis on the one hand and to bourgeois noral strictures on the
other. Critics in the Angl o- Arerican acadeny have been, on the
whol e, nore sceptical than the French about the theory that one
could topple class structures by challenging accepted |ibidina
econom es, though sone of them have neverthel ess introduced
versions of it into their own work. Barring French writers |ike
Hel ene Ci xous, femnist critics have taken up the question of
pl easure, especially of sexual pleasure, in an altogether nore
responsible and nobre prosaic way, since it is so deeply
inplicated in the way wonmen are perceived and treated in a world
where ideas of what constitutes pleasure tend to be defined by
men. 13

I would take it as axiomatic that the expression of the
sexuality or of +the pleasure of a subordinated group is
profoundly disturbing to a dom nant group (as witness the mddle

class anxiety over the unreconstructed sexuality of the
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devadasis) . but | believe the question of pleasure has to be
handl ed with the kind of caution fem nists bring to it; it would
be too easy to celebrate the devadasis as exenplars of French-
styl e subversion through .Jouissance.

To recapitulate: imagining a fem nist practice of dance has
meant, for me, studying the area of convergence of three
overlapping fields: that of the history of the dance in India,
whi ch adds to what we know about the way wonmen and their bodies
were represented and instrumentalized by the discourses of
nationalism that of the wonen's question in India;, and that of
femnist critical practice, which, as | encountered it, happens
to be tethered to the discipline of English, but mght function
as a bridge to a contenporary rethinking of dance. This
eccentric project involves different disciplinary spaces:

1) sadir/bharatanatyam, of course;

2) English studies in India, one version of which nediates the
Foucaul di an nodel of genealogy that | find useful;
3) the enmerging field of femnist cultural studies in India,
whi ch poses the questions of history, politics and aesthetics
within a large theoretical franmework whose pivotal categories
are gender, culture and the nation.
I will consider, in the rest of this chapter, how each of these
fields in turn is inplicated in nmy arguments about politics and
art.

| also want to lay out, in sone detail, an argument for
studying the history of dance (or of similar cultural practices)
al ongside the history of English studies in India. Wat appears
to be a startling juxtaposition of themes, | wll argue, mght

begin to appear entirely sound if one could get out of the deep-
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rooted, colonially inculcated, uncritical habits of reading that
have been institutionalized in English studies. The point of
entry into this argument is ny own negative response to the idea
of applying 'Indian aesthetics' to English literature. In a
sense, this chapter is about the admissibility of such projects
as mne in English departments; in other words, about the
reasonabl eness of doing cultural studies as part of English
studies.

The Nautch Question

The controversy about sadir developed in the context of

both national and |ocal power struggles. | wll try to give,
bel ow, a quick overvi ew of the cast of characters in this dramg,
the stakes they had in the issue, and their notives for
favouring the positions they took.

Ar ound the m d- ni neteent h century the Chri stian
m ssionaries in South India began to worry about the noral

implications of the dance form called sadir. Sadir was

traditionally performed by women (the devadasis) who, after
being synbolically married ('dedicated') to the deity of the
local tenple, performed certain services for the tenple and
enjoyed customary honours as well as land tenure in return. The
m ssionaries were shocked and disturbed by tw features,
culturally unfamliar to them of the devadasis’ way of life:
firstly, that they contracted non-conjugal sexual relationships
with men; secondly, that they performed what appeared (to the
m ssionaries, at any rate) to be ‘erotic' dances, in places of
worship, in full view of a m xed audi ence that included the very
young. The cry of ‘religious prostitution' went up anmong those

who were concerned about the noral codes of the heathen, both in
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I ndia and abroad.

The mi ssionaries had m xed notives in figuring the widely
preval ent practices of dedication and tenple dancing as coercive
and evil. Genuine noral outrage, no doubt, was one of these.
M ssi onary canpaigners believed that the dance, and the non-
marital sexual relationships that went with it, were repugnant
alike to God and to European civilization. (Indeed, some of them
liked to think that there was no difference between the |ast
two.) The unregenerate cultures of the Oient were, on the
whol e, ripe for the righteous interventions of nore civilized
races; exenplars of this noral recalcitrance, the souls of the
‘fallen’ devadasis sinply called out to be saved. They were
conmmitted to their irregular lifestyles in the innocence of
childhood, by indifferent or positively imoral parents; they
could be nmade to see the light even in the fulness of their

adul t hood.

To the extent that the nmissionaries in the colonies were
also inperialists, and that many of the battles between the
coloni zer and the colonized took place over the question of
religious and noral superiority, the canpaign against the
devadasis served both the British enpire and the Christian
church very well indeed. In spite of the fact that relations
between Church and Enpire were far from harnmonious in the
colonies, both drew their legitimcy fromthe prom ses of the
Eur opean Enlightennent. The authority of Christ, as m ssionaries
frequently pointed out, was underwitten by scientific truth and
enlightened morals, while Indian faiths were superstition-
ridden, rankly amoral and therefore forever benighted: the

devadasi nurai illustrated these points nost satisfactorily. The
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m ssionary attack on sadir as an index of the degeneracy of

Indian religion worried at a tender spot in the nationalist
psyche. As | suggest in chapter 2, with reference to Katherine
Mayo's book Mther India (1927), the discrediting of Hindu
religion was a blow to the Indian nationalists, who held on
fiercely to the notion of |India's inpeccable record in the
realns of the spirit.

Qddly enough, the one party that m ght have been expected

to capitalize on the canpaign against sadir--the colonial

government—did not put this issue on its civilizational agenda
for a considerable stretch of the nineteenth century. The early
generations of European settlers in |India tolerated and
soneti nes patroni zed the dance, though one doubts that there was
any inforned appreciation in this quarter. It was all one to the
nabobs whet her the dancers were from Lucknow or from Thanjavur;
happily indiscrimnate, they applied the term'nautch’ (fromthe
Hi ndustani naach. to dance) to all the highly differentiated
classical and folk dance forms they encountered. Thus what they
did contribute to the debate, initially, was a nane: the
controversy about the continued existence of sadir was dignified
in the English language press and the Legislative Council

debates by the rather unlikely title of 'the Nautch Question.'

Though there were sporadic bursts of anti-sadir activity

from the 1860s onwards, the official Anti-Nautch nmovement in
Madras was launched in 1892. By this tine nautch was already
perceived as a ‘national’ issue. WIlliam MIller (1838-1922),
founder of the Madras Christian College, was a key figure in the
initial stages of this canpaign and many of his students went on

to become anti-nautch firebrands in the next few decades.
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By the 1890s, with wi despread conscientization about the
Naut ch Question, the m ssionary canpaigners were no longer in a
mnority. The question brought to the fore deeply felt anxieties
about the convergence, in Hindu practice, of religious ritual,
art, and fenale sexuality. It also received publicity as an
aspect of the woman question. The 'wonan question' was, at |east
since the controversies over sati, the touchstone of
governmental legitimation in colonial India: H ndu nationalists
had to prove their concern for Indian womanhood while the
colonial admi nistrators systematically and conpl acently pointed
to illiberal or cruel H ndu religious/cultural practices to
justify the extension of their own rule. The intersecting of the
religion question and the woman question in the nautch issue
decided the identity of the group that would inevitably
gravitate towards it: the advocates of social reform
By the beginning of the twentieth century, Hindu social
reformers, shaken out of a cultural universe in which dance and
religion mxed perfectly well, added their voices to the general
clanour for the outlawi ng of sadir., and of those degraded wonen,
the devadasis. Social reform groups (like the Wnmen's India
Associ ati on) in Madras, sone  {(though not all) brahm n
nationalists, the Madras Theosophi st s, the non-brahmn

i deol ogues of the Suya Mariyadhai Iyvakkam (E. V. Ramaswam

Nai cker's Sel f Respect Movement), and various caste associations

like the Sengunthar Mahaiana Sangam all clinbed on the anti-

naut ch bandwagon in the next few crucial decades, wearing out
the opposition. This opposition, represented chiefly by orthodox
brahmin Mdras Congress menbers under the |eadership of

C.Rajagopalachari and S.Satyamurthi in the 1930s was conpletely



13
overshadowed by the ‘enlightened’ activism of the anti-
nautchers. Afflicted by a sense of their own retrogressive
appear ance, the nenbers of the Music Acadeny of Madras, who were
part of the cultural wng of the Congress, and who were
projecting devadasis as perforners of bharatanatyam, called
thensel ves the ‘pro-art progressives.'

The person who, nore than any other single individual, made
sadir a cause celebre for nationalists in Midras was
Muthulakshmi Reddi, Madras University's first woman nedical
graduate, social activist and Menber of the Legislative Council
bet ween 1926 and 1930. Reddi’s main argunent for the abolition
of sadir. wpartly borne out by fact and partly sustained by
gathering prejudice, was that it was inseparable from
prostitution. Using rhetoric whose shifts of register (fromthe
pitying to the condematory) betrayed their anbivalence and
anxi ety about the issue of publicly visible female sexuality,
she and her middle class conpatriots nmade rapid and inexorable

progress towards the abolition of sadir. The discourse of public

hygi ene and racial purity as well as the discourse of ‘'true'
(i.e., ‘'spiritual') art contributed to this progress.
Despite the clear evidence of the wealth of the devadasis,

despite their ritual status as nitvasumangalis (ever-auspicious

wonen) and their high social status in the secular world, the
anti-nautch reformers portrayed them alnmpst exclusively as
m serable victims needing to be ‘rescued’ (a word npst routinely
used to describe them was 'wetches') or, occasionally, as
schem ng, degraded, wuncultured deviants whose art was only a
pretext for prostitution. The damage to the self-conception and

public image of the devadasia was done over a period of sone
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decades by a particularly virulent rhetoric; |I|egislation, when
it came, only put a few finishing touches to what was already a
dami ng and permanently disabling indictment. Wth the passing
of the Madras Devadasis (Prevention of Dedication) Act by the
Legi sl ative Assenbly in 1947, these wonen, once powerful nenbers
of the commnity of artists, officially lost their livelihood
and their hereditary rights. The reviling, ghettoizing and
i mpoveri shment of the devadasis were anong the lasting practical
effects of the discourses that led to the Anti-Nautch Act of
1947.

Thr oughout this period, and with heightened urgency as the
campai gn agai nst them intensified, the devadasis nade counter-
argunents and appeals for assistance. The soci al reform
argunents had, however, become such conmon currency that there
was alnobst no public synpathy for the devadasis’ side of the
picture. Parallel devel opments such as the decline of princely
patronage and of the aura of religious ritual, and the
adm nistrative regulation of prostitution, only hastened the
l egislating away of the devadasis.

The story might have ended at this point, with the decay of
a comunity and the death of an art form had it not been for
two devel opments: the setting up of the Misic Acadeny of Madras,
and the appearance on the scene of Rukmini Devi Arundale (1904-
1986).18 The Music Academy, an inportant institution for the
pronotion of classical nusic and dance started in 1928, took
issue with Muthulakshmi Reddi and her adherents over her
handling of the Nautch Question. Enphasizing the accidental

nature of the ‘'evil’ to which sadir had succunbed, the ‘pro-art’

activists of the Misic Acadeny urged that the dance form be
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restored to its earlier respectability. These activists--anong
them the Madras |awer and theatre performer E. Krishna |yer
(1897-1968), brahm n dance teachers |ike Bharatam Narayanaswami
Aiyar, and later, connoisseurs |ike V.Raghavan--contributed to
this restoration by seeking out some of the numerous practising
devadasi s of exceptional talent and presenting them under the
Miusi ¢ Academy's auspices, by witing about the form and even by
presenting dance recitals thensel ves. B

For a while, between 1930 and 1935, it seened as if the
tide of public opinion would turn in favour of the devadasis.
though the opposition to the Acadeny's efforts at revival was
bitter enough. But in 1935, a new factor emerged, which
accel erated the pace of their decline as a perforning class: a
group of brahmin wonmen associated with the Theosophical
novenent, who offered thenselves as the ideal vehicles of dance-
as-cul tural- nationalism and who, by enphasizing their
respectablity, effectively w ped out the conpetition over the
next fewyears. They had the ideol ogical support of such figures
as Anni e Besant and Janes Cousins, who were attenpting to create
a nore 'Swadeshi' brand of cultural nationalism rejecting the
brand derived from Enlightennent discourses of human equality,
freedom and sel f-determ nation. Swadeshi, as they mediated it,
and as it was taken up by the brahm n dancers, had explicit
al | egiances to upper caste values; a fact that becones
significant when one contrasts it with non-brahmin protest,
which at this tine was deploying the |anguage of political
equality.

Thus even as the devadasis were being driven into the

margins of society as defined by the enmergent mddle clasa, a
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drastically nodified version of sadir made its public appearance
for the first tine. Naming it 'Bharata Natya’ and defiantly
proclaimng their worthiness to rescue this form fromits own
*vulgar’ antecedents, these brahm n wonen, |ed by Rukmini Devi
Arundal e in breaking the caste taboo, began to present dance
recitals. These recitals were woven into the politics of the
time, and were framed by cultural nationalism on the one hand
and an el aborate netaphysical -aesthetic doctrine on the other.
As the nmood took them or as it was convenient, the inheritors
of the form enphasized or disavowed the rupture between sadir
and Bharata Natya: they alternately boasted of its unbroken ‘two
thousand year old tradition’ and disclainmed all continuity with
the practice of the devadasis. What is npst interesting about
all this is that the elimnation of the devadasis from history

and the recasting of the role of sadir/bharatanatyam i n national

and mddle class culture turned on a new definition of correct
genderi ng.

These parallel discourses--one seeking to dismantle the
practice of sadir. the other seeking to give it a new
respectability and social role--appear at a crucial nonment in
our history: the noment of the sinultaneous formation and entry
into nodernity of the nation. The timng is what makes the
points at issue so interesting.

A major part of nmy thesis, then, is devoted to exam ning
the inbrication of the discourse generated by 'the Nautch
Question,’ approxi mately between 1850 and 1950 in what was then
the Madras Presidency, in a series of interconnected events (the
nationali st novenent, the advent of the Indian 'nodern,' the

definition of the normative female citizen) and in certain
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di sciplinary practices (the classical dance form bharatanatvam.
and the study of aesthetics, art and culture in the past as well
as in the present). | want to place these events within the
clashing or overlapping fields of force created by the col onial
powers, the brahmin intelligentsia, the Christian mssionaries,
the Sel f-Respect Myvenent and the Theosophists.

Research relating the history of the devadasis to the
national i st movenent has been going on in different disciplines.
The devadasis have been understandably fascinating to
et hnogr aphers, anthropol ogi sts and soci ol ogi sts, and a good deal
of extrenely interesting work has already been done by wonen
schol ars. An inmportant ethnographic study documents the
lifestyle, social codes and the ethos of devadasis in South

I ndi a: Saskia Kersenboom-Story’s Nityasumangali: Devadasi

Tradition in South India (1987). Amrit Srinivasan’s doctoral

thesis, "Tenple Prostitution and Reform An Exam nation of the
Et hnographic, Historical and Textual Context of the Devadasis of
Tam | Nadu," summarised in " Reformand Revival: The Devadasi
and Her Dance" (1985) is another outstandingly useful source.
The npbst substantial evidence for nmy argunents about the

anti-nautch nmovement is provided by the Proceedings of the

Madras Legislative Council (cited in this text as PMLC) from

1927 onwards, and |later, the Proceedings of the Mdras

Legi sl ative Assenbly (cited as PMLA), a collection that includes

the Devadasi Act of 1947; and by the speeches, panphlets and
aut obi ographi cal writings of Muthulakshmi Reddi, chief architect

of the Act. Other archival sources include the Native Newspaper

Reports (documented in the text as NNR) for the first few

decades of this century, since the Press made its presence felt
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inthis debate; the journal Stri Dharma. official publication of
the Women's |India Association, edited for some years by
Muthulakshmi Reddi; mi ssionary publications; nmenorials produced
by devadasi associations; publications of the Self-Respect
Movenent; statenents made by caste-organi zati ons; and novels and
short stories written in the period | am studying.

Secondary sources (including Census Reports, ethnographic
studi es and readi ngs of tenple inscriptions) provide information
on the status of devadasis prior to the intervention of the
missionaries.

So nuch for the discourses that rang sadir out. The
literature that announced its successor--bharatanatyvam--
includes the witings of Rukmini Devi Arundal e, in panphlets and
books put out by the Theosophical Society and in the journal
published by her institute of dance (Kalakshetra), t.e

Kalakshetra Quarterly. The Journal of the Misic A.:ademy., Madras,

and Sangeet Natak, the journal published oy the Sangeet Natak
Acadeny, also provided useful irformation, especially about E.
Krishna lyer's and T. Balasaraswati’s contributions to the
nati .nalist revival of dance.BAgreat deal of what | know about
the history of the dance and its current practice comes from ny
personal interaction with the scholar and dance guru, Thanjavur
K. P.Kittappa Pillai.®

"What one would try to reconstitute would be the ennmeshing
of a di scour se in a hi st ori cal process" (Foucaul t,

Power / Know edge 38). The historical process started by the

di scourses of social reform continues into the present. The
concepts that evolved in the heat of nationalist and regional

politics at this monent (and that are exenplified in the
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anti-nautch controversy) are not nerely of ‘historical’ interest
in that they give us a glinpse of our past; they frane our
thinking today no less than in pre-independence India, on a
range of matters from national sovereignty to the wonen's

question to aesthetics.

Engl i sh Teachers: Orthodox Brahmins or Liberal Humanists?

On the face of it, bharatanatyam has nothing to do wth
English literature, and the neshing of themes in this thesis--
politics, cultural history, English studies, dance--is an effect

of ny own idiosyncratic position. English professors of the old

school, sorely tried by the new generation's violations of
di sciplinary boundaries, may be understandably outraged:
what ever happened to Shakespeare and MIlton? | would not,

i ndeed, wish to evade the question of why | am doing this kind
of study in an English department. | wll also refrain from
whi ppi ng out that serviceable weapon in the post-structuralist
arsenal, the well-worn (but still pretty nearly irrefutable)
argunment about the fragility of the idea of the ‘literary’; |
will not ask, except in passing, the old question: if the
Gettysburg Address and Areovagitica are literature, by what
edict is Muthulakshmi Reddi’s noving Legislative Council speech
barred from being literature too?

English studies in India happens to be going through one of
those (possibly epochal) convul sions in which disciplinary nornms
are disrupted anyway. This convul sion has nothing to do with the
efforts of individuals. It has partly to do with the careers of
alternative critical paradignms (feminist, post-structuralist,

postcolonial, nmarxist) in British and American academia which
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have the aide-effect, in India, of focusing wuncharitable
attention on the tattered remants of the ‘affectionate’
approach to English. These devel opments confirm what English
teachers and students have always dimy suspected: that there is
sonething odd and inpractical about studying the literature of
another country, in an alien language, in a nation which,
strictly speaking, cannot afford to finance higher education in
the humanities. And as it often happens when the future of an
institution is wuncertain, the recognition that something is
definitely rotten in English studies has resulted in attenpts to
reconstruct its history. As studies of the history of English
proliferate--studies which dwell on, rather than slur over, its
enbarrassing conplicity in the colonial scheme--major changes in
the discipline my be immnent. It seens a likely nmonment,
therefore, for my project, which |Iooks again at the history of
English, but from a new angle: in its interactions with the

history of sadir-bharatanatvam. In many ways, these histories

were identical, and that fact is of sone relevance to English.
The period in which sadir fell gradually from grace--the
1840s onwards--was roughly the period in which education in
English came to stay in |ndi a.5 The peopl e who transforned sadir
from dance form into social evil--the missionaries--were also
the agents of this education. The introduction of English
literature as part of the educational regimen took place in a
particular context: the British government's proscription of
open interference by mssionaries in Indian religious affairs.
Teaching Indian children (and later, |Indian university students)
English literature was a way of getting around this

proscription; the discipline at once served the purpose of noral
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uplift and did ideological work to the detriment of Indian
faiths. The transformation of the ‘native’ world view by these
means was so successfully managed that when the m ssionaries
began to clamur for reform they could appeal to the val ues
they thensel ves had hel ped di ssem nate.

The class that answered the call for reform was the class
that had benefited from English education and from the kind of
scientific thought that displaced religious faith. It would be
accurate to say, then, that those who produced and consuned
English literature in Madras Presidency at this time were as a
class virtually coeval wth those who produced and consuned
bharatanatyam, but distinct fromthose who produced and consuned

sadir. In a sense, sadir was driven out of the public sphere by

the increasing availability of English as the nedium in which

subj ects were schooled into nmodernity.

The val ues that the brahminical Indian intelligentsia could
nost easily assimlate to its own lifestyle and needs were those
of the evangelical Victorian middle class. It is hardly
surprising then that the class conposition of both the social
reformers and the producers of fiction in English, the
overl apping constituencies that cleaved to English education,
reflected this cultural predisposition. The nanes of the authors
who were best known for their work in English, and who used
their witing to promote social reform--Panchapakesa Ayyar,
K.S.Venkataramani, Manjeri |svaran, R.K. Narayan--bespeak their
caste origins, as do the invariably brahm n themes and setting
of their fiction.28 The other category of witer who produced
fiction in English was the convert to Christianity, whose origin

was also often brahm n (Krupabai Satthianadhan is an obvious
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exanpl e) .

The interaction between |ndian upper castes and European
m ssionaries produced its own share of inmproving literature, by
brahmin witers like the above. The fiction was set in [ocal and
famliar |andscape, but enbodied new noral values. The Indian
m ddle class witer was responding for the first time, as Susie
Tharu puts it, "to an ideological anmbience in which a totally
new sense of the responsibilities of the witer as well as the
social function of literature and literary study figured
prom nently" ("The Arrangenment of an Alliance" 168). The end-
product was pre-emnently a literature of transition: the
civilizational values that it purveyed were often partially
assimlated, sometimes shown as clashing with hoary Indian
traditions, at other tinmes shown as identical or conpatible with
the latter. Whatever the case, it suited the missionaries that
the native advocates of cultural reformshould air their ideas,
and the m ssionary presses promoted this literature.

One of the features of the ‘modernity’ package that
imediately struck a chord anong the brahmn social reforners
was the separation of the public sphere fromthe private one. To
those who valued seclusion in order to maintain ritual purity,
the demarcation of the domestic sphere offered, in all
probability, the reassurance of the famliar. Urbanized and
professionalized brahmns, especially, began to sanctify the
donestic sphere in their witing, so that it was no |onger
nerely the effect of a particular (sexual) division of |abour (a
division apt to be overlooked, in non-urban contexts, in the
busy periods of agricultural work), but an ideologically

saturated space.
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The i ndi genous version of the domestic woman, forned in the
crucible of social reform was given definition and life in
turn- of-the-century fiction in English. Inthe stories in which
m ddle class heroes westle with the social problens of the
time--enforced cel i bacy for wi dows, child marriage,
untouchability, education of girl children, dedication of girls
to tenples: the woman question was ever a social problem--one
institution comes shining through: the conpanionate marri age.
The helpmate in this fiction is no rebel; she negotiates,
gracefully, triunphantly, the minefields of ritual purity, caste
segregation, sexual norns, and the socialization of children,
while her male counterpart girds his loins to build the nation
or to perpetrate refornms. Woman keeps the covenant with
tradition while Man takes on the challenges of flux. This
(natural) allocation of duties preserves the famly and keeps
Indian culture--in sone people's view, keeps the cosmc order
itself--safe while the nation itself negotiates the crisis of
modernity.

Krupabai Satthianadhan’s two novels Kamala: A Story of

Hindu Life (1894) and Saguna (1895), the first novels in English
by an Indian woman, denmonstrate the connections between
Christian evangelism social reform the wonman question and
Engli sh education. The novels were serialized in the Madras
Christian College journal; Kamala in 1893, the year after the
anti-nautch canpaign was |aunched by Wlliam MIler, Principal
of Madras Christian College. The introductory menoir (appended
to Kamal a) by Ms. H.B. Gigg solemly declares that
Sat t hi anadhan "will ever be a standing reproach to those who

deny the effect of Western teaching and who woul d neet [sic] out
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grudgingly to Indian wormen the benefits of Western education”
(xxxV).

Fermal e happiness is imaged in the new di scourse as a sort
of heroic but cosy conjugality: "There is a good deal to show
that in Vedic times wonen had lived a free and healthy life,"
says M's. Grigg, "sharing often in the pursuits and interests of
their husbands" (ii). Such enviable felicity, |ost since Vedic
times, is nowrecaptured, as "the work of enlightenment of wonen
consequent on the spread of English education anobngst men" gets
underway (ii-iii). This kind of self-assurance and this
effortless detection of continuities between mythic figures of
the gol den age and the kindly educational effort of the British
m ssionaries and government were anong the features commobn to
the anti-nautch canpaign and English | earning.

Having learnt from British nodels what fiction really
meant, and especially what realist fictionnmeant, Indian witers
in English took up the work of translating across cultures.
G ven the power relations in place under colonial rule, this
invariably meant making Indian f‘customs’--quaint, nystical and
charming, or nasty and retrogressive—intelligible to the
Eur opean mi nd. Pronoting Manjeri Isvaran’s short story

collection No Anklet Bells for Her (1949), John Hanpson writes:

"This volume should gain many new readers for Isvaran, anong
them surely others l|ike myself, specially grateful...for his
exquisite interpretations of Southern life and custom in a
| anguage which can play still an inportant and legitimte part
in adding to the world's know edge and understandi ng of |[ndia"
(Hanmpson xvi ) .

A popular genre at this tine was the vignette, the sketch
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of a personality, custom or scene which claimed to typify the
I ndi an et hos. K.S.Venkataramani, author of the novels Kandan The

Patriot and Murugan The Tiller. also produced a volune called

Paper Boats: Sketches of Indian Village Life in which he

presented for the western gaze a nunber of tropes for India from

"The Hindu Tenple" to "The Indian Beggar," from "Saraswati"s
Marriage" to "Village Cricket." "[Nothing so nuch actuates
him" wites his friend and admrer K. Chandrasekharan, "as the
desire to interpret every bit of our life and tradition to the
outer world" (91). Venkataramani’s sketches are steeped in
nostalgia and in the peculiar anbival ence imginable only in the
situation of the native subject who is making his own dying
culture intelligible, on their ternms, to the very people who are
destroying it.

The vignette also represents an attenpt to docunment and
preserve inpressions of the organic society, displaced by the
spread of urban-nodern culture, as an inspirational resource for

the witer's own people. Here is Chandrasekharan again,

recalling that Venkataramani's prose "was |ike the shower of
manna on the parched-up soul of South India. It cleansed our
putrid notions.... Everything belonging to wus assuned a

di mensi on al together different. Everything gained a prestige and
value...(89).

As is evident fromall this, the two structures of feeling
and belief under discussion—brahm nical Hi nduism and European
Enli ghtennent--were interlaced with each other, but in a very
untidy way. The anxious desire to enulate or claim as their own
what were seen as civilizationally nore advanced values was

of fset, for upper caste I|ndians, by nostalgia for the organic
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comunity and, perhaps nore crucially, by the prospect of a |oss
of power in their own immmediate context, if these values were
to be taken seriously. Attenpts in Indian art and witing to
achieve a fit between ‘modern’ values and Hindu lifestyles were
defeated by the fact that npost Enlightenment discourses about
freedom and equality were by definition unassimilable to the
caste system and to the maintenance of the range of hierarchies
wi thin which Indians had grown accustoned to functioning. This
dependence on a notion of nodernity that had its built-in
reasons for certain kinds of conservatism (with regard to
what ever was classified as inviolable tradition) 1is another

feature that the discourses on sadir and the discipline of

English in South India have in conmon; this being the effect, as
I have suggested above, of their common roots in a colonial
situation, in mssionary programes for social transformation
and in the class conposition of their purveyors. |In brief, the
overl apping histories of dance and of English studies in the
Sout h bear the marks of the needs, interests and beliefs of this
hal f-Hi ndu orthodox, half-westernized cultural formation to
whi ch both bel onged.

It would seemthat such an argument is refuted by the kind
of standard wi sdom Indian students are fed, wusually at the
beginning of their English Literature course, about why they
study English. The reason usually offered is that in literary
work we are exposed to the nmpbst universally valid thoughts and
enotions, so that we not nmerely tolerate or understand cul tural
di fference, but actually welcome it, because we see so clearly
the common humanity that binds diverse cultures into the Fanmly

of Man.
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Thi s kind of reasoning suggests that if disciplines were to
be apportioned to the categories ‘tradition’ (relatively closed
culture-specific) and 'nodernity' (relatively open, |Iiberal
universalist), the latter category would receive the 'hunani st
di scipline of English literature (dance, however, may be placed
by some people in the fornmer category). Sone recent critiques of
English in India have also suggested that English is a ‘'liberal
humanist’ discipline; again, this would set the discipline
squarely in the realm of the democratic-modern. Is this
description, however, justified? Is there, inside the insular
self of the brahmin professor of English, a liberal hunmanist
struggling to get out?

Accounts of the recent history of English studies in the
Angl o- Ameri can acadeny (such as femnist ones, for instance)
have characterized the traditional practices and ideas
associated with the discipline (close reading, dehistoricized
interpretation, a belief in the ‘human essence') as |libera
humanist. O course, neither in the Angl o-Anerican context nor
in the context of the Indian acadeny do English teachers think
of thenselves as liberal humanist-~-in a range of |ocations from
backwater to nmetropolis, English scholars have, on the whole,
been innocent of any reflection on the phil osophical
under pinnings of the discipline. The label is thus usually
applied to them and applied pejoratively, by groups trying to
enl arge the scope of the discipline or to nake it self-critical.

There are degrees of criticisminplicit in the description
"liberal humanist.
1) There is the view that the discipline is insufficiently

i beral and humanist--i.e., that its |iberalismdoes not run to



28
a capacity for fostering any genuine freedom of thought or
expressi on, even pedagogically speaking, or its humanismto a
genui ne concern for any identifiable section of humanity.
2) There is the view that while English studies js, in fact,
I'i beral humani st, neither |iberalismnor humanism inchoate and
wool |y as both world-views are, even begins to offer adequate
ways of understanding--leave alone intervening in--realities
ot her than those of a very small class of people. That is, well-
intentioned though humanists are, they stupidly and sonetinmes
perniciously assune the saneness of human nature all over the
world. Linked with this idea is
3) the harsher view that ‘humanism’ is by definition an
exclusionary rather than an inclusive ideology, intended to
enable the privileged to separate the grain ('the truly human,’
which usually neans the life and work of white nmles or other
‘civilized people) fromthe chaff (the sub-human, people from
the margins). These critiques, whose comon factor is the
suggestion that the 'liberal humanism of the English studies
establishnent is nominal rather than authentic., are obviously
well founded, if the ostrich-like or affronted disciplinary
responses to them are anything to go by.

At first glance, the origins of the discipline in the
colony and its institutionalization in the British acadeny nay
seem to have taken place in identical circunstances. Both in
India and in Britain, English studies was developed as a
recuperative neasure rather than as a revolutionary departure.
In Britain, English studies evolved--in Sunday schools, in
mechanics institutes, in wonen's colleges--out of plans for the

moral wuplift and social control of the working classes. The
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m ddle class, as it demarcated the concerns of the discipline,
was grimy conscious of providing against the cultural
di sintegration of a nation and, incidentally, against an erosion
of its own newfound power. Literature was to bring the working
classes within the 'human' fold, giving them stability and
rootedness; it was to inoculate the mddle classes against |oss
of faith.®
Vi | e an anor phous sort of |iberal humani smbecane, in this
context, the unspoken justification of English literature, this
formation, as it occured in Britain, was not nerely a literary

ideology. It was an offshoot of a political Zeitgeist of

transition--of the denocratic and the industrial revolutions, of
the discourse of rights, of the enmergence of the individual
self, of disenchantment following the waning of religious
authority, of the 'discovery' of the unconscious. As Susie Tharu
observes, liberal humanism represented "the ideas of freedom
equality and autononpus individualism™ that grew out of the
col l apse of feudal and religious orthodoxies and al ongside the
definition of the interests of the new mddle class. One m ght,
precisely because of its origin in such a climte, contest the
finality of what Tharu thinks follows from this: "a
subordination and closing off of all other aspirations for
liberty and equality as the bourgeois-nercantile (but also
imperial and patriarchial) agenda of this energent class is

desi gnated as enbodyi ng the aspirations of all humanity" (Tharu,
"Government Binding" 8). In other words, |Iliberal hunanist
di scourse is indelibly marked by its inception at a particular
political conjuncture, in that it sets up norms that eventually

destabilize its own authority structures; and the organization
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of nodern societies in the West shows sone of the signs of this

destabilization.
What | want to consider here is how far the term 'liberal
humani st,' which aay be applicable in the Anglo-Anmerican

context, can be appropriated, as it has been, to describe
English studies in India. Do the normative or procedural or
ethical checks and balances associated with I|iberalism and
humani sm reference to which sharpens the critique of English
studi es el sewhere, really operate in the Indian acadenic
context? In other words, does the idea that there may be a
shortfall., that certain standards may not have been net, which
woul d obtain in a context where |iberalismwas part of political
culture, ever strike nost teachers of the discipline in India?

If liberal humanist political norns had no resonances in
the disciplines of English and dance in India, and if humani sm

entered the picture only as an aspect of literaryv/artistic

culture, the reason nust be sought partly in the way they were
set up. The nost obvious fact about the establishment of English
as a discipline in India, was that (like English in Britain) it
was intended to be an instrument of control; the story of how a
conmprador class was to be created through this educational
instrunent is too famliar to need rehearsing here. The strategy
was to provide a conduit for noral instruction, as to Sunday
school children, wi thout necessarily placing in Indian hands the
tools of political analysis or judgement. As Gauri Vi swanathan

not es:

VWhat interested the British in the years

following the actual i ntroduction of
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English in India was Gant's shrewd
observation that by enphasizing the noral
aspect, it would be possible to talk about
introducing Western educati on wi t hout
having to throw open the doors of English
l'i beral thought to natives; to aimat noral
i nprovenent of the subjects w thout having
to worry about the possible danger of
inculcating radical ideas that would upset
the British presence in India. (" The

Begi nnings of English Literary Study" 15)

The educational effort was intended to harness whatever was nost
conservative and status-conscious in the Indian ethos to the
pursuit of noral and social reform Comunicating a sense of the
living conflicts within which European literature was formed, or
encour agi ng i ndependent critical enquiry were, therefore, never
among the objects of English education (or of English studies)
in India. This put the recipients of English education in a
singul arly di sadvant ageous position: in addition to feeling the
compul sion to accept an ideology and a distribution of power
that made European culture paradigmatic and the diverse Indian
cultures 'inferior,' they also found that they had enough of the
col oni zer's | anguage to speak but not enough to curse.

Anni e Besant (1847-1933), a critical observer of British
educational policy in India, and a key player in the sadir
controversy, struggled during much of her Indian sojourn to
persuade the ‘natives’ that their culture (or whatever re-
i magi ned version of it she had in m nd) was superior to that of

the colonizers. In a caustic nock-address to the British
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educators, she enjoins caution upon them
Stop all this revolutionary teaching of
English history, and take care what you
teach an Indian. Sel ect your poetry
carefully: Ms. Hemans, now, is a nice safe
witer; perhaps Longfellow, but no, he
wrote about the Pilgrim Fathers—very
dangerous. Have selections... selections
are best for really no English poet is safe
all through. "The Curfew Tolls" wll do,
and "W Are Seven." ("The Danger of

Education" 142)

English teachers in India took her advice. In contrast to
the conditions that influenced English studies in Britain, then,
what was formative for English studies here, as for the
di scourse agai nst sadir, and the aesthetic of bharatanatyam was
the logic of colonialism For all the distinctly mddle class
overtones literary studies had in Britain, there was no great
cultural gap to be bridged when it cane to the actual contents
of the texts, nor a sense of helpless subordination to
unfam liar values. The adoption of English and the making of
bharatanatyam in |India happened in the shadow of colonial
oppressi on; the shape these disciplines acquired was, therefore,
dictated by the exigencies of nationalist resistance.

The key nmove in the nationalist resistance to colonial
domi nation was the separation of the public and conflictual
sphere of politics and legality from the private sphere of

culture and its affects. To the extent that sadir was banned in

the name of national hygiene (there was talk of the 'racial
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poi son' of venereal disease), it appears as if a ‘modern’
medi cal discourse was being put to public, political work,
purging the nation of regressive custonms; but one nust not
forget tha” this medical discourse inits turn nobilized notions
about the ‘traditional’ place of Indian wonen. W get a glinpse
here of the ramifications of the century-old confusion arising
fromthe identification of India as, on the one hand, a spiritu-
ally or nystically identified entity, and, on the other, a

scientifically advanced nodern nation.

However one reads the instance of anti-sadir discourse, it

was clear at any rate that bharatanatyam and English studies had
lodged thenselves in the sphere of culture, which was
unequi vocal | y dedicated to the active invention of ‘tradition.’
Thus, in spite of the fact that these disciplines were reshaped
in the thick of the struggle against colonialism they are both
reference points for entirely quietist, conservative views on
cul ture, gender and class. Far fromregistering the intensity of
the agon of national self-determ nation, they actually thrive on
the snob value of transcendental distance fromall conflict.
What | am suggesting is that the discourses and disciplines
of nineteenth and early twentieth century India could not in any
simple sense of fer an educati on in I'i beral humani st
(universalist) principles, since these were continually undercut
by the tremendous urgency of national self-definition, which
required the nobilization of an exclusive tradition, distinct
from that of the colonizing nation. The nation-in-the-making
obvi ously needed discursive and ideological support, both in
order to imagine itself as a unified whole and in order to set

up relations of reciprocity with the col onizers where there were
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only relations of dom nation and subordinati on.

Until the nation was inmaged as a unity, its potential
members coul d not recognize thenselves as citizens. As Benedict
Ander son observes, it is an inportant characteristic of
nationality that it has to be sustained in the inmgination of
the citizens concerned: "The nenbers of even the smallest nation
wi || never know nobst of their fellow-members, nmeet them or even
hear of them yet in the mnds of each lives the image of their
communi on." (Anderson, 15). Nor was it enough to inmge this
conmuni on as taking place in the present; it had to be proved to
have existed from the beginning of tine. Anderson draws
attention to the puzzling fact that regardless of the actual
modernity of nations (from the point of view of their objective
hi story) they are projected (subjectively) back into a hoary
antiquity: "If nation-states are w dely conceded to be ‘new’
and historical, the nations to which they give political
expressi on always |oom out of an imrenorial past, and, still
nmore inportant, glide into a limtless future. It is the magic
of nationalismto turn chance into destiny" (19). It was also
the destiny of the cultural productions of the incipient nation
to provide the magical reassurance of great antiquity. Securing
the past thus became the approved role of disciplines like
bhar at anat yamor English studies, subsuned under the category of
‘culture,’ since the sciences could only be indices of the

nation's future achievenents.

This circunstance has had its effects on the post-col onial
trajectory of English studies as well. |In independent India,
nmost academic disciplines took shape within the logic of

nation-building and sel f-consciously served this end. If active
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contribution to nation-building, now marked as ‘development’
rather than as 'self-determnation,' was the justification of
their exi stence and their methods, disciplines |like the physical
sciences and, to a slightly smaller extent, the social sciences,
naturally took priority. English studies, like a few other
colonial remnants, survived on in the decol onizing nation ow ng
to a careful demarcation of the realmof 'culture’ and owing to
the idea that it was indeed only through this demarcation that
contributions to the nation would be forthcomng from such
fields. 'Humanism' in this context, was not a sign of
engagenment with any particular human concerns, so nuch as a
vindication for the very maintenance of English studies in the
curriculum despite its signal |ack of use-val ue.

To give a fuller answer to the question of why a normative
l'iberal humani sm never really took root in English studies in
India, we have to relate this disciplinary division of |abour
(the past/the inner world of culture/spiritual investnents vs.
the future/the public world of the state/science) to the class
privilege of those who enbraced English literature here as
opposed to that of the groups on whom it was inposed in
Britain. As | have suggested in ny argument about sadir/
bharatanatyvam above, what was happening sinultaneously with
nation-building in the nineteenth century was class formation.
The fem nist cultural historian Kumkum Sangari has noted "the
close articulation of class formation with self designations of
the early nineteenth century colonial state and with energing
cultural categories--specifically as these categories are
constituted in descriptions of gender, definitions of literature

and the situating of literary genres in India and England"
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(Sangari, "Relating Histories" 32).

The interactions between British nationalism and energing
cultural nationalismin India, while consolidating the position
of the middle classes, created "a cultural grid through which
social practices [were] interpreted and notions of selfhood and
culture [were] forned" (Sangari, "Relating Histories" 33). W
m ght see the setting up of an ideology of the aesthetic in
relation to both dance and Sanskrit poetics as part of the
‘cultural grid' that helped the nationalist and social reform
| eadership consolidate its power over the nation-in-the-making.
Many things were significant here: an English education first;
an understanding of the noral responsibilities of the nodern
subj ect; a notion of who was to be identified with the projects
of the nation; a notion of 'Beauty' ; an idea of the role of
English literature, which brahnmins were assumed to have
mast er ed. B Thus "literature,’ l'i ke bharatanatyam, was
constituted as an object at a particular social conjuncture; in
turn it helped constitute the identity of its (upper caste,
m ddl e cl ass) consunmers. As it happened, despite the occasional
rebelliousness of a Derozio, and despite the occasional
progressive witer who carried his copy of Dickens to work, the
largely brahmin or Christian educators perpetuated the
authority-reinforcing rather than the iconoclastic elenments in
the English critical tradition, because these elenments chined
well with their own conservatism

The |abel 'liberal humanist,’ given this class's nore or
| ess conservative practices of interpretation and teaching, does
not seem at all applicable, even nominally., to English studies

in India. One sign, not always visible to teachers of English,
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of the absence of Iiberal humani smeven as court of appeal, is
the inability of English studies to disturb the rigid
institutional hierarchy of omipotent teacher and powerless
student. As far as pedagogic power relations are concerned,
teachers rarely concede the existence, on the other side of the
podi um from thensel ves, of "the integrated unified Self that is
the free agent of its actions and the source of nmeaning and
know edge" (Tharu, "Government Binding" 9) that liberal ideol ogy
is said to enable. Deference to the sanctity of the text and to
the authority of the teacher's interpretation is preferred to
critical thinking that threatens authority. The special position
given to the textual explication produced by a particular caste
was culturally famliar to brahmns; the idea of critical
interpretation as the product of ‘free,’ individual, nmeaning-
producing enterprise was not. Modreover, as Gauri Viswanathan

suggests,

if in blurring the lines between
literature and religion, the native ruling
cl asses had arrogated all power to decipher
texts unto thenmsel ves, would not an erosion
of that power base ensue if the authority
vested in the explicator were relocated
elsewhere--that s, if —authority were
reinvested in the body of texts presented
as obj ective, scientific, rational,
empirically verifiable truth, the product
not of an exclusive social or political
class but of a consciousness that spoke in

a universal voice and for the wuniversal
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good? ("The Begi nnings of English Literary
St udy" 19)

The phrase ‘liberal humanist® nust, then, be read as
functioning in postcolonial critiques of English as a trope: it
stands for the reconstitution of the traditional I|ndian subject
(enmbedded in a conplex hierarchy of caste, religion, linguistic
group, gender, age, occupation and so on) as the unencunbered,
free-floating nodern subj ect . ® This subject's pre-modern
affiliations still benefit him socially, but the process of
rearticul ation renders theminvisible, leaving himw th no other
mark than that of the 'self-nade' (and therefore infinitely
deserving) individual. The traces of political conservativismin
Engli sh studies, including its perpetuation of caste, gender and
class inequality, are obscured when it is served up as aesthetic
fare in the ‘modern’ academ c context.

To summarise the advantages offered to the nationalist
m ddl e class by English studies, by anti-nautch discourse, by
bharatanatyam and by English fiction: these discourses were
anong those which filled out and vindicated this class's nove to
take over power from the colonial governnent. The problem of
legitimation, for this class, was solved partly by the appeal to
the correct sexuality of its wonmen, as opposed to, say, the
unregul ated sexuality of the devadasis: partly by its cultural
and intellectual capital, as exenplified by its absorption of
nodern val ues through the discourses of science and literature.

The factors (enunerated above) that shaped the disciplines
of English studies and dance--their establishment as instrunents
of manipulation, their involvement in the process of national

self-definition, their isolation in the apolitical sphere of
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culture, their colonization by a conservative mddle class—had
consequences for:

1) the way wonmen were inmaged in the approved cultural
productions. In general, as Cora Kaplan puts it, "the |anguages
of class ...are steeped in naturalized concepts of sexual
di fference" (Sea Changes 11). In this instance, a particular
nodel of upper <caste, homebound and motherhood-identified
femninity was set up as natural, as the norm for female
citizenship; projected into a cosmc scheme, this figure gave
rise to the trope of the nation itself as nother: Mther India.
The second chapter of this thesis is chiefly concerned with
exam ni ng how wonen were ‘recast’' in these discourses.

2) the formal, aest heti c, pedagogic principles of the
di sci pl i nes under consideration. Chapter 3 is an analysis of how
this concatenation of circunstances affected the aesthetic of
bharatanatyvam: in what follows, | wll consider briefly how it
af fects English studies.

One essential feature of disciplines shaped under the kinds
of pressures | have been describing is that they structurally
rule out all historicization of their own origins. Transparency
about the colonial or class investnents in naintaining these
di sciplines as pockets of privilege obviously does not aid their
continuing to do so. This necessary forgetting of origins—the
kind of forgetting that nekes historical projects like mne
anomal ous—mkes English studies ahistorical, uncritical,
stagnant; periodization, thematics and methodol ogy all encourage
a strenuous and sustained denial of the reality principle.

The substantive content of an English Literature course is

actually in conflict with the ideology it helps pronote; it is
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the interpretation of this discipline that is invincibly
traditionalist in India. There is matter enough, even in the
canon, for a genuinely liberal humanist critique to thrive on.
For instance: M Iton, when not engaged in justifying the ways of
God to man, was producing on behalf of the Roundheads a piece of
vi ciousness that we read as a ‘classic’ prose text. Addison and
Steel e, whomwe read as essay-specialists, were actually closely
observing and commenting on the everyday life of their class in
ei ghteenth century Engl and. Shelley was advocating free |ove and
revolution in witings we encounter as 'nature poetry.' Virginia

Woolf was writing A Room of One's Own. about literary culture

and the exclusion of wonen from higher education, and Three
Guineas. about mmle aggression and war; but we read To the
Lighthouse--as a study in stream-of-consciousness technique.

The English literary critics who had the greatest influence
on acadenmic curricula, and who took it wupon thenselves to
coment critically upon European cul ture--Mtthew Arnold, Walter
Pater, F.R Leavis--have also been donesticated for wuse in
English departnents in |ndia. While these witers are by no
means revolutionary, and had limted ideas about what was
‘human' and thus worthy of ‘humanist’ study, any reading of
culture as a politics, even from a clearly articulated
conservative viewpoint is, as a nodel, preferable to the kind of
banality waffle that is produced when interpretation is divorced
from history on the one hand and from conceptual clarification
on the other.

Cl ose readi ng was the obvious critical nethod to use in the
circumstances, since it is the least connected with history.

The words-on-the-page appproach precludes any engagenent with
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concepts, while it nourishes the extraordinary belief--
extraordi nary because so patently false, given the second-hand
nature of nmobst scholarship in English studi es—that students of
Engli sh spontaneously and individually respond to texts.

A discipline that was so comitted to escapism had to,
sooner or later, find itself overwhelmngly in intellectual
crisis. The derivativeness of nost of the work produced in
English departments is one sign of the stagnation of the
di scipline. Indian pundits, with only avery few exceptions, did

with English literature whatever could be done with an alien

literature whose noving forces renmai ned opaque to them--learning
by rote (there is an apocryphal tale about one professor in
Madras who was fampus for being able to recite Paradise Lost--
backwards): respectful, sonetines sycophantic appreciations;
rehashings of the 'critical traditions’ around individual au-
thors; dilettantish psychol ogical studies of ‘character’--all
the stuff, in brief, of the uncritical criticism famliar to

anyone who has ever sat in an English Literature classroom in

I ndi a.
Redemptive Di scourse, Site of Privilege:
‘Indian Aesthetics’
The ‘'legitimation crisis' in English studies is of
respectabl e vintage, though perhaps it was not nulled over, in
the past, in quite the way it has been recently. A sublim nal

awar eness of the discipline's origin and role in the processes
of colonization and nopdernization has, no doubt, nagged its
purveyors alnobst since its parameters were defined. The
troubling inplications of the contrast between the benevol ence

of the English studies project and the brute fact of colonialism
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are habitually repressed, but mght come to the surface wth
very little coaxing. Their need to protect the discipline by
di savowi ng the epistem c violence at the point of its origin, as
well as their habituation to close reading, makes npbst English
teachers react negatively to projects such as ny own.

My research is an attenpt to contribute to the
"archaeol ogy' of the discipline: i.e., it seeks to uncover the
cul tural substratumthat caused its formation in a specific way;
its choice of themes and techniques; the political, social,

aesthetic assunptions shared by the constituenciea that nade

this choice. This means, as | have suggested above, studying
the conplicity of English in the colonial project, its place in
Indian cultural |life, the authenticity of its wuniversalist

claims, the power relations set up, by its deployment, between
di fferent classes, and so on. Mich nore interestingly, it neans
studyi ng how all these features of the discipline's history were
di savowed or elided--i.e. , (extending a Freudian notion that has

al ready done service in many fields) studying the unconscious of

the discipline.

What | have taken as a point of entry into the unconscious
of English studies is a proposal that | encountered and found
rather disconcerting a little while before | began this
research, a proposal that also engages with the discourse of

dance: to apply ‘Indian aesthetics’ to English literature. The
Natyasastra and its successor texts, reference points for
"Indi an aesthetics,’ are, by the activation of this portmanteau
i dea, caught in the cusp of the two disciplines of dance and
English; what is made of these texts expresses sonething about

the political and cultural substratum of both disciplines.



43

This idea was not exactly a new departure. "I ndi an
aesthetics,' understood as a tineless and transparent category,
has long been dear to the heart of one school of |Indian
academics in English studies. As they conceive it, 'Indian
aesthetics' has these advantages: it is indisputably Indian, in
that it invokes the textual authority of Bharata, who conpiled
the Natyasastra in the heyday of Hindu civilization (c. 200
A.D.?), and whose nane bears a convenient if accidental
resembl ance to India's other name (the sliding from'Indian' to
" H ndu' mar ks an ideol ogi cal blind spot, not mal i ce
af oret hought); in that, noreover, it carries the weight of a
'2000 year old tradition' and yet is perennially meaningful, as
witness its (imagined) conceptual affinities wth European
concepts (bhava = 'psychol ogi cal states', anukarana =
'representation’ or 'mimcry').

Indigenising old style English studies by filtering it
through Indian aesthetics is a hopeful way of dealing with the
former's terminal illness. Invoked to performthis task, ‘Indian
aesthetics’ may be read as a bid to achieve continuity; to
smooth over all those kinks in the discipline that postcol onial
theorists and post-structuralist critics have pointed up: the
national history that the postcol onial subject can never view as
a continuumt the wuniversalist assunptions underlying English
studi es, as opposed to the national pride of those who profess
it; the unfamliar culture or sensibility that inforns the
canoni cal English texts as opposed to the realities of the lives
of students who nust read them orientalist and indigenist
perceptions of the past. Indian aesthetics presents itself as a

likely alternative to the abrasive style of postcolonial or
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femnist criticism it is at least a nore demonstrably
honme- grown product.

There are two questions to be dealt with here, even |eaving
in abeyance the problem of the cultural misrecognitions that
will bestrew the path of the Indian scholar who brings the

Abhi nayadar panam (for i nstance) into alignment with Look Back in

Anger: first, what does ‘Indian’ signify in this context?
Second, what are the associations of the idea of ‘aesthetics’?
It makes sense to answer the first question historically, rather

than sub specie aeternitatis. As | have argued above, the

definition of Indianness that remains with us energed from the
di scourses of cultural nationalismin their nascent and decisive
phase, which was also the phase that saw the consolidation of
upper caste, mddle class cultural dom nance. Deployed agai nst
the civilizational claims of the colonizers, the idea of an
"Indian' culture was, and continues to be, a sign of liberation;
but put to work against the right of marginal groups to express
thensel ves, it has also been a sign of exclusivity and
intolerance.

The same anbiguity may be found in the idea of the
aesthetic. |f we understand the discursive field of aesthetics
in the broadest possible way, we nmay see its origins in the
breakdown of the (nore or |ess) consensual understanding of the
relation between the sensate world, human sensations and the
sacred: a process that threw the question of judgenent into the
lap of individuals, which inturn led to attenpts to rationalise
this type of judgenent. Thus in Europe, it coalesced as a field
of enquiry in the md-eighteenth century; its home was Gernmany

at a tine when social authority that was rigid and |acked
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consent left a frustrated m ddl e-class contenpl ati ng the meani ng

of lived (therefore bodily) experiences of community or of
per sonal satisfaction. Si nce t he di senchant ment of
technol ogical rational societies is endemic, and likely to

intensify, the demarcation of a realm in which the alienated
individual body is reconnected, through art, to the world of
sensation or experience, can be seen as l|iberating.

On the other hand, cultural critics have noted how well a
particul ar ideology of the aesthetic served the interests of the
mddle class in nineteenth century Europe. This ideology
enabl ed, for this cl ass, self-definition (and
sel f-aggrandi sement) in ternms of a universalist framework which
al so concealed the violence of this class's rise to power. A
plausible view of its ideological motivatedness would have it
that aesthetics, as a branch of philosophy, was nerely the
formalization of individual taste. which was projected as
sonething one just naturally and instinctively had if one
bel onged to the right background. At the very |least, having
'good taste' was a necessary elenent of a person's high social
value; carried a little further, this could nean, as Tony
Bennett suggests, that "the subject who fails to appreciate
correctly is regarded as inconpletely human rather than nerely
being excluded from full title to the menbership of a specific

val ued and val uing comunity" (165).

In India, the purported pursuit of the ‘aesthetic’ as an
end in itself (rather than of aesthetic judgenment or technique
as an adjunct to theatre, art, literature or nusic) began when
the traditional |inks between art and 'religion' broke down in

the process of the transition from a feudal life-world to a
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nodern one. The aesthetic codes that dictated the |ineanents of
English studies and of bharatanatvam have historically been
tied up with the normalization of the values and sexuality of
the upper caste/m ddl e class during the nationalist novenent. In
both, a ‘'classicism that entails a reified understanding of
Sanskrit poetics, coupled with a strong desire to repress the
nmenory of the bodies and sexualities of less privileged groups
of people led to the setting up, as | hope to prove, of a
particul ar caste-specific, ' spirituality’-based, body-denying
aesthetic which nevertheless claimed to be wuniquely Indian.
Aest hetic experiences that did not grow out of upper-caste norms
for living, and by extension those who underwent such
experiences, were marked as vul gar, |acking taste, contenptible.

I'n bharatanatyam (as will becone evident in chapter 3) as
well as in English studies, aesthetic codes show the influence
of the cultural inperialism of the colonizers, Jdespite the
vociferously articulated clainms to antiquity. Resuscitating the
Natvasastra, for instance, meact not only ironing out the
irregularities which are the traces of its many comentators,
but also meking its contents culturally intelligible in a
conpletely different situation from the one in which the work
was conmposed. Translators of the Natyasastra. then, were
conveying concepts across cultures; as it usually happens in
such cases, the descriptive and prescriptive concepts in the
Natyasastra began to be ‘*adjusted’ against the conceptual
vocabul ary of modern European aesthetics, resulting in a blandly
uni versal theoretical termnology unanchored in any specific

cultural formation.

Angel i ka Heckel gives an exanple of the effects of such
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translation: the interpretation of the key term rasa, which
began to be identified, in nineteenth, century translations,
either as what is 'produced through the ‘medium’ of the play,
or as what is subjectively ‘felt’ by the audience. These
"aesthetic' or 'psychological' explanations go against the
Natvasastra’'s positioning of rasa in the space between the
audi ence and the stage, an attribute of responses on both sides
to the successful putting across of a narrative (Heckel, 34-35).

In the sphere of English studies, 'Indian aesthetics’ has
been adapted to fulfil the specific function of cathecting away
the disconfort caused by the history of the discipline. As one
m ght have expected, it is wusually invoked to underscore the
nessage that art is ‘universal,' that differences between
western and Indian cultural paradigns are of negligible
importance, that in the realm of the aesthetic, all cultures
unfailingly understand each other.

No one reverts to the idea of the aesthetic nelting-pot as

insistently as C.D. Narasimhaiah, the eninence arise of

Commonweal th Literature. But he is fastidi ous about what he will
allow into the nelting-pot: only high culture will do. "English
is nonmre, if any, less, foreign," he proclains, "to the highly
educat ed nodern Indian than Sanskrit which is our devabhasha and
which in the past signified the first flowering of Indian
sensibility and, in the centuries, when it spread, represents
the mainstream of Indian culture” (8). The confident
identification of classical (Sanskrit) culture as 'the culture
of the mainstream’ is the kind of characteristically brahmn nical
touch famliar to students of English in India. Clearly, when we

use the term ‘'Indian aesthetics' quite casually to designate
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what may nore accurately be called 'Sanskrit poetics,' and when
this label becomes a hindrance to identification with other
kinds of aesthetics, al so indisputably Indian, but  not
Hi ndu- Sanskritic -Brahm n-nmodern, we are dealing with the |egacy

of cultural nationalismin its formative phase.

Cul tural Studies in India

The thoroughgoi ng di spl acenent of t he di sciplinary
boundari es around English, which happens when the 'archaeol ogy'
of the discipline is investigated, causes the traditional
English teacher in India to suffer agonies of nostalgia. There
was a time when the curriculum of English studies was
autonomously defined; surely the ‘'crisis' in the discipline
(being at least as old as the discipline itself), did not worry
anyone too nmuch wuntil all the historians and sociologists
suddenly began to ask overwhel ming questions?

The upheaval that so depresses the good professor is partly
the outconme, in India, of the energence of what may be terned
‘cultural studies’ or ‘cultural history': a theoretical-
interpretive enterprise with no specific di sciplinary
affiliations, which is burrowing its way into nany disciplines,
but nost insistently into English studies. Work on these lines
may well be the destiny of English departments. This body of
theory interests ne enornously, and if | ‘place’ ny own research
anywhere at all | would place it--though with many reserva-
tions—within the framework of cultural studies in India.

The kind of cultural theory | am referring to is

represented by the essays in the anthol ogies Recasting Wnen

(Ed. Kumkum Sangari and Sudesh Vaid, 1989) and Interrogating
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Modernity (Ed. Tejaswini Niranjana, P. Sudhir and Vivek Dharesh-
war, 1993); work by sone of the same authors in the Journal of

Arts and Ideas), and in the Econonm c and Political Weekly: Real

and | magi ned Wonmen (1993), the volume of femnist ‘theory’ by

Raj eswari Sunder Rajan; and the Introductions by Susie Tharu and

K. Lalita to the two volunes of Wnen Witing in India

(1991/1995). There has been a recent attenpt (in Sem nar 446,
Cctober 1996) by sone of these theorists to clarify and
el aborate the group’s agendas, after self-consciously assum ng
the mantle of cultural studies. What adds to the interest | feel
in this group of critics is the fact that many of them are al so
English teachers, involved in the debate about overhauling
English studies. This dinension of their theoretical effort is

set out in the volumes Rethinking English (Ed. Svati Joshi,

1991) and The Lie of the Land (Ed. Rajeswari Sunder Rajan,

1992) .

Bei ng ‘showcased’ together at seminars and in publications
gives this group of theorists an appearance of consanguinity.
There are however, other, nore serious reasons why their work
constitutes a problematic (i.e., a set of related questions) for
students and theorists of culture in India, and | consider these
reasons bel ow.

VWhat holds this problematic together is the group's conmon
project of "thinking the nation out," of unravelling the thenes

of cultural nationalism. The second volune of Wonen Witing in

India is called "Wnmen Witing the Nation"; I nterrogating
Modernity is subtitled "Culture and Colonialismin India." Since
studying cultural nationalismin its incipient phase has meant

focusing on its engagenent with colonialism--i.e., on its effort



50
to realize the reversal of the logic of colonialismfor the ends
of the nation state, the theorists | am thinking of also gaze
over their shoulders at the origin of these themes in the

conflicts of the last century: Recasting Wnen is subtitled

"Essays in Colonial History" and Real and |nmagined Wnen

"Gender, Culture and Postcolonialism"

There are many reasons for this renewed interest in the
col oni ali smnationalism conplex. G obalization, as nmuch a
cultural and intellectual phenomenon as an economic or mlitary
reality, has conplex effects in the acadeny. On the one hand it
opens up opportunities for Third Wrld intellectuals to interact
freely with their First Wrld counterparts. In this context
‘studying the nation’ takes on the aspect of a Third Wrld
‘"speciality,' since for some unfathomable reason the once-
colonized Third Wrld is taken to have a nmonopoly on
nationalism It appears as if the area of intellectual expertise
now | abell ed ‘postcolonial theory' could develop only out of a
perspective external to each nation, in the mixing bow of
gl obal ‘theory.’ On the other hand, 'thinking the nation out'
al so assunmes a perspective internal to the nation, since many of
the problens cultural theorists are now concerned with have
devel oped out of struggles—ef mnority communities, dalits,
women--within the nation. Perhaps this is not a paradox after
all: the very ability to identify with the subaltern inplies an
achi eved di sorientation from the proj ect of cul tural
nationalism The em nences of Anglo-Anerican academia afford an
unprecedented view of the subaltern's space, which Gayatri
Spi vak describes as "the displaced shadow space" that renders

meaningless the terns of the "Enpire-Nation reversal," thus
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"undoi ng" the name "India," by its foregroundi ng of col onization

within the nation. Minstreamlndian cultural historiography, at

| east before the publication of the Subaltern Studies vol unes,
barely paused to notice this space.

The cultural theory | am considering is topical in two
contexts. In the Anglo-Anerican acadeny, where multiculturalism
is the keyword, it is a kind of protest against the excesses of
post-Cold War capitalist triunphal ism In India and other
nations bel eaguered by neo-imperialism, it seenms the nmoment to
study the cultural logic of the old inperialism and cultural
studies in India shows a marked partiality for historical
reconstruction.

Cultural studies is also involved in stepping back from and
studying the issues raised by the spate of ‘new social
movenents' that are threatening once-stable hierarchies within
the nation. These nmovenents express the legitimate but
conflict-producing demands of subordinated groups for a full
recognition of their citizenship. Reconstructing the ways in
which these groups were subjugated or left out of the dom nant
projects of the nation is an intellectual contribution to the
process of their self-assertion. Studying national cultural
history is one way of answering the question: how do the groups
that occupied most of the potentially denocratic space of the
nati on (Hindus, upper castes, mddle class men, professionals)
justify their privileges and protect their territory? The self-
justification Of these groups invariably has a subtext: the
appeal to, and the alignment with, one or the other of the
variegated discourses of nationalism which determned (and

still determ ne, in Hi ndutva ideology, for instance) the
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aut horized version of the Indian
The cultural theorists discussed above share a sense of the
urgency of the tasks they are undertaking. The description of
their goals and the tone of their witing suggests that this
group of theorists is grappling with a politics: they close with
cultural practices not to interpret culture but to change it. In
the production of a programmatic cultural history that is at
once scholarly and interventionist, rather than relaxed and
contenpl ative, their predecessors in India mght be witers |ike

Jawahar| al Nehru, whose Discovery of India was an exercise in

literary nation-building, consciously opposed to the images of
India in colonial discourse; or D.D.Kosambi, who took on board

the question of the class-specificity of Indian cultural forms.

To the extent that the theoretical resources contenporary
cultural critics draw on are varied and colourful (nuch nore so
than those of their predecessors), they do not quite belong in
the same framework as these predecessors or constitute an
entirely coherent problematic anong thenselves. To give an idea
of the plenitude in this area, one might point to the influence
of: Marx and marxist critiques in the line through Georg Lukacs
and the Frankfurt school on the one hand and in the line through
Antoni o Gramsci and the Birm ngham School on the other; Fredric
Janeson, who conbines the ideas of French theorists (especially
Jacques Lacan and Louis Althusser) with those of the Frankfurt
school; the theoretical/nmethodol ogi cal model of *'history from
below,’ exenplified by the work of the British historians Eric
Hobsbawm and Christopher Hill and by that of the Subaltern

Studi es col l ective; and, npbst recently, Jacques Derrida, M che
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Foucault, Edward Said, Gayatri Spivak, feminist literary theory
and post-structuralist/psychoanalytic filmstudies. This sanple
collection also indicates that cultural studies in India draws
on theoretical advances in, and political critiques of, several
di sci plines, from anthropology and history, to sociology and
political theory. Mny of the beliefs that have animated the
various ‘political’ novenents in criticismsuch as the marxist
and the feminist--the belief that texts and practices are
material and have effects in the world; the belief that they can
be read in ways that could change the existing order and that
such a change is desirable--are tacitly agreed upon by these

theorists.

The fact that nmost of the outstanding work of this kind is
produced by feminists or is pervaded by an awareness of gender
as an issue is, for me, its greatest attraction. The critics
and hi storians whose work has influenced ny research seek not so
nmuch to ‘frame’ wonmen by providing 'background,' as to actively
intervene in the making of knowl edge. The objectives are: one,
to recover what Foucault termed 'subjugated’ know edges, the
self-definitions, narratives and crafts of marginal groups,
especially of the wonen of these groups; two, to "understand the
construction of gender difference--through i deol ogi es, concepts
and behaviour--and their relation to class [caste] and col onial
economy" (Sangari and Vaid 3).

A closer consideration of the trajectory of cultural
studies in India suggests that something like a generational
shift is already taking place in this newy constituted field.
As | see it, femnist cultural studies in India is becon ng more

‘theoretical’--i.e., it is responding to the pressures of post-
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structuralism in the acadeny, and this is probably going to
change its relationship with femnist praxis or politics. In
fact post-structuralism redefines the very meani ng  of

'‘politics,’ taking it out of its original association with the
State, the public sphere and class struggle, holding it poised
in, for a nonent, in the sphere of donmestic relations or
disciplinary formations, only to lose it again in a textual,
sel f-enclosed pursuit that strangely resenmbles the reality-
transcendi ng self-referential work of aesthetic appreciation in
Engl i sh departments. The extension of the neaning of ‘'politics’
to include the power relations of everyday life or disciplinary
and cultural conflicts is hard won. Femi nists have legitimzed
such a broad usage in the face of bitter opposition or sheer
contenpt, from apolitical humanist scholarship on the one hand
and fromdryly econom stic marxi st commonsense on the other, the
latter being particularly difficult to contend with since it
occupied npst of the available nmoral / political space.
Paradoxi cally, given the largely textual engagenments of their
work, consideration of the politics of interpretation makes
fem nist post-structuralists in India reluctant to take up
subjects that have primarily ‘aesthetic’ resonances.

If the history of sadir that | ampresenting here is to be
"effective' history, it should at least interrogate in its turn
the theory that nmkes it possible. A crucial question that
ari ses here, given that femnists seek to intervene in political
i ssues, is: what are the political consequences of this history?
The question becomes significant when one considers the textual
turn given to femnist criticism by its alliance with post-

structuralism VWi | e post-structurali st t heory useful ly
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deconstructs  foundational t hi nki ng, western rationality,

progressive nodels of history (which are nediated in our context

by the 'devel opnent’ nodel of  soci al action), and the
normativity of the essentially hunan but autononous subject, it
al so raises serious problenms for femnists: how will the goals
of any interventionist efforts be detern ned, if not by

reference to the w shes and choices of (agentive though not
aut onomous) subjects? Wth what degree of conviction could we
intervene at all in 'wonen's issues' or in any other questions,
if the binary regressive/progressive is conpletely discredited?
What principles will underwite denocratic initiatives if the
space of political modernity (of human rights, decisions through
debate, the public sphere) has to be vacated? How can the ends
of political justice be served by an analysis of power relations
that elides the question of the legitinmacy of those relations,
that sees both legitimate and illegitinmte power as 'productive'
(where 'productive' is a neutral termto describe the causing of
effects)? Wiile one needs to conplexify received ideas of
hi storical causation and political notivation, how can one
function entirely wthout ethical-political frameworks that

apportion blame?

The answers post-structuralists offer to questions |ike
these are barely satisfactory (I will try to explain why | think
so in the last chapter). For this reason | would place ny
research on sadir  outside strictly post-structuralist
par aneters, despite ny heavy borrowings from Foucaul dian
met hodol ogy. Theoretically, | see ny thesis as the begi nning of
my own project to articulate cultural studies with a kind of

I'i beral - humani smunder-correct ion.
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While it seems inaccurate, for reasons laid out earlier in
this chapter, to describe either English studies or the English
teacher as 'liberal humanist’ even in a nom nal sense, | believe
it would be interesting and constructive to use this label as a
political strategy in the present. In the restricted context of
Engl i sh departments, bringing |iberal humani st nornms to bear on
pedagogi ¢ structures nmay help the student relate to the teacher
on terms of parity. But liberal humanism conscientiously
enforced or applied, may have consequences for civil society at
large that may be satisfactory froma femnist point of view
| have pointed, in this chapter, to the liminal placenent
of the discourse of nationalismbetween tradition and nodernity.
The distinctly nodern prom se of political freedom
can of <course be called 'resistance to
oppression' .... [Tlhe fornulation of the
rights of man at the end of the eighteenth
century was inspired by a demand for
freedom whi ch destroys the representation
of power as standing above society and as
possessi ng an absolute legitinmacy.... Right
and power are no |onger condensed around
the same pole. If it is to be legitimte,
power must henceforth conformto right, but
it does not control the principle of right.

(Lefort, 31)

This disentangling of right from power is by no neans
conplete in Indian civil society, with the effect that denocracy
and |iberal freedoms remin constitutional guarantees rather

than active social principles. Here, by and |arge, denocracy
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remai ns a governmental formthat has failed to penetrate society
as a whole, and the consequence is a range of attitudes and
political positions with prenodern, prehumanist survivals at one
extreme, and postnodern posthumanist or antihumani st discourse
at the other, wth several shades of opinion in between. In
practice, marginal groups already suffer from the exclusionary
effects of the rationalizing of social structures that was part
of the nation-building project (as the instance of the devadasis
suggests); there is no reason why they should not draw political
benefits from the percolation of denocratic-nmodern norns. The
post humani st rejection of nodernity thus nmakes sense as
nostal gia, or, better still, as awarning against the relentless
and inhuman logic of progress, but not necessarily as a
blueprint for the reconstruction of social relationships.
I ndeed, precisely because the procedures or nornms of |iberal
denocracy may be one of the few safeguards--however tenuous or
unreliabl e--agai nst the overwhelming battery of nodernization,

a discourse that inplies a fundanental rejection of these norns

cannot provide the framework for a praxis. In any case, it is
not as if the possibilities of either liberalism or hunmanism
have been explored and exhausted; if we open up these

formati ons, extending their scope and conpensating for their
i nadequaci es, they mght yet function as instrunents of
political critique.

The nmost exciting and inpressive efforts to extend |iberal
theory are now being made not in English studies, but in the
field of political theory. Recent debates in this field, sparked
off by the work of John Rawls, anobng others, are, to me, anobng

the nost stinulating and productive across the whol e spectrum of



58
academic work in the humanities and social sciences. What is
nost interesting is the process by which defenders of |iberalism
have been forced to concede territory, negotiate, admt to
weaknesses in their theories and so on by conmunitarians,
fem nists, poststructuralist pragmatists and ot hers who toget her
constitute the formidable opposition to the refurbished
l'i beralism Li ber al self-critique foll owi ng from these
interventions ensures that the fornulations that are now
energing are distancing thenselves fromlaissez faire theories
while maintaining their allegiance to the fundamental idea of
political freedom There is also a new tendency to bal ance the
demands of equality and freedom whereas in earlier libera
theory the prinacy of freedomwas unquestioned. Wat we have, as
a result, is a liberalism that is, potentially at |east
hospitable to the aspirations of both sexes or of different
cl asses and castes, a liberalismthat could certainly sweep away
some of the self-delusions of English classroons and present an
intelligent alternative to the kind of post-structuralist theory
that has flowed into the political vacuum at the core of
di sci plines like English and bharatanatyam. Both |iberalismand
humani sm now, with the accumul ated know edge we have of their
excl usi ons and the accunul at ed demands for genuine universality,
may well come to express the needs of a politically-slanted
cultural theory more conpletely than post-structuralism

I would clarify nmy own use of the terms ‘liberal’ and
‘humanist® in relation to a conception of denobcracy that is
being wi dely debated in the field of political theory. If we see
denocracy as a form of society (instead of seeing it as a form

of governnment) whose logic nust extend into our lives; if we see
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its goals as freedom and equality; then liberalismand humani sm
could function as normative and discursive nediators of these
ideals, working them into the fabric of everyday life. A
humani st cultural studies could explore the Utopian side of
human freedom (creativity, enotional and aesthetic plenitude)
wi thout cutting these possibilities away fromthe exigencies of
equality, i.e., fromthe political. In other words, in place of
the shallow aestheticism of English studies, and conplenenting
the political focus of some versions of cultural studies, we
woul d have a discipline that can take account of the sphere of
political norms, the power relations of everyday life, as wel
as the enmbodying in <culture of human self-extension or
aspiration.

If all speculation about 'human' creativity nmust be
| abel | ed essentialist, | want to be attentive in this thesis to
the dangerous as well as to the productive uses of essentialism.
My own reading of the history of sadir no less than the
theoretical protocols of post-structuralist criticism enjoins
vi gi  ance agai nst the occlusion of difference, or the assunption
of the universality of cultural nornms that actually enbody the
desires of a small class of people. | would not, however,
entirely discount certain articles of humanist faith, and wll
conti nue—for instance—to talk of authors or perfornmers or
groups of wonmen as agents, which assunmes a formof ‘personhood’;
or to assume that |anguage comuni cates while taking seriously
the idea that this communication is not sinple; or to take for
granted some wuniversals, such as the rights guaranteed by
denocracy, or the comon though differently nuanced experience

of the body's materiality.
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Met hodol ogi cally, 'humanismi may be considered shorthand

for a kind of scholarly general ism that can bal ance the claims
of histories, concepts and texts; for an appreciation of context
as well as of detail; for an awareness of nythic resonances and
artistic traditions; for a taking seriously of the subjectivity
of the artist and critic. | find such a nethod helpful in the
context of my project for reimagining dance. The |ast chapter of
this thesis should further clarify ny reasons for |ocating
myself on the borders of humanismrather than squarely within

post-structuralist cultural theory.

A Note on Chapterization

Each chapter of this thesis is an attenpt to develop a
di mension of the problem | set out at the beginning of this
chapter (how does the political relate to the aesthetic?).
Chapter 2 ("A Mbst Objectionable Class of People") may be read
as a narrative about the short way nodernity, with its Iinear
conception of history and tine, has with the order of cosnol ogy
and the nuances of art-as-worship (sadir). The agents of
nmodernity were, in this case, the Christian missionaries in
South India, whose gross msunderstanding of the aesthetic of
sadir neatly conplenented their evangelical opportunism When
Indian social reformers inherited this misreading, the public
canpai gn agai nst the devadasis began in earnest. The replacenent

of the context in which sadir nade sense (the pre-nodern ethos,

with the tenple as the crucial site of economc, religious and
enotional investnents, where the aesthetic was not necessarily

an end in itself) with the key installations of nmodernity
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(science, nationhood, the donmestic sphere, art 'for art's sake,’
anmong other things) resulted in the conplete subjugation of the
traditional perforners of dance in South India.

Chapter 3 ("A Respectable Aesthetic: The Making of
Bhar at anatyant’) is about the honing and deploynent of a
particular ideology of the aesthetic as a nmpde of political
intervention by upper-caste, mddle class, English-educated
wonmen. This ideology allowed them to appropriate the dance
without losing their status. It was probably not accidental that
this intervention in the aesthetic sphere boosted the cultural
capital this group already had, at a time when their fortunes
wer e saggi ng because of hostile political activity. The right to
pronounce on matters of taste and culture renmined theirs |ong
after their political power base was eroded. Conversely, the
col oni zation of sadir by brahmi n wonmen transfornmed its aesthetic
conpletely; its alnmost conpl ete dependence on a very snmall, very
exclusive, very status-conscious class of people has led to a
congealing of the form The ideological insularity of the upper
caste group that now claims it as its own has nmeant that all
change is regarded as sacrilegious; only a few maverick
performers have really fundamentally challenged the reinvented
‘"tradition' set in place by brahmn exponents. (In this
introductory chapter, | have suggested how the invention of a
tradition for bharatanatyam resembled the invention of a
tradition for English studies.)

In chapter 4 ("Studying Culture, Perform ng Dance:
Engagements with Feminism and Post-structuralism') | return to
the inbrication of aesthetics and politics as a theoretical

problem how does post-structuralist theory in India inflect
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political practice, and how does it affect the relationships
between teachers and students within the acadeny, and between
critics and artists or perforners outside it? O nore immediate
interest to nme, does it help ne at all in imgining an
alternative, feninist deployment of dance in the present, and in
conceiving of an alternative aesthetic that nust necessarily go
with this?

What my chapterization reflects is the fact that ny thesis
remai ned a process and would not, to the very end, becone a
product. Exploring several disciplinary areas--dance, English,
cultural studies, fenminist historiography and theory--in their
interactions with each other, | found that npost of the opinions
| fornmed about each of them had resonances for the others, which
is one reason why nmy argunents in this thesis develop rather
tortuously. It also conplicated matters that this thesis, like
nmost, was produced over a period of sonme years, and that nothing
remai ned static during this period. The femnist criticismI| was
reading at the beginning of ny research period was produced in
somewhat different circunstances, and had different enphases,
from the theory that is now becoming dom nant, and that may
dictate the framework of cultural studies in the next few years.
| tried, perhaps misguidedly, to Kkeep responding to these
changes--some of them barely acknow edged as changes by the
theorists thenselves. This neant that there was little hope of
triunmphantly resolving the issues at stake and emerging with a
finished product. | have nade a virtue of necessity and let the
rough edges stand, on the assunption that work-in-progress is

usually interesting in a way conpleted work hardly ever is.
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NOTES

1. | have borrowed this phrase fromthe title of Kwame Anthony
Appi ah's book: In My Father's House: Africa in the Phil osophy
of Culture. It suggests a generalism that is full of
possibilities. Appiah's book was, overall, one of the nost
exciting ones | read in the course of nmy research.

2. | have explained the terns sadir and bharatanatyam in
detail in ny Note at the beginning of this thesis. T wll not
repeat nyself here, except to point out that ‘bharatanatyam’
(the commonly used nanme for the dance formin the present) is
the usage of ny choice; the form 'Bharata Natya’ is Rukmini
Devi Arundale’s coinage and is used in this chapter and in
chapter 3 specifically to refer to her use of it.

3. Marxist witers from Marx onwards have di splayed nuch
insight into the enbedding of art in the econonmy. Georg Lukacs
is, of course, the classic marxist witer on the connection
between art or cultural production and politics, especially as
exenplified in the contrasts between the realist novel of the
nineteenth century and the twentieth century noderni st novel.
See for instance, the essays in The Meaning of Contenporary
Realism The Frankfurt School critics, especially Theodor
Adorno (in, for instance, The Dialectic of Enlightenment or
Prisms) and Walter Benjam n (Illuminations), and nore recently
Fredric Jameson (in The Political Unconscious, for instance),
have all in their different ways taken up this question.
Pierre Macherey (A Theory of Literary Production) and Louis

Al t husser (Lenin and Philosophy and Other Essays) applied
ideology critique in a different style (that of the
'synptomati ¢ reading,’ astructuralist/psychoanalytic notion)
to literary texts. Terry Eagleton gives a condensed but useful
overview of the marxist contribution to theories of artistic
and literary production in his Marxism and Literary Criticism

4. | have in mnd |landmark femnist texts like Ellen Mers's
Literary Wonen, Elaine Showalter’s A Literature of Qur Own.
Sandra G lbert and Susan Gubar's Madwonan in the Attic. which
represent the early liberal femnist recovery of a wonen's
literary and political tradition in the Anglo-Anerican world.

5. This is often the result of a two-step process. The first
step consists in enptying art of all content except what
belongs in the sphere of the cognitive; the second step is to
declare that the cognition encoded in art is false,
inaccurate. |If art were cognition in any sinple sense, we
woul d have to consider it ‘knowledge,’ but practically no one
believes it to be so except in a very special sense. See
Raynmond Ceuss's painstaking unravelling of the themes of

i deol ogy, cognition and belief in The ldea of a Critical
Theory.

6. Mchele Barrett suggests that the "domi nant interest in
cultural studies at the noment is in a conception of meaning
stripped of traditional aesthetic questions, one that does not
engage with the issue of the senses," because it has a
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primarily semiotic focus ("The Place of Aesthetics" 712).
7. Marxist critics, starting with Marx hinself (see The Gernan

| deol ogy). have refused to privilege certain human activities
as 'mental’ or ‘cultural’ and to devalue certain others as

"manual '; fenminist critics have pointed to the continuities
bet ween women's work in the hone or outside it and the art or
literature wonmen have produced. | see dance as interestingly
located in the grey area between manual and nental |abour.

8. This is a rather wild remark, but | amthinking of a witer
like Martin Hei degger, whose Origin of the Wirrk of Art is one
of the nost brilliant texts | know on the meaning and

significance of art; or of a witer like Sigmund Freud, whose
Jokes and their Relation to the Unconscious, for instance--
rather than the works nmore conventionally associated with art
and artists--may generate fascinating readings of cultural
products. | amentirely synpathetic to aesthetic theories that
pay close attention to the actual details of either the
production or the effects--bodily, enotional, cultural,

i deol ogical --of art on its consunmers. Merleau-Ponty's work,

t hough by no nmeans 'conservative', is generally neglected
because he is not trendily subversive. | find his witing
useful, and | state my reasons for this in the last chapter.

9. Showalter lays out this project in her 1986 essay "Towards
a Feminist Poetics." Tharu and Lalita in their Introduction
to Women Witing in India point out sone of the linitations of
Showalter’s understandi ng of gender: her separatism her
tendency to pull gender out of the matrix of subject positions
or identities within which wonen lead their lives (Tharu and
Lalita, 18-19). Tharu and Lalita, interestingly, take issue
with Showalter not for her attenpts to arrive at aesthetic
formul ations, but for her politics; but after this entirely
justified attack, |eave the question of aesthetic projects
such as hers begging, and the inpression one is left with is
that such projects necessarily go with dubious political
positions.

10. This suspicion of the aesthetic is often expressed nore
through the omi ssion of any consideration of the aesthetic

di mensi on of texts than by actual repudiation. As Mchele
Barrett suggests, the "domi nant influence of the concept of

i deol ogy" on the one hand, and the recent "deconstruction of
the human subject that underlies the reconstruction of th text
as subject" on the other, have both contributed to the

repudi ati on of questions of reception and response to art
("The Pl ace of Aesthetics" 699-700).

In this context see the response by Rajeswari Sundar
Rajan to Susie Tharu and K. Lalita’s Introductions to Wonen
Witing in 1ndia, quoted at length in her introduction to her
own book Real and |nmgined Wonen. 2-5.

Some fem nists do, however, explicitly problematize the
whol e realm of the reception of cultural productions,
especially by women. Laura Mil vey, in"Visual Pleasure and
Narrative Cinema" makes the npbst unconprom sing version of the
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argument (in relation to the cinem) that wonen have to
inflict psychological violence on thenselves in the process of
consum ng male-oriented art.

French feminist witing, especially as it is exenplified
in the work of Helene Cixous, is centrally concerned with the
figur.ng of an alternative aesthetic (l'ecriture fem nine)
purportedly arising fromwonen's 'witing their bodies,’
producing ‘female-sexed texts.’ But this kind of witing "is
inmpossible to define.... It will be conceived of only by
subj ects who are breakers of automatisms, by peripheral
figures that no authority can subjugate" ("The Laugh of the
Medusa" 313). The reader of Cixous's text encounters a welter
of images for wonen's witing, both seductive ("flying is
worman' s gesture"; women produce "bisexual," "volcanic" texts,
free fromphallic logic, "heterogeneous," sweeping away
syntax, "on the side of .jouissance") and confusing (is
‘feminine' to be identified with biological women--in which
case, Cixous's position is nore or |less essentialist--or With
an ontological or creative state that may on occasion energe
inmens witing as well as wonen's ?).

11. The post-structuralist cel ebration of the pleasures of the
text make sense when they are seen as extensions of the
romantic project of individual artist vs. social norms. If it
is normative--for example--to respect copyright law, or to
speak of the 'expression' of individual desire, the ronmantic
(post-structuralist) witer will talk of the death of the

aut hor (without necessarily failing to collect his royalties)
or of the inpersonal, insatiable desiring machi ne whose
frenzied working inpersonally and insatiably expresses itself
through human acts and texts. | amthinking of the late work
of Roland Barthes, of Glles Deleuze and Felix Guattari’'s
Anti-Oedipus. Jean-Francois Lyotard's Libidinal Econonm es.
Herbert Marcuse (Eros and Civilization), froma rather
different angle, brought up the question of the repressive
society's control over human desire; adapted to Anmerican
condi tions, he became the guru of the sixties sexual

revol ut ion.

12. See Fredric Jameson, "Pleasure: A Political |ssue"; or
Post noderni smor the Cultural Logic of Late capitalismwhichis a
sust ai ned exani nation of how aesthetic/cultural forms change when
the node of production changes.

13. See Carole Vance ed., Pleasure and Danger: Exploring
Femal e Sexuality or Cora Kaplan"s essays in Sea Changes:
Essays on Culture and Feminism The French fem nists, of
course, have taken iouissance on board in a big way: see
Ci xous' "The Laugh of the Medusa."

14, One of MIler's students, Raghupati Venkataratnam, hel ped
start the Social Purity novenent in what |ater becanme Andhra
Pradesh, along with Kandukuri Veeresalingam. The novenent
ained to put an end to sadir concerts, to dedication of girls,
and to the drinking of liquour in Andhra. The princely states
outside the direct jurisdiction of colonial |aw also began to
respond to the anti-nautch rhetoric and by the turn of the
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century many of them including Mysore, Pudukottai and
Travancore had passed orders banning sadir. The spread of
interest in the question was made easier by the fact that the
practice of 'nautch' had innunmerable parallels, and the
perforners innunerable counterparts, all over the country.
Frederique Marglin documents the ethos of the devadasis of
Orissa in her book Wives of the God-King: the tawaif of North
I ndia, though not dedicated to a tenple or deity, was also
consi dered a custodian of the arts.

A good deal happened between the |aunching of the anti-
naut ch movenent and Mut hul akshm Reddi’s entry on the scene.
For an abbreviated chronol ogy of the devel opments in the
period under review, see the Appendix at the end of this
thesis.

15. Mut hul akshm Reddi, the daughter of a brahnmin father and
a devadasi mother, was a remarkably capable and resourceful
worman. She insisted on studying nedicine and, with the help of
the Pudukottai Raja anong others, had her way; graduated from
the Madras Medical College and went on to spend nost of her
time on voluntary work in causes that involved wonmen and
children. She was nom nated nenber of the Legislative Council
in 1926, and was elected Vice President of the Council; was
active in this period in getting the Sarda Act (for increasing
the Age of Consent to 15 years for boys and 12 for girls) and
the Prevention of Imoral Traffic Act passed. She founded the
Avvai Home for wi dows; was part of a committee that demanded
franchise for women; hel ped set up hospitals for wonen and
children, and the Cancer Hospital in Madras; was nenber of the
State Social Welfare Advisory Board between 1954 and 1957; and
received the Padma Bhushan in 1956.

16. Mut hul akshm Reddi was an active canpaigner for the Bill
on the Suppression of Brothels and Inmoral Traffic (passed in
1928). Like Josephine Butler in England, she fought against
the forced exami nation of prostitutes by nmale officers
enforcing state control over prostitution. Herself the
daughter of a devadasi, she broke several rules by beconming a
doctor. The parallel between her endorsenent of ‘modern’
domesticity and that of Rukmini Devi, another rebel, is an
instructive one.

17. The devadasis did not constitute a caste by thensel ves,
though they are frequently referred to as a caste. They were
drawn from a nunber of middle-level castes--melakkaras.
nattuvar, and so on. They forned sonething of a professional
communitv. however, with a well-regulated internal structure,
which brought them into relationships with nen of their
castes--the gurus, especially-- but also allowed them a

rel ati ve independence. Their unusual lifestyle and codes,
Amrit Srinivasan argues, were aspects of their professional
need to specialize and evolve the best possible ethos for the
perpetuation of their art. See the Note at the beginning of
the thesis.

18. Rukmini Nilakanta Shastri shot into prom nence when she
was sixteen years old, in 1920, as a result of the scandal
surrounding her marriage to George Arundale who, in addition
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to being white, was about forty years old at the tine. Protege
of Annie Besant and Leadbeater at the Theosophical Society,
Rukmini Devi was being groomed to take on the nessianic role
of World Mother, a project that did not quite materialize. In
1926, she met the ballet star Anna Pavlova during a voyage by
ship to Australia, grew fascinated by the idea of dancing, and
even had | essons fromone of Pavlova's soloists, Cleo Nordi.
In the early 1930s, Rukmini Devi watched devadasi perforners
of sadir at the Miusic Acadeny, and decided to learn the art
and to use it as a vehicle of cultural nationalism. The rest
of her story is laid out in chapter 3.

19. Krishna lyer was a |awyer by profession as well as a
trained mnusician and dancer, participating in amateur theatre
in his college days (he usually took fenale roles) and going
on to train seriously under Madurantakam Jagadambal, a fanous
devadasi perforner and teacher, and under A P.Natesa lyer, a
brahm n natyacharya. Becoming fiercely enthusiastic about the
preservation of the form he lectured on bharatanatyam and
performed it in femmle costume. As a nenber of the Congress
Conmittee, he was one of the noving forces behind the
initiative to start the Misic Acadeny of Madras. Krishna |yer
was partly responsible for Rukmini Devi's interest in sadir.
and he persuaded the dance guru Meenakshisundaram Pillai to
accept her as a student. From the 1940s onwards, as the
revival gathered nmomentum his influence on the Madras

cul tural scene gradually declined, though he continued to
pronote individual dancers and dance teachers.

20. Annie Besant, for instance, expended rmuch energy in the
early years of her sojourn in India trying to convince |ndians
about the beneficial rationality of the caste system she
found her audi ences intransigent, however, and was forced to
abandon this project. The person who made the npst explicit
connections between art and Swadeshi was Ananda Coomaraswamy,
and he too tended to idealize and justify the caste system as
creating a 'co-operative society' whose perfect harnonies he
was even tenpted to identify with the repose of the icon
danci ng Shiva-Nataraja (see The Dance of Shiva 19). His own
aesthetic theory was behol den to Benedetto Croce on the one
hand and to Sanskrit poetics on the other; he also
hypostatized the ‘spirituality’ of Eastern art in a way that
had its uses for the brahm n bharatanatyam dancers of the
1930s onwar ds.

21. See Srinivasan, "Reform and Revival: The Devadasi and Her

Dance". Econonmic and Political Wekly 20.44 (1985): 1869-
76. Janaki Nair documents the somewhat different trajectory of
anti-nautch legislation in Mysore state in her inportant
article "The Devadasi, Dhanna and the State". Econonic and
Political Weekly 29.50 (1994): 3157-3167.

22. Theoretically there is no linmt to the archive | could
consult; if in practice there has been one, it has to be
admitted at once that it has been arbitrarily set. Two things
dictated the cut-off point. One was the practical
consideration of the limted tine available for research. The
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other was a nore respectable consideration. The early fixing
and relentlessly nonotonous occupation of positions on either
side of the nautch question, | felt, relieved ne of the
responsibility of indefinitely researching my subject. Wen
the shape of this controversy becane so clear that nore
evidence could only reinforce the sane argunents, | stopped
rummaging in the archives. | amconvinced that fresh materi al
can only, if anything, throw up an exception or two to the
general rule.

23. Thanj avur Bal asaraswati (1918-1984), one of
bharatanatvam’s |ast and nost celebrated isai Vellala
exponents, was responsible in sonme neasure for keeping

audi ence interest in the dance alive even in its |eanest
years. She collaborated for a considerable stretch of her
career with the Misic Acadeny, where she eventually set up a
school of dance.

24. Kittappa Pillai is a descendant of the Thanjavur
quartette--the four brothers who established a stage-format
for the dance in the Maratha court at Thanjavur. He is one of
tﬂe }‘ew surviving isai Vellala teachers who continue to teach
the form

25. By this tine the conflicts between the Orientalists and
the Anglicists had been nore or less resolved in favour of the
fornmer. Macaulay’s Mnute of 1835 was, of course, one decisive
monent in this sequence of events.

26. Part of the understanding between the British crown and
I ndi an subjects, as expressed by the Queen's Proclamation of
1858, was that religious tolerance would be extended to the
|atter. See Thomms Metcal f, |deologies of the Rai. 47-51.

27. What the middle class established around this tinme and
subsequently, were nore or |ess brahm nical val ues,
refashioned to meet the demands of nodernity. To refer to this
class as a class/caste each tine is cunbersome; to use only
the caste designation w thout mentioning the class position of
the group under discussion means buying into an ‘outside’
perspective of the kind that stresses the primcy of caste,
and to stow away one's own professional class position beneath
the politics of caste; and to use ‘class’' by itself suggests
the resolute blindness, exenplified by certain orthodox
marxists, to the caste conposition of elite and subaltern
groups. | have sinply steered around this problem by using
different terns in different places to refer to the
patriarchal, brahm nical bourgeoisie that assumed power in the
wake of decol onization.

28. Sonme novel -witing contributors to social reform also
wote in Tam |, but were translated for the edification of
Engli sh readers. A. Mdhavi ah, for instance, was the author of
the historical novel Clarinda (1915); his Tanil novel
Muthumeenakshi. written some years earlier, appeared in the
Soci al Reform Advocate in 1915, in his daughter's English
translation. K.S. Venkataramani wrote fiction and essays
(Mirugan the Tiller. 1927; Kandan the Patriot. 1932; |Indian
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Village: A Ten Year Plan. 1932) that popul ari zed Gandhi an
thought, and was especially concerned with the village as
organi ¢ conmunity. Panchapakesa Ayyar also wrote a historical
novel called Baladitya (1930), and several volumes of short
stories. Manjeri Isvaran’s short story collections, No Anklet
Bells for Her (1949) and Angry Dust (1944) also comment on
"social evils'. O the witers naned, R.K. Narayan is the
least inclined to preach; his sketches and novel s may
neverthel ess be seen as part of the endeavour to capture in
print a fading ideal of communal existence.

29. One might consider the nunber of books wi th eponynobus
heroi nes who are noul ded, in the course of the narrative, into
carriers of both tradition and nodernity. This phenonenon cut
across | anguages, as witness, strikingly, Mdhaviah's

Mut humeenakshi  (Tami|); Chandu Menon's |ndul ekha (Malayalam)
and Krupabai Satthianadhan’s Kamala (English).

30. R K Narayan has produced simlar collections of honely
sketches in Mal gudi Days. for instance, or in Swami and
Friends, but without the disquisitions on the value of the
joint famly, Hindu tradition and so on that are part of
Venkataramani's of ferings

31. See Susie Tharu, "Governnent Binding and Unbi ndi ng:
Alienation and the Teaching of Literature."

32. See, for instance, Terry Eagleton, Literary Theory: An
Introduction and Cat herine Belsey, Critical Practice,
published in the 1980s; or essays in Peter Widdowson, ed., Re-
Readi ng English: in Svati Joshi ed., Rethinking English, and
in Rajeswari Sundar Rajan ed., The Lie of the Land. The I|ast
two volunes are recent critiques specifically of English in
India.

However, given the sheer vagueness of the term ‘humanist’
and the energy of the recent debates in political theory
around |iberalism what are our current referents for each of
the words in the conmpound 'liberal hunanism ? For that matter,
do they always go together? There are, for instance, marxist
teachers of English who are humani st but anti-liberal.

33. See Matthew Arnold's Culture and Anarchy. for instance.
Chris Baldick gives a good account of how English was used in
the strengthening of the establishnent in The Social M ssion
of English Criticism

34. Besant was of Irish birth and had lived in England for
many years, involving herself in a canpaign to spread

awar eness about contracepti on anmong wonen. She canme to |ndia
in 1893, and initially her work was largely religious and
educational in intent (she founded the Central H ndu Coll ege,
now the Benaras Hindu University, in 1898), and in accordance
with the doctrines of the Theosophical Society, of which she
was President from 1907 until her death. In 1913 she delivered
her fanpus "Wake Up India" lectures; for sonme years, from 1914
onwards, ran a journal called New India which had an
astonishingly high circulation; in 1916, founded the Ho1e Rule
movement, and in 1917 was nade President of the Indirn
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Nati onal Congress. In that year sh: founded the Wonen's India
Associ ation with Margaret Cousins, and canpaigned, in India
and in Britain, for wonen's suffrage. Wth the rise of Gandhi
as a national |eader, Besant’s inportance in the freedom
noverment di m ni shed and she went into retirement in her later
years.

35. Partha Chatterjee argues, in The Nation and Its Fragments.
that this division was to be marked not in ternms of the public
vs. private spheres of liberal discourse, but as a distinction

between the ‘outer' world where the rule of colonial
difference had to be resisted, and Universalismdemanded, and
the ‘inner’ world where difference from the colonizing culture
was the saving barrier against total assinmlation and was
therefore fiercely maintained.

36. The transmogrification of English studies into cultural
studies is a sign that the Nation beckons disciplines in a
variety of ways. There is an increasing feeling that the

di scipline should align itself, in the way sociology or the
natural sciences have, with the project of the nation (or with
the project of the Left: which is in sone ways the mrror
imge of the nation-building project). The nobve in the
direction of cultural critique that ‘thinks the nation out’
was, therefore, prefigured at the very inception of the
discipline.

The entry into a field (the study of the nation) whose
paranmeters have already been defined by the social sciences
exerts specifically disciplinary pressures on English. The
demands that it be practical and that it be political find
English studies barren of theoretical nodels as well as of
ways of reading; it has to borrow these from the phil osophy or
fromthe social sciences. The social sciences rely on
progressivist theoretical nodels (of either national
devel opment or class struggle); they are also, in India,
largely fact-based and intolerant of textual, speculative and
interpretive labour. To the extent that English
schol ars-turned cultural studies specialists want full
participation in the nation-(re)building project, they are
under pressure to either accept the progressivist npbdel or to
set up a conpeting theoretical clain and the turn to
historical materialism or post-structuralism in cultural
studies is at least partly a response to the demand for
nmet hodol ogi cal rigour.

37. The restlessness of the m ddl e-to-working-class teachers
of this discipline is responsible for nuch that is dynamc in
English criticism F.R. Leavis's odd relationship with
Canbridge, and, of course, Raynond Williams’s pat hbreaking
cultural critiques are cases in point.

38. The connection English education (especially literary
knowl edge) had with the aesthetic/noral values that fed into
the making of bharatanatyam is particularly obvious in the
memoirs of S.Sarada. Reminiscing about the early ‘dance
dramas' performed at the International Acadeny of Arts, which
appeared to have been partly in English, she renenbers being
struck by Arundale’'s performance: she had to ask someone who
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the fisherman was who "spoke in chaste English"(3). She also
remenbers Sankara Menon, one of the founder-trustees of
Kalakshetra, as an expert on English literature--"he used to
take cl asses on Shakespeare's plays" (39).

39. This is how 1 read the use of 'humanist,' in Tharu and
Niranjana's essay "Sone Problens for a Contenporary Theory of
Gender," to characterize the environment of the dom nant

subject not nerely of the English classroom but of the nation
at |arge.

I amnot sure if this fornulation is precise enough to capture
the nature of dominance from the feudal-agricultural to the
industrial to the metropolitan-professional settings. Thus if
one were to use 'liberal humanist' to describe 'the dom nant
subject’ the description probably needs to be qualified by a
description of the provenance of the subject; i.e., 'liberal
humani st* is not coeval with ‘modern.’

40. | do not think close reading in itself a bad thing. It is
the method | use nore than any other in this thesis, and it
can produce extrenmely interesting results when used in the
light of historical facts. Close reading in isolation from
every other kind of interpretive effort, however, is usually
both trivial and boredom inducing, a specialist's skill.

41. | have purloined the term 'archaeol ogy’ from Foucault (see
The Order of Things: An Archaeol ogy of the Human Sciences) but
it is put to nmuch hunbler uses here than Foucault's grand

nmet hodol ogy denands.

42. The proposal was nmade at a seminar on the Teaching of
Engl i sh Language and Literature in India, held at the
University of Hyderabad (in Hyderabad), in the year 1991.
Conparative literature departments in many universities
are preoccupied with underwiting authentic |ndianness in
their own way. The operative theory in this case is that one
has only to scrape away the incidental crust of I|inguistic and
cultural variations to recover the pure, shining core of our
(pan Indian) culture. For instance, a set of Tanm| texts may
have very different formal features, histories and thematic
concerns froma set of Gujarati texts, but their deep
structure, revealed by the conscientious |abour of the

scholar, is one of geographical and tenporal continuities.
Thus a ‘unified’ canon of Indian texts is obtained by what has
been called 'the aggregative principle.’ The government's

endorsenment of these exercises in cultural nationalism
illustrates (in a very obvious way) one of the axions on which
my thesis is grounded: that cultural projects, such as the
recovery of an aesthetic or the teaching of English are
inextricably involved in negotiations for, and maintenance of,
power, domi nance and control .

43. See Eagleton's discussion of Baumgarten’s aesthetics in
The Ideology of the Aesthetic. 24. See also the Introduction
to Schiller's Aesthetic Education by Elizabeth M W1 Kinson
and L.A WIIoughby.
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44. 'Religion' is not the right word to describe the conpl ex
transacti ons between myth, social institutions like the
temple, the legitimtion of kingship, the arts, and the
everyday ritual that made up the Hindu lifestyle; nor does it
express the types of activity that included everything from
denoni ¢ possession to phil osophical nmonism However, | use
this peculiar, colonially-derived term for want of a better
one.

45. Angel i ka Heckel cites M Ghosh's translation to nake her
point. But since cultural difference is the problem the sane
negoti ati on between European and Indian categories nay be
found in any other translation.

46. Krishna Rayan's essay on "Rasa and the Objective
Correlative" is an exanple of attenpts in this style to update
Sanskrit poetics.

47. | have found it useful to study the trajectory of this
group in slightly greater detail; this is done in the first
section of chapter 4.

48. See Susie Tharu, "Thinking the Nation Out: Sone
Refl ections on Nationalism and Theory," for an overview of
this project.

49. See Sumit Sarkar's critique of elite historiography in his
Introduction to Modern India: 1885-1947.

50. See Kosanmbi's Myth and Reality, for exanple; or his
Exasperating Essays, in contrast to the relaxed tone of a book
[ike A L.Bashanis The Wonder That Was India. In his sharp
analysis of Nehru's Discovery of India. Kosanbi observes that
the author "could have asked hinself one question with the
greatest of advantage, nanely cui bono: what is the class that
called for or benefited by a certain change in a certain
period of history?" (12-13). An obvious anticipation, here, of
one of the guiding principles of cultural studies.

51. Norberto Bobbio suggests the follow ng connection between
the institution of political rights (enbodying freedom and
denocratic procedures:

There are...good reasons to believe that
(a) the procedures of denocracy are
necessary to safeguard those fundanental
personal rights on which the liberal state
is based; and (b) those rights nmust be

saf equarded if denpcratic procedures are
to operate (38).

52. The anthol ogi es generated by the fem nist revisiting of
the work of mmjor political theorists of the western world
were anong the nost interesting texts | encountered during mny
research. See, for instance, Feninists Theorize the Political.
ed. Judith Butler and Joan Scott; Femi nist Interpretations of
Political Theory, ed. Mry Lyndon Shanley and Carol e Patenan;
and Fem ni sts and Political Theory, ed. Judith Evans, et al.
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The npbst interesting single author publication nore or less in
this category was Nancy Fraser’s Unruly Practices.

53. See John Raw s's A Theory of Justice. Robert Nozick's
Anarchy, State. Utopia. Communitarian critiques include
Al'asdair MacIntyre’s, After Virtue at*. Charles Taylor's
Sources of The Self. Anmobng the npbst interesting femnist
interventions are those of Nancy Fraser and Seyla Benhabi b.
Fraser'’s Unruly Practices. for instance, raises the question
of wonen's disadvantaged and unequal access to the public
sphere, the nmuch touted |ocus of |iberal debate.

54. One's tinme and location, naturally, dictate one's
concerns. It is clear that the theoretical terrain | want to
explore has already been mapped onto the discipline by forces
beyond i ndividual control, including, here, the crisis of
humani sm and theoretical devel opments el sewhere; | do not
choose it of ny own accord. No one can feel any |onger that
theoretical debates about power, about nationhood, about
gender fall outside the field of English studies. It is clear
too, that this theory will, or should, affect practice--the
framng of curricula, the working out of relations between
teachers and students, and so on, and that therefore the
questions recent political critiques raise cannot be evaded.



CHAPTER 2

" A MOST OBJECTI ONABLE CLASS OF PEOPLE':
NATI ON- BUI LDI NG AND THE DI SI NTEGRATI ON OF THE
DEVADASI COVMMUNI TY

Whi ch other woman of ny kind has
felicitated scholars with gifts and noney?
To which other woman of nmy kind have

epi cs been dedicated?

Whi ch other woman of ny kind has

won such acclaimin each of the arts?

You are inconparable,

Muddupal ani, anong your ki nd.

-- Muddupal ani on herself,
Radhi ka Santwanam |ate eighteenth century.

This Muddupal ani is an adultress....Mny
parts of this book [Radhika Santwanan] are
such that they should never be heard by a
woman, let alone energe from a wonan's
mouth. Using Sringara rasa as an excuse,
she shanelessly fills her poenms with crude
descriptions of sex....She is born into a
conmunity of prostitutes and does not have
the nodesty natural to wonen.

— Kandukuri Veeresalingam Andhra Kavul a

Charitram 1887.

...the fact t hat the Prevention of
Dedi cation Bill...has received enthusiastic
support from the entire public in this
Presidency is a proof positive of the
demand for the total abolition of this
class of refined prostitutes ... who are a
danger to society in general.

-- Mt hul akshm Reddi, Reply to a nenorandum
against legislation witten by the South
I ndi a Devadasi Association, 1939.



Bet ween t he conposi tion of Muddupal ani ' s sringara
prabandham and Veeresalingam s diatribe onit, little norethan
a century had passed; and between that acconplished ganika's
sel f-description and Mithul akshmi Reddi's denunciation of the
devadasi community, less than two centuries. Two hundred years
of decisive transformations: a period that wi tnessed the process
by which a congloneration of small territories and states first
cane under colonial dom nation and then set itself on the road
to becoming a nation.

The British rulers in India displaced or transfornmed the
irreduci bly diverse, localized practices and know edge systens
of different regions by subjecting them to a standardizing
admi ni strative practice; the requirenents of citizenship within
the terms of the nation-in-the-nmaking rendered these changes
irreversible. In the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries,
the agents of nornmalization were the missionaries, initially,
and later, upper caste/mddle class social reforners and
nationalists who undertook the work of imagining and building
the nation. Wile the latter were about this task, they also
consol idated the power they had acquired as beneficiaries of
British rule. As one mght have expected, the features of the
normative citizen, which becane discernible as he energed from
the fog of tradition into the clear light of the national-
nodern, |ooked remarkably like those of the typical nenber of
the class that produced him

This chapter is an attenpt to study the processes of
di spl acenent and normalization, wunfolding over the closing
decades of the nineteenth century and the first decades of the
twentieth, by which the celebrated ganikaa of the princely

courts and the devadasis attached to tenples were re-inmaged
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as- - and finally driven to becoming--‘a conmmuni ty of
prostitutes,’ and by which upper caste social refornmers and
nationalists becane the arbiters of ‘Indian® culture. What
follows is an account of the destruction of the devadasis’
wor | d-vi ew and way of |ife--both unwel cone under the new order--
by the twin processes of nation-building and class-definition.

The Nineteenth Century:
the Prehistory of the Anti-Nautch Movement
Modernity was not, of course, wel coned with equal
enthusiasm in every territory or by every community in South
India. Until the last decade of the nineteenth century, what is
striking is the unevenness, reflected in the fortunes of the

devadasis and of sadir. of its effects. In the battle over the

survival of sadir. the forces nmssed on either side of the
question-4 ndivi dual s, communi ties, di scour ses and
wor | d-views--were fairly evenly matched, especially since the
col onial government made it clear that it was not going to throw

its adm nistrative weight behind the anti-sadir canp.

Though there was a general falling away in the status of
devadasi s throughout this century, for reasons | wll describe
bel ow, actual anti-nautch efforts were sluggi sh and purposel ess,
the successes unspectacular and far between. The lack of a
consensus about the pernicious effects of sadir. and the
persistence of a Hindu religious ethos which legitimnmzed the
lifestyle that went with this practice, helped the devadasi
comunity stave off disaster until the 1890s.

Wth the Iaunching of the official anti-nautch canpaign in
1892-93, the anti-sadir forces finally prevailed. The pace of

reform was stepped up and by 1947, when the Devadasi Act was
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passed, Muthul akshm Reddi, chief architect of the Act, could
indulge in sone justifiable self-gratulation: "...nmillions of
our young girls have been saved froma life of degradation and
have settled down in an honourable life. In these three decades,
the Devadasis as a community have disappeared” (Autobiography,
73).

| have allowed the availability of naterial to dictate the
shape of this chapter; thus the primary focus is the dense
cluster of arguments set out by the reformers in the three
cruci al decades (1920 -1950) of the twentieth century. But |
begin by describing the build-up to the controversies of this
period, since it is inpossible to understand the nood of the
anti-nautch agitators without exam ning the pressures on them of
colonial ideology and m ssionary evangelism
1) The I nexplicable Lethargy of the Col onial Government and the
Zeal of the M ssionaries:

In the md-nineteenth century, when Indian nationalist
i ndi gnation about sadir had not yet conme to a focus, the debate
on the devadasis and their art situated itself in the field of
ant agoni sns between the British adm nistrators and the Christian
m ssionaries in India. The relations between these two agents of
Empire, for all their uneasy cooperation, were never quite
smooth; the missionaries frequently deplored the inpiety and
opportunismof the administrators. In the case of sadir. they
had reason to feel particularly bitter. For the better part of
a century their appeals for sanctions against it fell on deaf
ears. The government was so incorrigibly evasive that the
message eventually got through to the conscience-stricken: they

would have to rely on other, non-administrative resources to
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el i m nate nautch.

In the event, the case of sadir turned out not to be one of

those from which the British admi ni strators extracted
i deol ogi cal support for the perpetuation of their own rule in
India. Legislation was reluctantly approved by the col onial
government only at the end of a form dable canpaign in which the
m ssionaries joined forces with Hindu social reforners.

The British reluctance to get involved in the sadir
question needs expl aining, given that they intervered in several
practices that had conparable so-ial significance and
‘religious’ inport for their Indiansubjects. | think there were
three reasons for this fact. The first reason has to do with the
British appivach to | egal agency; the second, with the policy of
non-inte: entionin religious affairs where this was, of course,
conpatible with |Iiberal government; the third, with the
colonizers’ |ong-standing acceptance of —even affection for--
nautch as a form of entertainment, and their inclination to
count its practitioners anobng the sexual 'perks' of Enpire.

I ndi genous customary practices caught the eye of the
colonial adm nistration primarily when there was proof of abject
victim zation. In the case of sati. for instance, the
possibility that wi dows  mi ght be forced to i ol at e
themselves--a coercion tantanbunt to homicide--suggested to
British officials the need for ‘'eyewitnesses' at the funeral

cerenmoni es who could ensure that the satis were voluntary. The

dedication of girls to tenples as devadasis obviously did not
have the blood-curdling aspect of practices like (forced) sati
or child marri age.

If an official found it inpossible to verify the agency of
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devadasis in the matter of their being dedicated or of
performi ng sadir. he would in all likelihood have turned to one
of the well-known accounts, embodying the inperialists'
know edge-building effort, of Indian religious and cultural
practices. |If he had consulted the Abbe Dubois’s nonunental

H ndu Manners. Custons and Ceremonies, for instance, he would

have found that "no shame whatever [was] attached to parents
whose daughters adoptf{ed] this career" (593). Edgar Thurston,
using the Census reports at the turn of the century, is nore

explicit:

At the present day they [the devadasis|
form a regular caste, having its own
custons and rules of etiquette, and its own
panchayats....and thus hold a position,
which is perhaps without a parallel in any
other country .... Among the Dasis, sons
and daughters inherit equally, contrary to

ordi nary Hindu usage.... (127)

Thurston records that devadasis are "the only class of wonen,
who are, under Hindu |law as adnministered in the British Courts,
allowed to adopt girls to themselves" (151).

Mbst observers in the nineteenth century noted with some
ast oni shnment t hat devadasi girls wer e exceptionally
wel | -educated, given the norns for Hindu women. The Rev. M
Philips remarks in his document on H ndu culture that "the
dancing girls are the nost acconplished wonen anong the Hi ndus.
They read, wite, sing and play as well as dance." And any

follower of the proceedings of the law courts, British or
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I ndian, could not have failed to notice that the devadasis took
their rights seriously enough to be anong the nmost litigious
wonmen in Hindu society.

Despite all these proofs of the skill, grace and
i ndependence wi th which the devadasis conducted their lives, the
m ssionaries repeatedly urged that it was the noral duty of the
colonial adnministration to ‘rescue’ them Assenting in a
hal f - hearted way, the government made some provisions to ensure
that minor girls were not adopted by devadasis for the purposes
of dedication. The devadasi community had been traditionally
exenpt from the enforcement of Sections 372 and 373 of the
I ndi an Penal Code, which restrained "the transformation of m nor
girls for inmoral purposes" (Sundar Raj, 230); in 1878, the
Secretary of State for India directed the Governor General in
Council to bring them under the purview of these sections. This
strategy did not work very well; devadasis sinply noved outside
British territory to perform the adoption and dedication
cerenoni es, or adopted mmjors instead of m nors.

Since | egal agency was the point at issue, the British also
al | owed devadasis to petition for permi ssion to be dedicated, if
they could prove that they were not being coerced. This resulted
in curious docunents like the followi ng, recorded by Thurston
(it is addressed to the Superintendent of Police and to a

Eur opean Magi strate):

Petition of two «irls. aged 17 to 19.

Qur father and nother are dead. Now we w sh
to be like prostitutes, as we are not
willing to be married, and thus establish

our house-nane. Qur nother also was of this
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professi on. We now request perm ssion to be
prostitutes according to our religion,
after we are sent before the Medical

Officer. (qtd. in Thurston 134)

Technically, the appellants had to prove that they were not
being inducted into ‘'immoral traffic'; but it seenms that in
practice the Courts recognized the validity of petitions such as
the above.

Such evidence that the devadasis were agents in their own
right added to the colonial government's determination to apply
here the rule of non-interference in specifically 'religious'
questions. Even in a fairly clear case like that of sati the
adm nistration felt some scruples on this score; in the case of

the dedication of girls and of sadir. whose effects were

certainly not as drastic as those of sati., intervention did not

seem war r ant ed.

M ssionaries and reformers in the nineteenth century,
irritated by the studied indifference of the adm nistration to
the Nautch Question, accused the colonial officials of having a
hi dden notive: a desire to actively encourage this 'vice,' a
result of their own weakness for the kind of entertainnment the
devadagjs provided. This perception may well have been accurate.
Nautch was patronized by colonial visitors, non-of fici al
settlers and administrators, in their official capacities as
well as during their leisure hours; there is also reason to
believe that sone menbers at |east of the devadasi comunity
were favoured as conmpanions and concubines by colonial
officials. | wll briefly describe both these investnents (the

official and the submerged) in the devadasi’s art and body.
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At the tine when sadir was ubiquitous in South India, it

was a favourite source of entertainment for British officials
who had exhausted what the *‘little England’® style of enploying
| ei sure could of fer (hunting, bowing, riding, picnics). "To see
a nautch was sonmething like attending the ballet in Europe,"”
Percival Spear wites, "with the difference that the troop
al ways cane to a private house" (35). "Hart in 1775 speaks of
"six or seven black girls being brought in after dinner,’ when
‘"they sang and danced well,' and in 1778 they were still 'nuch

admired by the European gentl enen (Spear, 35). The popularity
of nautch anpbng the official class remained undiminished even
after enough European wonen began to arrive in India to meke
Eur opean dancing feasible.

Sadir performances figured promnently in the establishnent
of goodwi Il between wealthy Indians and British officials or
visitors, wuntil they eventually becane a nandatory aspect of
aristocratic Indian hospitality. They could be used, for
instance, to denobnstrate the esteem a princely court felt for
the Crown: the repertoire of the dancers in the Thanjavur court
included a version of "God Save the King," taught them by an
Engl i sh nmusic master who was al so an enpl oyee of the court. When
the Prince of Wales visited India in 1875, he was entertained
/ith a nautch performance; so was his son, Prince Al bert Victor,
.n 1890, though on this occasion there were protests.

Naut ch was also introduced very early into colonial public
eremony. Here is the order, for instance, of the parade held to

ymmemmorate the |nauguration of the New Charter in Madras in
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Major John Roach on horeseback at the head of a
Conpany of Foot.
Sol diers, and Kettledrums, Trunpets and other music.

The Dancing Grls and the Country Misic...

and so on, with several inportant dignitaries follow ng, until
the "Chief Gentry in the town" bring up the rear (Spear, 21-22).
Misically infelicitous as this arrangenent nust have been, it

expressed sonmething of the naturalization of sadir as a node of

synmbol i c exchange in colonial life.
Wthin the ranks of the colonial admnistrators, class
position determ ned, to sone extent, the flexibility of

attitudes to sadir. The mddle class officials were the ones

nost prone to be scandalized by the dance. The Tonm es took all
ki nds of sexual |iaisons with Indian women in their stride, and
the aristocrats who occupi ed the hi gher admi nistrative ranks and
who considered ‘nautch parties' a substitute for the theatre
disdained to scrutinize the norals of the perforners too
closely. The British upper classes were, after all, fanmliar
with the sexual licence granted to men and wonen who went on the
stage in their home country; to expect chastity from Indian
performers seemed to smack of intolerance and puritanism. Asked
to respond to the launching of the official anti-nautch movenent
as late as 1893, Lord Wenlock, Governor of Madras, wote to the
Governor General, Lord Lansdowne: "I am rather puzzled as to
what the best answer should be to these people, and of course |
am not prepared to be nore virtuous than you are.'" |f such

"

Puritanical principles applied in England, ‘...we shall not be
able to attend any theatrical performance till we have satiafied

ourselves as to the noral character of all the performers’”
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(qtd. in Ballhatchet 158). Even the starchy Lord Curzon, well
known for his insistence that the colonial officials set a noral
exanple to the subject race, recorded his indifference to the
nmoral s of devadasis: "'The Viceroy is not hinself interested in
these performances; but he hardly thinks the matter is one on
which he is called upon to nake any pronouncenments or to take
any action’" (qgtd. in Ballhatchet 159).

"It is their languishing glances, wanton smles and
attitudes not quite consistent with decency, which are so nuch
admred," one Ms. Kinderby wites of the devadasis in the
mid-eighteenth century.3 In the private realm devadasis were
clearly part of the Ilibidinal econony of enpire. Though not all
devadasis had the freedom to cohabit with white men (since nmany
were restrained by ritual proscriptions regarding sexual
partners); and though the custom of concubi nage or narriage to
a 'native' woman abruptly fell into disuse around the end of the
ei ghteenth century, the effects of these relationships |ingered.

Sexual adventure, as Ronald Hyam and Kenneth Ball hatchet

have pointed out, was always one of the hidden motives of

col oni zation. The fantasy of Oriental sexuality was particularly

attractive to those who were consi dered sexual deviants in their

own countries. Hompsexuals, pederasts, |libertines, sadists,
inveterate experimenters all headed East to indulge their
forbidden tastes. A certain sexual licence, therefore, was

always tacitly understood to be part of the experience of
Empire, and devadasis, along with canp followers, young boys,
native servants, mnor girls and others, were objects of desire
who fuelled what Ronald Hyam calls the 'sexual energy of

Enpire.' Morals in general being rather lax in the early years
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of colonization, liaisons with devadasis would have nerely been
reckoned anong the many venial sins of colonial adventurers.

During the phase in which the East India Conpany and the
colonial government actively encouraged |iaisons between |ndian
wonen and European nmen, with a view to establishing a Eurasian
conmuni ty, devadasis were highly prized concubines. Hyam offers
the exanples of Captain Edward Sellon, witing in the 1830s and
1840s, who praised the "cleanliness, the sunptuous dress, the
tenperance, ability to sing and dance" of the 'nautch girl’
(qtd. 88); and of a Dr.J.Shortt who writes in the 1860s that the
dancing girls of South India were attractive enough to "neet the
admiration of the greatest connoi sseur” (qtd. 89). By the end of
the eighteenth century, however, open concubi nage was no | onger
consi dered necessary or acceptable. The Conpany had prospered,
official policy changed; new admnistrators felt that their
prestige depended on keeping their social distance from the
native popul ation; inproved living conditions allowed European
wonen to sojourn in India; the Haitian rebellion and nuch | ater,
the Indian Revolt of 1857, appeared to be warnings against
m scegenation. So while actual sexual relationships between
British officials and devadasis noved out of public view, there
can be no doubt that such relationships remained possible. In
any case, the interactions with devadasis as perforners of sadir
were not affected until the end of the nineteenth century.

When even these interactions were threatened by the
gathering forces of adverse public opinion, the reform-oriented
section of the vernacular press joined the missionaries in
expressing a grim satisfaction with the fact that colonial

adm nistrators would now suffer sone  deprivation. One
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comentator (in the Sasilekha of Novenber 1894) approves of the
deci sion of "sonme l|adies and gentlenen of England" to "ensure
non-attendance of Governors and other Governnent officials at
nautch parties." He adds, resentfully, "that in the mofussil [,]
people, wunable to resist the bullying of the Collectors,
entertain them at nautches at great expense and trouble to
thensel ves. And the Governors ... go forth on tours through the
districts seemingly to inspect the country, but really to
gratify thenmselves with the singing and dancing of these fallen
woren; but their days of enjoynent and pleasure are nunbered"
(NNR 22, 1894: 426).

In the battle of attrition between the aristocratic heads
of British government in India and the m ssionaries whom these
adm ni strators considered intolerant and noralistic, it was the
m ssionaries who eventually won all the noral victories. Their
di sapproval was great and their stam na proverbial, carrying all
before it. In 1914, J.N Farquhar writes: "M ssionaries have
long protested in the name of norality and decency against the
whole system .... [the devadasis’l gestures ...are lewd and
suggestive; and their songs are immoral and obscene. Many a man
has spoken of the dire results such exhibitions have on the
young" (410).

Farquhar's vocabulary recalls the Abbe Dubois and his
strictures: there is a remarkable simlarity in the choice of
adj ectives. The Abbe describes the practice of dedication and
the tenple rituals in which the devadasis participated wth

admirabl e exactitude, but he also ventures comment:
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These lewd women who make a public traffic
of their charms, are consecrated in a
special manner to the worship of the
divinities of India. They dance and sing
within the tenple norning and evening. The
first they execute with sufficient grace
al t hough their attitudes are |ascivious and
their gestures indecorous. Their singing is
al rost always confined to obscene verses
describing some licentious episode in the
history of their gods. All the tine they
have to spare in the interests of the
various cerenmonies is devoted to infinitely

nmore shaneful practices.... (Dubois 592)

Already, in this earliest of missionary accounts, we see
the transformation of an aesthetic confusion into a noral

problem the Abbe's obvious ignorance of the conventions of

Sringara translates into accusations of ‘lewdness’ and
‘lasciviousness.’ ‘Lewdness,’ 'obscenity' and 'indecorousness’

occur frequently in subsequent m ssionary discourse: the Abbe
Dubois obviously started a trend of response that the
missionaries did not want to relinquish even in its finest
detail. Here is another missionary description of sadir. this
time in 1893: "A Nautch dance is performed by Hindu prostitutes,
who wusually sing songs of the npbst |ascivious character,
acconpani ed by gestures and nmovenents of the body having an
obscene neaning." (qgtd. in Ballhatchet, 157). The odd thing
about this particular vocabul ary of condemation is that certain

sections of the Indian upper castes, w thout doubt famliar with
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the erotic-religious significance of bhakti literature and with
the concept and conventions of sringara. so conpletely took it
over, along with the collapsing of the aesthetic into the noral
that typified it.

The Abbe Dubois (c.a. 1770-1848) hinself belonged to the
first generation of FEuropean missionaries in India--the
orientalist mssionaries to whomwe owe dictionaries, granmars
of several | anguages and docunents about several I ndi an
practices. He thought of hinmself, no doubt, as an ethnographer,
nmeticul ously recording his observations. His nmoral confusion is
di sqgui sed by the docunentary node of his writings. At one |evel
he is fascinated: "...it nust be confessed that the quiet
seductions which Hindu prostitutes know how to exercise with so
much skill resenble in no way the disgraceful nethods of the
wr et ched beings who give thenmselves up to a simlar profession
in Europe..."(594); at another, horrified by his own admiration:
"God forbid, however, that anyone should believe ne to wish to
say a word in defence of the conparative npdesty and reserve of
the dancing-girls of India!'" (594).

The effect of Christian nmissionary teaching in general was
to spread a perception of Hinduism as corrupt, barbaric,
superstitious, backward. Cbviously nothing short of an epistenic
shift would nmeke this view acceptable to large nunbers of
people; generally tolerated cultural practices had to take on
the aspect of t'evils’ in the eyes of the very people steeped in
that culture. The discursive groundwork for this shift had been
laid throughout the nineteenth century by religious reform
movements |ike the Arya Samaj and the Brahmo Sanmj, by

denocratizing and non-brahmin novenents like that of the
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Ssatyashodaks i n Maharashtra, and by Christian missionaries. The
instruments of change included: the education of Indians in
English, the translation of English texts into the vernacul ars
and vice versa. the institution of a periodical press that
churned out cheap and accessible tracts, papers and journals,
itinerant preachers at 'wayside pulpits,’ public neetings and
of course, legislation in either the national or the state-leve
councils. An apparatus was set up which could instantly respond
to and dissemnate the new ideas, as well as register the
crunbling of the orthodoxy

By far the nost effective nedium for the transm ssion of
m ssi onary views during this period was the vernacul ar press. In
the tracts and periodicals that flowed from mission-established
presses all over the country, a strategic and potent conbination
of evangelical Christianity and post-Enlightennent concern with
science, reason and political rights was mobilized for the
promotion of the Christian faith. As Rosalind O Hanlon points
out, these deeply divergent strains in mssionary discourse canme
together effectively enough to underm ne Hindu belief. Here is
the Darpan, a reform paper started by Bal Shastri Jambhekar, in
1832, entertaining visions of atransformed, Christianized press
"chasing away the mists of error and ignorance which clouded
men's mnds and shedding over them the light of know edge in
whi ch the peopl e of Europe have advanced so far before the other
nations of the world" (qtd. in O Hanlon 91).

Naut ch was bound to be singled out by such periodicals for
special condemation. In 1832, the Darpan | aunched an attack on
nautch: "...with Missulmans and Parsies, as well as wth

Hi ndoos, Nautches are considered necessary, wherever the expense
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can be afforded, to the celebration of rites moat solem; and
wi th Hindoos, even those which are accounted npbst sacred are
profaned and mixed up with such exhibitions" (qtd. in O Hanlon
92). Several Journals were started in Madras Presidency by
m ssionaries or Hindu reformers, expressly in order to spread
the nessage of reform.

By the end of the nineteenth century the m ssionary crusade
agai nst sadir and the practice of dedication was well under way.
There had been a split in the ranks of the H ndu social
reformers in Madras, the conservative faction parting conpany
with the Enlightennent faction on the Age of Consent Bill. In
1892, Wlliam Mller took the second faction under his wing,
hel ping set up the Madras Hi ndu Social Reform Associ ation, which
renewed the canpaign to put an end to sadir. In May 1893, Mller
chaired a public neeting which officially inaugurated the
anti-nautch mvenment, "an episode," as GA (Oddie renarks,
"which marked one of the high points of mssionary-Hi ndu
co-operation, at least in the south" (103).

In the sane year a signature canpaign was |aunched to stir
up public feeling against sadir., especially anong Europeans. The
m ssionaries were particularly concerned about the backsliding
of their own countrymen, since this could cause di scontent anpng
potential converts. A nmenorial addressed to the Governor General
of India was signed by several anti-nautch agitators. Lord
Curzon, as | have noted above, sent them a |ukewarm and
distinctly scornful response. Anti-nautch hopes were then pinned
on the efforts of "certain |ladies and gentlenen in England who
have set themselves to ensure non-attendance of ...Governnent

officials at nautch-parties" (NNR22, 1894). The Sasilekha of 16
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Nov 1894 is reported to have said: "...when they have once
undertaken the thing, the evil practices will soon be abolished"
(N\R 22, 1894).

The missionary involvenent with education gave them both an
addi ti onal reason (apart from noral revul sion) and an
opportunity to intervene in the lifestyle of devadasis. The
education of the children of devadasis in mssion schools was a
subj ect of much controversy. Since ‘respectable’ parents refused
to place their female children in these schools, if it neant
that they would have to share a classroomwi th devadasis, the
taboos on female education were further reinforced, to the
dismay of the missionaries. |In fact the very idea of educating
girls, associated as this was wth devadasi «culture, was
repugnant to upper caste Indians. At the sane tinme the m ssion-
run schools and colleges became focal points from which
anti-nautch di scourse could spread. MIler, for exanple, was for
many years Principal of the Midras Christian College and
extended the ~college's goodwll and hospitality to the
anti-nautch movenment. This had a snowball effect. Raghupati
Venkat aratnam (1862-1939), who eventually helped I|aunch the
Social Purity canmpaign in Andhra, studied in the Madras
Christian College during the Mller years and in turn taught at
Pachaiyappa's Col |l ege where he had a phenomenal influence on
student opi ni on.

British wonmen, sone of them m ssionaries, also energed as
energetic anti-nautch spokespersons. Their role in India fitted
into the larger effort being made at this time, in Britain, to
mobilize Wwonen's philanthropy to solve the problens caused by

Poverty and rapid industrialization. The list of problens wonen
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were considered fit to handle included prostitution, naturally;
but also the dismal condition of workhouses, poor public
hygi ene, alchoholism, single notherhood and so on. Wonen were
believed to have a special part to play in rescuing other women;
a dinmMy proto-feminist consciousness animted such efforts.
Josephine Butler, one of Reddi’s nost inportant predecessors and
role models, wites in a letter to her Countrywonen, "Dwelling

in the Farnsteads and Cottages of England":

| daresay you all know that there are
worren, al as, thousands of wonen, in England
who live by sin....you nay have passed one
such in the street and have shrunk aside,
feeling it shame even to touch her; or
perhaps, instead of scorn, a deep pity has
filled your heart, and you have longed to
take her hand, and to lead her back to a

better and happier life. (151)

It has been argued that the experience middle class wonen
gained in the course of these charitable works, and the
political lessons they learnt, helped lay the groundwork for the
Suffragette novenent at the turn of the century. The notion of
what was ‘feminine’ came into play in the way wonen's ‘missions’
operated--they had to display gentleness, endurance, self-
control, nodesty, and a certain amateurishness; but as Frank
Mort points out, "'feminine’ and feninist appropriations of
evangelical religious norality proved especially inmportant in
Providing wonen with the voice to resist male professionals”

(8). Muthulakshmi Reddi's own authoritative voice echoes the
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confidence in the voices of doctor predecessors like Elizabeth
Blackwell and Ms. Mansell who called upon their Christian faith
and their nedical expertise at one stroke as they delineated the
evils resulting fromprostitution. Lecturing to a group of women
on "Rescue Work in Relation to Prostitution and Disease,"
El i zabeth Bl ackwel | begins with her qualifications: "... as a
physician acquainted with the physiological and pathol ogical
laws of the human frame, and as one who has lived through a
generation of nedical practice anmpngst all classes of the
community, | can speak to you with a positive and practical
know edge rarely possessed by wonen" (101); and ends with a
rousing call to her audience of "Christian women" to overcone
"the deep practical heatheni smof our society--the heatheni sm of
tolerating and protecting nmercenary proni scuous sexual

intercourse" (109).

These philanthropic efforts nmade by wonen were, however,
often vitiated by their own tendency to noralize and to
interfere in the lives of those they sought to help. The
canpai gners tended to belong to the middle classes, while the
obj ects of their charity were working class wonen; the canpaigns
were inevitably conducted in such a way as to normalize mddle
class, usually -evangelical values. For instance, Harriet
Martineau, who opposed the Contagi ous Diseases Acts to regulate
prostitution in 1863, did so on the grounds that these Acts
"sanctioned vice." "There can be no resistance to seduction,
Procuration, brothels, disease, and methods of regul ation, when

once the original necessity [for sexual contact] is granted"

(89). Martineau cautioned against the granting of public noney

for "patronising and petting a class of sinners and sufferers
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al r eady provi ded for under t he visitation of their
retribution" (79) .

It must be noted, however, that all the wonmen canpaigners
who provided nmodels for Muthulakshmi Reddi's anti-nautch
efforts--Martineau, Elizabeth Blackwell, Josephi ne Butl er, Annie
Besant - -appealed at the same time to liberal and denocratic
val ues when they opposed the Contagious Diseases Acts. For
instance, Butler points to the violation of justice inplicit in
the Acts, since "that has been ruled to be a crine in wonen
which is not to.be considered a crime in men" ("Anh Appeal” 113).
Besant castigates the legislators for their breach of the "Anglo
Saxon principle of liberty"; "I assert that the sacred right of
individual liberty is grossly and shamefully outraged by this
interference of governnent, and that, therefore, every soldier
of liberty is bound to rise in protest against the insult
offered to her" ("Legalisation of Female Slavery" 95). This
l'iberal discourse, on the whole was not nobilized in favour of
prostitutes and devadasis in India. Evangelical canpaigners in

I ndi a, confronted by the devadasi murai. reacted with

predi ctabl e shock and outrage, and inmediately started cleaning
operations but these operations did not allow fully human status
to the objects of reform

Ashoke Chatterjee records that an "Englishwoman, M ss
Tenant, cane particularly fromEngland to | ead a crusade agai nst
tenpl e dancers, gathering pledges fromupper-class Indians that
they would have nothing whatever to do with this anti-social
evil" (5). Ms. Marcus B. Fuller wites at length in The W ongs

of Indian Womanhood (1900) on the evils of nautch: "...that a

tenple, intended as a place of worship, ...should be so
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polluted, and that in the name of religion, i8 alnobst beyond
belief; and that |Indian boys should grow up to nanhood,
accustoned to see immorality shielded in these tenples with a
di vine cloak nakes our hearts grow sick and faint" (120). The
Victorian mddle class ideology of fanmily life is mned for
emotive effect in several mssionary accounts as is obvious from

titles like J. Mrdoch's Nautch Wnen: An Appeal to English

Ladies on Behalf of their Indian Sisters (1893).

The noral pressure exerted by the m ssionaries began to
produce results by the end of the nineteenth century despite
relatively tolerant administrators like Wenlock and Curzon.
Al ready during the visit of Prince Albert Victor in 1890, there
were vociferous protests against his attendance at a sadir
party; by 1900 it had becone inpossible to entertain visiting
dignitaries with sadir performances. In 1902, T.E. Slater says
in a speech at a missionary conference: "It was a noteworthy
fact that throughout the tour of the Viceroy [Lord Curzon] in
South India at the end of 1900, he was nowhere greeted by the
dancing-girls, who used to be everywhere on railway platforns,
in processions and at durbars" (qtd. in Oddie 107). Another
Prince of Wales visited Madras in 1905 and was entertained wth
a programme that included "Herculean feats by Ramamurti (the
Indian Sandow)," and "Magic and Conjuring by Professor

Swaminatha Sastriar" but no sadir (Ballhatchet, 159). In the

sane year the Collector of Trichinopoly sent circulars to all
his Divisional Officers requesting them to stop attending or
encour agi ng nautch performances (Sundar Raj, 235).

By the 1920s and 30s, the vengeance of anti-nautch public

opinion was conplete: even visitors who wished to see sadir
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performances for the npbst unexceptionable reasons were
di sappointed. "There are no schools of dancing in India and it
is an art in which nobody is interested," wites Victor Dandre
after the tour his wife Anna Pavlova nmade of South India in 1922
(qtd. in Khokar 102). The Anerican dancers Ruth St. Denis and
Ted Shawn expressed a desire to see Indian dance "whenever our
Hi ndu or Muslimhosts asked what they could do for us...but they
were all enmbarrassed, and nmany said they had never seen any

dancing in their lives" (qtd. in Khokar 102-03).
2) Loss of Patronage

Taking all these facts into consideration, then, it seens
correct to say that the colonial governnment did not, until the
early twentieth century, directly interfere with the lives of
devadasis. Indeed one of the very few adm nistrative neasures
taken against them in the nineteenth century appears to have
been a hal f-baked plan to inpose inconme tax on the devadasis of
Tirumangalam, in view of "their excessive inconme" (Sundar Raj,
219). However no institution or practice in British-ruled India
was entirely unaffected by colonial rule, and sadir was no
exception. |Its position in Hindu social life was indirectly
weakened by colonial rule; this factor, along with the change in
attitudes wought by the anti-nautch rhetoric, made the
di sper sal and i npoveri shnment of the devadasi comunity
i nevitable.

The devadasis who bore the brunt of the changes that
followed the transfer of power from Indian rulers to the
col onial governnent were those dependent on princely patronage.

The system fell into desuetude in many of the earlier centres of
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the arts, not so nuch as a result of direct colonial
intervention as from the general decline of the fortunes of
these native states. For one thing, the inland towns declined in
importance after the British admnistration was centralized in
port towns |like Madras. For another, the princely states,
drai ned of revenues by the colonial power, gradually withdrew
their support to tenples and to tenple and court functionaries
1ike devadasis. By 1799 the revenues of Thanjavur, for instance,
went entirely to the British; wth its formal annexation in
1856, one of the few surviving princely patrons of the arts was
no longer in a position to offer a living or a platform to
devadasi perforners.

Smaller courts |like Ettayapuram and Pudukottai, and
relatively prosperous states like Mysore tenporarily offered
hospitality to displaced devadasis. but eventually thenselves
succunbed to the pressure of the anti-nautch movenent and
prohibited the performance of sadir and the rite of dedication.
The Pudukottai Raja prohibited the performance of nautch in

private homes in 1892 and enfranchi sed devadasi manjanms in 1930,

rel easing their possessors fromtheir ritual duties. The Msore
Maharaja "purified all the tenples [in his state] by driving out
the dancing girls attached to themt in 1893; though wth
magni ficent disregard for consistency he presented his royal
person at several sadir performances subsequently. As a reporter

for the Karnataka Prakasika maliciously remarked: "...those who

expected that the Diwan and Hi s Hi ghness the Maharaja of Mysore
woul d count enance the anti-nautch novenent nust have been sorely
di sappoi nted because at the nmarriage that took place...at the

Di wan's house a nautch party was held at which His Highness the
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Maharaja was present. It is foolish on the part of the
anti-nautch agitationists to invoke the aid of Governnent in
matters in which they nmust depend on thenselves for any refornt
(N\R 1893, 159). But the nautch virtually died out in Mysore
after an order in 1910 prohibiting devadasi service (Sundar Raj,
235). 13

Throughout the latter half of the nineteenth century,
therefore, and with increased nmomentum in the early twentieth,
devadasi families took the only feasible option left to them
they migrated to the port cities and the new netropolitan
centres established by the colonial governnent. Patronage now
had a wholly new face for these di spossessed devadasis. |n place
of the aristocratic, |earned, deeply appreciative protection of
scholar- princes like the Marathas (of Thanjavur) and the
Wodeyars (of Mysore), they had to depend on a class of wealthy
nmerchants, zam ndars, and occasionally, professionals, who had
no particular partiality or passion for the arts. Wat the
devadasis lived through, in other words, was the loss of an
entire support system--an ethos for |earning and perpetuating an
art that had once had unquestioned synbolic and ritua
significance--as well as of an audience alive to the semiotic
nuances of their performances.

For the nost part, however, wupto the early twentieth
century, devadasis attached to the tenples continued to perform
their tasks uninterrupted and those who enjoyed steady secul ar
patronage continued to do so. The elimnation of devadasis from
tenple ritual took place at an uneven pace over different parts
of South India, though nore rapidly everywhere after the 1920s.

Even as the devadasi tradition declined in places |Iike
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Thanj avur, it was strengthened in places l|ike Thiruvarur and
Cheyyur; indeed a fanous scholar of the latter town, Cheyyur
Chengal varaya Sastri (1810-1900) actually devel oped a cycle of
performance for the devadasia of the Cheyyur tenple in the
m d- ni neteenth century. In nost tenples in Tam | Nadu devadasis
continued to be called upon for traditional duties such as
kumbha arathi (waving the pot-1lanmp), carrying consecrated water,
i naugur ati ng and offering ritual protection to tenple
processions, and so on.
In secular homes, devadasis continued to be inportant
participants in social functions and rites of passage. Apart
fromgiving sadir recitals on these occasions, devadasis. in

their role as nityasumangalis, performed such duties as

stringing the bride's thali at weddings, singing or intoning
certainritually required verses; by their presence, they warded
off the ‘evil eye’ and brought | uck. Until the near
di sappearance of the ethos that sustained such ritual, devadasis
were never quite redundant, and had their supporters right upto
the time their community disintegrated.

Though the first signs of the decay of the devada3i
comunity appeared in the md-nineteenth century, there are also
clear indications, around this tinme, of their continued power
and prestige. | have nentioned one such indication above: the
nunber of lawsuits in which devadasis prosecuted tenple or
secular authorities for the neglect of their ‘rights.'l
Custonmary rights and privileges had not been entirely eroded by
the nobilisation of public opinion against the devadasi system
it was still expected that these rights would be respected and

this expectation was still enforceable by law. Evidently these
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devadasis were tenacious of their rights not nerely because
their incomes depended on them but also because they derived
their social status and their pride in their independence from
these rights. Significantly, sonme of themargued in a petition
to the government that they did not want their maniam | ands

granted to them free: .we venture to ask as to why our
children and their children should be deprived of their means of

honest living and reciprocal religious service" (GO 4079, 8,

enmphasi s mi ne). Even at the turn of the century, then, nany
devadasi s continued to be property-hol ders, and narratives about
penurious devadasis who turned to prostitution (a favourite
thene in later literature) were still very rare. The extent of
their wealth can be inferred from the anxiety the devadasis
t hensel ves di spl ayed (after the 1878 enforcement of IPC Sections
372-373) about the question of adoption. The anxiety had to do
with inheritance; would devadasi |ands which customarily passed
down only in the female line revert to the Government if there
were no fenale children?

Devadasis appear in the fiction of the late nineteenth
century as seductresses and decei vers who si phon away the wealth
of hel pl ess nen; in these representations they are nore
i npoverishing than inpoverished. Mre than one unscrupul ous
dancing-girl appears in Krupabai Sattianadhan’s English novel

Kamala (1894); one plot of the Tami| novel Dasigalin Mbsaval ai

(The Trap of the Dasis) witten in 1936 by Ramamirtham Ammaiyar,
herself a devadasi., narrates the story of a foolish younger son

of a wealthy man who is mlked of his inheritance by a devadasi.
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The Twentieth Century: Nation Building,
Patriarchy and Cl ass Formation

1) Rescuing the Wetches: National Self-Definitiom and The Wbaan
Question

M ssionary pol em cs agai nst sadir gave way to the rhetoric

of social reform at the turn of the century, and the Nautch

Question from this point onwards has to be seen within the

probl ematic of national self-determination and reforny i.e., of

the sinultaneously occurring processes of nation-building and

cl ass-caste formation. The Nautch Question was a | ate devel oper

as social issues went, becoming a full-blown controversy only in

the 1890s; the nineteenth century was the era of social reform

The trajectories of debate on npbst issues, as | have suggested

above, were fixed by the way the various reform nmovenments had

recast Hindu practices in this century, and to place the

question of sadir in the context of reform | want to backtrack

a little, to the m d-nineteenth century.

Controversies erupted everywhere in the nineteenth century.
The ferment of the tinmes opened up the neanings of ‘tradition’
and ‘modernity’ for contestation in an unprecedented way. The
revision of the meanings of these terns involved tw tasks.
First, a pan-Indian *‘tradition’ in keeping with the norns of
"civilized societies' had to be invented, even if this meant
di splacing authentic--or at any rate, less dramatically
refashioned--traditions that were still in place in pockets all
over the country. Cultural and noral norns were redefined in
accordance with the values of the class (upper caste/bourgeois)
most closely identified with the colonizers; naturally, these
norns chimed better with those of the British mddle-class than

with those of Hindu orthodoxy. Secondly, in a context in which
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the unequal bal ance of power between col oni zer and col oni zed was
an inescapable reality, and in which the reified relations of
conmerce had begun to invade everyday life, a space had to be
set aside where 'essential |ndian culture’ could be preserved
inviolate. This space, as | shall explain below, was the
donestic sphere. Cul tural production itself was consecrated to
the demarcation and safeguarding of this sphere, and was in a
sense identified with it, as | suggested in the last chapter.
Thus Rukmini Devi, for instance, making social reformand dance
perneable to each other, synbolically positioned the dancer's
body in the donestic space, as an aspect of its beautification
or of the materialization of notherhood; nmothering and the

pursuit of beauty, conversely, were services to the nation.

The requirenents of a pan-Indian tradition tended to
coincide with those of a 'mpbdern' nation in that both required

a certain standardization. The process of classifying |Indian

popul ations and practices and standardizing public behaviour
had, as everyone knows, been started under the pressures of
colonial rule. Bringing an entire nation under a single
juridical aut hority, which itself was dedicated to the
protection of private property, required that diverse practices
and |ifestyles be described, docunented and--often violently--
slotted into manageable categories. The decennial Census was
obvi ously one way of doing this. Practices that failed to nmesh
with the norms of citizenship in the nodern nation-state had to
be ‘reformed’'; cultural differences tended to be ironed out. One
of the problems that Census officials kept encountering in

dealing with the devadasis was that of their 'marital status':
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how was this to be described? Another problem was their
ownership of property, which was perceived as irregular, since
nost Hi ndu wonen had no property rights. Regul arization of these
relationships and rights was part of the subtext of social
reform

It was inpossible to stray near the borders of any
nineteenth century controversy about «culture or tradition
wi t hout stumnbling against 'the woman question.’ As many witers
have noted, the inportance of this question to nationalists lay
inthe fact that it was the test case for the assertion of their
cultural parity with the colonizers and, consequently, for the
affirmati on of national self-sufficiency. Relentlessly keeping
the focus on certain highly restrictive, obscurantist and often
brutal prohibitions and custons preval ent anobng the upper castes
(sati, child marriage, enforced celibacy for wi dows, and so on),
the woman question was a rem nder, to both colonizers and their
subjects, of the backwardness of the Hindus, of their
unpreparedness for self-government and citizenship under a

denocratic order.

Like all the other ‘issues’ that tested nationalist
resources, the woman question had to be resolved in such a way
that patriarchal power was not seriously threatened. The status
of women--or of those women who were ‘'visible,' and the

devadasis certainly fitted into this class, though for the wong

reasons--had to mani festly inprove; but the authority of nen had
to be kept intact. When the status-of-wonmen problem was placed
al ongside the problem of a viable tradition that would ensure
the continuity of upper-caste male dom nance, the result was the

i deol ogy of the donestic sphere. Thus the process of recasting
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traditional patriarchal power for the purposes of nodernity
nornal i zed companionate nmrriage and the donmestic wonan, and
required the separation of the Home fromthe World. This crucial
dermarcation, and the conservation of the private realm as the
space where the power of colonized men would remain unthreatened
was an essential clause in the wunspoken pact between the
colonizers and the class that was both their collaborator and
their eneny. To understand the enornous charge attached to the
role of women in the symbolic order of nationalism we need to
place it in the context of this demarcation.

Since the wonman-as-citizen was identified with the Hone,
the creation of the national-npdern was a process that
necessarily circunscribed the role--and the sexuality--of wonmen.
Wien the ‘rational' ideal of the domestic woman as citizen was
mobilized in tandem with the psychol ogically charged fantasy of
nation-as-nother, it becones obvious why femal e sexuality had to
be controlled, regul at ed, reinscribed as nmotherhood or
conpani onship, effaced from the public realm and why asexual
femninity had to be set up as exenplary.

The valorizing of chastity was also in accord with the
gender ideology wi dely accepted in Britain in its own strongly
national i st phase during the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries. British anxieties about m scegenation, freshly
formul ated medi cal principles, and evangelical Christianity all
reinforced this ideology. For instance: W IlIliam Acton, who
Played a key role in building England' s public health system
between 1850 and 1870, took women's careers outside the home to
be signs of abominable female recalcitrance. Wonen who work, he

avers, have no tine to be "soothers of man's woes," and cause
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"the npst acute sexual suffering" (65-66). He wonders al oud what
British educators should do with wonen: "The ready answer
is--TEACH THEM HOUSEW FERY.... The vanity of girls and nothers
nmust, it is true, be overcome, but the greater econony of the
proposed education would go some way to carry the day in its
favour..." (48).

The good woman, on the authority of both the church and the
medi cal establishment, was the donestic woman, the angel in the
house. The Hindu social reforners accepted and reproduced this
ideology in India, wth mxed results for wonen. The Stri
Dharma. official organ of the Wwnmen's India Association, and
edited for many years by Muthulakshmi Reddi, printed in every
issue a mani festo that exenplifies these mixed results. On the
one hand, it set itself to secure equal education for female and
male children, and to secure for wonen the vote on the same
terms as it was granted to nmen; on the other hand, it stated its
intention "to help Wonen to realise that the future of India lay

largely, in their hands: for as wives and nothers they have the

task of training, guiding and forming the character of the

future rulers of India" (Stri Dharma 1932, 1; enphasis m ne).

The tw st added to the nodel of public and private spheres,
when it was used by the nationalists, was the introduction of
the el ement of a distinctly eastern ‘spirituality,' identified
with the Home and with Woman. The inportance of femmle sexual
purity was in direct proportion to the vehemence with which
spirituality was alleged to be an essentially Indiantrait, the
feature nmost sharply distinguishing our culture fromthat of the
materialistic West. And to the extent that spirituality was

alleged to be not just a female trait, but a characteristically
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Tndian one, it gave positive value to the subject position of
the colonized man as wel |, a subject position represented by the
colonizers and psychol ogically experienced by colonized nen as
a feninine one.

The figure of the devadasi, of course, broke down the

nationalist equation between hone (essential I ndi a/ woman/
spirituality) and world (white man/deviant I ndi an woman/
materiality). If the nodern order depended on the creation of

private and public spheres, with women being confined to, and
representative of, the former, and being the repositories of
spiritual values, then the devadasi committed offences against
this order on three counts: a sexual transgression, since her
sexual skills were publicly acknow edged and were even a nmatter
of some pride; an economic transgression, since she was
propertied and independent, thus taking over the function
reserved for men in this order; and a religious transgression,
since she was the remant of a certain this-worldly approach to
religion, centred on the tenple as a replica of the royal court,
whi ch disturbed the identification between |Indian spirituality
and other-worldliness. Her presence was the site of the
convergence of religion (Hindu agamic or cultic ritual), art
(sadir. Carnatic nusic) and the econony (feudal patronage or
concubi nage). To counter this deplorable symbolic convergence,

' in ancient

geneal ogies were written portraying her as a ‘nun
tines; the talk was always of the degradation of a practice that
used to be otherwise.‘9

Since a reinvented Hndu culture was of considerable

strategic inportance in the struggle for cultural hegenmony, the

interface between Hindu religious practice and deviant fenale
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sexuality, in the devadasi murai, made cultural nationalists
particularly vulnerable to attack. In fact, reference to the
di sordered and retrograde sexualities of Hindus, as exenplified
by the devadasi ethos, was as anxiety-producing for nationalists
as the critique of practices |like sati and child marriage. Both
Christian missionaries and atheistic, rationali st I ndi an

noverments |ike the Suya Mariyathai Ivakkam constantly irritated

this tender spot.

The debate on Katherine Mayo’s Mdther India, published in
the crucial year 1927--the year in which Muthulakshmi Reddi
brought in her first version of the Bill to prevent the
dedication of girls to tenples--is a case in point. Mayo, an
American visitor to India, conbined travel witing of a
particularly sensational kind with sustained iampooning of
I ndian nationalist aspirations. Mther India was concerned with
making what may be <called the sexual argument for the
continuance of enpire: ostensibly an argunment about the ranpant
sexual desir- of Indian nen and its horrible consequences--child
abuse in .warriage, gynaecol ogi cal di seases, purdah, cruelty to
woren, unskilled midw fery. But at a deeper |level, the book was
a narrative about nmen who, debilitated by their own consum ng
desires and sel f-indul gence, had becone too effemi nate to save
their |anguishing Mdther India. "lnertia, helplessness, |ack of
initiative and originality, lack of staying power and sustained
loyalties, sterility of enthusiasm weakness of |ife-vigour
itself--all are the traits that truly characterize the Indian
not only to-day but of long past history," Mayo wites, "[h]is
soul and body are indeed chained in slavery. But he hinself

wi el ds and hugs his chains and defends then!' (24).
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Both sets of images—those depicting fenale suffering and
those depicting nale impotence--were intended to danage the
nationalist cause, and as such were calculated to infuriate the
nationalists in the context of the status-of-wonen debates. No
fewer than half a dozen menbers of the Legislative Council in
the Novenber session of 1927 made references to ‘Miss Mayo's
book' in the course of discussion on the anti-nautch Mdtion
noved by Muthulakshmi Reddi. M. Syed |brahim suggests to his

'‘enlightened Hindu Brethren' that it is only because

the institution of Devadasis is being
tolerated by the H ndu society that the
true Hindu religion is in danger of attack,
not only by mi ssionary religious bodies in

this country, but also by mschievous

non-entities hai ling from far of f
countries, who pose as reformers of
humanity. | am referring particularly to

the attacks of M ss Katherine Mayo
....Unless the Hindus with one voice rise
and do away with this social canker and
soci al | eprosy of the institution of
Devadasis, | amafraid the whole world, not
nerely a Mss Mayo, has got the right, nay,
duty, to hold the finger of scorn against
India, Hinduism and Hindus. (PM.C 1927,
523)

Mr. lbrahims Hindu brethren were already shrinking back from

the finger of scorn: "Wy should we sanctify vice by giving it
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the cloak of a religious customand allow persons |ike Mss Myo
to hold us up toridicule...? " M. A B. Shetty--obviously well
schooled in mssionary rhetoric—demanded of the Council (PM.C
1927, 519).

One obvious reason for the anxiety of the male |egislators
was Mayo's direct attack on their 'manhood,' against the
background of a widely circulated belief that sexual excess
neant loss of the virility of the entire race. No |ess a person
than Annie Besant nmmde such statements as the follow ng:
"National norality and national health go hand-in-hand; a
vicious nation will be a weak nation....the wi de preval ence of
prostitution is ruinous to the physique of a nation"
("Legal i sation of Fenmle Slavery" 94-95). Mny Hindu nmenbers of
the Council registered cautious agreement with sentiments such
as these. Miuthul akshm Reddi did not forget to nention Mss Mayo
(PMLC 1927, 512), and the Wonen's India Association net in 1927

to condemm her unsubstantiated argunents.

The anger and defensiveness of the legislators are very
interesting when one considers the fact that only about a page
of Mdther India is devoted specifically to the devadasis. The
remai nder of Mayo's purple prose is intended to highlight sexual

abuse within married life, especially withinthe married life of

upper caste Hi ndus. The anxi ous and apol ogetic reactions of the
Legi sl ative Council nenbers, it is plain, exenplify a process of
di spl acenent : the discussion scapegoats the devadasis,
repressing the entire question of the ethical dubiousness of all
the other Hindu practices described by Mss Mayo. "The abolition
of this customwi || prevent the existence of at |east one source

of adverse comment from persons like Mss Mayo," says M.
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Krishnan Nayar, hopefully, omtting to consider the dozen other
abuses Mss Mayo lingers over so lovingly (PMLC 1927, 522).
Faced with the accusation, by a foreigner, of noral
cowardice, the Council nenbers came back with the mandatory
references to ancient Indian spiritual traditions: "It s
i mpossible to understand how this inmorality is sanctioned in
such a land, which can boast of innunerable saints, sages and
rishis ....Are we, whose ancestors have practised the highest
i deal s of sexual purity which human nature is capable of and had
attained the utnpst height of spirituality, to be left behind
and pointed out as a norally backward race? " (PM.C 1927, 516).
Thus Mut hul akshmi Reddi in an inpassioned appeal to the Council.
Anni e Besant had already prepared the ground for figuring
the original devadasi as the Indian equivalent of the Roman
vestal virgin or the Christian nun. Legislative Council menbers
wishing to quell Mss Mayo eagerly seized upon and devel oped
this interpretation. Mthul akshm Reddi hints at the existence
of "authentic records to prove these Dasi girls were pure
virgins spending their tine in religious study, neditation and
devotional service akin to the Roman Catholic nun of the present
day". During the 1927 session M. P. Anjaneyulu clainms that the
devadasis "were originally sent to be brought wup in an
atnosphere of purity and religion and innocence" (PM.C 1927,
518); and C.N. Mut huranga Miudal i ar seconds him "I enphatically
contend that our religion does not sanction this dedication to
our tenples of prostitutes. It is only a lately grown up
custom... the Devadasis were originally midens who took a vow
of celibacy” (PML.C 1927, 521).

An ideology of gender that identified the spiritual wth
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the femnine and the donestic was both materially and
psychically satisfying to upper caste, nodernizing, mainstream

nationalists, since it conplenmented their anxiety about caste

"purity.’ The use of the giveaway term ‘social purity' to

describe the goals of anti-sadir and anti-liquor I|obbying in

Andhra during the nineteenth century may be read as a sign of
the overl apping interests and anxieties (about patriarchy, about
ritual purity, about the potential for promi scuous or intercaste
rel ationships in the wake of nodernization, about colonial rule)
that made brahmin nationalists so puritanical about public
noral s. As Raghupati Venkataratnam father of the Social Purity
moverment, summed it up, "“the maintenance of purity in the
relations of the sexes is vital to national greatness and
prosperity."

The requirenents of purity were, predictably, nmuch nore
rigid with regard to women than with regard to men, who were
allowed the customary licence in these matters. The canpaign
therefore focused on the devadasis. as such social purges tend
to do; though their nmale patrons were given stern admonitions,
their privacy and |ivelihoods were not put at risk. The ‘good’
wonen were clearly set apart fromthe 'bad ones; there was no
longer room for flexibility or confusion in this area.

The badness of ‘bad’ wonmen--the existence of deviants like
the devadasis--remained to be accounted for in a way that did
not jeopardize the picture of |India as nourishing chastely
spiritual i deal s. The ‘essentialist’ explanation involved

outright rejection of the deviants: nothing was wong wth

essentiallv I ndian wonmen. Those who followed prinmitive custonmns,

or those who tolerated sexual prom scuity were not us,’ they
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were ‘others,’ repugnant even in 'our' eyes. Thus ‘we,’' honest
and virtuous Indian wonmen, could be separated from 'them' the
rlevadasi s (anong others: tribal wonen, |ower-caste wonmen, erring
wonen of all kinds), who barely deserved to be granted human
status, who had to be nmade to |earn the nmerest fundamentals of
human sel f-esteem The ‘historical’ extension of this argument
was, of course, that the nmuch debated evils were introduced into
a pristine and gracious Hindu ethos by barbarous invaders. Set
in this narrative, the devadasis were represented as not
embodying I ndian tradition at all, but as aberrations engendered
when foreign invasions caused a gradual corruption of their
(once-holy, once-celibate) order.

Social reformas a node (as | wll suggest in the section
on class formation below) allowed the reformers to take up the
worman question while discursively maintaining their own distance
fromthe culture that was being attacked, and enphasizing the
otherness of the practices under siege. Child marriage,
prostitution and other issues were considered the proper objects
of canpaigns intended to bring wonen into the fold of nodernity.
The anti-nautch ideol ogue Kandukuri Veeresalingam by the end of
the nineteenth century, and certainly Muthulakshmi Reddi by the
begi nning of the 1920s could assume, as they stirred up anti-
sadir feeling, that everybody who mattered was famliar with the
idea of ‘*social evils,' especially in association with the
status of wonmen. Mst of the anti-nautchers were seasoned
canpai gners in the battleground of reform Veeresalingamin the
anti-liquor and anti-nautch Social Purity novenment in Andhra;
Besant, in Britain, in the canpaign for wonen's free access to

contraception; Reddi in canpaigns for wonmen's suffrage,
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education for girl <children, nmedical reform in government
hospitals, w dow remarriage, the raising of the age of consent
and so on.

In a sense, the term 'feminist,’ though it was sel dom used
as a self-description, might be applied retrospectively to the
canpaigners in these issues. By the early decades of the
twentieth century, organi zations |like the Wnen's India
Association, set wup in Mudras by Annie Besant and other
Theosophi sts, and |led by Mithul akshnmi Reddi for nany years, were
sel f-consciously demanding the recognition of wonen's right to
equality with men, and this is remniscent of the demand that
emerged around the tine of the French revolution, for the
extension of the sphere of rights to include wonmen: a demand
that, as Olympe de Gouges or Miry Wollstonecraf t made it,
inaugurated the fem nist project in Europe. Another inportant
model for Reddi’s womanly evangelism on the nautch question was
Josephine Butler's canpaign, in md-Victorian Britain, against
the Contagi ous Di seases Acts. But as Cora Kaplan points out in
Sea Changes, while at one level this fenmi nism made audacious
clains on women's behalf, it was also peculiarly class-bound,
indelibly marked by its own mddle class origin. Wollstonecraft
addressed herself to the creation of the middle class heroine of
the revolutionary age; Butler's involvement with the Chartist
movemrent as well as with the Social Purity nmovenent was
paradi gmatic; Besant and Reddi canpaigned for wonen's right to
the vote but in the name of mddle class notherhood. 'Feninisn
in the |Indian instance was a stray cross-current in the

otherwi se well-regulated flow of social reform

What set the devadasi issue apart from the other issues
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covered by ‘the woman question,’ and even from the issue of
prostitution, however, was the fact that the victimhood of the
devadasi was in serious doubt. The kind of access to literacy,
skill, self-government, property ownership and personal freedom
the devadasis enjoyed until the beginning of the twentieth
century, would not normally have called forth either pity or
reform st zeal. Nor, within the precolonial social system was
there any reason to |ook upon the devadasi as ‘degraded’: the
institution of dedication marked her off from other wonen as
worthy of special honour, both for her ritual status and for her
art; she was sought after as a participant in tenple rituals and
in religious cerenpnies in private homes. No blanme attached to
either partner in the devadasi-patron relationship; indeed, it
was expected that nen of a certain status would patronize both
the devadasi and her dance, meking of this relationship
sonething normative rather than deviant. As far as the tenple
was concerned, the devadasi "acted as a conduit for honour,
di vine acceptance and conpetitive reward at the sane tinme that
she invited 'investment,' economc, political and spiritual in
the deity" (Srinivasan, 1870).

Gven the lack of agreement between the devadasis’
epistemic horizon and our own one, and the opacity of their
subjectivities to subjects socialized into the national -nodern
ethos, value judgenents about their status and self-perception
are virtually ruled out. But however one assesses the actual
facts of their lives, the course of anti-nautch Ilegislation
itself, marked as it is by a certain slackness for many decades,
suggests that the condition of the devadasis was at |east not as

abject as that of satis, that of child widows or that of child
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prostitutes. Though the first decades of the twentieth century
saw neasures being taken by the Inperial Legislative Council to
curb the practice of dedication, each of the resolutions or
Bills circulated on this subject was allowed to |apse. The
outbreak of the First World War aborted one set of initiatives;
lack of time ended another; a third faded away into oblivion in
the hands of an inactive Select Commttee. Mst of the anti-
naut ch measures proposed by the governnent proved ineffective.
Al npst until 1940, there was opposition to the idea of an anti -
nautch Act from certain promnent though isolated political
figures who drew heavily on sastric injunctions to support their
argunents, and on a conception of tradition that had becone
out moded.

1927 was the year in which the nautch debate, noribund
since the turn of the century, was revived--this tinme in the
Madras Legislative Council. This body had already witnessed
some desultory and inconclusive discussions on the Nautch
Question; but menmbers who were unconvinced by the anti-nautch
argunents and those who wi shed to delay actual anti-nautch
legislation had acted as a counterweight to those who, Ilike
Mut hul akshm  Reddi, had been eager to see an anti-nautch Bill
passed. Certain events of 1927 dramatically changed the nood of
the Council and tipped the scale in favour of legislation: the
launching of ‘Periyar’ E.V. Ramaswanm Naicker's Suya Mariyat hai
Ivakkam (Self-Respect Movenent), and the publication of
Katherine Mayo’'s Mdther India: but probably nore crucial than
either of these, Mithul akshnmi Reddi's sustained and ultimately
successful effort to convince the Council that the devadasis

were jndeed unhappy victinms of a cruel social system Though
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Reddi’s Bill to prevent dedication became an Act only in 1947,
its material effects began to show when the devadasis’ ethos,
already eroded by the loss of patronage and by the advent of
capitalist relations, becane a burning political question; when
public opinion about the practice of dedication, still so
di vided between acceptance and condemation in the 1920s,
becane, by the md ’30s, practically unaninous.

Public conscience was pricked into protest by Reddi's
exceptionally effective use of the |anguage of victimhood toO
describe the devadasis’ |ifestyles. She was not the first to use
this language; its strategic inportance had been evident to the
m ssionaries, and later to the social reformers. Some |abour
went into the honing of the narrative of victimhood, since what
nost people might have seen as agency had to be recast as
hel pl essness. | ndependent wonen who were workers in their own
right could not be depicted as requiring 'rescue.' The
pol em cists, therefore, vehemently insisted that the daughters
of devadasis were wutterly unhappy and much put upon. This
insistence was not entirely a matter of bad faith: both the
medi cal discourse of the tinme and the ideology of the Victorian
mddle class held that sexual agency was inconpatible with
femninity. The fact that the devadasis as a community
customarily invited sexual relationships (rather than acquiesced
inthem as the far nore abject upper-caste girl-bride was bound
to do) had to be interpreted as sexual exploitation by men of
the devadasis: once this was established, the devadasis coul d be
saved by right-thinking people. Throughout the anti-nautch
canpai gn, and especially in the speeches of Muthulakshami Reddi,

we have the recurrent nmotif of 'rescue': upper caste,
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enlightened people saving the devadasis from priests, from
patrons, fromolder women in their conmunity, fromdisease, from
sin, fromthensel ves.

To stress the irony of this vocabulary of ‘*rescue’ is not
to romanticise the devadasi. transforming her into a sexually
liberated woman in the post-sixties sense, but to point out that
argunments about agency, used against a group of wonmen who were
relatively independent of the famlial, economc, legal and
i deol ogi cal constraints operating on upper caste wonmen in
general, are suspect, to say the |east, especially in a context
in which the free flow of sexual desire was not encouraged in
any woman.28

The use of the language of victimhood, the reiteration of
the they-know not-what-they-do nmessage, was what brought the
devadasi issue into alignnent with other kinds of social evil.
It was also a polite cover for the hostility that resulted from
the forcible discursive identification of devadasis wth
prostitutes. Once the devadasi was identified with the ‘common’
prostitute, she became not so nmuch victimas social deviant, and
the target of strong mddle class hostility. The ostracism she
faced was disguised punishment. therefore, for her offence
against the nmoral order relevant to reform This identification
of devadasi with prostitute and the aninmus it nobilized was what

actually accounted for the anti-nautch success story.

2) From Devadasi to Prostitute: Medico-Mral Regulation

When the devadasi was designated a ‘'prostitute,’ her
lifestyle came within the purview of the updated nedical science

of Victorian Britain as applied in India, and of its concrete
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of fshoot, the public health system Throughout the nineteenth
century, in Britain as well as in India, there were dramatic
devel opments in the field of nedical science, especially in the
area of women's health. An enornous body of medical literature
about women--about their reproductive physiology and sexual
urges, their nervous susceptibilities, their psychol ogical
traits, their mental illnesses, their life-cycle changes--was
being churned out by 'experts' of every description. This
medi cal di scourse engendered, alongside verifiable facts about
female biiology, a plethora of ridiculous and often pernicious
nyt hs about women and about sexual difference; but since it had
the status of science, and since it was assimlated to the
projects of nodernity, the entire package was sacrosanct. There
was no questioning its inmpartiality, truth or benevol ence.

Sexology was a newy instituted branch of this nedical
literature. The nineteenth century sexologists may be seen as
falling into two canps, one focusing on the connections between
sexuality and culture (especially in the area of religious
practice) and the other highlighting the public danger of sexual
deviance. In the work of Krafft-Ebing and especially of Havel ock
Ellis and Sigmund Freud, religious feeling and mythol ogy--even
‘civilization’ itself--were seen as extensions, sublimations, or
di spl acenents of sexual drives. This set of connections was
further reinforced by anthropologists and schol ars  of
conparative mythol ogy; they were set out nost exhaustively, of

course, in Janmes Frazer's classic The Gol den Bough. This body of

theories to sone extent naturalized what cane to be called
religious prostitution, by the accretion of cross cultural

Parallels including the Egyptian and the Greek. Though these
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sexol ogi sts defined normality through the description of
deviance, they did perceive sexual drives as existing on a
continuum from the normal to the abnormal, and their output
tended to be tolerant of deviance.

It was, however, the apocalyptic discourse of public
danger, irrevocable noral degeneration, venereal disease, and
racial decrepitude as a result of unregul ated prostitution that
prevailed outside these circles, especially anong nedical
prof essionals who advised the governnent on policy. The public
health system was being regularized in Britain, under the
supervision of WIlliam Acton, anong others, and it was waiting
for just such a discourse to justify its authority and
interventionist!.

The colonial governnent in India tried to regulate the
sexuality of ‘common’ prostitutes in the 1lal bazaars of
cantonnent towns, because there appeared to be some connection
between the free flow of their favours and the startlingly high
incidence of venereal disease in the British army. The
connection was never quite established beyond dispute, but
statistics flew back and forth between the colonial
admini strators and Her Majesty's governnent back in Britain.
Some sort of decision had to be reached, since there was a
matter of economics involved: the British army incurred vast
expendi ture, both within Britain and in the colonies,
controlling venereal disease in the arnmed forces. The 'lock
hospital’ system was a hotly contested case in point: the
forasble confinenent of prostitutes was strongly urged by Anglo-
Indigh officials witing to the British Governnent; despatches

from Her Maj esty's government sonetimes approved the measure and
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sonetimes pointed to the inhumanity of conpul sory quarantini ng.
The thenmes of racial purity and social contam nation by
venereal disease were pretty thoroughly ventilated throughout
this period from the nedico-noral point of view and wth
reference to lal bazaar prostitutes. The rhetoric becane
especi al ly persuasive when it became necessary to justify the
I ndi an Cont agi ous Di seases Act, passed in 1868, to regulate the
novenents and bodi es of such prostitutes. The Friend of India in

1870

provi ded unctuous reassurance. Those in
charge of Lock hospitals were 'nedical nen,
ent husi asti c, sternly and gravely
enthusiastic in their profession.' At the
Cal cutta Lock Hospital there could not be
seen ‘'anything to call forth an inproper
thought or anything to degrade the wonen
subject to the Act. There is cleanliness,
fresh air, proper treatnment, soneti mes
character raised, and very frequently life

saved.' (Ballhatchet 44)

There was also conpulsory nedical exam nation, forcible
confinenent and treatnent of wonen found to be infected, and
mandatory regi stration of prostitutes and brothels. The talk of
fresh air and soul -saving, however, presented nedical science
and nedical legislation in an entirely altruistic and benevol ent
light; there was, it seened, no application of force here--and
if there was, it was so patently for the benefit of the fallen

wormen that no one could object to it. Medical science's own
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potential for malice and sexism was entirely unacknow edged.

G ven these devel opnents, Mut hul akshm Reddi could
capitalize on her authority as a 'western' doctor when she used
the racial purity and nedical arguments against the devadasi
community, and she could take it for granted that her audi ence
knew and val ued the benign influence of science. By the turn of
the century, for the class she represented, 'education' neant a
nodern scientific education in English; Reddi herself was proud
of her achievenents and believed that education should reach all
wonen. The traditional skills and schol arship of the devadasis
were by now at such a low premum that Reddi could nake a very
effective contrast between the 'uneducated' devadasis and the
"enlightened section of the aggrieved conmunities . . . whose
rightly devel oped noral sense naturally revolts at the practice
[of dedication]. ..; and [whose] . . . persuasive nethods and
educative propaganda work among those illiterate"” required
governnent support (PM.C 1927, 415). The suggestion that |arge
sections of the devadasi comunity were ‘illiterate’ was
particularly ironic when one recalls that devadasi girls were
anong the tiny nunber of female children who had any fornal

education in India.

The South India Devadasi Association, by the 1930s, was
itself persuaded to accept the distinction between the
enlightened and the traditional sections of the community: "W
beg to state that even anmpbngst us, social inprovenments in the
modern sense are dawning.... Many get married and get absorbed
in Society as Dr. Mithu Lakshm Reddi herself is an exanple for
the same" (G O 3210, 16). Reddi, herself the daughter of a

devadasi, nmay have had very personal anxieties about her origins
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that were expressed in her strictures against the conmunity; but
integration into ‘Society’ so generally signified a nodern
education and a regular marriage that no one thought of Reddi as
overreacting to the irregularity of devadasi |ifestyles.

Reddi ' s audi ence, at any rate, did not dreamof questioning

the medical side of her polenic:

.. .modern sci ence has proved t hat
continence is conducive to the health and
wel | -being of the individual, the fanmly,
and the future race, and that sexual immor-
ality just like any other antisocial habit
like theft, drink, and nmurder is productive
of much harm to the individual and to the
community. Statistics in other «civilized
countries reveal that venereal disease, the
produce of sexual prom scuity, is
responsible for nore than 50 per cent of
the child blindness and deafness and for a
| arge percentage of insanes and inbeciles
in the country and for many of the
di sabling diseases such as paralysis,
liver, Kkidney and heart disease in the old
as well as in the young. In wonen it
accounts for 50 to 75 per cent of
abortions, mscarriages, sterility and is
the chief cause of nmost of the gynic
di sorders of our famly women. Above all it

is a racial poi son- - capabl e of bei ng
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transmtted to one's children the second or

even the third generation. (PMLC 1927, 515)

Muthulakshmi Reddi nore than any other anti-nautch activist
insisted that ‘devadasi’ was synonynous with ‘prostitute,’ and
she was undoubtedly conscious of the consequences of doing so.
The repercussions this created for the devadasi comunity
demonstrate the efficacy of the strategy. Apart from a general
social revulsion fromtheir cause, these consequences included,
concretely, the abrupt cessation of Ilegal and governnental
leniency towards their community. By the 1930s, neither the
colonial government nor the general public was willing to grant
them the special status they had traditionally enjoyed. As |ong
as they were considered as belonging in a class by thensel ves,
they were not subject to the inimcal officiousness of the
public health authorities; once the public identified them as
they did 'common' prostitutes, with disease and wi th danger to
public hygiene, they became vulnerable to the same |evel of
interference as prostitutes. The governnent went ahead with
| egi slation (discussed bel ow) which assuned that devadasis were
indeed prostitutes. The first consequence of this was the
surveillance of devadasis under the Madras Suppression of
Imoral Traffic Act of 1930. The police conducted raids on
devadasi househol ds, took some of their occupants away by force,
confined them in ‘homes’ and generally subjected this once
powerful comunity of wonmen to harassment and humiliation. "The
Present state is so terrible," the devadasis pleaded, "that if
we have a separate place...to colonize one would adopt the

course. But we do not want...to l|leave the Punya-Bhum or
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Bharata-Bhumi of which we hope we still are the shining
ornanents" (G O 3210, 8). And again: "W beg to submit--Could
it be the intention of anyone to crush us--to W pe
us--completely out of existence...?" (GO 3210, 12).

The identification of devadasis with prostitutes had to be
carried through in direct contradiction to the devadasis’' own
sel f-descriptions and in defiance of many people's perceptions.
The devadasis thenmselves were at pains to enphasize their
distinctness from prostitutes. In the nenorial that the South
I ndi a Devadasi Association sent to the governnent in 1927, they

offered the following definition of their identity:

The community which dedicates their women
to tenple service are known as DEVADASI S.
It is a conmpound of tw words God and
Devotee and neans the devotee of God. Dasi
is the fem nine of the word Dasa occurring
in such words as Ramadasa. Popularly our
caste is styled by the name of dancing
girls probably due to the reason that nopst
of our caste wonen are experts in dancing
and nusic. Such a hoary name is now
unfortunately mingled up and associated
with an inmmoral life. It would, we submt,
be easily conceded by every one that the
institution of dedicating one's life to a
tenple has nothing to do with prostitution.
This is not merely our own self-glorified
opinion....no |l ess a person than Mr.Justice

Muthusamy Iyer...laid down in a
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case...'that it should not...in the case of
danci ng girls be conf ounded with
prostitution which is neither its essential
condi tion nor necessary consequence.' (GO

4079, 2)°%3

"Hence," say the devadasis. "we nmeke bold to question the
inplied identification of Devadasis with prostitutes" (GO
4079, 3). In the 1939 nmenorial they say again that they "...beg
to enphasi ze that [they] are poles asunder fromprostitutes and
prostitution" (G O 3210, 14).

There were nenbers of the Legislative Council who were
willing to endorse the self-perception of the devadasis. In

1930, Rao Bahadur Natesa Mudaliar sardonically remarks:

However nuch we would like that it [the
devadasi caste] has not cone into
exi stence, yet it has come into existence,
and we have to regard it as a caste till it
is wiped out by the exertions that Dr.
Mut hul akshmi  Reddi is making now. They are
there, and they lead a respectable life.
They take to a man for life and if he dies
they observe wi dowhood; and sonetinmes they
are nore faithful than some of the narried
wi ves thenselves. (Laughter). (PM.C 1930,

974)

Nat esa Mudaliar's was not exactly a voice in the wilderness; Rao
Bahadur A. P. Patro supports him "They are wonen |eading pure

and honest lives. They may be under the protection of one nman
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only, but they are not the class of people which Dr. (Ms)
Mut hul akshmi or Dr. Janmes have in mnd. Wiy do you disturb the
soci al conditions of these people? " (PMLC 1930, 975-76).

Mut hul akshmi  Reddi appears to have prevailed in the end by

dint of repetition. In the 1930 session of the Legislative
Council, she observes: "The Devadasis may call thenselves
respectable. O course | would not blame them because they

imagi ne that religion sanctions such a conduct on their part..."
(PMLC 1930, 972). In response to the devadasi nenorial of 1939

she writes:

In the first place it is well-known that
the very word Devadasi has come to nean a
prostitute. Therefore | cannot understand
how a petition from an Association of such
wormen could be countenanced and sent out
for opinion fromothers. The fact that one
or two devadasis out of hundreds and
t housands have made a nanme in the world of
musi ¢ and dancing does not disprove that
999 out of 1000 are prostitutes and 1 in a
1000 the mistress of married nen. (GO

3210, 21)

Qbviously, if it was proved that devadasis were prostitutes,
they were not entitled to so nuch as a bare hearing. No less an
authority than Mahatma Gandhi believed that where devadasi
appeal s were concerned, "the opinion of the parties concerned in
the immoral traffic cannot count, just as the opinions of

keepers of opium dens wll not count in favour of their
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retention, if public opinion is otherw se against them"

The devadasis were conscious that their case was being
judged on the basis of prejudice: "W want that we should be
heard. The fundanmental maxim of law and justice is that one
should be heard before anything affecting himis passed and we
therefore pray that we should be heard and full justice rendered
tous" (GO 3210, 17). Not only did Muthulakshmi Reddi do her
best to nmeke sure that they were not heard, she also
di si ngenuously represented them as eager to be reformed. At a

conference of devadasis in Andhra in 1932 she remarks:

. I have had the joy of knowi ng sonme of
the Kalavanthulu [devadasil wonen who,
having given up their traditional node of
easy and luxurious living have of their own
choice taken up to a very sinple but to an
honour abl e node of life....I have
found...that they are as good and pure as
any wonen could be but only custom--wicked
custom has made them otherwise. | found
them clean-hearted, earnest and anxious
that their children should lead a different
life fromtheirs and be made good, pure and
respect abl e wonen. ( "Andhradesa Kal avantul u

Conference," 609)

This representation of the devadasis as desiring aid
clearly contradicted their own response to government
interference. For instance, at the tine of the Kumbakonam Circle

Tenple Committee's resolution to stop the customof dedication,
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the Committee's President was asked about the views of the
devadasis thenmselves. "The President quoted nmany letters from
Devadasis and trustees of tenples protesting against any such
legislation, as it interfered with *‘time-honouredtraditions and
custons.'" And in the 1927 nenorial, the devadasis registered
t hat t hey "enphatical ly rai se[d] [their] voi ce to
protest...against any attenpt at |egislation which has for its
object the stopping or prevention in any neasure whatsoever of
the dedication of...young wonen to Hindu temples"”" (G O 4079,
1). There is a certain pathos in these protests by the
devadasis, since in retrospect it is evident that they were
bound to go unheeded. As | noted earlier in this chapter, the
powers arrayed against the devadasi ethos were no mean ones;
they represented the relentless machinery of nodernity. This
machi nery, when it began to work, ground exceeding small, and
the effects were irreversible. Janaki Nair, comenting on a
petition sent to the ruler of Msore by the devadasis of
Nanjangud, wites: "Between the trenulous signatures of the

devadasi wonmen affixed to a handwitten Kannada petition and the

typed government orders ... in English lay a chasm that
separated prevailing notions of dharma ... from the nmodalities
of modernity..." (3162).

3) Tradition, Social Reformand Class/Caste Politics

The social reformers, struggling against colonial as well
as indigenous powers, had to sinultaneously prove the nation's
right to exist and their own right to govern it. They staked out
territory for their class within the reformnmovenents; they used

the inpetus of these novenments to displace traditionally
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domi nant (feudal) groups from the centres of power. |In the
process, they drastically affected the patterns of distribution
of wealth and power, the place of religion in social life, the
flow of desire, attitudes to science and technology, art and
culture.

Did the reinscribing of tradition for nationalist purposes
involve an epistemc 'rupture'? In a linmted sense it did. Some
of the practices that had buttressed feudal power in the earlier
ethos resisted easy assinilation into the new cultural matrix,
and had to be disavowed conpletely, even at the cost of the
sense of cultural continuity. This tended to happen, for
instance, to residues of matrifocal or matrilineal organization
in some communities (like the devadasi community), and to other

recalcitrant practices that clashed with national -nodern val ues.

Some ‘traditions,’ on the other hand, did not pose a threat
to the nation-building effort, because they did not contest the
terrain--of governnent, educati on, the press, cul tural
production; in brief, of the public sphere--where crucial issues
of legitimcy were decided. These practices were allowed to
subsist--in sone occupational or geographical pockets of the
country, still subsist--in the interstices of the changed ethos.
Still other traditions, sonetines authentic, but nostly
fabricated, actively aided the assunption of power by the
enmergent class, and the leaders of this class were naturally
reluctant to discard them Thus, though the telos of the social
reformers was 'nodernity,' it was not quite the ‘'modernity’ of
Europe, but a curious amal gam thought up by nmen who were
hopeful of achieving something through scientific thinking,

religious reform and egalitarian legislation, but, in the
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absence of widespread consent to their views, worried that they
woul d destabilize their own authority.

When one |ooks at the situation inpartially, it becones
obvious that there was no good reason for either the col oni zers
or their subjects to wish for nore conprehensive change in the
process of nodernization. Actually handing the discourses of
Enli ghtenment over to the ‘natives’ was no part of the
col oni zers' plans, since these resources could be deployed
agai nst them casting a shadow on their own |egitinmacy. Nor did
the rising mddle class want to share too nmuch of its newfound
power. As far as this class was concerned, enough had to be
borrowed from the discourses of nmodernity (science, reason,
political rights, the nation as natural social unit) to support
projects of reform anong the ‘backward,’' and perhaps to shake
the inmperial throne; but not enough to threaten the ground of
its own power.

Power within the mddle class tended to be concentrated in
the hands of men, in spite of the fact that a significant nunber
of the social refornmers were mddle and upper class wonen. The
prom nence of the women canpaigners worked in an interestingly
oblique way to reinforce patriarchy within the niddle class.
Many of these canpai gners, both Indian and European, were highly
educated; sone of themwere professionals. But given the niddle
class coding of alnmpbst all female professional aspirations and
all female wvisibility in public life as deviant, wonen
| egi sl ators, activists and professionals were constantly
involved in a process of conpensation which made them as
conservative as their nale counterparts. Muthulakshmi Reddi, for

instance, though not a brahm n herself, enphatically endorsed
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brahm n/m ddl e class gender ideology in her speeches on the
devadasi question. In other words, the ostensible class position
of a woman who entered the public sphere had of necessity to be
aligned with that of nmminstream nationalists, no matter what the
woman's own ‘real’ position was.

The wonmen canpaigners of the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries thus becane sinmultaneously synbols of
freedom and self-determination (since nost of them were highly
educated and articulate) and norm-enforcing exenplars. They
endorsed m ddle class and patriarchal values, though they spent
much of their lives nobilizing synpathy or aid for non-niddle
class wonmen. There is, consequently, a pal pable tension between
class and gender positions in nmost of the debates around the
wormaen question, especially in the debates on prostitution and on
the devadasis. The gender of the wonen canpaigners allowed them
--it  was believed--to feel for the supposedly mserable
devadasis: but since they were anchored to their superior
caste/class position by their inpeccable norals (which so
usefully secured middle <class cultural dom nati on), this
synpat hy was prevented from becom ng identification. The result
was that their attitude to the objects of their altruism was

invariably patronizing or censorious.

Both nmen and wonen of the class that was to rule
i ndependent India went about the work of ushering in nodernity
with an eye to the preservation of their own claim to
| eadership. Doing this meant carefully slotting issues into
di scursive frameworks. One might take ‘thewonan question’ as an
example of an issue that required such a classificatory

exercise. If the wonan question were brought, wth all its
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rami ficationa, into the realm of the political/public, if it
were placed squarely in the discursive framework of denpcratic
rights or of egalitarianism gender relations would have to be
reorgani zed on a grand scale. Caste/class relations, noreover,
would be affected in their turn, since the logic of denpbcracy
would inevitably extend into inconvenient areas. On the other
hand, if the woman question were situated in the framework of
reform with mddle class altruism and m ddle class marriage as
defining poles, the logic of democracy—nvoked on behal f of
worren, in the issue of the vote, by the reforners thensel ves—
would be prevented from infecting institutions and hierarchies

that the mainstream mddle class nationalists jealously

guar ded.
This fact has had effects that are still in evidence in the
functioning of independent India. Here, no doubt, is the origin

of the node of political thinking that recasts huge structural
problens as issues. The kind of solution that would involve
large-scale revanping of social structures is indefinitely
evaded by this means; each problemarising fromthe persistence
of social inequality on a nassive scale (in the caste system in
class structures, in gender relations) is treated in isolation
from all other related problenms. Thus the nationalists, |ike
present day governments in India, responded to the colossal
probl em of gender inequality by dealing with the 'issue' of sati
or the 'issue' of devadasis. It was easier to explain away
"issues' like this as quirks of history, accidental effects of
the Musliminvasions in India; by this means, essential India,
Vedic India, or at any rate pre-Islanmc India, could be shown to

have enshrined 'civilized" values that were conpatible wth
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those of nineteenth century Britain, or 'spiritual' values that
were superior to the latter. By this means both patriarchy and
class/caste hierarchies, vital to the donminance of the
numerically disadvantaged brahmin intelligentsia, could be
spared the effects of the changing juridical and political
order.

In the crucial years (the 1920s) in which the fate of the
devadasis was sealed, the celebration of India's 'spiritual’
clains to civilization was not the only route to political self-
assertion. The non-brahnmin Justice Party, forned in 1916, in the
context of the reforns that were partial concessions to I|ndian
demands for self-governnent (from the Mnto-Mrley Reforms of
1909 onwards), had appropriated the discourse of denpcracy to
demand sonething that was nore egalitarian in intention and nore
concrete in its effects: 'communal' electorates for non-brahm ns
for Legislative Council seats and 'reservations' for brahmins in
governmental offices (i.e., to limt their nunmber). These
demands arose from the Justice Party's feeling that communal
representation was the only way to prevent brahmins from
assuming power under the new constitutional regine to be
i naugur ated by the Mont agu- Chel nsford reforns announced in 1918.
The governnent responded by providing for a reservation of seats
in the Legislative Council for non-brahm ns. which, though it
was a distinct watering-down of the Justice Party's argunment,
neverthel ess made a political step towards egalitarian reformon

its terms.
Voted to the Legislature in 1920, the Justice Party had,

during the years 1920 to 1926 made a concerted effort to acquire

nore adm nistrative power. The party had used this power to
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raise and resolve in favour of non-brahmins not only the
question of conmunal representation, but al so that of
admi nistrative control over the many tenples and mathams in
Madras Presidency.

The first two decades of the twentieth century also saw the
devel opnent of a narrative of Dravidian supremacy and a Tanmil

cultural revival which provided ideological support for the

Justice Party's political cl ai ms. Ai ded by Christian
m ssi onari es, non-brahm n scholars like Arumugha Naval ar,
P.Sundaram Pillai, Kanagasabai Pillai and others prepared

printed versions of rediscovered palmleaf texts, wr ot e
hi stories reconstructing a Tam| golden age, explicated Sangam
classics: efforts that helped pronote a view of 'Aryan'
brahm n/ Sanskritic culture as inferior and of brahmns as
culturally inpoverished interlopers. These were, on the whole,
bad years for brahmns in Mudras Presidency.

By 1927, the watershed year for the anti-nautch novenent,
brahmins were no |onger hopeful of securing the kind of power
that had seemed within their grasp in the first two decades of
the twentieth century. These decades had promised the
consolidation--through the political intervention of the Hone
Rul e League, powerfully backed by the ' Myl apore brahm n' clique-
-of the advantages brahm ns had enjoyed under colonial rule. The
brahmn presence in the Legislative Council had been steadily
growing stronger with each election until 1919, the candidates
using their educational qualifications, their virtual nonopoly
over the legal profession and therefore over public debate,
their powerful hold over the press, and their extended and

affluent family networks to put the non-brahmn contenders in
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their place. Annie Besant, at the head of the Hone Rule
movenent, had felt that upper caste Hindus in Madras Presidency-
shoul d be considered "inportant mapjorities,” and that the voting
system shoul d be organised to favour a sort of oligarchical rule
by brahm ns. She had taken her advocacy of brahmn rule
seriously enough to canpaign for it in her daily New India. By
the early nineteen twenties, however, Annie Besant had dropped
out of political life, and the Justice Party had made notable

el ectoral gains.

In the years following this loss of political power, the
brahmin intelligentsia fell back on the resources it did retain:
accunul ated over the centuries, considerable intellectual and
cultural capital; a virtual nonopoly over schol arship, whether
in Sanskrit or in English, and a less secure, but reasonably
powerful hold over the arts. The late 1920s and the 1930s,
therefore, were the years in which major organized initiatives
were taken by brahm n and other upper caste artists, perforners
and patrons to standardi ze, expand and hegenoni ze the arts. The
Misi ¢ Acadeny of Madras, started in 1928, belongs to this set of
initiatives. In the Theosophical Society, Annie Besant and
another Society nenber called Eleanor Elder were already
experinenting with hybrid versions of Indian philosophy and
dance, all of which would influence Rukmini Devi when she
started the Kal akshetra in 1935.%

By 1927, when caste conflict was out in the open and when
brahmins had begun to feel the weakness of their political
Posi tion, a new eneny had appeared on the scene: the rationalist
Sel f Respect Myvenment whose affiliation to the politics of the

Enl i ght enment was even stronger than that of the Justice Party.
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Spearheading the Suya Marivathai |yakkans assault on

tradition was a non-brahmn |eader: Periyar (E V. Ramaswam
Nai cker). Periyar had, between 1925 and 1927, grown disgusted
with the Indian National Congress, under whose banner he had
enmbarked on political activism sone years earlier. He had been
organizing the Self Respect Mvenment through speeches and
meetings all over Tam | Nadu, initially as a sort of parallel
activity alongside his work for the Congress. The idea central
to the novenment was that inequalities and injustices wthin
Indian society had to be elinnated before the demand for
freedom fromthe British could become valid. Superstitions, and
distinctions based on birth, were to be resisted through the
elimnation of brahmin priests from social events and rituals,
through the public staging of Self-Respect marriages, through
the eradication of wuntouchability and, inportantly for the
nautch debate, through the granting of equality to wonen.
Another dinension of the novenent was the promotion of a
specifically Tam | culture, |anguage and identity, in opposition
to bot h Sanskritic-brahmn and Congr ess versions of
pan-1ndianisn. Periyar's radical views were publicised in a
Tanm | weekly he edited and published from Erode: the Kudi Arasu.
The contrast between the way upper caste political groups
handl ed the nautch issue and the way the Self Respect Myvenent
handled it is instructive, since it points to the distinctness
of the ideological resources each group depended on. The
relationship between wupper caste nationalists and the nuch
| arger nunber of |ower caste Indians was roughly anal ogous to
that between the British rulers and their Indian subjects: that

is, they could lay claim to superiority in certain areas of
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public life, in the fields of education and the arts, on the
basis of which they established a shaky and linmited cultural
dom nance. The strength of their position was |argely synbolic;
it was based, anong other things, on the correct sexuality of
their women. Wen in the 1920s a group of prostitutes and
devadasi s decided to seek office in the Congress comm ttees, the
largely brahm n menbership of this party was deeply affronted.
Devadasis were called upon to be 'rescued by right-thinking
people, not to be participants in the political process; Gandhi
hinself, faced with this unexpected display of agency and
deci sion from the devadasis. turned squeam sh and wote them a
public letter in Young India rebuking them for making such

enbarrassing and inpossible demands.

Some brahmin |eaders of the Madras Congress, including
C. Raj agopal achari and S. Satyanurthi formally registered their
di sapproval of the anti-nautch canpaign, arguing that the
devadasis were a ritual requirement for the perpetuation of the
agam ¢ Hindu tenple tradition, and custodians of a valuable art
form Satyanurthi even recomended that devadasis train as many
young girls in the art of dancing as possible; a position
conpatible with the cultural initiatives of the Congress, in the
work of the Misic Acadeny, for instance. But the dissenting
voices in the Madras Congress were drowned out by the wave of
anti-nautch sentinent expressed by the national party, and by
the press, both local and national.

Devadasis were thus caught in a bind. On the one hand,
Political parties and anti-nautch reformers urged that they
leave their '"immoral' traditions behind; on the other, these

very refornmers and politicians disowned them once they had cut
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thensel ves loose from their cultural moorings, proving that
their ‘corruption’ was essential rather than contingent, and
usual ly belying every ‘democratic’ ideal the party professed.

The Suya Mariyathai Iyakkam. uniquely anong South Indian

political organizations, offered devadasis who had left their
tprofession’ a platform This platformwas to be used strictly
for political purposes, of course--Periyar was an atheist and a
rationalist, with little synpathy for either sadir or for the
religious traditions that the devadasis cherished. On the other
hand, he was outspoken on the issue of women's subjection and

saw karpu (chastity: a concept associated with womanhood, and

charged with affect) as the ideological force that kept wonen in
bondage to nmen. He neither fetishized nor ignored the questions
raised by female sexuality, and for the first time since
anti-nautch propaganda began to vilify the devadasis, they were

given the option of politically and publicly comenting on their

own history and its relation to the subordination of wonen.

The acceptance offered by the Self-Respect Myvenent, not
only through public representation but also through the
politically charged Self-Respect marriages the organization
conducted, was clearly the best bargain the devadasis could get.
Devadasis |ike Moval ur Ramamirtham Ammaiyar proved to be, in
the event, anong the nost dedicated activists in the nmovenent,
becom ng inportant decision-makers and close associates of
Periyar.

The Sel f - Respect Movenent organi zed several Woren' s
Conferences (from 1930 onwards) convened, chaired and addressed

by wonen, sone of them devadasis. Devadasis who spoke at these

conferences were, naturally, expected to denounce religion and
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the exploitation of wonmen, whatever their personal experience of
ei ther had been, and to present narratives of how they had freed
thensel ves fromthe clutches of Hindu society. The expectation
that they would renounce their professions was a very general
one by this tine, however; the fact that the novement was
willing to absorb them and publicly acknow edge them as nenbers
already nmade it a far npbre attractive proposition than the
Congress, for instance.

The Self Respect Myvenent was perceived by npst brahm ns
and other upper caste l|eaders as radical, iconoclastic and
threatening. It was also wi dely perceived as regionalist, since
it pronpted an exclusive Tami| identity, and as pro-British,
since it withheld its support fromthe khaddar novenent and from
Congress nationalism Al this may have had a good deal to do
with the abrupt swi nging of upper caste public opinion away from
the devadasis, who were now seen as under the patronage of this
primarily |ower caste novenent.

If the rationalization of social relations as applied to
the devadasis by the Self-Respect Movenent benefited them the
advantages were offset by the effects on the devadasi castes of
the rationalization of property laws. The resentnent caused
anong the men by the wealth and status of the women of the
community was sharpened by the general trend towards gender-
based regularization of property relations.

As Amrit Srinivasan points out, there was always a certain
amount of strife between the nmen and the wonmen of this
community. In the heyday of sadir, the female dancers of the
community were conspicuously more powerful than their male

counterparts, the nadaswaram players and tenple functionaries.
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"The artistic ard monetary dominance of the femae art for*" was
perceived as "the effect of an unfair advantage arising out of
the natural attraction of women' (Srinivasan, 1871). Added to
this 'disadvantage' the men suffered were two other facts that
contributed to mae resentment: one, that the devadasis were
structurally unavailable to the men of their om community; two,
that devadasi wamn had full control over their property, either
gifted by patrons or enjoyed for life through the offices of the
temple. In most fictional narratives involving devadasis,
interestingly, a devadasi of the older generation, a mother or
an aunt, is the actual focus of authorial hostility.@ The
corruption of an innocent young women by a scheming female
relative who then 'manages her life is a motif that recurs in
several devadasi stories. The archetypal quality of this figure
testifies to mae aggression towards the older, powerful
matriarchs of this community.
The South India Devadasi Association, protesting against
Reddi's Bill of 1927, noted the operation of vested made

interests in decisions on their future:

Yau are well aware that under the law of
inheritance and succession as administered
to us at the present day, a female succeeds
in preference to a male; and hence a few
male membas of our community actuated by
self interest are trying to sow dissension
amongst us.... Hence any opposition from
that quarter ought not to be considered

against us. (GO 4079, 11)
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The fervour with which male menmbers of the devadasi community

denounced the norals of the sadir-performing section of the

community was a sign of this 'self interest.’ |In 1906, for
instance, in Andhra, men of the kalavanthulu comunity swore
that they would no |longer play the wridangam (drum) in

acconpani ment to dance recitals.

The castes from which the devadasis were traditionally
drawn formed associ ations |like the Sengunthar Mahajana Sangam in
Coi mbatore, the Isai Vellalar Sangamin Thanjavur, the Mithuraja
Mahaj ana Sangam in Thiruchirapalli. A large nunber of these
associ ations coal esced around Muthulakshmi Reddi's introduction
of the 1927 Bill to prevent dedication in the Madras Legislative
Assenbly, and were wused as platforms for the voicing of
conpl aints. Tracts and panphlets were published in which caste
honour was shown to be jeopardi sed by the devadasis. and ways of
saving this honour were explored. Men even took ‘vows' to stop
assisting the devadasi s professionally. Conferences were held in
whi ch various castes formally di sowned their devadasi nenbers or

denounced them for inpeding caste progress.

Property managenment anong the devadasi s being what it was,
the men of the comunity had everything to gain and nothing to
lose from a changeover to a different, nore ‘'regular' system
The process of converting hereditary rights to pattas proved
tedious and costly to the devadasis: their own access to the
legal status (through valid marriages, formal inheritance,
enfranchisement) that would entitle them to own Iland was
insecure. In the neantime, control over property passed from

wonen' s hands into those of the nmen.
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The Devadasi Act of 1947

The years between Muthulakshmi Reddi’s introduction of the
Bill to prevent the dedication of girls to terples and the
act ual passing of the Madras Devadasis (Prevention of
Dedi cation) Act of 1947 saw several scattered and abortive
attenpts to get the Legislative Council's approval for versions
of Reddi's Bill. Wiile the Bill was being debated, the devadasis
canme under the jurisdiction of the Madras Suppression of | moral
Traffic Act of 1930, which, as | have noted above, treated them
as identical with prostitutes.

By October 1947, the stage was set for the Devadasi Act.
The Bill was introduced in the Legislative Assenbly by
P. Subbarayan, and passed into a law with barely one or two
di ssenting voices. It declared that the dedication of a woman as
a devadasi was unlawful, and that such dedication would no
render her incapable of entering into a valid marriage; it also,

significantly, applies the prohibition of nautch only to certain

specified castes:

Any custom or usage prevailing in any Hindu
conmunity such as the Bogum, Kalavanthalu,
Sani, Nagavasal u, Devadasi and Kurmapulu,

that a woman of that community who gives or

takes part in any melam (nautch). dancing

or music performance in the course of any

procession or otherw se is thereby regarded

as having adopted a life of prostitution

and becones incapable of entering into a

valid marriage, and the performance of any
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cerenony or act in accordance with any such
custom or usage, whether before or after
the comrencenment of this Act and whether
the wonman concerned has consented to such
performance or not, are hereby declared

unl awf ul and voi d.

Significantly, brahm n women who had begun to appear in public
performances of a reinvented nautch--bharatanatyam--were. Dy
implication, exenpt fromthe prohibition on dancing. That this
was a deliberate om ssion on the part of the nenbers of the
Legi sl ative Assenbly, is suggested by the nunber of references
to the 'glorious heritage’ of dance, and the need to preserve
it, made in the Assenbly debates of 1947. In uncanny
symbolization of the brahmin takeover, in the very same year a
rising brahmn star called Kamala appeared as the sister of the
protagoni st and a young dancer in the A V. Meiyappa Chettiar
film Nam Iruvar. The films thene was the return of the
prodigal: a young man becomes  corrupted by depraved
(westernized) friends whom he picks up in the course of an
adventure in--of all things--film-making; he | oses all the noney
he steals from his brother (the male ideal) but is eventually
received back into his famly's gentle and incorruptible bosom

Kamala's dances include one ('Mihan Gandhiye Mahan’) in

adoration of a statue of Gandhi framed by an iconic painting of
Mother India: a neat condensation of wonmen's roles in the

symbology of cultural nationalism.

When the Devadasi Bill became an Act in the same year, the
devadasis lost what little was left of their public status. An

intervention by a nmenber mekes it clear that by 1947 the
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devadasis did not have very much to |ose: "But why have this big
stick to beat such a small community? After all, devadasis have
faded out--1 am asking the Honourable Leader of the House
whet her he can produce sone devadasis here (Laughter)" (PM.C

1947, 646-47).

Modern Sel ves, Bodies and Spaces

The contesting of the ideological effects of the devadasi
murai took place in the context of a changing perception of
selves and bodies, and of the spaces these would occupy.

Selves for the nation: The matrix of discourses in which
‘tradition’ was nobilised for the nationalist cause brought into
being a new exemplum of selfhood. |If the mssionaries, the
colonial administrators and the atheistic indigenous nmovements
were united in representing Hi nduismas a coercive religion, as
denyi ng human aut onony, one form of recuperation was to show the

new individual as free agent, inserting hinself or herself into

the reinvented and vastly accommodating Hindu cultural matrix.
By this device, the autonomy of the self stood reveal ed; at the
sane time, the milieu of the refashioned H nduism was shown to
have fortuitous continuities with the older feudal form There
was, in other words, either no essential conflict between
tradition and nodernity, or else it was an agon that ended in a
happy resolution.

The nodern self was capable of fashioning its own identity,
but still held on to its traditional nmporings, so that
individual identities were also essentially Indian identities.
It could assert its autonomy from religion in so far as this

leant freedom fromobscuranti smand superstition, but it was not
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the less ‘spiritual’ for all that. The female version of the new
self had its work cut out and it is not hard to guess what this
was going to be: the mmintenance of national ‘honour’ by
exenpl ary devotion to donestic, conjugal and maternal tasks, and
thus, obliquely, by the enbodying of the essence of |ndian
culture; the underwriting of the middle class's dom nance, by
becom ng the enbodi ments of the norality of this class.

The process by which individuals ‘found themselves’
sonewhere along the continuum from tradition to nodernity was
dramatized in the fiction of the time. Self-definition in the
nodern ethos neant, anpbng other things, an initiation into a
sexual ethic of noderation and conjugal happiness, as the
foll owi ng exanpl e shows. The short story "Sense in Sex" (1948)
by Panchapakesa Ayyar is about the education of Sadasiva, a

young brahm n who lives happily with his wife until noder n
civilization [begins] to penetrate" his quiet village, bringing
with it "sexual literature.” This last consists of howto-do-it
manual s ("advocating sense in sex"), not, as the label m ght
| ead one to suppose, pornographic effusions. The books represent
a nodernity that is clearly coded as ‘western.’ Sadasiva is at
first 'ashamed' to read the book he has ordered, but then
becones 'excited' by it. In this frame of nmind, and under the
influence of a worldly-wise friend, he has a chance encounter

with a devadasi., Anandi. He helps her find a straying cow,
follows her home quite innocently, and is ‘hooked.’

In Ayyar’'s story Anandi’s nother sets up the predictable
sexual trap into which the hero (predictably) falls. Hs wfe
rejects him he neditates on female fallibility, running over,

inhis mnd, passages on the futility of jealousy fromhis book
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on 'sense in sex.’ He is in the throes of rebellion against the
classification of people by birth: "‘Anandi’s only fault is that
she belongs to the dancing-girl caste. WIIl it not be cruel if
all decent nen refused even the smallest help to people sinply
because, by the diabolical working of an unjust social system
they happen to belong to a degraded caste?’"(21). Sone epi sodes
| ater, Sadasiva comes to his senses, and effects a
reconciliation with his wife. At which point he declares to
Anandi: ''l consider the worst shrew of a wife to be heaven
itself conpared to such as you'"(25).

This sentiment is evidently shared by the author, who
underlines the connection between ‘modern’ ideas and noral
degeneration with a marvellously heavy hand:"' Those wetched
panphl ets advocating sense in sex were the cause of all this,"
said he to hinself. "Their ridiculous exaggerations and
pretensions have brought ne all this msery and shame. | nust
burn these sinks of obscenity at once’"(27). Not wanting to keep
the smallest part of the action from his reader's view, Ayyar
invites us to watch as the sinks of obscenity go up in flanes,
Sadasiva's wife assisting companionably.

The interesting thing about this narrative is that it
aligns companionate nmarriage with ‘tradition’ and sexual
prom scuity with western nodernity (books on sex), reversing the
general understanding that relationships with devadasis were
traditionally acceptable, but repugnant in the national -nodern
ethos. The devadasi’s machi nations are now synchronized with the
corruption of young men by a new immorality set in place by
col onialism The happy resol uti on beconmes possible only when the

misguided upper caste, middle class hero, seeing the error of
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his ways--of his attenpt to undermine caste structures--returns
to his ‘'traditional’ marriage and his natural I ndi an
spirituality. Even the devadasi knows this. Anandi, watching the
books burn, remarks sotto voce :"'Even a fool can find
happi ness, provided he holds to his noorings'" (30).

Worren were invoked in the discourse of nationalism either
as enbl ens of chastity or as nmothers. The correct sexuality of
worren was a nuch-debated subject in the nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries, both in Britain and in India. Christianity
and science cane together in the nmedico-nmoral discourse of the
nineteenth century to pronounce on the nature of wonen's
sexuality. Wonen, in their joint opinion, were essentially
asexual creatures; WIIliamActon, the expert whose opinions on
female sexuality we have already had occasion to encounter,

mai nt ai ned t hat

...the best nothers, wives, and nanagers of
househol ds, know little of or are careless
about sexual indul gences. Love of home, of
children, and of domestic duties are the
only passions they feel....As a general
rule, a npdest woman seldom desires any
sexual gratification for herself. She
submits to her husband's enbraces, but
principally to gratify him and, were it
not for the desire of maternity, would far
rather be relieved from his attentions.

(Acton 62)

As | have suggested above, entire cultures and comunities
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stood or fell by the chastity of their wonenfolk; sexual
tpurity’ was of the essence both in the nationalist struggles
against colonial cultural dom nance and in struggles for
caste/ cl ass hegenony. Every group stood to gain sonething from
enphasi zing the chastity of its wonmen; and to the H ndu upper
caste nationalists, poised between emulating the colonizers'
culture and discrediting it, between negotiating with the
col oni zers' power and establishing their pre-em nence anong the
Indian castes, female sexuality was of wurgent and abiding
interest. Chastity, then, was the defining factor in the
identity of the traditional female self, which enbodi ed

spiritual or ascetic ideals:

.we all know how sexual promscuity,
either in nen or wonen is condemed by all
religions and by all good people of any
country or race, and in our own country,
chastity in wonmen has been |ooked upon as
the suprene virtue of womanhood and even
supernatural powers have been ascribed to
such virtuous wonen by our poets and

phi |l osophers (Reddi, PM.C 1927, 515).

Muthulakshmi Reddi’'s history of virtuous womanhood was pronptly
and piously endorsed by fellow-legislators who gestured towards
indispensable Sita and Savitri. By this tine nythol ogical
figures were reflexively invoked to reinforce H ndu nationalist
argunments about the status of wonen. Anjalai Ammal, for
i nstance, claimed that India was "“the land of Savitri,

Damayanti, Nalayini and other great wonmen." Deviations fromthe
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nythic norns caused unanal ysed discomfort: "The land that was
such and has now come to this, wonmen losing their chastity and
taking |ow prof essions. . . if we see this we are sad." Anjalai
Aiinal also felt that adult wonmen ought to be barred from dancing
and that since the cinema was becomi ng popul ar, noral standards
should be mmintained by legislating that nothing but Bhakti
cinema be produced (PMLC 1947, 650).

Mo. therhood is the other acceptable role for wonmen-citizens
of the new nation, and it is as nothers that Muthulakshmi Reddi

hails the devadasi community in her many speeches to its

menbers: "1 appeal to you who are mothers to nake the future of
your children bright, happy and glorious and nake them
respectable and wuseful ~citizens" ("Andhradesa Kalavanthulu
Conference" 614). In speeches to the Legislative Council, she

stresses the idea that the devadasis’ maternal enotions were the
nmost i nmportant notivating factors behind their desire for anti-
nautch | egi sl ation. The bright side of the picture is that there
is aconcern, arising froma peculiarly nodern conception of the
sanctity of childhood, with the prolongation of the 'innocence’
of the devadasi: Reddi appeals to her conpatriots on behal f of
the 'hel pl ess and innocent children' whose freedomto nake their

own |life-choices was restricted by the practice of dedication.

But a sinister connection is also established between
worren' s sexual conformity and their rights over their own
children. Wen Reddi suggests that the children of devadasis,
removed from the influence of their nmothers, “"would becone
virtuous and loyal wives, affectionate nothers and useful
citizens" (PM.C 1927, 417), she is not only nornuelizing the

mddle class fanmly, but also advocating State intervention in
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not her hood where the biol ogi cal nothers of children disqualified
themselves from performing their natural roles by sexual
del i nquency. Reddi approvingly cites British governmental action
inthis direction: "I may point out in this connection that in
Engl and even before 1885, a mother who was living a life of
imorality would not be entitled to the guardianship of her
child" (PMLA 1927, 513).

Good nothering is class specific: the working class nmakes
ungentl e mothers, unfit for their task. A short story by Manjeri
Isvaran, ("No Anklet Bells For Her") exenplifies the kind of
m ddl e cl ass representation of working class notherhood that was
calculated to evoke revulsion. |Isvaran's story dramatizes a
monent in the life of a child (Annakili) whose great desire is
to be a dancer. The scene is set in the slumwhere she lives; it

is popul ous with women, "some suckling babies, sone picking lice

from the head of one another and squashing them . . . sane as
nonkeys do, chatting, gossi pi ng, quarel l'i ng, cursing
obscenely..." (1)

Annakili, finding a spring of creativity in herself even in

this barely human environment, begins to dance. Her novenents
becone frenzied as her imagination, stinulated by her reflection
in the netal of a parked car, supplies the freedom and fantasy
that her life denies her. The thread of her fantasy is abruptly

broken by an unmaternal expl osion:

Her mother's tenper rose; sewer slang and
brothel oaths tunbled and wiggled Iike
maggots out of her mouth, and the world for
a frightful instant seemed to have shrunk

to such narrow proportions as to be
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dom nated by everything vile and coarse in
the female of the species. "Cone, you
harlot, | shall peel the skin off your
back. Want to be a dancing girl, do you?
One day |I'm sure you'll go on the streets.”

(12)

As in Muthulakshmi Reddi’s evocation of the devadasi's innocent
child, Annakili's predicament, underscored by the contrast
bet ween her harm ess delight and the shrill viciousness of the
nmot her, engages our synpathy as much as the predicanent of the
not her repels it. Bad nothering, bad | anguage, bad gui dance: the
natural consequence of these for the low caste child, the witer
suggests, is the life of the prostitute.

Bodies: if we may see nationalist ideology as a formof war
declared on colonialism we might see why bodies had to be
marked symbolically, as injury or killing marks them physically
inwar. The publicly visible, sexually defiant, perform ng body
of the devadasi carried a weight of obscene significance in
excess of its actual nmateriality. It was therefore stigmatized
in anti-nautch discourse. Not only did the material presence of
the devadasis as a community have to be counteracted, so that
instrunents of potential national self-definition (like religion
or art) could be freed for use by nationalists; but the body
Politic had to be exorcised of the historical significations of
their individual bodies, so that the figure of nation-as-mother
could do its enptive work as a trope for national rebirth, and
So that the donestic woman could be set up as the universal

55

norm> As Somnath Zutshi suggests,
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...the casting of woman in the role of
nation resulted in ideological struggles
bei ng fought out on the terrain represented
by woman. Though ostensibly the debates
touched upon every aspect of a wonan's
being, the hidden agenda was al ways that of
control. Behind this urge for control lay a
fear of the powerful forces that lay buried
within woman as well as nation--sexuality
in the one case and the demand for social
justice in the other.... Resolving the
"Wrman Question’ in this sense neant that
control of the nation (the body politic)
was linked to the control of woman (the

femal e body). ( 85)

Thus, in the social reformer's imaginary, the desirable,
seductive, auspicious dancer of tenple or court was replaced by
the diseased, physically corrupt prostitute. In practice the
devadasi s were subjected to physical control in an unprecedented
way: the paternalistic State exam ned themmedically, proscribed
their public appearance, threatened to take over guardi anship of
their children.

Whi |l e Muthulakshmi Reddi was recasting the devadasis as
susceptible to reform because of their essential maternal
feel i ngs, Rukmini Devi was already identifying the true
(brahmn) fermale artist as "she who nmothers her nation" and

conversely the mother as an artist:
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Is there a greater artist than the artist
who has deep understanding, who can bring
happi ness to the world?....I see wonen in
nmoder n life who t ake up di fferent
pr of essi ons, carrying the per sonal
not herhood they express in their honme to
the greater notherhood which they express
to their country, to all the nations of
the world. Such compassion...creates the
greatest artist who is the nother, and such
nmot herhood is the very soul and essence of

wormanhood. (Woman as Artist 7-8)

The space of the nation: spaces were redefined in the ethos
of modernity. As feudal <culture broke down, the art of the
devadasi was no longer celebrated as an enactnment of the power
and presence of god or goddess and king. The devadasi was
bani shed from the tenples. But the desacralization of sadir did
not mean that dance became a commpdity under a new capitalist
order, because bharatanatyam was synbolically assimlated into
that other newly created space: the private realm the donestic
realm defined as fem nine. Bharatanatyamthen becane what girls
of 'good families' did, at once bearing testinony to traditions
several centuries old and displaying skills that were strictly
ornanental, a hobby, the cultivation of ‘Beauty.’ It was the
artistic parallel to the kind of faith that flourished in the
domestic space, sustained by the sinple and denmure rituals
Performed by chaste upper-caste wives: no tantra here, no body-
di spl ayi ng evocati ons of god as |over, no denpbnic possession or

other primtive and disreputable phenonena.
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The devadasis’ earlier unquestioned community privileges
came into question and as certain forms of land tenure ended
they no longer had a public role as propertied individuals.
Control of wealth in the community passed to the men. The actual
private space of the devadasis was invaded: their houses were
raided, they were sent to reform 'hones' after being subjected
to systematic police harassnent.

As the controlling of public norals set individual desire
in opposition to public welfare, the legal definition of the
devadasi’s status changed: legislation declared all irregular
expressions of sexuality unacceptable. The conjugal bed was the
only regular and legitimate place' for sexual intimcy. Legal
change also reciprocally affected norality, so that the val ues
of the mddle class becanme applicable by law to all conmunities.
The blurring under the feudal order of private and public spaces
suddenly became archaic. Wile it was established that the
donestic space represented the feminine essence of both famly

and nation, constraints on behaviour in the public sphere becane

nor e severe. The rel ati onship bet ween devadasi and
patron/ ki ng/ god, 1ibidinal yet status-enhancing for both parties
in the older order, now became an illicit one; there was no
longer sanction for the kind of libidinal relationship that

flouted the codes of public norality. The taboos in this sphere
were, consequently, no longer exclusively those of caste and
obligation; a sexual nmorality was set up that specifically
opposed all individual desire to the public good, so that desire
became sonet hing that needed to be continually regulated, by the
State if need be. This tension between individual and collective

desire is the characteristic condition of nodern societies.
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The devadasis forfeited the right to appear as perfornmers

in the masculinized public sphere. |If wonen did appear in the
public sphere, the sphere of the political, of citizenship, it
was in capacities that were an extension of their roles in the
honme: as nothers, daughters, wives, goddesses. It seens as if
synbolic space was filled and enptied according to a hydraulic
nodel, as if the national-public could not stand the presence of
both nothers and 'others.' If Rukmi ni Devi was being grooned by
the Theosophical Society to be a Wrld Mther, and the nation
itself was a huge household, then the devadasi was the
honebreaker, the much feared outsider who had to be prevented

from upsetting this peaceful domestic econony.

By the 1950s, if even the shadow of the devadasi was
suffered to fall across mainstreamnationalist discourse, it was
only to point a moral. In these two centuries of social reforns
and ot her upheaval s, Muddupalani--poet, singer, dancer, schol ar,
courtesan, philanthropist—became a nere ‘prostitute’, a wonman
wi t hout shanme; and the only socially approved wonman, indeed the
only 'natural' woman, to use Veeresalingam’s term was one who
could be identified by her 'npdesty' or asexuality. |In social
reformtracts, in fiction, in countless film narratives, her
unregenerate Sister appears as the Other of, and a warning to,
all the virtuous (donestic) heroines. Her scantily clad, grossly
material, vampish body, against which the mddle class heroine's
presence shines forth in all its (well-clad) spirituality, is a
condensation of the horrors of outsiderhood.

My reading of the processes by which the devadasi
community was discredited owes a great deal to Foucault's

nmet hodol ogy, as | noted in the first chapter. | wanted to follow
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the process by which the discursively produced devadasi noved
towards, and finally nmerged with, the 'real' devadasi: but the
wei ght of this series of events, as far as | amconcerned, |ay
in the distance between the 'prostitutes' of the discourse and
the interests and needs of the living comunity of women. Thus,
sections of this chapter represented un-Foucauldian attenpts to
counter mai nstream perceptions of devadasis with their own self-
perceptions, which | have presented as nore accurate than the
former; they also refer to the material conditions which, as
nmuch as the narrativizing of the devadasis, inscribed the
trajectory by which the discursive versions converged on the
living ones

By the 1950s, the practice of dedicating girls to tenples
died away in nost parts of Tami| Nadu and Andhra; the devadasis
sought other professions, or were ‘respectably’ married. The
final irony of the whole exercise of legislation was that it
drove many devadasis into penury and prostitution: a survey in
Kamatipura’s red light district, in Bonmbay, in the 1960s
established that about a third of the residents were
ex-devadasis . A proverb grew out of this in Taml: "the
devadasi who scorned the sacred rice of the tenple now turns

sonersaults in the street for a beggar's rice."
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NOTES

1. This text has, of course, been elaborately comented upon
by Susie Tharu and K. Lalita in Wnen Witing in India Vol. 1.
The passage (translated by B.V.L. Narayana Row) has been
taken frem this anthology (116), as has the quotation from
Veeresalingam’s Andhra Kavul a Charitram (qtd. in Tharu and
Lalita, Introduction 3). Middupalani was a renowned and

hi ghly successful ganika in the Maratha court of Pratapasimha
of Thanjavur, in the eighteenth century, and a contenporary of
the brothers Ponnaiah, Chinnaiah, Vadivelu and Sivanandam.

2. To say this is not to attribute some evil design to this
class; no doubt its nembers were, at one |evel, unaware of how
the new order was going to prove advantageous to thenselves
and their posterity.

3. There was a corresponding reluctance to intervene in the
absence of such strikingly obvious signs of cruelty or
coercion. For the nmost part, British inmperialists had no stake
in disturbing the peace of indigenous patriarchs. Their
relationship, as far as the run of issues was concerned, was
one of collusion; it could even be one of active cooperation
when it came to the dismantling of a matrifocal tradition (as
in the case of marumakkat hayam anong the Nayars of Kerala).

4. The British response to sati was a blend of curiosity,
admiration, horror and revulsion; the disinterested desire to
ensure justice was probably not the only reason why the
officials of the Raj foregathered at the pyre. Lata Mani (see,
for instance, "Contentious Traditions," 90) notes that the
admi nistrative investigations of the scriptural position on
sati set up exchanges between colonial officials and Hindu
pandits; these exchanges enabled the British to question the
very prem ses of Hinduism and enabled the brahmins to
redefine tradition in the process of redefining wonen's roles;
Gayatri Chakraborty Spivak ("Can the Subaltern Speak?")
observes that the trope of rescue—white nmen rescuing brown
wonen from brown nen--was used to considerabl e ideological
advantage by British adm nistrators.

5. This description is from Philips’'s Evolution of Hinduism,
and is quoted by Thurston in Castes and Tribes of India. 131;
details of the source are not given.

6. Thurston offers several exanples of cases filed by
devadasis; see pp. 145-50 of Castes and Tri bes.

== 1-1-F X}

7. In the Legislative Council debate of 1930 Muthulakshmi
Reddy conplained that "...a large nunber of women adopt girls,
take them to tenples and make them undergo the cerenobny of
dedi cation, even after the age of 18. There is no religion.
These wonmen do it purposely, with a view to make those girls
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lead an immoral life" (PM.C 1930, 992).

8. See Bal |l hatchet 149.

9. See Ronald Hyam, Enpire and Sexuality: The British
Experience and Kenneth Ballhatchet, Race. Sex and Class Under
the Ra..

10. The devadasis were objects of fascination for western
travellers many centuries before the advent of the

m ssionaries. For exanple, Marco Polo's 1298 account of his
travels in India contains a description, significantly

unmar ked by noral judgenent, of devadasis as 'consecrated
damsels.’ The figure of the devadasi as nun or vestal virgin
was schematically presented in several European paintings and
illustrations for travel ogues through the intervening
centuries. The fanciful reconstructions by European artists of
the devadasis' appearance involved no attenpt at authenticity;
they were frequently portrayed in the costunes of European
nuns, which may account for Annie Besant’'s |ater references to
their celibate past. See Partha Mtter, Mich Mligned
Monsters.

11. The Hindu religious movenments were thenselves partly a
response to the delegitimation of Hindu practices (nore
matters of attitude and lifestyle than ‘religious’ practices)
by Christian evangelists in India. See, for instance, J.N
Farquhar's Modern Religi ous Movenents in India (1914). The
aut hor di splays a certain conplacency about the changes his
own faith has wought in the Indian religious scene.

The role of the press in the devel opnment of the non-
brahmi n movenent in Maharashtra has been documented by
Rosal ind O'Hanlon in Caste. Conflict and |deology: Mbhatna
Jotirao Phule and Low Caste Protest in N neteenth Western
India (1985). Simlar non-brahm n protests were taking place
in Madras Presidency; Eugene |Irschick gives an account of
these in his Tam| Revivalismin the 1930s.

12. The Social Reform Advocate, the Indian Social Reformer,
and, nmeant specially for wonmen, the Indian Ladies' Magazine,
and Stri Dharma, all published from Madras, are exanples from
the early 20th century.

13. The situation in princely states |like Mysore, Travancore,
Pudukottai was thus different fromthat of the colonially
governed territories: the 'native' rulers of these states did
not have to go through such tortuous negotiations with
Prevailing custonms as seened necessary to the colonial power
and could, if they wi shed, take shortcuts to nodernity.

14, These rituals were intricate and conplex, their correct
Performance being considered vital to the well-being of the
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entire comunity of the village or town. See Kersenboom-Story,
87-127 for a detailed reconstruction of the devadasi's tasks
and their significance.

15. Thurston nentions several such lawsuits as do S.K. Singh,
(Devadasi Systemin Ancient India. p. 14) and S. Ramakrishna
(Social Reformin Andhra: especially in the references to the
Indian Law Review and to the Proceedings of the Bonmbay and
Madras High Courts). Arjun Appadurai gives a detailed exanple
of tenple litigation in Wrship and Conflict Under Col onial
Rul e. Under the British admnistration in India, and
especially after the formation of the Board of Revenue in
1789, the governnent officials and later the law courts
intervened in the affairs of tenples when invited to do so,
but wi thout, on the whole, beconming involved in matters of
ritual significance. Government control over tenple
admi ni stration gradually increased until roughly the md-
ni neteenth century; after this, the work of arbitrating in
tenpl e property and other disputes was taken over by the
judicial wing of the government.
In 1817, for instance, the Collector of Madras was asked to
intervene in a land dispute:

The land in question was assigned to a dancing girl

attached to the tenple, who, unable to perform her

duty, had sold her land (and her right to a share of

the dancing performance) to another dancing girl,

who had in turn let the land out to some tenants.

These were all seen to be legitimate transactions.

But when the second dancing girl wi shed to build a

house on the property and evict the tenants in

accordance with the original agreenent, the tenants

not nerely refused, but said they had applied for a

notice of ejectnent to the Suprene Court of

Madras.... (Appadurai, Wrship and Conflict 115)
The Col |l ector was asked by the governnent to make sure that
the dancing girl's land was restored to her.

16. See the el aboration of this argument in Partha
Chatterjee’s The Nation and its Fragments, especially "The
Nation and its Wenen," (116-34) and "Wnen and the Nation"
(135-57).

17. The Wonen's India Association was started by Annie Besant
and Margaret Cousins in 1917, and Muthulakshmi Reddi was |ater
Vice-President oOf the association.

18. See Ashis Nandy's argument in The Intimate Enemy. that
Indian nmen were perceived as peculiarly effem nate by their
colonial rulers; Gandhi's deploynment of satyagraha mined this
feminization-effect for ideological and political gains. See
also Al bert Memmi’s The Col onizer and the Col oni zed.

19. The devadasis were also a material threat to the new
hi erarchy: as powerful people with markedly different val ues
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from the nationalist ones, they could come in the way of the
latter project. For instance, propertied devadasis w el ded
sone power at the level of local governnent, a fact that was
deeply resented by male adm nistrators who had to accede to
their wishes in sonme matters.

20. Gandhi is said to have called Mayo’s book ‘*a drain-
inspector's report.'

21. Mother India 52. Mss Myo alleges that devadasis becane
the "priest's own prostitutes' by the age of five, when they
were considered nmost sexually desirable; and that on
retirement, they were turned out to beg for their living after
being branded with the name of their deity.

22. Janaki Nair calls attention to the Mysore government's
attenpts to research this matter and the subsequently included
clause in the royal order concerning the devadasis there:
celibacy, and not the nmere performance of their ritual duties,
was required of them in exchange for their continued enjoynent
of tenple grants (Nair, 3163).

23. For an idea of normative assunptions about women in
Britain from the md-eighteenth to the md-nineteenth
centuries, there is no better source than the 'conduct' books
which were written by both men and wonmen to hel p wonen renpdel
and regulate their behaviour. The authors seldom mince their
words. Here is Wetenhall Wl kes, author of A Letter of Genteel
and Moral Advice to a Young Lady: "She who forfeits her
chastity, withers by degrees into scorn and contrition; but

she, who lives up to its rules, ever flourishes, like a rose
in June. with all her virgin graces around him..." (qtd. in
Jones, 301).

W Iliam Acton, whose nmedical text Prostitution Considered
in Its Social and Sanitary Aspects (1870), which had an
enornous inpact on Victorian attitudes towards prostitution,
wites: "What is a prostitute! She is a woman who gives for
money that which she ought to give only for love....a woman
with half the woman gone, and that half containing all that
el evates her nature, leaving her a nere instrument of
inpurity" (Acton, 42).

Throughout this period, in Britain, novels of all kinds
(see Ms. Gaskell's Ruth, for instance), plays, nagazine
articles, pictorial depictions like Iithographs,
illustrations, oil paintings and so on, inmged the 'fallen
worman,' that deviation fromthe donestic norm as repenting of
her sins and dying in sone uncomfortable |ocale.

24. Venkataratnam in "Social Purity and Anti Nautch
Movement", quoted by V. Ramakrishna, 134. Details of source
not given.
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25. See Mut hul akshm Reddi's autobi ography, for instance. V.
Ramakri shna's Social Reform in Andhra docunments the course of
the Social Purity nmovenent. There are obvious resonances with
Purity novenents el sewhere, in the United States of America,
for instance, or in Britain. See The Sexuality Debates, ed.
Sheila Jeffreys.

26. For instance, when the Madras Congress was voted to power
in 1937, C Rajagopal achari nmanaged to stall |egislation on the
sadir issue (which appeared immnent at the tine) for the
period of his tenure as Chief Mnister. See S. Anandhi,
"Karuppu Pengal" and "Representing Devadasis."

27. The Legislative Assenbly that year was a curious body,
with a |arge nunber of menbers, including Mithul akshm Reddi,
nom nated by the British Government. The Justice Party could
not prove a mpjority in the House, and the Congress was
internally divided about contesting the elections, since one
faction within it felt that the party should boycott the

el ectoral systemuntil self-government was granted to |ndians
on a nore conprehensive basis.

28. Amrit Srinivasan points out, for instance, that the
devadasi . once she was dedicated, was not permtted to

marry. Her sexual partner was chosen by 'arrangenent,' and an
older fermale relative usually had the veto on her choice.
"Alliance with a Muslim a Christian or a |lower caste nman was
forbidden while a Brahnmin or nenber of the |anded and
commercial elite was preferred for the good breeding and/or
wealth he would bring into the fam ly" (Srinivasan, 1869).

S. Anandhi mekes this point nuch nore strongly when she clains
that it was "not a free flow of the Devadasi's desire which
narked out the system but its al mbst exclusive control by the
| anded patrons" ("Representing Devadasis" 739). As femnists
who endorse the freeing of sexual relationships from
traditional regulations we night see the point of meking the
devadasi s entirely free agents with respect to the choice of
sexual partners. But it nust be renenbered that the reforners
were not in favour of anything like this free agency for wonen
in general, since it would also destroy the other hierarchies
that they were anxious to preserve; they wanted the devadasis
to renounce their non-conjugal, relatively free relations with
their patrons so that they could be assimlated into a far
nore coercive, strictly regulated marital econony.

29. See Jeffrey Weeks, Sexuality and its Discontents, however,
for a consideration of the continuities between the work of
the sexol ogists and the penal regimes set up by the discourse
of public hygiene.

30. The Contagi ous Di seases Act was passed and repealed in
Britain several times since 1864. As WIIliam Acton observes:
"A length...the injury inflicted by this apathy on our
soldiers and sailors, and the |oss sustained by the public
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purse, 8eem to have touched the conscience or the cupidity of
the legislature, and in that year an act was passed...having
for its object the remedy of the evils to which the arny and
navy are exposed" (49-50). This Act provided that wonen
suspected to be prostitutes "be subject to a periodical

medi cal exam nation by the visiting surgeon...for the purpose
of ascertaining...whether she is affected with a contagious
di sease...." and that any wonan "found on exami nation to be
di seased, may either go herself, or will be apprehended and
sent, to some hospital certified for the reception and
detention of government patients" (50).

31. After the first Lock Hospital was established in Madras in
1805, the system was supported and abolished several tines in
successi on, depending on whether the army spokesman was

el oquent or not on the subject of the "m sery" of the

sol diers; whether the Civil Surgeon and the Medical Department
were convinced or not of the link between deregul ation of
prostitution and epidemcs of VD in the army; and whether or
not the government was in a nood to |legislate on the question.
Eventual ly, there was sone sense that a neasure of
coercion--in the form wusually, of publicly appointed

"matrons' and the police--was not inconpatible with concern
for the liberty and welfare of the prostitutes, and regulation
came to stay, with the lock hospitals being revived fromtine
to time during epidem c outbreaks of WVD.

32. Indeed, to do her credit, she was worried about these
consequences: she wanted, for instance, to make sure that the
devadasis were integrated into society, and not ostracized,;
she was concerned about the possibility that they would |ose
incomes and |ands through anti-nautch measures; and so on.
However, in spite of all her reservations, she pushed the

| egislation through.

33. Such petitions were written up all over South India.

Janaki Nair mentions one such "spirited challenge to the new
situation from the 12 devadasis ...at Nanjangud [Msore
state].... [rem nding] the sovereign of his duty towards
protecting hereditary occupations such as theirs" (3162).
These petitions, Nair points out, express considerable anxiety
about the preservation of the art forns the devadasis
practised.

34. See the Stri Dhanna 15.11 (1932): 613.

35. Quoted in News and Notes. Indian Ladies Magazine 4.1
(1930) : 44- 45,

36. This is the gap Partha Chatterjee identifies between the
thematic of the nationalists (the legitimating ethical and
Political discourses of the Enlightenment) and the actual
realization of these in the problematic of everyday practical
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politics. The idea is elaborated in Chatterjee's Nationalist
Thought and the Colonial Wrld: A Derivative Discourse?. One
might al so observe the operation, here, of what he calls "the
rule of colonial difference" in The Nation and its Fragnents:
the differential entry into nodernity of the netropolis and
its col ony.

37. In late eighteenth and nineteenth century Britain, there
was a wi depsread understanding that there was a special moral
force in 'wonen's mission to women’. A nunber of wonen took up
phil ant hropic work, such as the rescue of pro.-titutes or the
amelioration of conditions in workhuuses; private charity was
believed to be gentler than the public welfare machine.

38. Responses to the problem of legitination posed by the
wormren's qu cstion invariably appealed to Ancient India. Har

Bilas Se.rda, author of the Sarda Age of Consent Bill, makes
the followi ng argunent for Hi ndu Superiority in the scale of
nations, in 1906: "In Ancient India, [wonen]... not only

possessed equality of opportunities with men, but enjoyed
certain rights and privileges not clained by the nale sex. The
chivalrous treatnent of wonmen by Hindus is well known to all
who know anyt hi ng about Hi ndu society"” (82). The authority he
quotes nost copiously in support of his argument is,

anusi ngly, Manu.

39. The predom nantly brahmin trustees (appointed by the
operation of a nepotism that had al eady been the subject of
adverse conment in the press) of the tenples and mat hans and
their representatives in the Legislative Council resisted the
H ndu Religi ous Endowrents Bill, intended to drastically
curtail their administrative powers and their control of
tenple funds. Nevertheless the Bill became an Act in 1927. The
‘reservations’ issue was also resolved in a way that
threatened brahnm n hegenony in government service: in 1928 it
was provided that out of every 12 government posts "five had
to go to non-Brahm n Hindus, two to Brahmins, two to Muslins,
two to Anglo-Indians or Christians, and one to the Depressed
Cl asses (Harijans)" (GO 1129, Decenber 15, 1928, Public
Servi ce Department).

40. The odd brahmi n scholar like U.V. Swam natha Iyer and the
odd rebel figure like Subramania Bharati did help build up the
di scourse of Tami| superiority.

41. She was | anpooned as an ‘Irish brahmani' in the non-
brahm n press (see Rajaraman 58, 74).

42. The Tami| Isai Moverment was one of the cultural offshoots
of the non-brahm n novenent and set itself to pronpte research
and performance of a specifically Tami| music and dance in
conscious opposition to the assunptions that informed brahnin
depl oynent of cultural capital.
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43. Throughout the 1940s and '50s, this brand of brahm n-
identified cultural nationalismacquired definition and
extended its effects in various arts and professions. For
instance, David Lelyveld, docunenting the broadcasting work of
the All India Radio, draws attention to the influence of Dr.
B.V. Keskar, brahmin Mnister for Information and Broadcasting
from 1950 to 1962, on the programmi ng choices made by that
governnment-control | ed organi zati on. Keskar’s choices favoured
the ‘Hindu’ stream of Hindustani nusic over the Muslim

dom nated styles that were taught in the traditional gharanas;
the latter were associated, predictably, with |oose norals and
prostitution. Since the government had deterni ned--when
Val | abhai Patel became minister for information and
broadcasting, in 1946--that such 'inpure' elenents would be
elimnated fromthe classical nusic scene, it becane necessary
to check on the private norals of those who were enployed by
the AIR as public artists. A large nunber of the artists
inducted into the staff of AIR during these decades were
brahm ns, products of voluntary associations to preserve
music, or of governnent-established schools of nusic.

44. self-Respect marriages went against caste and other taboos
(on wi dow remarriages, for instance, or devadasi marri ages).
There were eight thousand such marriages between 1929 and
1932.

45. The exchange took place in Young India, in Septenber 1921.

46. While a genuine desire to preserve the art may have
certainly forned part of the motivation of this group, sone
critics have identified other, less disinterested nmotives for
their support of the devadasi system S. Anandhi, for instance,
suggests that the fervent protection offered by conservative
nationalists to 'essential Indian culture' as enbodied in
tenple rituals was a result of their desire to preserve the
brahnmin priesthood, under attack by the Self-Respecters anong
others ("Representing Devadasis" 740).

47. V Subramania Aiyar, editor of The Hindu at the turn of the
century, for instance, was fiercely opposed to the devadasi
tradition and carried several articles in his paper condeming
it. See Rangaswami Parthasarathy, A Hundred Years of the

Hi ndu, 73-74.

48. Periyar had al so decided to support the struggle of the
‘untouchabl e’ castes in Madras for political representation,
and the proportion of the scheduled caste nenbership in his
Party was notable at a tine when even the non-brahm n Justice
Party was reluctant to take up the question of untouchabl es.
This may have been another reason why the party was portrayed
as being outrageousy radical.
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49. See ny summary of the short novel Devi the Dancer in
chapter 3. Also see Kasturi Srinivasa lyengar's novel of 1976,
called Devadaasi. The unsynpathetic figure of the devadasi
mother is also a familiar fixture in any nunber of filns.

50. Reported in the Krishna Patrika of April 5, 1906; cited in
V. Ranmekrishna, p. 143

51. G O 23 1948, Law [legislative] Departnent.

52. Kamala, fanpus as a child artist (‘'Baby Kamala®’ and |l ater
‘Kumari Kamal a'; in adul thood, Kamala Laxman, and now Kamal a
Narayan) was a student of Vazhuvoor Ramaiah Pillai. Her nritta
or pure dance was highly acclainmed; nore inportantly, she was
a figure with whom several brahnmin girls of her generation
identified strongly. See Sujata Vijaraghavan, "Kanmla the
Dancer."

53. The lyrics were poens by Subrahmania Bharati, Tam | Nadu's
nationalist poet-hero. The songs fromthis film became state-
wide hits, associating Kanmala indelibly with the glory of

achi eved | ndependence.

54. Panchapakesa Ayyar, "Sense in Sex" in Sense in Sex and
G her Stories of Indian Wonen 1-12.

55. Interestingly, the Kudi Arasu of December 18, 1927, which
marked Periyar’s decision to abandon Congress ideas, carried
on its cover a picture of Mther India "standing beside a map
of India on one side and a person weaving cloth by hand on the
other. It also contained the notto, ‘Long live khaddar...'"
(Irschick, 90). By the tine the next issue cane out, this kind
of imagery and this kind of activism had both been rejected in
favour of the nore iconoclastic agendas of the later |yyakkam
The image on the cover of Kudi Arasu was an obvious reference
to the title of Katherine Mayo’s 1927 book Mdther |ndia.

56. One might even see this imagery as arising froma sort of
oedi pal or sexual conflict between col onizer and col oni zed
over the 'possession' of wonen. Many of the witings of this
time represented the nation as a woman (Mdther |ndia) raped
and humiliated by the usurping father-figure of the col oni zer
while her sons |ooked on inpotently (see, for instance,

Kat herine Mayo's Mdther India). Real women were, naturally,
urgently required to denmonstrate that they were entirely under
the sexual control of men cf their own caste, locality, race.

57. See A Study of Prostitutes in Bombay by S.D. Punekar, 12-




CHAPTER 3

A RESPECTABLE AESTHETI C:
THE MAKI NG OF BHARATANATYAM

You say that the devadasis are bad people
and affect the norality of the people who
see them danci ng. Wat about all those who
practise the art of dance, those famly
women who dance for two hours sonetines
practically naked? Are you inproving the
morality in Madras by allowing this art to
be cultivated nore and nore by the so-
called fashionable ladies right from A to
z?

--P. Natesan, Question to Legislative
Assenbly nmenbers, during the debate
on the Devadasi Act, 1947.

Sir, you know there are many amateurs who
are t aki ng part in the art of
Bhar at anatyam It has a peculiar feature in
Tam | Nad and people coming from Tam | Nad
are adepts in this art; | can tell you that
our ancient culture had devel oped certain
arts which even today western nations m ght
very well envy. ... | am one of those who
feel that this art should be devel oped and
maintained in this land. It has been said
that the Kalakshetra in Adyar and other
institutions are doing excellent work in
this direction.

--P. Subbarayan, (Speaker), Reply to P.
Nat esan's 'flippant remarks'; Legislative
Assenbly debate on the Devadasi Act, 1947.

Production produces not only an object for
the subject but also a subject for the
obj ect .

—Mar x, Qundri sse.
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Wien the consensus that sustained sadir broke down, putting an

end to the easy coexistence of eros and art, an 'aesthetic' of
spiritual dance—and with it the very idea of an 'aesthetic'
distinct from the traditions and techniques of the form—eame
into being. At the very nonent that the magical, propitiatory,
ritual, sacer dot al functions (taken both literally and
synmbolically) of the devadasi were rendered obsolete by a new
noral order, the dance was hailed as 'divine,' ‘'revived in
accordance with this aesthetic, and assimlated into the
projects of cultural nationalism Cultural nation-building also
provided an ethos and an audience for the reception of the

transformed dance.

The Restoration and Recasting of Sadir:
Hi storical Devel opnents of the 1920s ‘and 1930s

Two mmj or contestants energed as spokespersons for the art
of dance in the 1920s and '30s: the Misic Acadeny of Madras, set
up in 1928, and its dance-enthusiasts, E. Krishna lyer and
V. Raghavan, on one side; the Kal akshetra, established in 1935,
and its founder, Ruknmini Devi Arundale, on the other. A range of
rhetorical styles and of cultural/artistic investnments fed into
the construction of bharatanatyam depending on who was
speaki ng/ perform ng. The Music Acadeny consisted of largely male
critics and scholars who, perhaps since they had no stake in
perfornmance thenselves, were eager to create conditions under
which the devadasis could once again appear on stage. Rukm ni
Devi, on the other hand, was a perforner herself; she was
interested primarily in legitimzing her own public appearance

as a dancer, in the face of caste taboos, and not at all in
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providing a platformto devadasi perfornmers.

Muthulakshmi Reddi had spoken against nautch from the
platform of science and modernity--indisputably gifts of the
col oni zer. The Misic Acadeny stood for concern with the nmore or
less practical and imrediate need to save a dying Indian art
form and Rukmini Devi Arundale |aunched her canpaign for the
reclamation of sadir from the plank of Eternal Hindu values
which were also, providentially, the very values that could
provide against the crass materialism of the nodern age.
Muthulakshmi’s version of the future opened out of a rejection
of an undignified past; Rukmini Devi's out of a continuity with
a (partly invented) spiritual tradition supposedly millenia-o0ld;
the Musi ¢ Acadeny's out of a sense of the dance's 'belonging’ to

the devadasis.

This discrepancy in their notivations probably accounted
for the initial antagonism between the two heroines of Madrasi
nationalism at a time when they literally lived next door to
each ot her (Muthul akshnmi boycotted Rukmini’s performances); and
between Rukmini Devi and the Acadeny. But the eventual
achi evenent of neighbourly good relations all round is a
famliar replay of the conflict and paradoxical coexistence in
nationalist discourse of the 'traditional' and the 'nodern.’

An interesting devel opnent took place between the dying out
of sadir performances in tenples, courts and private homes,
around the 1920s, and the revival of this form with the
organi zed institutional support of the Msic Acadeny and the
Kal akshetra in the 1930s. Fromthe turn of the century onwards,
when the anti-nautch canpaign was nmeking it inpossible for npst

living devadasi s to pursue their profession, dancers from Europe
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and the United States were showing an intensified interest in
I ndian dance, or at any rate in their inmgined versions of it.
This ‘orientalizing’ phase in the history of the art saw several

attenpts at ‘recreation’ of the sadir style by Indians and

visiting perforners from abroad. The hybrid style which sprang
up as a result had very little to do with the local traditions
from which sadir had developed; at best, it presented the
conventions of sadir or reconstructed nmoverments from a study of
scul pture in an entirely schematic way; at worst, it consisted
of notable m sapprehensions of the original form This style,
exenplified, for instance, by the dances choreographed by Ragi ni
Devi, Uday Shankar and his partners, La Meri, Ram Copal and
others, was, however, the closest thing to an attenpt at a
"modern' practice of dance in India. Though much of this work
was an eroticized, ersatz version of typical ‘Hindu’ themnes,
(Shankar’s dance-dramas, choreographed largely in Europe, wth
European partners, were presented under the banner ‘Hindu
Dancers and Musi cians'), sone of it was concerned, for instance,
with the alienation that arose fromtechnol ogi cal change or with
the cultural change that was a result of colonization--themes
that would not have suggested thenselves to the traditional

dancer.

The tours by European and Anmerican performers, meanwhil e,
famliarized Indians with the tradition of hal f-borrowed, half-
improvised oriental thenes and novenments in western ballet.
Eur opean borrowi ngs from 'Oriental’ thenes and traditions in the
nineteenth century included the Romantic Ballet's wuse of
reconstructed Indian novenents and stories in ballets like Le

Dieu et La Bayadere, very popular in the 1830s, and Marius
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Petipa's La Bayadere (1877). The bayadere was obviously a figure
that could, by gesturing towards the exotic and stirringly
romantic otherness of the East, provide justification for a
range of classically unacceptable nmovenments, thus allowi ng for
the expansion of the technical vocabulary of the ballerina; she
was also a pretext for the extension of the stage imagery of
sexual ity. Petipa was the first choreographer to actually
replicate sone novenents from Indian dance forms, where his
predecessors used mminly approximations to Indian costune.
Interestingly, many of the novenents devised for this ballet

cane in useful for the choreography of the classic Swan Lake.

When Anna Pavliova cane to India in 1922, it was not
surprising that she wanted to see and study |ndian dancing, but
her husband Victor Dandre records that their hosts in India were
too enbarrassed to present any sadir dancers. Pavlova, however,
teaned up with the dancer Uday Shankar whom she |ater advised to
reconstruct or learn the authentic classical dance of India.

Ruth St. Denis considered her performance tour in India in
1925-26 an opportunity to find authentic choreography to
suppl enent the imagined version of 'Indian dances’ that she had
been performing since 1906. Anpbng St. Denis's nore popular
"barefoot improvisations’ (she was resisting the balletic

enphasi s on points) were the dances called Nautch , Incense and

Radha. A dance called Black and Cold Sari (1922) is reported to

have caused riots when it was performed in India.

Though Uday Shankar did |earn sadir from Kandappa Pillai of

Kanchi puram he, like many of his contenporaries (Ragini Devi,
Menaka, La Meri, Ramgopal) presented the hodge-podge of styles

that went by the nane of 'Oiental Dance.' Thus when Rukmini
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Devi began to perform in 1936, the domi nant and nost visible

dance form outside the sadir that was presented by the Misic

Acadeny was the result of an Orientalist (mis)interpretation of

the themes and techniques of Kathak and sadir. This form was

bound to have had an effect on Rukmini Devi's work, though her
arrival on the scene and her greater clainms to authenticity all
but wiped out this form For reasons | consider below, which had
to do with the caste/gender position of Rukm ni Devi and her
di sciples, the experinent with nodernismthat was an aspect of
the 'Oiental Dance’ cane to an end with the discrediting of
this nongrel form It is difficult to assess the effects these
orientalized versions of Indian dance nay have had on the |ndian
cultural scene in the 1930s; the renewed interest in the art of
sadir undoubtedly had sonmething to do with the the brahnmin
intelligentsia's discovery of the possibilities of high
classical European forms |like ballet, and with the interest of
foreign-returned Indians in Indian forms. Shankar's conpany,
when it toured India in 1932, was greeted with nmuch enthusiasm
by an audi ence that had |ost touch with indigenous practice, and
was intrigued by the possibilities of a ‘respectable’ dance.
Rukmini Devi, at any rate, was famliar with the danci ng of Uday
Shankar and Ram Gopal.

One lasting effect of the interactions between Oiental

Dance and sadir was a universalized perception of dance that

proved useful to Rukmini Devi and other brahm n exponents of
bharatanatyam. The reviews and the fiction of the 1930s and
40s, for instance, registered the equations between the dance
forns of the East and the West. For exanple, describing the

abandoned dancing of the slum child in "No Anklet Bells For
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Her," Manjeri |svaran writes:

No ballerina that pirouetted on a stage
that changed wunder changing Ilights and
shadows, and an auditorium bew tched before
her starry eyes..., no devadasi that did
her natya in the tenple in the presence of
the decorated idol of god or goddess could
have been so ecstatic as was this child of

the gutters. (3)

The two situations and the enptions appropriate to them are nmade
to look equivalent by careful juxtaposition. Difference is
mai ntained in the different notivating factors (material ones in
the case of ballet and spiritual ones in the case of sadir) and
the two |ocales; but aesthetically, it is inplied, the two
styles merge in the body of the dancing child, and they have the
same experiential weight. There are clear resonances wth
Rukmini Devi's ‘humanist’ under st andi ng of dance as
communi cating across barriers, which was to become such a
famliar theme for dancers that they were described, and
projected thenselves, as ‘cultural anbassadors' in India's

relationships with other nations.

Reform and the Arts

The devadasi was displaced from Indian public life in the
course of a great upheaval in Indian history, a redefinition of
the noral wuniverse as well as a shift of political-juridical
paradi gns. The transformation of the noral universe so that

sadir ceased to have social sanction was, as | have noted in the
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last chapter, largely the work of Christian m ssionaries and of
nationalist social reforners who took their cues, especially in
matters related to gendering and sexuality, from the British
m ddl e cl ass.

The shift in the juridical systemwas coeval with that in
the religious/ethical system and was what made the latter
effective. The installation of a new legal structure based on
private property in place of the older feudal structures of
religious or secular patronage stripped the devadasi community
of its actual social power. The intervention of the law also
affected desire itself: following the attenpts to prevent
dedi cation and follow ng the identification of the devadasi wth
the prostitute, the hitherto sanctioned sexual relationships
with devadasis became available for public surveillance and
censure. It was one of the exigencies of the nationalist
novenment, as | have suggested, that private norality had to mesh
with politics. This was the key factor in the quest for
political as well as cultural legitimcy, and it left no space
for the devadasis. Their public visibility became a scandal,
their sexual/social codes were outlawed, their property rights
rendered invalid.

One consequence of the arrival of private property and its
legal outwork, GIllian Rose suggests, is the conflict between
this law and what is perceived as 'instinct' (defiance of the
law, insubordinate drives). The sexuality of nen, but to an
infinitely greater degree, the sexuality of wonen, was recoded
as transgressive: not nmerely transgressive when it crossed
certain carefully marked boundaries of caste or comunity, but

transgressive in essence. Thus the discourses that led to the
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dismantling of the sadir tradition traded especially in the

denunciation of the wvulgarity, the bad femninity, t he
undesirabl e physicality of the devadasis. |In this chapter | want
to show how this conflict between ‘vulgarity’® and public
norality (with the gendered nornms set in place by 'nodernity')
is played out at the level of the aesthetic.

The exigencies of creating the episteme of the national-
nmodern inevitably had conplex effects on the arts. The crucial
substitution of royal/religious patronage with private funding
or government sponsorship nmeant that the arts in general shifted
the ground of their existence from the realm of the sacred to
the real mof the secular. The order of cosmc time, in which the
devadasi functioned, was not, however, thoroughly made over into
the order of history; while history replaced cosnplogy as a
disciplinary/metaphysical framework, and while 'religion was

ruled out, by constitutional decree, as a governing principle in

the (secular) public sphere, it was 3till a dominant feature of
the social imaginary. Indeed, to the extent that nationalism

itself was vested with the enpbtive and sacred charge of making
possible a "secular transformation of fatality into continuity,
contingency into meaning..."(Anderson, 19), Mot her I ndia
inherited the fantastic power to nobilize devotees that nost
H ndu gods and goddesses wi el ded. Thus, initially at |east, as
with the Bengal Renaissance or the Kalakshetra version of
bharatanatvam. the arts did not quite shed their sacred aura:
instead of serving the Hindu deities, they served the new gods
of nation and of nationalism Their sanctity and their
significance now came from their inmbrication in cultural

nationalism from their becomng signs of the continuity and
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spl endour of the 'Indian' heritage.

Different arts, however, were transmogrified in different
ways to serve the ends of the nation. As the two conpeting
di scourses of nationalism and an internationalist mnodernism
available for the first time as part of the transition to
nodernity, exerted contrary pressures on the arts, the response
of artists working with the visual media (painting, sculpture,,
phot ography, cinemn) diverged from that of performers of
classical dance and nusic. If the visual arts enmbarked on a
struggle to create a viable nodernism that also held steady to
national self-determination as a reference point, bharatanatyam
and Carnatic music derived their legitimacy crucially fromtheir
continued association with the *sacred’ values of Hinduism An
art that was re-legitimized as an enbl em of preenminent spiritual
achi evenment could not fully follow the logic of seculariza tion.
This however, does not mean that dance was reimagined entirely
outside the cont ext of t he ‘modern’: in fact t he
undifferentiated ' humanismni of Rukmi ni Devi's discursive
interventions replicated the thrust towards undiscrimnating
‘modernization’ in the social reform nmovenents: the one
destroyed a dance form as the other destroyed the conditions of
its practice, by a process of normalization or over-generaliza-
tion. However, though it was clear that the brahm n practice of
the form necessitated radical changes, these changes were made
in the name of a putative tradition many centuries old; indeed,

predating the practice of the devadasis.

The preservation of bharatanatyam as a cultural relic
entailed two claims on its behalf: antiquity and noral

acceptability. Wiile the form had to be celebrated as agel ess,
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it also had to disown its historical associations with female
sexual availability and prostitution. If the nation was to have
an 'unbroken heritage' of great artistic achievenent it required
the erasure fromthe art of the presence of thr devadasis of
recent menory, those enbodi ments of retrograde (lower caste?)
sexual ity, and purveyors of degenerate art. Predictably, certain
aspects of the content of bharatanatyam-the artistic/erotic
conventions of sringara. which called for the delineation of the

moods of the lover--had to be carved out of the whole and

di scarded, or at |east played down in the new version.

The hegemonizing (in ternms of actual denography) of what
used to be sadir by upper caste women added to the urgency of
this call for correction. | would argue that the caste/gender
conposition of its performers, given the vital link between
upper caste femninity and spirituality, was largely responsible
for bharatanatvam’s inability to make the |eap--once it had
abandoned the sadir tradition--towards either a secular
noderni sm or avant-gardi sm The Devadasi Act itself proscribed
the performance of this form as | have shown in the |ast
chapter, by certain castes: the legislators were fully consci ous
of its new role as a synbol of cultural resurgence, and of the
need for conservation. Witten into the Act is a |oophole for
the brahm n takeover of sadir: it was all but declared a
legitimate pursuit for 'respectable wonen.

The rest of this chapter is concerned with the manoeuvres
by which the upper caste appropriation of sadir was managed--
manoeuvres carried out in discourse, in performance and on the
body of the dancer. Extending the netaphor of the paradigm

shift, | want to show how the idea of the ‘aesthetic’ as well as
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an actual aesthetics replicated its logic in the real mof dance.

The idea of the aesthetic had, here, the role that art critics
have assigned to the categories of 'genius' or ‘inspiration’ in
the context of European Romantic art. Max Raphael, for exanple,
points out that the mystificatory view of art, enbodied in such
terms as ‘'inspiration,' "is nothing but an illusion on the part
of the nost barren class of modern society, an illusion which
rests upon the distinction that arose in the nineteenth century
between socially mechanized production of material goods and
indi vidual craft production of spiritual goods."

For the sane reasons that prevented brahmin wonen from
experimenting with nodernist innovation--their caste and gender
position--bharatanatyam st opped short of becomi ng an
i ndi vidualized, 'romantic' practice. Being fenale itself neant
that full individuation in the node of the nodern subject was
i mpossible. Certainly, as wonmen performers who were upholding
caste norality and were, noreover, |living down the unsavoury
hi storical associations of the dance form Rukmini Devi and her
brahm n successors could not venture too far out of range of
social or artistic conformty; the postures of ronmantic
rebellion were not for them Thus the renovated art form of
bharatanatyam did not follow the trajectory of European art
after the Industrial Revolution and its disenchanting sequels:
instead of opposi ng the m sunderstood, unconprom si ng,
rebellious individual (nale) artist to his social mlieu, it
Projected the inspired, but socially--and this meant familially-
~integrated female artist as a role nodel. Thus in the witings
I will consider below, Rukmini Devi constantly refers to the

female artist as a mother. The upper caste female col onization
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of bharat anatyam was al so responsi ble, no doubt, for the fact
that it did not exenplify what is clearly the obverse of
romantic individualism: the comodi ti zation of art.
Bhar at anat yam coul d not be refigured, then, as a practice neant
for a market: as | shall argue below in the context of a

fictional account of the revival of dance (Devi the Dancer)

econom ¢ independence was not an attribute of the acceptable
feminine.

A sustained novement to create a nodern secular dance was
thus delayed in South India until alnpbst the 1960s or even
beyond it: though choreographers |ike Uday Shankar and Ram Gopal
had a certain degree of formal influence (even, perhaps, on
Kalakshetra productions, since Rukmini Devi was aware of their
wor k), choreographic initiatives built on a systematic rejection
of '"tradition' had to wait for an iconoclast |ike Chandral ekha,
whose |ifestyle also bespoke rejection of brahminical-feminine

values.

"Pro-Art Progressives' and the Misic Acadeny of Madras

A personage whose role in the remaking of sadir was
arguably as inportant as Rukmini Devi's was E. Krishna lyer, a
wel | -known Madras |awyer and Secretary of the Madras Misic
Acadeny at the tine of its foundation. Iyer's will to save the
art from extinction was so strong that he performed
bharatanatvam in female costung, besi des helping pronote
devadasia who still professed the art.

His contribution was nade largely in the years 1927-1936,
though he continued to be active after this period; this was

before Rukmini Devi and Kal akshetra noved into the spotlight. 1In
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this section, I will —consider this contribution in its
theoretical and practical forms, along with the contribution of
the institution Krishna lyer helped found and worked with: the
Madras Music Acadeny.

The idea of establishing the Misic Acadeny was publicly
mooted at the All India Misic Conference held al ongside the 1927
session of the Indian National Congress. A (largely brahm n)
group of nusic and dance enthusiasts and scholars, E. Krishna
lyer prom nent anobng them turned this idea into reality within
a year; in August 1928 the Misic Acadeny was formally
inaugurated. Krishna lyer was one of its secretaries at its
inception.

The Acadeny's ainms were clearly specified: to pronote the
study and practice of <classical nusic and dance, by the
establishment of a library and nusic and dance schools, by the
institution of scholarships and awards for perfornmers and
scholars, and by the organization of recitals and annual
conferences to facilitate debate on nusic-related subjects. The

Jour nal of the Misic Acadeny. Madr as. whi ch  commenced

publication in 1930, sought to mould public opinion on these
subjects and to create an informed audi ence, and was evidently
one of the forces that created the conditions of possibility for

bharatanatyam. |t also made explicit the links between cultural

nationalism and the classical arts in South India.

No attenpt was nade to disguise the hegenonic intentions of
the Academy, of its annual conferences or of its journal.
I ndeed, the self-inmposed task of educating the audi ence was seen
88 3 | audabl e expression of the Academy's cultural nationalism

"...it is high time," the report of the 1927 Misic Conference
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declares, "that an earnest attenpt is nade to inprove the
condi tions around the national heritage of nusic" (Report of the

All-India Misic Conference 16). The national scale and self-

consci ousness of the standardi zi ng operation it undertook was to
di stinguish the Acadeny from all other sabhas. Wwhich nerely
presented perforners to audiences. Its association with debates
on the national scene was also nmade through its early ties with
the Congress (many of the Acadeny's sponsors, including T.T.
Krishnamachari, occupied ministerial positions in post-
I ndependence Congress governnents) and with the activists of the
Theosophi cal Society, including Annie Besant and, later, wth
Rukmini Devi Arundal e. The inaugural issue of the Journal of the
Misi ¢ Acadeny had a nessage from one of the Vice Presidents of
the Academy, Margaret Cousins, also an activist associated with
the Theosophi cal Society, congratul ating the Acadenmy "on the way
it is moulding public thought regarding the revival of Indian
Misic on a basis of commonsense, reform and popul ar
organisation” (Cousins, "Cultural Nation Building" 75). Cousins
found the Music Academy's cultural nationalism famliar enough,
having lived through "an exactly simlar revival of national art

and arts-crafts in lreland" (74) thirty years earlier.

The inaugural issue of the Journal also carried an article
by Venkatarama Sarma of the Madras University, titled "Bharata
Natya." This appears to be the earliest ‘official’ use of the
new name for sadir. The flexibility of the new usage may be
inferred from the nutually contradictory definitions Sarma
offers for it. He begins with a vague description of ‘Bharata
Natya' as "an el aborately discrimnative and expressive action,

which creates a responsive feeling to the human sensation, and
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the termis also applicable to the Science of Misic, Scenic Art
or Dramaturgy" (32); and goes on to identify its practice with
the performances of the Chakkiars in Kerala. He then tries an

etynol ogi cal definition:

.it becomes obvious, that the word
'Bharata' holds two senses, the one is the
name of a sage, and the other is, it seens
to me, an imaginary ascription rendered by
a process of syllabification, given by

later authors and commentators, because

every syllable of the word 'bha,' ‘'ra, '’
"ta, ' it is stated, denotes 'bhava,’
'raga,’ and ‘'tala,’ respectively. The

latter explanation is plausible and quite
relevant to the context, because the
‘bhava,' the 'raga' and the 'tala are

inevitable to dancing. (32)

' Bharatam ' initially, sinmply meant "actor'; later,
significantly, it was a prefix regularly used by brahm ns who
taught dance or were dance scholars, or exponents of the
hari katha tradition. The nonenclatural shift was an inportant
nove in the redefinition of the aesthetic of the dance. Renaned,
bhar at anat vam had none of the connotations of sadir. koothu.

chinna nelam dasiattam or any of the names by which its

association with the devadasi s was nade patent. Wat it acquired
was a set of nationalist resonances, partly because the new nane
suggested a direct derivation from the 'Bharata’ to whom the

Natyasaatra is popularly ascribed, and partly because it sounded
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li ke Bharat (as in conpounds like 'Bharat Mata®’ etc.). The name
proved so felicitous that several persons (including Rukmini
Devi) claimed credit for thinking it up.

While the brahminized nane was in all likelihood the Misic
Academy's contribution to the recovery of sadir. this
institution certainly did not envisage a practice that by
definition excluded the devadasis. |Indeed, under E. Krishna
lyer's guidance, it pronmoted performances by them under its
banner; called in speakers who nmade the point, at the annual
conferences, that the dance should be restored to its forner

status by its forner practitioners: honoured them as experts on

nusic or dance. The year 1931 was a hopeful one for sadir
perforners, and there is a hopeful report in the Journal of the
Musi ¢ Acadenmy which covers the npbst significant event of that

year:

An entirely new note was struck this year
with the Acadeny commencing its season with
a Bharata Natyam performance by Kalyani
Daughters of Tanjore. It has al nbst becone
a fashion nowadays to condemn the |Indian
nautch and | ook askance at it. In our view
this condemmation is |east deserved.... W
are glad that the performance served as an
eye opener to those who canme to witness it.
We hope that in the days to cone public
opinion wll veer round and give unto
Abhi naya its proper place. ( "Bharatanatyam

by Kal yani Daughters" 78)
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The Music Acadeny, in fact, made its displeasure about social
reform of the devadasi tradition explicit. As late as the year
1974, when the isai vellalar star Balasaraswati was made
President of the Music Acadeny's annual conference, the report
on the conference excoriates "[o]bscurantist Indian social
reformers of the last century and the early decades of the
current century [who] had sought to kill this art as it
flourished mainly in the leading tenples of India" ("The XLVIIth
Madras Music Conference" 4). In 1932, E. Krishna Ilyer and
Muthulakshmi Reddi exchanged angry letters in the pages of The
Hindu, wth Krishna Ilyer condeming Reddi’s ill-considered
canvassing for the Devadasi Bill.

The Misic Acadeny featured several i sai vel | al ar
performers--both nusicians and dancers--in its annual events,
though the schol arly exposition of the techniques and sources of
sadir was undertaken largely by brahmn enthusiasts like V.
Raghavan and V.V. Narayana |Iyengar. Mlapore Gowi Ammal
performed sadir in 1932; in the same year, Veena Dhanammal gave
a veena recital; in 1933, the year in which the isai vellalar
musician Ponniah Pillai was nade the President of the annual
Misic Conference, the Kalyani Daughters danced again; and
Bal asaraswati, Varalakshmi and Saranayaki were all featured in
Acadeny programmes.

At the annual conference of 1933, a Ms. Stan Harding urged
that the Misic Acadeny start a dance school with the assistance
of isai vellalar teachers. She is reported as follows in the

Journal:

If the art of dancing was to survive [she

said], the artistes nmust first be suitably
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rewarded and respected. As regards the
ritual dance, she said that it was of vital
i mportance t hat it shoul d not be
transpl anted because it had struck roots
deep already... the private life of the
artists was not a concern of the public.
The requirements of the art itself would
make it inperative that the artiste should
keep away from sel f- indul gences or excess,
as a self-indulgent life is inconpatible
with the art.... Although there m ght be no
living denonstrator of the art, it could
still be preserved, by getting young pupils
trained by the old teachers. The first
thing necessary to keep up the art was to
make the artistes independent in life so
that they night be in a position to
concentrate on the art. ("The Madras Misic

Conference, 1933" 120)

When the idea of building a dance school did materialize
eventually, it was under the directorship of Balasaraswati, who
had by this tinme enmbarked on a collaborative effort to produce
a book on bharatanatyam with V. Raghavan. These coll aborative
efforts between devadasis and brahmins were a far cry fromthe
rhetoric of purification and purging that surrounded Rukmini
Devi's version of bharatanatyam and that may still be found in
the pages of souvenirs put out by Kalakshetra, and in the

Kl akahetra Quarterly:
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By entering the shadow world called the
domai n of the devadasi, she [Rukmini Devi]
tore down an ugly visage putrefying the
face of one of India's greatest arts--the
dance. Impurities can <creep into any
profession, like corruption in business or

politics. (Chattopadhaya 5)

Such rhetoric, however, prevailed over the nmilder argunments of
the Misic Acadeny in the changing political climte of the
1930s, and with the arrival of the brahm n dancers, around 1935,
the space cleared by the Acadenmy for the devadasis was swiftly

occupied by the intelligentsia of Adyar.

From Tenple to Institute:
A Fictional Account of the Modernization of Sadii
In 1937, a slim novel by a witer who called hinself
'Deisvi' appeared on the Madras market. An unremarkabl e pi ece of
witing on the whole, though enlivened by charmingly naive

illustrations; and an uninspired title: Devi the Dancer. |

glance at it here because it was one of a dozen or so attenpts
to narrativize an event that had captured the public
i magi nation: the making of bharatanatyam.

Devi is born out of the union of a devadasi and a (brahm n)
tenple priest. Her nessianic role in the cultural field is
prefigured in her mracle-birth: she is conceived as a result of
Penances her nmother undertakes in the tenple, long after the
coupl e has beconme resigned to barrenness. Her nother, a dancer
herself--but of indifferent mettle--cherishes anbitious plans

for Devi's career as a dancer.
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Devi is taken to Madurai Mudaliar, a dedicated but
enbittered dance teacher who "in a life of three-score years

[had] found not a single Dasi-girl who would learn the art for

the art’'s sake. or evince an interest in its deeper realities"

(7, emphasis mne). A sociological aside accounts for this
evi dence of the depravity of the dancing-girl community: "...
Dasis, as a class, were gravitating towards the metropolis and
were busy becom ng permanent and exclusively kept mstresses of
noneyed men"(7). Devi, of course, is an exception to this
general process of degradation; when she does begin her
training, after some intervening adventures, even Madur ai
Mudal iar, cynic though he has becone, is astonished and
ent husi astic. Devi, though tender in years, indubitably 'evinces
an interest’ in ‘art for the art's sake'--which taxes our
credulity somewhat, since the particular ideological formation
that goes with such aesthetici smwas being shaped by the brahmn
dancers, not by Devi's comunity. \Wen Devi is fifteen years
old, the pottukattu (dedication rite) is arranged in the
village tenple. An old school mate of hers (Seenu), who has grown
to manhood in the city, pays Devi a visit at this nonment.
Seenu’s progressive notions and his romantic interest in Devi
contribute to his regret that "so fair a naid should be destined
to be knocked down to the highest bidder"(19). They discuss
| ove. Seenu: '"What did your nother tell you about |ove, Deva?
There used to be a tradition about the nothers of all young
dasis initiating their young ones into the intricate art of
gold-digging’"(22). Devi's answer has an unexpected dignity that
is clearly to be attributed rather to her own charm ng innocence

than to her mother's noral instruction: she has been taught, she
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says, that '"any man whom we receive with a full heart, who
steps into our bedroom ought to be loved and revered as a
husband”’(22).

Si nce Seenu has |l ove and high ideals but no incone, Devi is
‘knocked down' to Rao Saheb Balasundaram Chettiar, Honorary
Presi dency Magistrate for Madras. Though singled out from anpng
Devi's suitors because of his reputation for princely living
rather than for his companionate potential, the Chettiar turns
out kind-hearted enough. Devi's confortable and artistically
productive life with himcones to an abrupt end, however, when

he di scovers her in flagrante delicto with Seenu, who has once

again strayed into her life. She returns to her village in
disgrace.

After a further series of adventures, Devi and Seenu are
married. Flash forward: Devi has not only becone a successful
performer (a review says, "Devi the Dancer has divinity behind
her") but has also started a dance institute called (alas, too
predictably) ‘Nataraja Nilayam'

Three things seem to nme particularly interesting in this
narrative: the witer's handling of the question of caste or
birth; the role of nobney in the narrative; and the unspoken
aesthetic assunptions that underlie Deisvi's treatment of the
whol e et hos of nautch/bharatanatyam.

To what caste does Devi belong? By customary usage, of

course, she is a devadasi. being born to a dasi. But the author

appears very keen that we have a nore ambi guous sense than this
of her origins. As miracle-baby, if not as daughter of a brahmn
Priest, she has (it appears) sone claimto honorary upper-caste

status. Moreover, she is instinctively ‘refined’--i.e., upper-
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caste--and is therefore throughout her childhood disturbed by
the (equally 'natural'?) coarseness of her ‘class’', especially
as enbodied in her mother. Instinct is at war with instruction
in a dozen instances; and instinct diccates that she |ove art
for its own sake, that she reject the 'gold-digging aspirations
of her kin, that she desire companionate narriage, that she be
uninitiated in the art of (physical) Iove.

Devi's birth signifies that she is poised between the old
and the new. as bearer of a caste-stigma, she conveniently
points a noral about outdated practices |like dedication;
elevated into respectability by marriage (to a brahmin, a social
reformer) and by the founding of an 'institute' (a far cry from
the other kind of establishnent, the one with the red Iight
hanging over it, this 'institute') she becomes a sign of
national cultural resurgence. The miracle-birth signifies, too,
her links with the ancient forces of ‘Indianspirituality'; the
up-to-date dance school denotes her links with the kind of
nodernity that would be approved according to the ‘universal’
val ues set in place by the m ssionaries, the colonial governnent
and the nationalists. Devi's art and life close the circle

opened up, historically, by the Christian nissionaries.

In nothing is Devi so at odds with her upbringing as in the
matter Of noney. Mney and the pursuit of it are identified, in
this narrative, with the devadasis. They cultivate the art of
"gol d-digging,' forsaking their real vocation--dancing--for
confortabl e concubinage. Devi's nother trains her daughter to
perform with an eye always to the mmin chance; Devi's dasi
friend, Neela, "a thoroughly sophisticated girl, typical of the

vanping variety of the community," declares that relationships
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mean nothing: "'It is cash that counts, ultimately’" (31). There
is no suggestion of malice in the witer's portrayal of the
devadasis. What cones through, however, is an unm stakable shift
in the ideological resonances of noney and property in relation
to wonmen. Econonic transactions, according to the order Deisvi
represents —the order that feels contenpt for ‘'dasis as a
class’'--are to be kept far fromtwo things: Love and Art. The

| abour of upper caste wonen, and therefore the cultural

production of one who is noving into that stratumof society., as

Devi is in this narrative, does not fit into the sphere of
exchange: it is purely reproductive. Wmnen nay enbody both Art
and Love, as long as they are in a strictly penurious condition.
The dancer shall perform not for the sake of an incone or to
maintain her hereditary rights; she shall perform ‘for art's
sake.’

One idea that gestures towards the nascent aesthetic of
bharatanatyam in the novel is the idea of ‘art for art's sake’.
Gbvious financial gain is the very antithesis of art; but art,
according to the ideology of the mddle class, does not need to
have any other material purpose or context either. The institute
in the city, along with the proscenium stage, is the new
privileged |ocus of dance; with the progressive turn away from
dedi cation cones an aesthetic that 1is metropolitan, even
cosnopolitan. This aesthetic signals itself by the absence of a
terminology: in the universal node, in the art-for-art’s-sake
mode, there are no precise words for the technical achievenent
of the dancer or for the affective response her dance evokes,
and feeling is encapsulated in words |like ‘divine' or

‘beautiful.’
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Devi the Dancer is interesting because it is a 'true
story'. The event that the story drammtizes--the appearance of
i hhar at anat yamon the cultural |andscape of the nation, after the
eclipse of sadir, an event supervised by another 'Devi,' Rukm ni
Devi Arundale, three years before this book was published—s
far more interesting than the rather pedestrian novel. But as |
look at that event through the witings of its protagonists, |
want to point out that the striking features were the same: a
caste-question; a nobney-question; anaesthetic. Each of these is
etched a little nmore clearly in real life than in fiction, each
of these is resolved in the sane fashion, and is part of the
| egacy of bharatanatvam today.

Rukm ni Devi's story was, of course, the central 'real-
life' story in the annals of bharatanatyam the one that
captured the public imagination. The heroine indubitably had a
greater inpact on the shape and content of bharatanatyam-the
specifics of its practice, including stage-setting, costume and
so on—t han any other individual or institution; and | wll
return to the details of these contributions later in the
chapter.

The Messiah and Dance:
Rukmini  Arundal e and Kal akshetra
1) Theosophy- Beauty- Dance:

The seed of the art-as-spiritual -exercise theme was pl anted
in Rukm ni Devi's immgination as she sat at Annie Besant's feet,
in the groves of the Theosophical Society. It was one of the
themes Besant herself introduced into the Society's agenda in
Madras. A quick gl ance backwards, at the Society's agenda and at

Besant's agenda as part of it, is in order here, to fill in the
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background to Rukmini Devi's aesthetics-as-politics.

VWhile the early Theosophical nmovenment founded by Hel ena
Petrovna Bl avatsky (1837-1891) and Henry Steele O cott (1832-
1907), which established its headquartevs in Adyar, Madras, in
1878, was interested chiefly in pronmoting occultismand 'cosmic
wi sdoml  wi thout too much regard for national boundaries, Annie
Besant formulated a nore activist programme for I ndi an
Theosophi sts when she became President of the Society in 1907.
Theosophy was to help rescue India "from the materialism which
was strangling her true life by the revival of ancient
phi | osophi cal and scientific religions" (Besant, India 42). The
renewal of India's spiritual life was to |ead, anobng other
things, to her freedom from the 'British yoke,' since the
radi cal i sed Theosophi sts found, says Besant, that "patriotism
was aroused by pointing to the splendour of Indian religious and
poetic literatures, and t hat "religion must inspire
nationality'"(43 ).

It must not be forgotten that Besant was a prinme nover in
the Home Rule nmovenent, and, in the years preceding her
Theosophi cal phase, a canpaigner for wonen's suffrage in her own
country. The significant positions occupied by women in the
Theosophi cal movement--some  Of them already politically
experienced in other struggles—probably accounted for the easy
acceptance of these and other wonmen as contributors to the
nati onal i st cause,” Besant's casual use of fenale images to
underscore her point about the nation coming into its own is a
sign of the pivotal roles played by women in sustaining
Theosophi cal ideology: "Deep in the heart of India' s daughters

arose the Mother's Voice, calling on themto help her arise, and
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be once nore mistress in her own household" (India 205). The
ideology in turn endorsed the efforts of women who participated
in cultural-i: ttionalist programes, valuing these contributions
equally with the contributions of people doing nore straight-
forwardly political work. In this sense the Theosophical
movenent, though it used a vocabulary and a scale of val ues very
far removed from those current fenminism identifies wth,
anticipated the contenporary femnist concern wth cultural
production as a site of social change.

For the Theosophical Society in Annie Besant’s tine,
putting together the fragnments of India's racial menory was not
just an assertion of internal historical continuities. Since the
fundanmental intention of the Society was still to "bind East and
West together in partnership,” resurgent India would also have
to, ultimately, give an account of itself to the world at |arge.
What ever projects Theosophists took up in the fields of
literature and art, they had to keep in mnd this task of
defining and projecting 'universal' values--especially universal
spiritual values—towards an eventual renewal of the entire
gl obe, through the universal dissenmi nation of these values. This
basic requirenent had, as | wll show, inportant consequences
for the aesthetic that grew out of Theosophical doctrine.

In a panphlet on "The Future Devel opnent of the
Theosophical Society," G 'S. Arundale (Rukmini Devi's husband)
refers to four interpretations of Theosophy that had becone
current by his time: Blavatsky and O cott's 'cosnic w sdom ;
Besant’s 'will and activity'; Leadbeater's ‘'larger science’ and
J. Krishnanmurti's tindividual uni queness and sel f-

sufficiency'(2). The fifth interpretation, "Theosophy in its



193

aspect of Beauty, through the great arts," he says, is about to

become the new focus of the nobvement in Madras. "The Beauty
Aspect of Life will be nuch nmore definitely stressed," he
declares (3). He names the person who will enbody this aspect

from that point onwards: Rukmini Devi .

Arundale’s strenuous efforts to yoke Theosophy and Beauty
t oget her bespeak his awareness that Rukmini Devi's efforts were
being nade in a hostile environment. He ventures to think that
"only those who are well acquainted with the science of
Theosophy are in a position to perceive the nature of those
essential principles of colour, of sound, and of form which
constitute the root-being of evolving life" ("The Future
Devel opnment" 4). Theosophy’s service to Beauty would be repaid
with interest when "public work” on the fifth interpretation, to
be undertaken by Rukmini Devi, began in earnest: "“This will be
a new formof that which is essentially Theosophical propaganda,
a formso far neglected anobng us, to the very definite detriment
of our work of winning the world to Theosophy" (7).

The Beauty Aspect, though it did not get special considera-
tion before the advent of Rukmini Devi, was not altogether
negl ected by her predecessors. Besant herself encouraged the
pursuit of the arts and Eleanor Elder nmade the first
experiments, in the 1910s, with the actual bodying forth of
Theosophi cal ideology in drama and dance. Elder, a nermber of the
Theosophical Society and a friend and nmentor of Rukmini’s, was
associated with a group called the Arts League of Service, which
sought to make art accessible to the poor. Elder is a crucial
figure in this history because besides directing performances at

Adyar of a kind of hybrid 'Geek' dance, a la Duncan, she also
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wote what nmay be considered the nanifesto of nationalist
(artistic) reformof sadir.

El der's experinents in choreography were carried out in the
light of a firmconviccion that the world in general was in the
grip of a conflict between the 'vulgar' and 'ugly,' on the one
hand, and Beauty on the other. It was the business of cultured
people to tip the scales in favour of the former. No sphere was
organi sed in such defiance of Beauty as that of the education of
children; physical cultivation, in particular, was neglected:
"Think of a world in which every child went through ... a
school ... where the art of expression in colour, sound, and form
was taught as a matter of course; would the future generations
be content with the ugly world nost of us live in?" (El der 13).

El der drew on ideas about physical «culture that were
general Theosophical currency in Besant’s tinme, and contributed
in her turn to the establishment of the norns that noul ded the
aesthetic which went with Theosophical doctrine and influenced
Rukmini Devi. These nornms had to do with the physique of the
dancer and with the artistic (or religious) ainms of dance in
general.

El der's ideal of physical beauty nay appear strange to a
generation that has grown accustoned to nuscle-bound nale
heroes. It required a genteel sort of cultivation of the body,
with "no abnormal devel opnent of the muscles, or any straining
of the laws of nature" (2). Wiile undesirable and excessive
nmuscul ature was associated in Elder's mind with the requirenments

of western ballet, underdevelopment was the besetting sin of the

wor ki ng-cl ass body. The working-class, in Elder's opinion,

believed that physical degeneration was good for the soul.
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"Perhaps the appalling joy and pride taken in sickness and
di sease by the lower classes," she suggests, "is arelic of this
teaching"(12).

What ever Elder's precise standards of excellence for the
human franme were, they precluded synpathy for the dance of the
devadasis. When she turns her attention to Indian dance and
considers the possibility of its revival, she deplores the

practice of these ‘vulgar’ representatives of the arts:

The remants of the true art of the Natya
Sastras are only to be seen in a debased
form nowadays in the nautch, and here again
it is becomng Westernised. It is a tragedy
indeed that such an art should be allowed
to die out and it is to be hoped that
Indian artists ... wll cone forward and
take up the subject seriously before it is

too late (27).

"It is not possible to go to the nautch for assistance in a
revival of the old religious Natya of India," Elder states, "the
system nust be built up afresh" (27-28). She nentions the
sources that will supply the material for this revival of dance:
the sastras and scul pture, those synbols of the unbroken and
‘pure® tradition Rukmini Devi was to draw on in preference to
the sampradaya (the living practice or traditions) of sadir. The
investigation of Indian sculpture is to be undertaken on the
lines of I|sadora and Peter Duncan's quest for visual inmages in
G eek sculpture. And the nmention of the sastras |eads, by an

associ ation by now alnost natural, to the inevitable reference



196
to the ancient glory of the form "...if we go to the Natya
Sastras, we read there that dancing is of divine origin, and
that in ancient days it was held to be akin to Yoga" (27).

El der was conscious of clearing the path for the future
reform of the dance. The messiah, the one who would actually
take on this task, was yet to appear; but her pedigree, her
strategies and her role in the freedom struggle were dimy

presaged in the witing of the forerunner:

To create a system of |ndian National Dance
Drama from the study of these works [the
sastras] and that of |Indian scul pture and
music, is a great work which awaits sone
skilled artist to take it wup. It nmust be
created by an Indian, and be truly
expressive of Indian life and character;
and it is now that it is needed, when fresh
life is pouring into the Nation through its
spiritual and educational awakening, and it
may be through drama and this sacred art
[that] India will find a nmeans of

delivering her nmessage to the world. (28)

The hour produced the woman, and she did not make her
advent w thout fanfare. Strikingly lovely in appearance and
inclined to take her Theosophy very seriously, Rukmini Devi
became synonynmous with the cultural anbitions of the Society in
Madras. Her mentors and friends could not speak of Beauty in the
abstract any more--could not think about 'the Beauty Aspect' —

wi thout inmmediately invoking its personification in Ruknini
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Devi. It was plain from the beginning that Beauty was to be her

portfolio:

I make ... no apology for bearing what T
regard as an entirely unbiassed, eager and
nmost grateful testinony to the beauty which
radiates from Rukmini, and | know that
there are very many others whose testinony

will be no |less whol ehearted. (Arundale, A

Fragment 30-31)

Thus George Arundale. A nore detailed and exact description
of this 'beauty' that ermanated from Rukmini Devi is not
forthcom ng at this stage; indeed, this beauty never actually
finds verbal correlatives in the witings of her followers, but
an unspoken aesthetic comes to be associated with her presence
and her performances as the years pass. The novelty of this
aesthetic becomes obvi ous when one considers how nuch di scursive
Jjustification it seened to require.

The young star was carefully groomed to take over the

Beauty department by George Arundal e anong ot hers; but the nopst

inportant influence was Annie Besant herself. In an interview
given towards the end of her life, Rukmini Devi recalled
Besant's charismatic presence: "She gave nme the real

under st andi ng of |ndia because at that tinme young people used to
think that everything in the West was superior. She nade nme feel
the other way. | discovered India partly through her." ("Rukm ni
Devi on Her Life and Art," 59). Elder's influence is also
obvious in the actual nmoves Rukmini Devi made towards the

renewal of sadir. And James H. Cousins, art historian and
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t heosophi st, appears to have been the person who "nooted the
idea that she start an institution, where Bharata Natya woul d be
taught, in the purified and refined way in which she was
presenting it herself" (Sarada, 37).

Rukmini studied the art of sadir from isai vellalar
teachers including the redoubtabl e Pandanal | ur Meenakshisundaram
Pillai and Ml apore Gowi Ammal, until she was prepared to
perform in public. She appears to have presented recitals to
small and intinate audiences to begin with. However, the fifth
interpretation of Theosophy formally began, as George Arundal e
wote, "in Adyar on March 15th 1936, when Shrimati Rukmini Devi
gave a public Classical Recital of Indian Dancing before a very
| arge and di stingui shed audi ence” ("The Future Devel opment™” 18).

For a brahmin woman to performsadir in the 1930s was, of

course, extravagantly daring. Before she could harness the
prestige of her own caste position to the dance form Rukm ni
and her supporters had to fight off the opinion that she was
stooping, that she had lost caste. The sensation of incurring
the wwath of the orthodox was not new to her: she had already
been sufficiently non-conformist to marry a foreigner nuch ol der
than herself, which had occasioned a mnor scandal in her
circles. The factors that worked imediately in her favour nust
be noted here; the rest of the story is about her gradual
reshaping of the form itself wuntil it has become, in the
present, quite the thing with which young brahmin girls occupy
their tinme.

The factor that nost obviously hel ped create support for
Rukmini Devi's project was her position and her husband's in the

Theosophical Society. As President of the Society after Besant's
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death, and as a canpaigner for India' s spiritual regeneration
and freedom GCeorge Arundale had a fairly extensive and |oyal
following, especially anong the brahmin intelligentsia. Sarada
(an old associate of Rukmini bvevi’s and one of the older
teachers at Kal akshetra) observes that many brahmins attended
Rukmini’s performances because George Arundale "had worked
tirelessly for national education and India's liberation from
the British" by spreading the nessage that "a revival of
Bhar at anat yam based on religion and spirituality would help the
regeneration of India" (43-44).

At Rukmini Devi's debut, the changes on the 'religion and
spirituality’ theme were rung wth a thoroughness truly
befitting the place and the occasion. George Arundal e asserted
that such recitals would serve Theosophy: the "dianmond of
Theosophy" (it was the year of the Society's Dianmond Jubil ee)
would shine in all its facets. Rukm ni Devi herself pointed out
that dance recitals would serve the Nation: "Unless India |earns
once nore to reverence her own splendid standards in the Arts,
neither will she be worthy of Swaraj, nor will she be able to
take her rightful place anmong the nations of the world"
("Theosophy as Beauty" 27). The splendid standards, which had
their place in religious life in antiquity, had--Rukmni Devi
implied--all but been forgotten for centuries and were finally
bei ng reinstated:

In Ancient |India, the Arts were

incarnations of Divine Truths. |Inevitably,
as the centuries passed, the Arts have
tended to lose their link wth their

ensouling realities, though by no neans to
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the same extent as has been the case with
their western counterparts since western
Arts | ost their religious idealism

(Arundal e, "The Future Devel opnent" 6)

The 1long historical interlude during which the devadasis
consi dered themsel ves the 'guardians' of the arts does not, of
course, bear nention in that sensitive situation; nor, in
subsequent years, does the discourse widely associated with
Kalakshetra and its graduates acknowl edge the debt to these
artistic predecessors.

George Arundal e's el oquence on the occasions when Rukm ni
Devi performed (the Madras brahmin always had a weakness for
English) was clearly a crowd-pulling feature. Anmpong Sarada's
menories of the bliss of that particular dawn, his ‘chaste
English' as especially indelible.

Rukmini's caste position was undoubtedly a recommendation
of her art. Reviews of and articles on her perfornmances
sonetimes nmentioned her caste and at other times nmade oblique or
metonymic references to her 'culture and education'; but clearly
the cultural capital she possessed, by birth, was being invested
in the transformation of the dance. A review (in The Hindu) of
the 1936 performance is a typical instance of the appreciation
of this investment, and an early exanple of the confusion of
aesthetic ~categories and caste position that was to be

naturalized in bharatanatyam criticism

The occasion was notable as marking the
public debut of an educated and cultured

| ady outside the professional ranks, whose
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disinterested love of a great art has |ed
her to study its ... technique, and to
attenpt ... the difficult and delicate task
of portraying enotions through gesture and
expression.... (qtd. in Arundal e, "The

Future Devel opment” 21-22)

A whol e new vocabul ary --of 'delicacy' and 'disinterested
love of the art’--was in the making in this kind of criticism
a vocabulary which was clearly distinct from the one used to

describe the sadir recitals of the now despised ‘professional

ranks,' the devadasis. Evidently much could be overlooked,
forgiven or reinterpreted in the public appearance of a brahmn
wonman who was, to put it crudely, not getting any noney for her
"service.' As Margaret Cousins, theosophist and co-founder (with
Besant) of the Wonmen's India Association, expressed it:

The dance recitals of Shrimati Rukmini Devi

of Madras are a spiritual experience. She

is an exponent of genius of the ancient art

of Bharata Natya and has nade it her

dedi cated service of renascent India to

restore the joy of the dancing God Nataraja

to the life of the Indian people. Herself a

Brahmin and the wife of the President of

the Theosophi cal Society, a woman of nuch

travel and culture, she has raised the

whol e at nospher e, envi ronnent and

reputation of the public performance of

nmusic and dance by young women.(Indian

Womanhood Today 107-08)
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The worthy George Arundale’s own review of Rukmini’s maiden
performance exenplifies, better than any ot her piece of witing,
the peculiar running together of high seriousness and social

snobbery that acconpanied the t.ansmogrification Of sadir:

The theme of the dance recital was an
enot i onal interpretation of t he
aspirational outpourings of the Soul, and
an ecstatic 1identification of these wth
the very Soul of the Universe itself.

Every novement, every gesture, every pose,
each song, expressed an aspect of such
union so that the whole Dance became a
synbol of a Soul's Awakening to its
Divinity.... The Mayor of Madras, a nunber
of His Majesty's Judges of the High Court,
and many other leading citizens, both of
Madras and other cities were present at the

Recital. ("The Future Devel opnent" 19-20)

In the throes of passionate advocacy, Arundale is touchingly
unconsci ous of the subline absurdity of the fact that the ‘Mayor
of Madras’ found it convenient to witness and approve the
"Soul s Awakening.' In the subsequent discourse generated by the
Internati onal Acadeny of the Arts (RukminiDevi's 'institute'),
soon to becone Kal akshetra, the blending of paeans to divinity
and attention to soul -naking on the one hand with a finicky care
for social status on the other becones so standard that the
bat hos ceases to be noticeable. Dance is finding its place in

upper-caste culture.
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Rukmini’s Versi on of Bharatanatyam:
Theory and Practice

It must be remenbered that what appears on the surface to
be a counter-canpaign to the anti-nautch movement--Rukmini
Devi's attenmpt to revive the dance--was actually founded on the
same assunptions as those of the nationalist reforners. The
manoeuvres that Rukmini Devi and E. Krishna lyer (especially the
former) went through in the course of harnessing sadir to
nationalism are central to mnmy study because they were npost
directly involved in the definition of both the new aesthetic
and the subjectivity of the class/caste that was to inherit the
col oni zers' power. The vectors that converged to shape the
aesthetic of bharatanatyam. and to create a discourse about it,
included, then: 1) the vindication of ‘'national' «culture,
figured in Rukmini Devi's discourse as high art devoted to
spiritual uplift; 2) the transformation of a sacred tenpl e-based
pre-modern art into a secular, nopdern one, at home on the
prosceniumstage; 3) and, of inmediate inport, the justification
of the use of sadir for the education of upper-caste girls from
'respectable’ famlies.

No | ess a personage than George Arundal e held that "the art
work of Rukmini Devi was for the welfare of India. The work
would advance the enancipation of our Nation" (cited in
Vi swanathan 5). He asserts that she is "arousing India to a
remenbrance of her past greatness and is helping her to tread a
new way of unfoldment" ("Introduction" 1). The affiliation with
cultural nationalism is indicated by a two-step process.
Firstly, India is unvaryingly represented as the birthplace and

home of a ‘pure’ spirituality, which extends into the arts:
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"India is the very honme of the great and spiritual” (Rukmni
Devi, Wonman as Artist 8); or: "W nust show the spiritual aspect
in the dance, because all our arts in India are spiritual, and

if dance is not spiritual. it is not Art at all, and it is not

Indian either" (Rukm ni Devi, "On Understanding Bharata Natya"
25; enphasis added). Secondly, certain special people (brahm ns,
the elite, the 'pure') were privileged to enbody this spirit of
ancient India in the present, and the glorious task of restoring
the (straying) arts to their former spiritually elevated status
was rightfully theirs. And this task would help reeducate not
only the nation, but entire continents, for "there is no barrier
of nationality when greatness and beauty conme into the world"

(Rukm ni Devi, The Message of Beauty 13-14).

The formess ‘'spirituality' Rukmini Devi was invoking
obviously referred to an orientalist or Christian outsider's
view of what a religious attitude ought to be rather than to any
recogni zable Hindu reality. The notion that the dance once
represented, and ought once again to represent, ascesis and
self-denial rather than eroticism or plenitude probably arose
out of a European m sunderstanding of the devadasi tradition
that goes as far back as the thirteenth century A.D. In Marco
Pol o' s description of his travels along the Coromandel coast, in
1298, he nmentions the 'consecrated danmsels' who dance in
"certain abbeys," "before the idol[s] with great festivity." As
Partha Mtter notes, this led to an illustration for Lie Livre
Des Merveilles. called "Danse des Servantes ou Esclaves des
Di eux," probably executed by the Boucicault Master in the early
fifteenth century; in keeping with the convention of ‘schematic’

Painting (with no attenpt at realismor accuracy), the devadasis
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were visually transformed into nuns, conplete with head-dress
(Mtter 3-4). Europeans travelling to India--and no doubt Annie
Besant, who bequeathed to her followers a mythology of a pure
and spiritual past for the devauasis, was one of these--were apt
to arrive with sonmewhat confused inmmges and expectations.

VWhat ever the origin of the nyth of the devadasis' erstwhile
asceticism it led Rukmini Devi to announce inmnent global
transformation following the revival of the true and original
spirit of bharatanatyam Evidently, her ‘'art work' was no
mundane activisnm it was a crusade, a mission to the world, the
dawn of a new era. So we understand from Rukm ni Devi's account
of the launching of Kalakshetra: "There was an atnosphere in
those days... of a great pioneering spirit. There was a feeling
that we were on the verge of some new revelation, sonme new
spirit that was to be born again in the world" (gqtd. in Ramani,
11). She has grandiose visions of what will conme to pass: "W
cannot fully react to beauty unless those who are leaders in the
life of the nations react to art and appreciate art.... W nust
once nore bring into the world the true religious spirit that

goes hand in hand with art" (The Message of Beauty 8). She waxes

poet ic:

I hold that India can teach the world that
the true Dance is an art which, like the
white light of the Sun, draws into itself
the rainbow of other arts, and which as an
art can be one of the greatest achievenents

of humanity. (Dance and Misic 8)

Inbrief, as George Arundal e nodestly put the case: "lIndia, as
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we not only hope and believe but are certain, wll renew the
world and Kal akshetra shall be a force in the renewal, not
nerely of India, but of the whole world..."

The consciousness of a ‘renewal’ in the offing |ends

urgency to the project of reshaping the aesthetic of sadir. with

two potential audiences in nmind: the indigenous brahmn
intellingentsia and t he i nternational constituency of
Theosophi sts, connoisseurs and ‘humanists’ of every stanp. In
actuality, this audience was not very |arge, art being
extraneous to bourgeois society in away artists or craftspeople
of an earlier age, sustained by the ~cosmic or ritual
significance of their work, could scarcely have believed
possi bl e. The talking into being of bharatanatyam. in a | anguage
of interiority and inwardness ('spirituality,' ‘'art for art's
sake') on the one hand, and of mllenarian 'world-renewal' on
the other, was at one |level nmerely nervous conpensation for the
sheer expendability  of this form But the renovat ed
verbalization of the ends of the dance form also signalled a
fact about the new audi ence for the dance: the fact that it was

a mixed or cosnopolitan audience.

The quest for a viable 'nodernity' for art forms in
general, as Geeta Kapur points out, led Indian artists to
negoti ate between the idea of national self-determ nation and
the need to speak a wuniversal or international artistic

B yn Rukmini Devi's case, it is evident that such a

language.
negotiati on was made doubly necessary, since in addition to a
search for a 'modern' |anguage of dance, she had put dance on
the agenda of the Theosophical Society, which already had a

Phi | osophi cal investnent in a judicious adm xture of nationalism
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and internationalism
I have mentioned, above, the lectures and sernons at the
Theosophi cal Soci ety (part of t he ‘theory’' in which
bharatanatsam grounded itself) that helped create an audience
for the new aesthetic. What needs elaboration, however, is
Rukmini Devi's own version of evangelical aesthetics, her
contribution to the ‘theory’ that framed the practice of the new
style: a discourse touching on the interests that her two kinds
of audi ence had in comon, which served to align themw th each
other as putative consunmers of bharatanatyvam. Rukmini’s version
of Beauty, though it does not deviate in any great neasure from
the well-established Theosophical pattern, demands cl oser
anal ysis, since it is inextricable fromher practice, and since
it offers insights into her reasons for nodifying specific
aspects of sadir.

As | remarked in the context of Devi the Dancer, this

aesthetic distinguishes itself by the singular inchoateness and
generality of its term nol ogy; words |ike ‘Beauty’ or
"Spirituality' are flourished in the air without any clearly
identifiable referents. The vocabulary that Rukmini Devi's
adherents bequeathed to witers, performers and teachers is
mystically evocative rather than descriptive; it is quite unlike
the precise technical terns dance gurus of an ol der generation,
for instance, wused, in order to signal their demands to
students, or to the vocabul ary of everyday aesthetic enjoynent.
For instance, in a statement such as the following: "In ancient

India, as can be seen through a study of the classic books. the

dance had the hi ghest conception of beauty" (Rukmini Devi, Dance

and Music 2), nost elements are open to free interpretation,
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since there is no attenpt to specify any of them how far back
is ‘'ancient’? \WWat are the names of the 'classic books'? What
m ght the 'highest conception' represent? And ‘beauty,’ that
trademark of Kal akshetra discourse--what are its actual visual
or auditory manifestations?

"What is beauty?" Rukmini Devi asks, rhetorically, on
anot her occasion. |s the word--one wonders--about to acquire
material or conceptual content at |ast? The answer, as it turns
out, leaves us no nore enlightened than before: "It is the

mani festation of the Divine...in all things" (The Message of

Beauty 1) . Confusion is further confounded: "W have to learn
nore and nore of the beautiful .... Mriads of ugly things
exist, but these will go as we learn to react to beauty
perfectly" (8). Beauty is self-evident inthis discourse; or, at
any rate, the best people have unmediated access to it, and will
educate the rest of the world.

G ven that many Indian 'classic texts' tend to be exact in
their descriptive detail, whether they are invoking conventi onal
typologies or affective states, they are obviously not the
sources of Rukmini's aesthetic jargon. B Her terninol ogy is
puzzling, wuntil one reflects that it is in fact the free-
floating quality of such descriptions of the new aesthetic that
hel ps decontextualize sadir, legitimzing its transfer from
locality-based traditions into a universalist aesthetic paradi gm

(a section of the booklet The Message of Beauty to Civilization

is subtitled "No Nationalism in Beauty"). The aesthetic of
bharatanatyvam, precisely because it is heralded by, and hedged
around with, this abstract, universally resonant, inauthentic

term nol ogy, answers the call of nodernity on the one hand
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(since it was presumably nmade intelligible, by non-referential,
non-culture-specificterns |like ‘beauty’ or ‘classic’ to a m xed
or even an exclusively international audience, not just, or not
at all, to traditional connoisseurs) and of nationalism on the
other (since India was to be identified with her spiritual/
mystical past). As Amrit Srinivasan observes: "The re-classifi-
cation of regional, artistic traditions wthin a unique
territorially-defined framework of unity was now proposed in
terns of spiritual and civilisational advantages of |ndian and
eastern phil osophies and techni ques" (1874).

The verbal transformation of the relevant aesthetic
vocabulary had its parallel in a process of standardization
which pieced bharatanatyam together out of fragments gathered
fromgeographically scattered styles of dancing. Styles of sadir
were defined according to locale (the Pandanallur style, the
Vazhuvoor style, and so on); a rich variety of perform ng nodes
had acquired, by the nineteenth century, distinctive and
territory-specific characteristics, some considered unique and
sone nore prestigious than others.

The slow rhythns of <cross-fertilization and exchange
between these styles gave way, in the period of the brahmn
takeover, to the abrupt disturbance and accel eration that marked
the advent of the universal nmpdern: grossly undiscriminating
hands rummaged through finely nuanced regional forns, selecting
a theme here and a novement there, to produce the hegenonic
version of bharatanatyam The paradoxical consequence of the
col l apsing into each other of different dance styles, and of the
reshaping of the form given the need to di savow of the viol ence

of this process, is the protection of the new hybrid form from
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"degenerative' influences that threaten its (postulated) purity
and classicism The nuseum of dance claims to house "the
various dance and theatrical styles .. . as part of some long
lost, common, pan-Indian tradition rather than as diverse
expressive fornms tied to unique systems of thought" (Puri 22).
The adaptation of sadir to serve Beauty and Nation exacted

a price: its dissociation from the menmory of its npst recent
performers and its teachers, the devadasis and the nattuvanars.

Before sadir could enter upper-caste consciousness as a formfit

for well-brought-up young wonen to practise, before it could be
claimed as national heritage, it had to be washed clean of the
stain of its association with the devadasis., a delicate

operation. Rukmini Devi writes:

VWhat | wanted to prove was that what was
wong was not the dance itself but the
circumstances surrounding it and what

peopl e had done with it. So |I tried in nmany

ways to reformit, to cleanit.... But when
| say 'clean it, ' | do not nean that the
dance was unclean--I considered it like a

great jewel which had been encrusted by
dirt.... The only thing that was needed was
to remove what did not belong to it, to
reveal the beauty of the jewel itself.

(gtd. in Ramani 11)

Wien Rukmini Devi and her supporters had done with the form
both theoretically and practically, it was transfigured; the

typical performer was no |longer the ‘professional’ from the
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devadasi ‘'ranks,' but the 'artiste' of niddle-class brahmn
origins. The noves by which this was acconplished, considered
bel ow, may be seen as representing a ferociously focused attenpt
to put as nuch distance as possible, in every detail of its
practice, between bharatanatyam and the devadasi tradition.

The practice of sadir involved the knitting together of a

conmuni ty- based organi zation, locality-based aesthetic codes, a
ritually derived semiosis, and individual perform ng bodies and
selves. The devadasis traced their personal and artistic
ancestry back several generations through wonmen relatives or
mal e gurus: the geneal ogy or paranparai was a source of great
pride to them For instance, Balasaraswati, in her Presidential
Address at the Music Acadeny in 1974, is at pains to acknow edge
her 1ineage:

Although it is known to nmany that ny

grandnot her's gr andnot her Kamakshiammal

danced and sang at the court of Tanjore, it

is inportant to point out that ny great-

grandnot her Sundarammal was a musician, as

were ny grandnother Dhanammal and ny

nmot her, Jayammal. ("Presidential Address”

15)

The living traditions or sampradayam of sadir that had been

handed down through the devadasis and their isai vellalar
teachers was definitely not what Rukmini Devi w shed to lay
claimto. At the same time, there was no cachet in presenting
bharatanatvam as a radically new art, since the proof of its
antiquity was its highest recomendation. The tension between

the claim to antiquity and the desire to blot out the isai
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vellallar interlude led Rukmini and her adherents to make
extraordinary clainms for her own creative vision, which allowed

her to be nore traditional than the devadasis, while virtually

eliding the large contributions nade by nattuvanars Iike
Meenakshisundaram Pillai and Chockalingam Pillai, kathakali
asans |ike Ambu Pani kkar and Chandu Pani kkar, devadasi
perforners |like Gowi Ammal, and nenbers of traditional
performing famlies |like Bharatam Natesa lyer to Kalakshetra's
basic repertoire.

One way of disavowing the connectionwith the isai vellalar
conmmunity was to claim that the repertoire was recreated
directly from the sastras. Thus even as Rukm ni Devi began to

learn the art from an isai vellalar natyacharya--perhaps the

greatest teacher in his generation, Pandanallur Meenakshi -
sundaram Pillai--she was invoking the textual authority of the
sastras for her practice, especially the authority of the 'Fifth
Veda,' the Natyasastra which, she says, is like an ocean. To
dance well it was not enough to learn the skills that the
devadasi s had mastered; the additional conponent of ‘knowledge’

is required,

a know edge not only of the books which in
India are wunique, but also a know edge of
great phil osophies, literature, poetry,
music and religion, a know edge by which
the mind transcends itself in the world of
wi sdom When this is achieved, Bharata
Natya is justified by the dancer...the
dance beconmes a Veda and the dancer a Yogi.

(Wnman as Artist 6)
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I'n an unprecedented nove, dance becones essentially an exercise
of the mental faculties rather than a practice of the body.
Mental training is traditionally the provenance of brahm n nmen;
but this catholic node of know ng, enconpassi ng “great
phil osophies, literature, poetry, nusic and religion," was the
peculiar territory of the English-educated, hunani st, universal
brahmin intellectual, a subject position open to fermale
occupation by the md twentieth century. This 'sanskritization'
of the art was extended into other areas, with the privileging,
at Kalakshetra, of practices like vegetarianism puja on stage
and so on.

Appealing to the authority of the Natyasastra Iled
i nperceptibly to the question of renaming the form Rukmini Devi
was anxious to claimcredit for this stroke of genius, and sone
of her associates give it to her, in defiance of the evidence of
the dates (see the section on the Misic Acadeny above). Sarada
notes in her docunentary study of Kalakshetra that "[it] was
Rukmi ni  Devi who first called this dance Bharata Natya as it
originated from the great sage Bharata" (43). Rukmini herself
wites: "This name f sadir kutcheril had its own associations
because of which | preferred to call my recitals Bharata Natya
recitals" ("Bharata Natya Sastra" 24).

Even the sastras were not, in this discourse, specific in
their reference: a vague gesture towards the ‘sacred texts'
usually sufficed to include all kinds of texts, whether
myt hol ogi cal narratives or treatises on dance, dramaturgy,
"aesthetics' and ritual. If the word sastra denoted the
Natvasastra, it would be easy to show how spurious the textual

authority for ‘*gpiritual’ dancing was; because while this text
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specifies t he details of invocation, realization and
presentation of nythic narratives in the ritually appropriate
framework, it does not make any claims for the spirituality of
this exercise. It is, on the contrary, a wholly practical
manual , concerned with effective dramaturgy (which is not, of
course, to be interpreted as ‘realism,’ but as successful
enactnent of the narrative, the bringing-into-being of its
experience, which then enabled the enjoynent of rasa). As
Angel i ka Heckel notes: "The relationship with the world and its
hi story, and not with something other-worldly, is that in which
and out of which theatre and rasa takes place--according to the
description offered by the Natyashastra" (41).

What ever the actual content of the word ‘sastra,’ it served
Rukmini Devi and her followers as a trope for the direct
connection between the revived dance and antiquity, a
connection, noreover, that bypassed the entire history of sadir.
The manoeuvre is, of course, remniscent of the hypostatization
of the Vedic past, the Golden Age, by the Orientalists in India;
the unspoken intention in this case was to legitinmze a class's
hegenonic power through a particular appropriation of that
invented past. One of the effects of this understanding of the
dance's history is the bharatanatyam dancer's peculiar inability
to address the present in any way in her dance: unlike in the
i nstance of, say, Indian painting, the very entry into nodernity
was achi eved through a denial of that nodernity, a disavowal of
all historicity and an evocation of a tineless present that was
never really there.?? The entry into nmodernity was to be

effected, then, not through a consciousness of the historical

development of the dance: but by the consciousness of its
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historic (cultural) role in the present, as a conponent in the
nationalist struggle. The project of dance, in this context,
like that of the other arts, was to "[materialize]... the idea
of a golden past and then [to induct] this into a national
project" (Kapur, "Ravi Varma" 59).

The ideal ground on which to work this project was, of
course, Hindu nythology; the product was the well-known
dance-drama, a staple element of Kalakshetra’s repertoire. The
narrative drama fulfilled cultural-nationalist requirenments
excellently well: it ' br ought alive' India's past in
stage-events that aroused national pride (in the spiritual
tradition it brought to mind) but, in the Kalakshetra version,
also signalled its own nodernity by an unprecedented snpothness
of presentation. As CGeorge Arundal e wote: "W hope to encourage
Indian artists to wite plays enbodying Indian themes, full of
inspiration and beauty, and we shall hope to produce themon the
nost nodern scientific principles of production® ("The Future
Devel opment" 38-39). The golden past and the revolutionary
present were thus connected up not only by the appeal to high
textuality, but also by this work of bodying forth nythol ogical
narratives in the new form-the dance-dramm--adapted for the
pur pose. "According to Sarada Hoffman [an associate of
Rukmini’s], Rukmini Devi had a lot of young people to work with
and she thought that, by involving them in artistic activity
such as producing these elevating stories, the public could get
sone notivation, sonme inspiration to cultivate bhakti in their
lives" ( Ramnarayan, "Rukmini Devi" 32). A sanple of the dance-

dramas Kal akshetra produced after the Tirukutrala Kuravanii

(1944), its first venture: Kalidasa' s Kumarasambhavam ( 1947),
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Seeta Swavamvaram (1954), Usha Parinayam (1959), Maha

Pat t abhi shekam (1970).

The initial construction, at Kalakshetra, of a fornal
vehicle for the popularization of elevating mythol ogical
stories, is a typical instance of the interaction between
Rukmini’s school and traditional teachers of dance, and of the
subsequent disavowal of this interaction in statenents that
attribute the success of the project alnost entirely to Rukmi ni
Devi. Discussions by Kalakshetra artistes of the influences
under which the dance-dramas were produced frequently raise the
guestion on which everything seems to hinge: who is to have the
credit for these productions? The tension between ideology
(genius-at-work, creation ex nihilo) and practice (first,
reconstruction of what was available and then transformation of
it in accordance with Rukmini Devi's notions of good taste),
while it is belied by the bland self-gratulation of Kal akshetra
veterans of this period, surfaces in the very persistence with
which this question is addressed.

The antecedents of the cel ebrated Kal akshetra dance-dramas
are probably to be sought in tw phenonmena: the amateur
productions of the Theosophical Society, English plays on Indian
thenes performed for a cosnopolitan audi ence; and place-based

traditions of nythological drama |like the Bhagavata Mela

tradition of Melattur. The broad vision that aninmated Rukm ni
Devi's dance-dramas may be traced back to the kind of west-
influenced subjectivity that produced Bheeshma and Edwin

Arnold's The Light of Asia in English for the edificication of

the Theosophi sts. El eanor Elder's experinents, and her

suggestion that it would be "through drama and this sacred art
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[of dance] that India will find a means of delivering her
message to the world" (28) hover in the background, as do
El der's injunctions on taste. The actual repertoire of nmovenent,
as anyone who has choreographed a dance woul d know, could not be
conjured up out of the void: this, it would seem was provided
by the Nattuvanar teachers, the Kathakali perforners, the
Melattur artistes and other masters  of al ready extant
traditional nodes of dramatic presentation and of gestural
vocabul ari es. The records of the choreographing, especially, of
the early dance-dramas of Kalakshetra obliquely suggest the
centrality of the contributions by these teachers to Rukmini

Devi's style.

But the very idea of 'choreography,’ the individual's
visualization of how a dramatic performance will [look or be
organi zed, is, of course, entirely new in Indian dance:

traditional theatrical presentations developed partly through
accretion, partly through the dictates of ritual enactnent, and
bore no signatures. Wat Rukmini Devi added to the material she
gathered from these traditional sources was a sort of
rationalizing vision. Al those elenents of the older styles
that |ooked out of place on the proscenium stage were weeded
out: acting in the round, wth nusicians wal king behind the
dancers, the lack of a fixed perspective that identified the
space of 'the audience,' casual, informal and interrupted
Presentations. Costumes were redesigned according to the
requirements of 'taste,' or to suit the bodies of individual
performers; Nusic was conmissioned from expert vidwans |ike K
Krishnamacharier, Papanasam Sivan, Msore Vasudevachariar and

Tiger Varadachariar; the choreography was nade nore synmmetri cal
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in its detail; the duration of each performance was cut down
drastically. ‘'Taste’ was of the essence: there is nothing here
of the narrative and visual mess, the garish costunming, the
haphazard |ighting, the randomand repeti*tive novement, and all
the other el ements, anomal ous to an eye accustoned to the finish
of western ballet, that typified indigenous narrative theatre,
whet her it was the therukoothu or the bhagavata mela.

The art of ‘polishing’” for a cosnopolitan audience
productions that had existed in regionally defined forns for
many decades was acquired at the Theosophical Society. Rukmini
Devi, however, is canonized for far nore than co-ordinating or
addi ng finishing touches to the Kalakshetra dance-dramas. As Dr.
Janmes Cousins wote in Swatantra in 1946, of the Kal akshetra

production of Tirukutrala Kuravaniji, its first dance-drama:

the rescuing from oblivion of a long
forgotten work... would itself be an event

of much inmportance to Tami| schol arship.
But the artistic eye of Srimati Rukmi ni
Devi saw the possibility of the revival of

the forgotten dance-drama, not in the sense

of putting new wine into old bottles, for

no vestige of the exhilarating el enents of

musi ¢ or dance remained: nor in the sense

of putting old wine into new bottles for no

nodern dance or nusic had any affinity with

the old Tanmi| verses. ... [ But ] the result

has been a first class demonstration of
what may be figuratively called artistic

reincarnation, through which the spirit of
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tradition finds new life. (qtd. in
Ramnarayan, "Rukmini Devi" 27; enphasis
mine)

The genre of dance-drama under discussion--the Kuravanii form--
was part of a living tradition, which Rukm ni herself had been
introduced to in Thanjavur by Meenakshisundaram Pillai. VWhile
Rukm ni probably deserves credit for bringing the formto the
metropolis and to the proscenium stage, the claim that she
virtually recreated it was untrue and arrogant; but such clainms
are frequently nmade, without any sign of enbarrassment, by
Kalakshetra acolytes. It was necessary to establish, for the
sake of Kalakshetra's continued hegenony, that Rukmini Devi had
a special ability to enbody the 'spirit of tradition'; the
operative word being, of course, ‘spirit,' since there were
rivals (like Balasaraswati or any of the isai vellalar teachers)
with an infinitely nore solid claimto enbody its form. Thus
Sarada  Hof f man: "' Rukmi ni Devi's dance-dramas are not
traditional in any literal sense. They are traditional in that
they carry the traditional spirit. W nust give credit to her
originality," (qtd. in Ramarayan "Rukmni Devi" 28). It is
instructive to contrast this talk of the 'spirit of tradition’
with the nmore literalist and more concrete definition of the
word by an isai vellalar teacher. Here is Mahalingam Pillai,

asked by an interviewer what he thought of 'tradition':

Tradition has as nmuch to do wth
mai ntaining the quality of the art-form as
it has to do with its core values and

substance. For exanple, in Bharatanatyam
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the upper torso should be kept in a static

position, the body should not be subjected

to undue novenment, and the sthayi for

abhi naya should be mmintained. ...

11).

(Krishna,

The construction of a subsequent (projected) dance-drama in

the bhagavata mela style hints at the nultitude of never quite

acknow edged contributors:

As a first step and as suggested by E.

Krishna lyer, Rukmini Devi invited Balu

Bhagavatar, who was the |eading perforner

of Bhagavata Mela... at Melattur and

Saliamangalam... to conme to Kal akshetra.

Kal yani Ammal, daughter of Bharatam Natesa

lyer, one of the traditional Bhagavatars

also came to help.... music for sone
[lyrics] was conposed by Tur ayyur
Raj agopal a Sarma. Sarada herself put in a
great effort .... But all aspects were
gui ded and supervised by Rukmini Devi who

herself introduced changes such

as the

cutting down of the nunber of Tiraiseelai-s

or hand-held curtains used for the entrance

of characters because they interfered with

the smooth flow of dramatic presentation.

(Ramnarayan, " Rukmini Devi" 31)

Among the nodernizing noves nmade in

taste' was, crucially, the reinventing of

the interests of

the dance costune.
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The old costunes carried the nmarks of the devadasi's history:
they were sonetinmes in organza, sonetinmes in some other
di aphanous material like nuslin, and worn over (usually satin)
pyj amas—accreti ons, no doubt, of a colonially dom nated peri od.
Al this produced a look that was obviously not sufficiently
i ndi genous. "The traditional costune seened to ne to be too nuch
a m xture of styles" (Rukmini Devi, "Bharata Natya Sastra" 23).
The upper caste body of the bharatanatvam dancer had to appear
inattire that did not too closely resenble the devadasi’'s; yet
it had to look 'Indian' in a general sort of way, and be nade of
authentic material. To find a design for the new costune,
Rukmini Devi consulted tenmple scul pture. Presumably the nodels
were sonme of the few sculpted female figures that were not
sem -nude, since the result was a kind of pleated and shaped

pyjama-cum-sari executed in Kanjeevaram silk.

Gendering the Dancer's Body:
Bharatanatyam as Hone Econom cs
The hidden agendas of Rukmini Devi's aesthetic discourse
are, as | have noted, the suppression of the devadasi’'s role in
dance history and the underwiting of brahm n authority in the
sphere of culture. A particular kind of gendering was to help
pl ace the brahninical stanmp on the practice of bhararanatyam: it
would sinmultaneously assert the caste-identification and
determne the aesthetic conpulsions of the new form The ideal
female sensibility was defined in turn by these. Understandably,
in the circunstances, the devadasi comunity was the great
O her, the entity against which this definition took place:
whatever that conmunity represented, the femninity encoded in

the dance was to represent its very antithesis.
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I will return to the gendering of the dance and the dancer
through the thenmes | had marked as significant while discussing

Devi the Dancer: sexuality, npney and the aestheticism of art

for art's sake.

The devadasi’s body was the focus of a particular
conjunction of sexual desire, ritual functions, economc
transactions and ‘aesthetic’ codes--a conjunction which, as |
pointed out in the last chapter, the nodern upper caste
sensibility sinply could not stomach. Her body represented
desire in two ways: firstly by being publicly visible as a
vehicle of the dance; secondly by being privately available to
a man, even if only one particular man, outside marriage. To be
a woman, in the nodern upper caste ideology, was to repudia e
sexual desire, or at least to rewite it as something else~-G d,
Love, Conpani onship, Mtherhood: "The psychoaialyst says that
all love is fundamentally sex. Up to a poi..t he or she is right,
but has forgotten that all sex i; fundamentally...the power of
God in its physical as;ect" (Rukmini Devi, My Theosophy 9).
Rukmini Devi's at =mpt to erase the devadasi body from the
natio..’s menory starts by enphasizing the norms for a correct

(upp r caste) female sexuality:

Wman needs to know the sacred place of

sex. It is a vessel filled with divine life

and she may bring down this divine life
into ordinary life.... It is not sonething
to indulge in. It is sonething that we
shoul d approach with wor shi p, and

delicately. (The Message of Beauty 16)
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Not only nust wonen (specifically) deny, repress, or sinply not
have ‘vulgar’ desires, they nust in fact provide the

counterweight to (untrammelled) nale desire. This is their

‘civilizing role’ in the world; and they fail in this role when
they fail to wunderstand that "sex is one of the greatest
sacranments ... [that] is suprenely a matter for reverence....

Irreverence and vulgarity in relation to sex are nothing short

of bl aspheny and degradation" (Wnan as Artist 9-10).

Oddly enough, given her extensive neditations on the
‘spirituality’ of bharatanatvam, Rukmini Devi faniliarized her
public with the courtly repertoire of sadir rather than its
tenpl e-based practice. The latter, though it included lyrics of
an erotic nature, also enbodied the ritual functions of dance as
a way of bringing auspiciousness, warding off evil, or, on
festival days, enacting an event of special nythic significance:
functions irreducibly bound up with a pre-modern, culture-
specific sense of the sacred that was not translatable into the
nebul ous |anguage of ‘spirituality,’ and therefore of no
particular value to Rukmini Devi's project. Wuat she had to
modify, then, was the stage-format given to sadir by the four
brothers known as the Thanjavur Quartette. These brothers
(Chi nnai ah, Ponnai ah, Sivanandam and Vadivelu, court musicans
and dance teachers in the reign of the Maratha king Serfoji Il
[1798-1832]) had arranged the lyrics that nade up a recital in

a meani ngful sequence (from Alarippu to Tillana) that allowed

for the sustaining of audience interest as well as a full
exposition of the dancer's abilities.
What then, was to be done with the erotics of the court-

based repertoire--which placed Sringara or sexual love at the
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centre of its aesthetic—raditionally presented wth the
devadasi’s characteristic and wunashamed candour in matters
sexual ? The enphasis on Sringara. Rukmini Devi admts, was

enmbarrassing; therefore it entered the art--it nust have 'crept

in --when the spiritual guardians of the art were not | ooking,
i.e., when the devadasis had a nonopoly on its practice. "I had
definitely decided that the dance was essentially spiritual,"”
Rukm ni declares, "and | could not accept that it had gone away
from the true spirit of Bharata Natya. In the Sanchari Bhava
used in the varnanms and padams there was nuch that was
undesirable not only in the actual nmovenments and hastas but even
in the subtle abhinava. eye novenents, |lip novements etc."
("Bharata Natya Sastra" 22).

Being the kind of woman she was, Rukmini Devi did not I|et
enbarrassment daunt her; she set about studiously ‘cleaning’ the
art. The noves here were of three kinds: the replacenent of

Sringara with bhakti as the key enmption in bharatanatyam: the

om ssion or bowdlerization of padanms or varnans that delineated

erotic relationships; and the establishment of protocols about
what could be depicted on the stage, and how it could be
depicted.

"It was not difficult for ne to convince ny teacher,
Meenakshisundaram Pillai that | would not be able to learn such
an aspect [ sringaral and so ny dance took another turn and |
worked entirely for the spiritualisation of the art" ("Bharata
Natya Sastra" 22). sSringara is not wong in itself; but. it has
to know its place, she says: "There are certain types of pada-s

I have objected to. From one vidwan | learnt the old padam

Tamarasaksha... the languishing navika .... describes not only
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her |ove, but the whole process of physical contact and in
gestures at that! To depict such things is unthinkable to ne..."
(gtd. in Ramnarayan, "A Quest for Beauty" 73).

One may contrast all this soul-searching with the
untroubl ed acceptance of Sringara by a performer in the devadasi

tradition:

Sringara stands supreme in this range of
emotions. No other emption is capable of
better reflecting the nystic union of the
human with the divine. | say this with deep
personal experience of dancing to many
great devotional songs which have had no
elenent of Sringara in them Devotional
songs are, of course, necessary. However,
Sringara is the cardinal emotion which

gi ves fullest scope for artistic

improvisation, branching off continually,

as it does, into the portrayal of
innumerable npods full of newness and
nuance. (Bal asaraswati, "On Bharatanatyant

10, enphasis added)

Bal asaraswati is not contesting the idea that Sringara is a
metaphoric presentation of a relationship with the divine; what
she ig saying is that sringara offers the ideal thematic ground
for the dancer's exploration and comuni cation of her skill and
enmotive power, which is, in turn, crucial to the evocation of
awe and pleasure in the audience. A dancer who has trained her

body well and can make it express her dedication to the art,



226

Balasaraswati notes, "will feel no need to 'purify' any itemin
the traditional order of Bharatanatyan! ("Ch Bharatanatyani’ 11).

Rukmini Devi objected particularly strongly to lyrics in

whi ch secular heroes and patrons figured: "I found the King
described as if he were God.... As ny heart went nore towards
the devotional aspect of the dance, | included in nmy programes

only those itens that had a beautiful neaning and excelled from
a nusi cal point of view' ( "Bharata Natya Sastra" 22). Patronage,
of course, was part of the life-world of the devadasi: what was
considered nornal in her repertoire--the praise of a generous
donor--came too close to expressing the economics of the
devadasi tradition for Rukmini’s taste. A great many old nunbers
had to be rewitten with offensive parts excised; and the pieces
of choice for fresh choreography were, very often, bhakti-
oriented lyrics by conposers |ike Thyagaraja or Muthuswami
Di kshitar, who had been conventionally thought of as part of the

South Indian nusical tradition, not the sadir tradition.

Certain noverments had to be elimnated so that decorum
coul d be mai ntai ned. Ruknmini Devi was offended, for instance, by
the fact that sadir performers gestured or pointed equally wth
both hands: she felt that the left hand, considered ashuddham
(unclean) by the upper castes, ought not to be used. The
centuries-old rule of symetry in sadir was sacrificed--the
i ndecorous left hand ceased to point. In general, the changeover
froman aesthetics of enactment or allegory, as in the practice
of sadir. to a pictorial aesthetic adapted to the proscenium
stage harnonized with tw other factors--the relatively asexual
appearance of the dancer's full-face appearance and the iconic

("spiritual') value to be extracted fromit, in the context of
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nationalism-to produce choreography that enphasized a bland
frontality.w

The idea of the uncl eanness of the left hand |eads one to
consi der the obsessive sense of 'dirt,' associated in the nodern
brahm n's discourse with the devadasi. Wat was nore disturbing
than the nere sexual presence of the devadasi was the fact that
this sexual presence was tied up with nonetary transactions
between the dasi and the tenple or king on the one hand and
between the dasi and her private patron on the other. As a
communi ty-based practice, sadir was supported by conplex socia
arrangements--such as the positioning of the wonmen of the
devadasi household vis-a-vis the famlies of gurus, and vis-a-
vis their own taikizhavis or matriarchs; such as the provision
of cooked food and housing by the tenple and the royal patron
such as the administration of their lands by the tenple, and the
paynent of allowances, that freed the dancers precisely fromthe
domestic duties that Rukmini Devi so persistently associated
with the imge of Woman. Though the economic relation in each
case was a feudal one, and therefore not obviously ‘commercial’
inthe (capitalist) sense of ‘commoditized,’' it still stipulated
the devadasi's body as essential to the transaction, as
materially present dancer, as concubine or mstress. |If the
publicly visible body were not scandal enough, the introduction
of noney into the frame made it absolutely unbearable from the
point of view of the different class/caste-position of the
'nodern' subj ect.

In the last chapter, | touched upon the gendering of this
subject--on the expectation that the woman would be

characterized by the nodest desire to fill and beautify the Hone
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while the sexually charged, conflict ridden World remmined a
mal e domain. The very appearance of women in public violates
these codes; but the violation is nore shocking when an incone
hinges or. it. And not only did the devadasi. functioning withir
a problematic that could not recognize this violation, enbody
the physicality of sex; she actually sang and danced it. A padam

li ke Yarukkagilum bhayvama, for instance, is performed from the

point of view of a woman who has found a rich and handsone
patron; the town gossips about her, but she is defiant,
attributing the malice to envy. If in this context the word for
‘man' (purushan) mght be interpreted as 'lord" or 'husband
(though one should renenber that given who was performng this
padam -the devadasi--and given that marriage was not especially

liable to cause gossip in ordinary circumstances, it nakes sense

to read it as ‘'patron'), the lyrics of "Kayyil panam illamal

variro" ('S you have cone to me wi thout nmoney in your hands';
it ends: 'l nust send you away unsatisfied’) |eave no room for

ambi guity about the kind of relationship being described.

Significantly, the really conservative brahnmn, whose
position was exenplified to some extent by the Misic Acadeny's
activists or by Congress leaders like S. Satyanurthi, was not
hostile to the presentation of erotic lyrics on the stage; only
the noderni zed brahm n, conscious of living under western eyes,
felt obliged to display his disgust. Brahmi n conposers of the
ni neteenth century, for instance, by no means thought it beneath
their dignity to create lyrics for the devadasi dancers of their
tine: Subbarama lyer, for instance, authored several well-known

padams, including the controversial "Kayyil panam illamal

yariro." nmentioned above; Mahavai dyanatha Sivan (1844-1893)
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conposed tillanas: and even at the beginning of this century,
Patnam Subramania |yer (1844-1902) was witing padams and

Jjavalis for the dance, including, fanmously, "Smarasundaranguni

sariyevvare” for Veena Dnanammal. The Muisic Acadeny was also
responsible for a renewal of interest in the sexually explicit
padans of Kshetrayya in the 1930s.

What conservative brahmins night have thought of their own
worren performing dance at all, let alone to such lyrics, is a
moot point. Rukmini Devi was breaking a caste-specific taboo on
public appearance; obviously she had problenms peculiar to both
her caste and gender positions in perform ng bharatanatyam.

The shocked response of (nodernized) upper caste audi ences
to the wonmen's depiction of sexual desire may be explained in
terms of the need to perpetuate certain useful social relations
such as those that subordinated women to men. The woman who
strayed from the reproductive sphere into the productive was
i nadequately fem nine, was an outcaste by its standards. It may
al so be explained as a psychi ¢ phenomenon. Freud calls attention
to the curiously anal inmgery evoked by noney (as in phrases
like '"filthy lucre’ or 'yellowdirt') and suggests that, to the
unconsci ous, noney is excrement. This equation is read
historically by Norman O.Brown as a psychic manifestation of the
Protestant ethic--he cites Martin Luther as the test case. The
‘excremental vision' of the devadasi practice would be a
psychically appropriate characteristic of the class that was
involved in nation-building in India; a class that, noreover,
consciously nodelled its ethics on those of evangelical
Christians in India and in Britain. A puritanismthat paralleled

the puritanism of Protestants in Britain appears to have gone
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into the making of the ‘modern’ noral universe in India, under
the influence of the m ssionaries.

The obsession with the di seased body of the prostitute, and
the projection of this obsession onto the devadasi's body, as |
observed in the |last chapter, already characterized Muthulakshmi
Reddi's discourse. The imagery of filth appears again in the
witings of C.R. Srinivasa lyengar, a brahmn critic who wote
a series of articles on dance in The Hindu, between 1929 and
1931, with a view to 'reviving and elevating’ this art. "The
once lofty and spiritual conceptions of |ove as between man and
his ideal, have been dragged down into the filth and nud of
carnal, sexual, unholy and unbridled passions,"” he wites, by
"the unmentionables"(171). W& have al ready noted Rukmini Devi's
own images of dirt and cleaning: "Wuat is worse in the world
than vulgarity expressed in art? | amsorry that in nmodern tinmes
there exists so nmuch vulgarity and ugliness alongside sone very
fine conceptions expressed in works of art" (The Message of
Beauty 11). The casual evocation by the devadasi of the relation
between the body and npbney was, in this upper caste, nodern

i maginary, literally unthinkable.

Thus one nore barrier between the devadasi practice of
dance and the brahmin one was the contrast between the
economi cal ly vi abl e organi zati on of the former, and the amateur,
strictly non- econom ¢ nat ure of t he latter. I ndeed,
bharatanatyam was held up for commendati on precisely because, as
a financial proposition, it was a notable failure. Its lack of
econonmc feasibility did not nmerely nmean that it failed to find
a place in the 'market’ for art; as a domestic/feminine practice

(as opposed to the practice of arts dom nated by male artists,
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whi ch coul d support the idea of comercial success) it had to be
by definition unproductive.

One sign of the success of Rukmini Devi's strategies of
sanitizetion was the virtual disappearance of the devadasi anua
the isai vellalar comunity from the practice and teaching of
dance. This triunmph is reflected in a statement by Rukm ni Devi,

quoted by Sarada:

One great new thing ... is the conplete
separation of our work from the traditional
dance teachers. It is a well-known fact
that they are a small clan of people who
have never believed it possible for anyone
el se to conduct a dance performance. | have
al ways had a determination that this nust
go. . . . Now there are so nmany girls from
good famlies who are excellent dancers.

(gtd. in Sarada, 50)

But like the repressed, the nenmory of the dasi's body returned
to haunt bharatanatyam-a flaw inherent in the form itself, in
the irreducible residue of physicality that remmined in the
dance. The sinple fact of the dancer's physical presence on the
stage, in public, could not be disguised. Mch of Rukmini’'s
troubled nmusing is about this taint, this ‘coarseness’: "...the
dance is an expression by the physical body.... The weakness of
the physical body is its coarseness and vulgarity..."(Dance and
Misic 5). Upper caste disapproval of any such appearance went
very deep, and Rukmini Devi's reclamation of bharatanatyam was

undoubtedly received by many critics as an outrageous and
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di sruptive act. The el aborate discursive strategies that pulled
together the unfamliar practice of the dance and the famliar
jargon of brahm n asceticismnmust, then, be read in the context
of a continuing search for legilLimacy: "...for those who have a
hi gher knowl edge, the body can fulfil its highest Dharma... by
giving through the very physical being itself an enbodi ment
of Cosm c Being" (Danceand Misic 5). The infringenent of caste-
dharma inplicit in the practice of dance by brahmin wonen had to

be covered over with the appeal to a higher dharma that charged

the female body with divinity, with the dignity of a higher
purpose.
These themes may be sunmed up in Rukmini Devi's own dicta

for womanki nd from The Message of Beauty to Civilization. The

task is to produce a prescription for normati ve womanhood; the
tone is urgent, heroic. The 'wonen of the West,' doing, one
presunes, unspeakably material things like earning a living, are

the Other of 'real' womanhood:

The  wonen of t he West . .. do not
realize...what womanhood really is...If
only woman knew what her own way is!
....What is her place? Is it nerely to be a
copy of man? It is to be herself nore than
anything else, to be divine in her own
being, to be a piece of art, not only an
artist. For the true enotional spirit of
art is one with the true enotional spirit
of woman, and if these two can conbine,
whet her in the hone or in politics, ...even

at a typewiter, then woman can be her real
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self and express herself through all the
graces of life, t he beauti es and
refinements of Ilife and the influence she
can bring upon her surroundings. And that
influence nust be entirely cultural,

entirely refined. (The Message of Beauty

14-15)

In setting up an opposition between the ‘womenof the West' and
the heroically spiritual wonmen of the East, Rukmini Devi was
only extending a theme that had already been devel oped by her
nment or Anni e Besant.

"The spirit of Wmanhood is the spirit of the artist,”
Rukmini Devi says in what promises to be an exciting manifesto
or Jjustification for wonen's participation in the arts. The
expl anation belies the pronmise of this grand statement. The real
wormen i s ornanmental, domestic (the working woman's typewriter is
the ultimate synmbol of horror) and nodestly outside the
productive sphere. Her proper task is the cultivation of graces
and refinements that will neke civilization itself tolerable--a
kind of interior decoration on a cosmc scale. This task bel ongs
to every wonman, not just to artists or writers--because it is
also woman's lot to be the ‘Universal Mother’ --who, it turns
out, has the sane duties as the artist. "[Wnman] nust express
the true life of the Divine Womman .... She nust refine life. . . «
Does wonmen realize that whether she is a nmother or not
Physically, she is the nother of the whole world? She nust
contribute this spirit of notherhood to the world in every

department of life" (The Message of Beauty 15). Ruknmini Devi, it

nust be remenbered, was being groomed by the Theosophical
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Society to take on the nessianic role of Wrld Mther, as
J.Krishnanurti was prepared, sone years earlier, to be the World
Teacher.”
The political possibilities opened up for both art and
wonen by Rukmini Devi's figuring of art as nationalism were
vitiated from the very beginning by the strategi es she depl oyed
for survival and self-justification. The question of wonen's
possibly radical political participation was decisively
resol ved, in the event-~betrayed, sone would say--by its
absorption into the ‘inner’ world that was an adjunct to the
domi nant nationalist struggle, and its gradual obliteration from
the frame of the independent nation. As transformation of
wormen's roles ceased to be a mjor issue wunder the new
dispensation, their cultural space, increasingly defined by
exclusively 'aesthetic' considerations, narrowed and lost its
significance. The result is the position in which the dancer in
the present finds herself: commoditized, subsidized, showcased
on television, sent to festivals of India in sundry places, but
ultimately disenpowered except as a reference point for a

nationally approved middle class femninity.

In the nodel of cultural nationalism set up by Rukm ni
Devi, art never beconmes cultural production. It becones,
instead, a kind of special work wonen do to enbellish the
national domestic establishment. This drastically linmted what
could be done with the aesthetic she deployed. The sacred and
soci al justification of the devadasi’s performances, the
cosnmology and the aesthetics that supported this, no |onger
obtained in the reginme of nodernity; nor was any other

Justification sought or given. Rukmini Devi could not appeal to
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either of the two kinds of investnent nodernity brought into
play: the bourgeois-individualist, romantic, rebellious subject
position could not be occupied because of the inherent
conservatismof the revival she was responsible for; nor could
an aesthetics of cognition, that went with marxist literary and
artistic novements, be set in place, because making reference to
the cognitively avail abl e features of the dancer's everyday life

or even to national culture was inconpatible with the anorphous

pieties that justified the revival of dance.®
El i zabeth Denpster writes, "dance is in the world, refers
to that world, but also creates its own reality. It is not

sinply a reflection of a current social reality but can be a
gesture towards sone other; it is able to project other
possibilities, alluding to a future, to a past, to another
present” ("Profile: Russell Dunmas" 48). Hobbled by the painful
associations of its own tradition (and therefore unable to refer
to its past) and by the sheer externality of art to bourgeois
culture (which required elaborate justification of its nere
existence in the present), the reinvented dance form was fated
to lose such vitality as it briefly had under the influence of
the millenarian enthusiasm of Theosophy. Grounded neither in
sadir’s aesthetic of identity and social assimilation nor in a
romantic aesthetic of rejection and separateness, bharatanatyam

in the formRukmini Devi gave it quickly reached the end of its

creative potential; it could no longer bring about a sense of
its own 'truth,' Martin Heidegger's term for the effect of a
successful work of art. The practice of dance, therefore,
remains in this cosmetic linmbo, an advertisement for the

‘refinement' of national civilization, as may be inferred from
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the fact that ‘India’ is frequently represented iconically in
travel brochures or on the covers of inflight magazines by a
dancer in bharatanatyam costume. This conclusion is what makes
it inmpossible to celebrate the pragmati smof Rukmini’s invented
tradition as Geeta Kapur celebrates the nakeshift, non-
metropolitan and workable aesthetics Third Wrld artists
generate for their wunique purposes. The recognition of the
poverty of the style, in the present, has triggered off
researches into its history on the one hand and creative work
that rejects the brahm nical baggage on the other.

Since the nationalist struggle was the nonent at which many
kinds of nodernity were defined, arts |ike bharatanatyam also
becane fossilized in narratives that were exclusively about 'our
great tradition,' about 'eternal India,’ about 'ancient |ndian
heritage.' The dance in India is so congealed in this alliance
with the "tradition' and the disabling aesthetic (re)inventedby
brahmin activists that it is hopelessly incapable of adapting
itself to address the ethos of the npdern.

The recovery of sonme of the power of a radical cultural
practice (which bharatanatyam by brahmin girls in the 1930s and
'40s undoubtedly was, in the context of prevailing cultural
taboos) without necessarily celebrating its brahm n/bourgeois
orientation is a difficult, and perhaps ultimtely unrealizable
project. There is no ready solution to this problem one can
only identify and nane it, contributing thus--one hopes--to the
creation of the critical conditions under which it can be
resolved. | will return to this problem in the last chapter,

laying out my personal --and very tenporary-solution to it.
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NOTES

1. European borrowings fromOriental traditions in the

ni neteenth century have to be placed in the context of

Eur opean Romanticism and its revolt against the dry formal

cl assicism of academic styles. ‘Primitive cultures,' eastern
civilizations and their art forms had trenendous appeal for
arti stes whose own cultural resources seened tired and jaded.
The East, to dancers (as to artists and witers of this
period), was a bank of fresh and exotic themes and inmages that
subverted what had becone the enpty virtuosity of classical
bal l et. Choreographers like Marius Petipa (Le Dieu et La
Bayadere[18771). conposers |ike Rimsky-Korsakov (Scheherezade
[1910]) and later, lgor Stravinsky (Le Sacre du Printemps
[1913]}); and dancers like Anna Pavlova and Isadora Duncan (who
turned to a reconstructed 'Geek' dancing to counter what she
saw as ballet's abuse of points) all |ooked to non-European
sources for inspiration and visual vocabul aries.

2. The Everyman's Encyclopaedia, for instance, has the

following entry on bayaderes:
Bayadere...is the nane given to the trained dancing-
girls of India, the nautch girls. They are usually
selected fromthe |owest class of people, and their
danci ng has a decidedly immoral tendency. Sone of
the pantomim c dancers are attached to the Hindu
temples. (Vol. 2, 193)

3. Pavlova and Shankar partnered each other in tw 'Indian'
bal l ets, Krishna and Radha and A Hi ndu Weddi ng. Shankar went
on to set up an acadeny of dance (The Uday Shankar India

Cul tural Centre) at Almora, to which he invited various
traditional Hi ndustani nusicians, and dance teachers from all
over the country. Kandappa Pillai, Balasaraswati’s teacher,
taught at this institute for sone years.

4. St. Denis, an Anerican nodern dancer, brought her conpany
(Deni shawn) for a tour of India between January and May 1926.

5. Black and CGold Sari was built around the figure of a
shopgirl who, displaying a sari, begins to fantasize herself
wearing it, the fantasy being enacted in dance. A contenporary
dancer reports on the filned version that the images of St.
Denis, "frozen from another era in celluloid, show a knock-
kneed woman staggering on stage in what is considered
underwear by Indian standards" (Coorlawala 13).

6. Anandi, personal comunication. The link is partly through
Anna Pavl ova: Rukmini Devi had becone fascinated by ball et
after watching Pavlova dance, and had wi shed to learn the
form Pavlova even reconmended a teacher and |ater advised
Rukmini Devi, as she had advised Shankar, to learn the forms
of her own country. Shankar, as | have nmentioned, partnered
Pavl ova.

7. See Geeta Kapur: "Ravi yarma® and "The Plsce of tp Modern."®
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8. O course, Sringara still provides the substantive content
of much bharatanatyam but in Rukmini Devi's own dancing, its
i mportance was m nin zed.

9. Raphael, "Demands of Art," trans. Norbert Guterman, London:
Routledge and Kegan Paul, n.d., 207; qtd. in Mchele Barrett,
"The Place of Aesthetics in Marxist Criticism" 702. Wthout
quite making the kind of connection between art and swadeshi
that sonmeone |ike Ananda Coomaraswany made, Ruknmini Devi
invested in the mystique of craft production: as part of
Kalakshetra’s effort to reformtaste, it included a weaving
section where refurbished 'traditional' saris were designed
and woven on handlooms.

10. The report of the 1927 Music Conference, where the
decision to set up the Acadeny was made, lays out its

obj ectives: they include the bringing together of "scholars
and nmusicians... to consider the problems in the theory and
practice of Indian nusic with a view to inprove and
standardi ze the sane" and the inprovenent "of public taste"
(Report of the Al India Misic Conference 16).

11. Cousins's husband, James Cousins, was an art enthusiast
who was al so associated with the Theosophical Society; he
encouraged Ruknmini Devi to start her institute of dance in the
1930s.

12. The patriotic but relatively uncontroversial cultural
activism of the Misic Acadeny was expressed by such actions as
the institution of a prize, in 1931, for the conposer of "the
best kriti, in praise of Mther India, personified as a deity,
with no reference to matters conmunal or political, in Taml,
Tel ugu, Sanskrit, Malayalam and Kanarese..." (JMAM 2.1
[1930]); it was also probably typical of the Acadeny's
approach to the politics of region and culture that a Sanskrit
conposition eventually won the prize.

13. The Theosophi cal nobvenent was started by a woman: Madane
Bl avat sky; anmobng the Society's prom nent nmenbers in the early
decades of the twentieth century were Besant herself, Dorothy
Ji nar aj adasa, Margaret Cousins, Rukmini Devi, and Radha
Burnier.

14. Kal akshetra observers recall how npst of Rukmini Devi's
recitals were preceded by introductory |ectures by Arundale,
| ectures which did the work of justfying the art to fresh
initiates.

15. Elder's own experinent, if the pictures in her book are
anything to go by, and in spite of her clains for it, was not
such a signal contribution to the furtherance of Beauty's
cause. The photographs from her production of Sarojini
Devi's (sic) "Harvest Song" show a group of unhappy people,
spi ndl e-shanked and acutely uncomfortable in their
mongrelized Greek-cum-Indian costumes, striking desperate
attitudes intended, no doubt, to convey Divinity, but
achieving a look of collective anxiety about loss of dignity.
One would be hard put to find a nore absurd inmage of
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m scegenation or a better inmage for the 'ugliness' of failed
attenpts at cultural translation.

16. Arundale nmentions the friendship between these two wonen
wi t hout any reference to an artistic debt, but that this debt
existed is beyond doubt.

17. Quoted in a report in the Kal akshetra Gol den Jubilee Year
Commemmorative Bookl et; source not identified.

18. See Kapur’s "Place of the Mdern in Indian Cultural
Practice," where she seens to suggest that this applies
especially to Third World art. In India, she points out,
"nationalism... is at the very least a foil to the universal
nodern" (2805).

19. See the quotation Bal asaraswati uses from the Tam |
classic Silapadikkaram. to illustrate her demand for a fine
di scrim nation between the requirenents of different kinds of
dances:

[ Madhavi's guru] knew when only one hand had to be

used (pindi) and when both hands had to be used

(pinaival). He al so knew when the hands had to be

used for exhibiting action (tolirkai) and for

graceful effect (elirkai). Knowing as he did the

conventions of dancing, he did not mx up the

si ngl e-handed denonstration (kutai) with the double-

handed (varam) and vice versa.... In the novenents

of the feet also he did not mix up the kuravai wth

the vari. He was such an expert. (qtd. in "On

Bhar at anat yani' 12)
O see the precise descriptions of bodily nmovement or
expression required by convention for the communication of
moods or states of being in the Natyasastra or the Abhi naya
Darpana. The contents of the Natyasastra include, anong other
things, chapters on the nythic origin of theatre, on the
construction, consecration and purification of the playhouse,
on literary form nmetrical rules, prosody; on vocalization,
the staging of plays, nusical instruments, talams: on
typol ogi es of dance novenent divided according to body parts.
The sections on audience response are intended to help the
performer judge whether or not his play has been successful--
he is told to watch out for such signs as horripilation during

thrilling scenes, exclamations of kastam! during pathetic
scenes or aho! during spectacularly successful scenes. A
precise and entirely practical ‘classic book,' in other words,
contai ning nothing susceptible to a 'spiritual'’
interpretation.

20. The kind of training that involved fine detailing of
affect on the body's surfaces and nuscles passed out of vogue
with the devadasis. Shanta Rao, speaking of Kalyani Ammal,
whom she saw when the latter was 70 years old, was awestruck
by the sensitivity with which her face could register enotion.
"She was a revelation....Kalyani Anmmal showed us the full
agony and suspense of Radha with just a flicker and trenbling
of her nose-jewel. Not a nuscle noved el sewhere!" (qtd. in
Chatterjee 10). Kalyani's daughter, Jeevaratnam, was
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eenakshisundaram Pillai’s favourite pupil; she died of
smal | pox at 21. Pillai said of her: "The cynmbals in her hand
would drop into nmy lap as | sat cross-legged conducting the
music. | used to get carried away by the beauty of her acting.
| cannot inmagine ever again seeing such perfection of
expression..." (qtd. in Chatterjee 38).

21. It is as if Ravi Varna's school were to represent all the
experiments with nodernity that had ever been carried out in
the field of Indian painting. Geeta Kapur points out that
Indian painters resolved the problem of the nodern by draw ng
eclectically on both Indian and western resources; but this
eclecticism also conveyed a "struggle to beconme historically
vi able," and sonetinmes led to the resuming of a "lapsed
conmittnment to history" ("Ravi Varma" 60). Bharatanatyam
performers could not acknow edge either their historical
roots--except by dissenbling--or their eclectic borrow ngs
from cultures other than Indian ones.

If the gesture that virtually erases the entire devadasi -
dom nated period from the history of the dance were unique to
Rukmini Devi and her inmediate circle, it would hardly be
worth considering in such detail. As a matter of fact, a
decorous silence on the devadasi tradition has becone so
natural that speakers at conferences, for instance, drop their
voi ces when they have to make reference to it; the very word
‘devadasi’ or ‘devaradiyal’ has largely pejorative
connotations.

Even supposedly scholarly histories of dance gloss over
the actual process by which the devadasis were deprived of
their professional status. See, for instance, Lakshm
Viswanathan’s Bharatanatyam The Tam | Heritage (1984), in
whi ch she speaks of the "fading away” of the community after
the abolition of dance in tenples. Viswanathan's recent
choreography for a history of bharatanatyam in dance (Vata
Vri ksha. 1996) produces unintended hilarity in its attenpt to
slur over the contribution of the devadasis. As a critic
reports the sequence of events:

A doctor [Dr. Muthulakshmi Reddy] was passionate in
seeking to abolish the system of devadasi dedication
in tenples; the doctor and another player [E. Krishna
lyer] fought [back to back, on the stage!] over the
issue [resulting in the latter being thrwon
literally off the stage]; dance was about to 'die a
silent death’ when it was rescued by Rukmi ni Devi
who brought about its renaissance, first by |earning
the art after watching two devadasi-s performng it,
then by excelling in it, and finally by establishing
Kal akshetra. (Myakoothan |11 10)

After such insults, what forgiveness?

22. In the visual realization of mythol ogical narratives,

Kal akshetra had nodels that had already captured the Indian

i magi nation: Thanjavur paintings, which were sonetines an
explicit point of reference for the tableaus on the stage; the
mythological paintings and ol eographs of Ravi Varma. The
frontal tableaus and stage-composition of the dance-dranmas
clearly bore traces of the influence of the visual arts, even
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down to the tasteful cerenonial unbrellas and cloth-covered
t hrones.

23. One dance enthusiast of the generation that watched
devadasi perforners infornmed nme that the dancer would
frequently chew vethal ai (betel |eaves) while performng, and
interrupt her performances to spit out the juice to one side,
or, occasionally, on a menber of the audience with whom she
had reason to be annoyed. My own master, Kittappa Pillai,

t hi nks nothing of taking such vethal ai breaks, making casual
comments on the stage, or ruining the ‘finished' effect of a
performance by asking the dancer to repeat a failed theermanam
(a set piece where danced steps and spoken syllables have to
be co-ordinated) on stage.

24. Though Rukmini Devi was known to advise her students not
to adopt a 'scientific' approach to dance, and though by and
large her own creative efforts relied heavily on her
intuition, she was also conscious of mmking bharatanatyam nore
‘rational' than sadir, both at the level of individual
nmoverments and at the level of finished choreography.

25. The version she saw (Sarabhendra Bhupal a Kuravaniji) was
performed in the Brihadeeswara tenple at Thanjavur, and was
scripted by one of Meenakshisundaram’s ancestors in honour of
the Maratha king Serfoji Il. Rukm ni professed herself
uninterested in this version, since it was witten in praise
of a nmortal king, and not of a deity; as such, it was not an
effective vehicle for the exhibiting of India's 'spiritual'
past.

26. In 1952, Balasaraswati played the kuravanii in a
production of the Sarabhendra Bhupal a Kuravan.ii. staged at the
Tam| Isai Sangam.

27. A.S. Altekar expresses his agitation, in his fanmous
Position of Women in Hindu Civilization., over the "phenonenon
of wonmen appearing wi thout any clothing over the upper person
in the scul ptures and paintings of Central and South India"
(283). He ventures various explanations: perhaps the sculptors
were not skilful enough to represent the upper garnent?
Perhaps the wonmen are in their private apartnents? Perhaps the
scul ptures represent Dravidian culture? Perhaps it is an
artistic convention, excusable because wormen were to be
considered clothed in the sanctity of their notherhood? Only
dancing girls would not have the sanctity of notherhood as
protection. he concludes. "As a consequence we usually find
dancing girls appearing with a full dress covering their
entire person fromtheir necks to their ankles" (289).

28. The brothers were the ancestors of Rukmini’s dance guru
Meenakshisundaram Pillai; the latter’s grandson, Kittappa
Pillai, happens to be ny master.
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29. This notion has so passed into popular history that the than
Presi dent Venkataraman could echo it in 1987: "In the realm of
dancing... Bharatanatya had existed for centuries but as a form
that had lost the pedestal on which Bharata had placed it. 7yt
had fallen so low as to be regarded as an accomplishment Of only
Devadasis" ("President's Address").

30. In this context, see Ges#ta Kapur's argument about the
centrality and nationalist overtones of the iconic presentation
of the main character in the Damie-Fattel al filns, especially in
Sant Tukaram, in "Revelation and Doubt".

31. The padam is in the ragam Begada, M sra Chapu talam. and
was conposed by Subbarama lyer. [ have translated the sahityam
as follows:

1. Why should | be afraid of anyone?

Let themtalk;, is this [relationship] a secret? Let them

tal k'

2. Victor in war, ny Lingadurai; having won his favour,
am I not lucky, nmy friend? .

4. | have consented [to take him as |over], why

shoul d other people grudge me this” And once | have

entry into the pal ace, who will say anything to

bl ock ne? Woman, would one ride on an el ephant's

back and then creep in by the bylanes and back-

gates? Indeed! | sought this handsome lord

{(purushan) and won [becane united with] him what

have I done that is wong, that makes people whisper

enviously about me in the mddle of the street?

The tone is one of defiance and pride, not at all one of
anxiety.

32. This padam is set in the ragam Saranga, to Atatalam, and
was conposed by Subbarama Iyer.

33. This revival took place in 1932: see "Notes and Comments,"
Journal of the Music Acadeny Madras 3.1 (1932), 181.

34. See Freud, "Character and Anal Erotism" for instance; and
Norman 0. Brown, Life Against Death, especially the chapters
on Martin Luther and Jonathan Swift. This kind of thinking,
especially Brown's, is, of course, not very fashionable in the
present intellectual climate, tied up theoretically as it is
With an un-Foucauldian repression theory and historically wth
the nood of the Sixties and sexual I|iberation. Nevertheless, |
find it a useful and at any rate an interesting way of
»xplaining the acute anxiety about nmoney in relation to wonen
and the persistent imagery of dirt that went along with this
in the anti-nautch di scourse.

35. See, for instance, the huge comercial success of Ravi
Varma’s painting and ol eograph studio: commercial success was
not inconpatible with religious feeling in the field of

cal endar producti on.



243

36. In her lecture "Indian Wonen," for instance, Besant
deplores the attenpt to nmake |ndian wonen nore assertive or
nore |ike western wonen:
One might as well picture Savitri in a divorce
court, or Sita suing the cobbler for damages in a
|'i bel suit....We have wonen enough who are
brilliantly intellectual and conpetent; let us |eave
unmarred the one type which is the incarnation of
spiritual beauty. (113)

37. Srinivasan, "Reformand Revival" 1874. There is very
little informati on on Rukmini Devi's nessianic role, though
Krishnamurti's becane subject of a full blown controversy in
1911.

38. One might contrast Rukmini Devi's style of activismwth
that of the Indian People's Theatre Association, for instance,
to arrive at a sense of the various possibilities that a
revival of bharatanatyam could not explore. See, in this
context, Malini Bhattacharya, "Indian People's Theatre
Association: A Prelimnary Sketch."

39. Heidegger in "The Origin of the Wrrk of Art" uses this as
shorthand for the setting up of conplex interactions between
art-work, the 'earth' or material out of which it is made, and
the "world," with which he suggests it is in a state of
constant striving: the 'truth' that we perceive energing in
the very process of this unresolved striving.

40. See the ethnographic work of Saskia Kersenboom-Story, for
instance, or the experinments made by Avanti Meduri in Chicago;
or the radical choreographic efforts of Chandral ekha or
Mallika Sarabhai.



CHAPTER 4

STUDYI NG CULTURE, PERFORM NG DANCE:
ENGAGEMENTS W TH FEM NI SM AND POST- STRUCTURALI SM

It is certainly easier to create without
answering to life, and easier to |live
wi t hout any consideration for art.

-- Mkhail Bakhtin, Art and Answerability.

Gven ny disciplinary training, nmy attenpt to make dance
answerable to life could begin within one of two worlds. The
first world is one in which artists, performers or art
historians are at hone, in which art is critically exam ned or
refashi oned, but in which some value, however problematic, is
granted to art. This is not the world in which | find nyself.
I want, therefore, to consider the possibility of a practice of
dance which begins within the space--the second world--in which
fem nists theorize the political. The worlds of perfornmer and
theorist are not nutually unintelligible; but they lie on either
side of a fault line that nakes it inpossible for their concerns
to coincide. Living in the second world means doubting
everything, and especially doubting the transparency of whatever
is marked ‘'private,’ ‘cultural,' ‘aesthetic.' Imagining an
‘alternative aesthetic' does not sufficiently answer the demands

of this world; as | suggested in the first chapter, one has to
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begin with sonme such question as: is there such a thing as ‘'the
aesthetic'?

Since | aminterested in a practice of dance that engages
with the sceptical (and expandi ng) fem nist theoretical
tradition in India, rather than in offering up sonething that is
too facilely and arbitrarily designated a ‘feminist’ practice,
I have to work through the theory to the question of dance. This
is a project that chronol ogically succeeds the act of historical

reconstruction (with which |I was concerned in the first three

chapters of this thesis): it requires engagement wth the
present. The 'present' is clearly a time of transitions and of
i nconcl usive debates; of struggles, individual as well as

collective, to redefine relationships with the social and the
political. Fem nist theory bears the marks of these struggles.
Mapping the terrain of femnist cultural theory in India, which
is the object of this chapter, nmay help clarify the nature of
the conjuncture within which a feninist practice of dance m ght
devel op.

Probl ens for Fem nist Theorists:
Model s of Sel fhood and Politics

| find the work [Radhika Santwanaml

i mensely beautiful, and as it has been
conposed, not only by a woman, but a wonan
of our comunity, | felt it was necessary
to publish the proper work.

--Bangal ore Nagaratnamma, Preface,
Radhika Santwanam.”

The feminist critical project Susie Tharu and K. Lalita
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undertake in Wwnen Witing in India announces itself with a

stunning, alnobst outrageous, (genealogical coup. The wonen
editors, collating and arranging, in the era of late capitalism
texts by Indian wonen through the ages, claim an ancestry that
includes two devadasis: Muddupal ani, star of the Thanjavur court
in the nid-eighteenth century, and the fornidable Bangalore
Nagaratnamma, who went to battle over the reprinting of

Muddupalani's erotically explicit Radhika Santwanam at the

beginning of the twentieth. The contests over the issues of
female sexuality and aesthetics that took place when

Nagar at namma  was preparing the sringara prabandham for

republication frane the fem nist problematic Tharu and Lalita go
on to outline. The editors are obviously hostile to
Nagaratnamma's British and mddle class Indian antagonists and
make no secret of the synpathy they feel for the tw female
progenitors they have clainmed. The editorial narrative suggests
that this synpathy for Muddupal ani and Nagaratnamma is based on
admration for the outstanding artistic achievenents of these
ganikas, and identification with their woman-oriented, sexually

candi d, unenbarrassed aesthetic preferences.

This is inplied, at any rate, when Tharu and Lalita cite

Nagaratnamma's reason for republishing Radhi ka Santwanan that

it was a perfect creation, "as adorable as the young Lord
Krishna"(2). A young, human/divine, male body: the unexpected
concreteness of this referent for Nagaratnamma's delight in the

sringara prabandham stands out in Tharu and Lalita’'s text as

belonging to an irrecoverably |ost, pre-modern sensory-sexual
econonmy. So al so--obviously--does Muddupalani’s appreciative

rendering of her heroine's active sexual passi on, her
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‘masculine’ ability to demand appeasenment. G ven how startling
or even unthi nkabl e these features are, and given that Tharu and
Lalita call attention to their symbolic significance for women,
their editorial synpathy nonentarily presents itself as the
starting point for an exploration of sexual/textual politics in
the Indian cultural context.

Astoni shingly, then, the theme of the sexually independent
woman and the question of aesthetic criteria both disappear from
the Introductions. Only one lesson fxpom the Middupal ani-
N agaratnanma parable is carried over into the remaining sections

of Women tfri t ine’s critical outwork: the idea that we need to be

attentive to the politics of reading. But while Tharu and Lalita
work on this distinctly late-twentieth century notif, t he
bravura effects of the Nagaratnamma story remain wth the
reader, intimations of the possible plenitude of feninist
crit ique.

Have the devadasis been brought in nerely to point one nore
noral, or to fill out a geneal ogical fantasy? It becones obvi ous
on reflection that Tharu and Lalita could not have accommdat ed
them within their critical franme, precisely because of the
history | have looked at in this thesis. Not all the will in the
worl d could have kept the devadasis steadily before our eyes as
icons from a pre-rational, pre-individualist sexual/artistic
Utopia, in defiance of the long intervening narrative, by now a
part of the social imaginary, of their sexual victimhood. Nor
could Tharu and Lalita, femnist inheritors despite thenselves
of the nodernity that in a sense 'produced’' the devadasis’
victimhood, claim the devadasis' sexual ethic as their own

wi t hout the saving distance of fantasy: conplete identifi-cation
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with the devadasis’ subject position would in all Iikelihood be
politically suicidal within the straitlaced mlieu of nodern
m ddl e class feminism

Tharu and Lalita's femnist «critique straddles two
political/theoretical formations--nationalist/marxist and
poststructuralist--and each of t he t wo correspondi ng
interpretive nodels would rule out the choice of the devadasi as
a symbol of sexual agency. The unlikeliness of the choice has a
distinct reason in each case. On the one hand, there are the
conflicting but also uncannily simlar imges of the devadasis
produced by the mddle class nationalist narrative about them
(which Tharu and Lalita explicitly set thenselves to repudi ate)
and by the marxist-progressive narrative (which does have a
pl ace, however ambi guous, in the theoretical nodel they
construct and deploy). Both nationalist discourse and the
Nehruvian state that was established after |ndependence drew on
a Hegelian-progressive nodel of history; according to this
nodel, the devadasis were rescued from shane and degradation
under a feudal regine by the legislative powers of the state.
Many features of this nodel are endorsed by the Left in India,
which also deems the devadasis exploited, and deserving of
commiseration but not interest. Both nationalist and narxist
di scourses privilege ascesis over consunption and have no
| anguage for the theorizing of any pleasure, let alone

‘aesthetic' pleasure or female sexual pleasure.

On the other hand, there are the conpulsions of post-
structuralist, postcolonial theory, which nmlitate against the
accepting of any norms, including colonially-influenced sexual

o

nes, at face-value: since nornms are generally given (it is
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argued) by some theory of ‘essence’ or some notion of

‘morality.’

Such a contention leads to efforts to lay bare the
assunptions underlying notions of value and therefore suggests
a reading of tre devadasi as a pawn in a semiotic game rather
than as a ‘person’ whose life (and aesthetic preferences) m ght
be of interest to contenporary wonmen. In the (post- humanist)
post-colonial critic's frame of reference, agency, and the
subj ect hood that agency rests on, are fundamentally undeci dable
probl enms, appearing in the discourse, if at all, enbarrassedly,
nmodestly, sous rature.

Nei ther of these nobdels (progressive/post-structuralist)
that inform Tharu and Lalita's work, then, has any theoretical
room for an active (agentive) demand for sexual or aesthetic
pl easure, for the 'taking control of one's sexuality’' |idea,
especially in relation to a woman. What is it that facilitates
and franmes this historical reconstruction of Muddupalani's or
Nagaratnamma’ s (no doubt genuinely untroubled) acceptance of
their active sexual and aesthetic pleasures, blurred as it is by
many decades  of a caste-specific but also politically
circunspect repudiation of wonen's sexual agency? | would

suggest that it is a third kind of political mlieu--the one

associated with the new fenminist novement of the 1960s, which
coincided with the individualist, Marcusean/ Reichian/ hippie
politics that characterized the American New Age. Interestingly,
the sixties agenda of sexual |I|iberation was absorbed into
precisely the kind of naive individualist feninism that Tharu

and Lalita disown in their Introduction.

| think of Tharu and Lalita's geneal ogy as a coup because

of the casual way in which it holds these two-- or perhaps
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three-- distinct and divergent political programes and their
correspondi ng theoretical npdels together, wth no trace of
strain. What would, in |esser hands, have been a fissured text,
acquires an elegance and an unwrinkled flow that nust be
attributed to the expertise of the authors rather than to the
intrinsic compatibility of the theoretical elenents they draw
upon. What would the effect be of unpacking these elements in
recent feminist cultural theory, isolating the trajectory of the
marxist/feminist politics of ‘progress’ from the post-
colonial/post-structuralist/postmodern politics of emancipatory
aesthetics, discursive and epistemc breakthroughs, textual

disruptions?

Is There a Fem nist Cultural Studies?

The Angl o- Ameri can acadeny has, in recent years, registered
a change in interventionary style that has been spoken of as a
generational shift. This is Andrew Ross's description; he speaks

of his own book on popular culture (No Respect: Intellectuals

and Popul ar Culture) as spanning

a history that includes the last generation
of Anerican intellectuals to swear
unswerving allegiance to the printed word
and dictates of European taste, and the
first generation to use their involvenent
with popul ar culture as a site of
contestation in itself, rather than viewit
as a objective tool with which to raise or

improve political consciousness; the |ast
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generation to view culture in the polarized
marxist terns of a universal cl ass
struggle, and the first to accept the
uneven devel opnent, across a diverse range
of social groups and interests, of the
contradictions of living within a
capitalist culture; the last generation of

whom the heroi c myt hol ogi es of t he

unattached di ssident intell ectual coul d
still be acted out, and the first to insist
t hat the institutionalizing or t he

commercializing of know edge does not seal
the fate of political criticism the |ast
to devolve its politics solely upon the
m nd, and the Ilabor of production, the
first to appeal to the liberatory body, and

the creativity of consunption. (11)

Ross, studying the view from the very heart of (unabashedly
‘commercialized’) post-structuralist academia, sees subversion
as having noved out of its old sites--party office or student
common-room or street march--to new ones--the classroom itself,
the text, the critigue, the lifestyle. He notes that the
cultural product itself has changed its role or function, from
being a nmeans to a particular social end to being in itself a
di sputed object, or even a politics.

| aminterested in the possibility that this shift is being
replicated in Indian cultural theory, because if it is, it wll
undoubt edly have a bearing on the question that has been wth

me, subliminally if not overtly, throughout the researching of
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my subject and the witing of this thesis; the question, nanely,
of the relationship between dance, femnist politics and
femnist cultural theory. How will my re-reading of the history
of the devadasis inpinge on my practice of dance, and on ny
under st andi ng of nyself as |ocated sonewhere al ong the continuum
of feminist politics? Wuld an approach to cultural production
that still sees it as instrumental in conciousness raising
(obsol ete, according to Ross's nodel of the generational shift),
aligned with a politics, naturally, that marks the subject-as-
consciousness as the |ocus of change (also obsolete) be viable
in the present; and, to put it briefly, would fem nist cultural
theory be a neans to that consummation | have devoutly wi shed--a
feminist practice of dance? In other words, can one have a
cultural ‘politics’ that does not abut on a denocratic building
of equival ences between subjects? And if one reads art as being
politically effective in the framework of a psychological
relationship with notions of truth or justice--a relationship of
faith, even when the contingent nature of these notions is
admitted--and conversely, both truth and justice as concepts
that make one act in relation to a (provisional) notion of
totality, would the deconstruction of totalities end the
nmotivation to produce politically effective art? Wuld not such
a devel opnment then either throw the artist back on aestheticism
("art for art's sake' coming in again by the back door) or force
her to rely exclusively on critical readings of her work as

politically subversive?

A brief glance at any of the texts | identified (in the
first chapter of this thesis) as ny reference points for

cultural theory in India is enough to show that there has been
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no ‘shift’' here of conparable decisiveness--not yet, anyway--
though there are signs of the incipient opening up of a
generation gap. In a sense, cultural theory in India is
i ncreasingly subject to the progressive political inperative, if
‘progressive’ is construed in its faniliar sense of 'noving
towards denocracy or equality.' It is understood that cultural
theory should result in, or itself be, a praxis in consonance
with | arger social goals. The renewal of interest in the nation
as cultural project may be seen as a manifestation of this
i nperative, though there is, also increasingly, disagreenent
about the substantive content of 'progress.’

Nationalist and marxist goals (and, to some extent, also
fem nist ones) were defined in relation to a 'progressive' or
Hegel i an scheme, premised on the idea of a universal history
whose telos is the development of human freedom and whose
processes are in accordance with a higher Reason. To this schene
Marx, as everyone knows, added two crucial ideas: firstly, that
the Reason of world history works through devel opment in nodes
of production, wth justice being realized in a classless
society after the collapse of capitalism secondly, that the
agents of devel opment, going beyond nere study of the patterns
of history, ought to actively cause (or help) the revolution to
happen.

While the discourse of the ‘progressive’ in India by no
means follows these schenes in every detail, it does take over
the central ideas of increasing freedom of egalitarianism, of
rational intervention, of the inportance of the worl d-out-there.
The Left, of course, also assunes a class struggle which wll

end with the triunph of the working class--the foundational
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subject of history. In this political formation, on the whole,
structural change in civil society is usually instituted by the
State, or, in the marxist nodel, follows (automatically?) from
econom ¢ change.

The women's novenment has added to this formation (thus
changing its contours) the problematization of a range of
practices that subordinate wonmen to nen, including the gendered
di vision of Iabour, sexual violence, unequal pay, personal |aws
and so on. \Wile wonmen have occasionally been seen as
antagonistic to the structure of the famly, or to religious or
party loyalties, the nobre systematic protests have also
positioned them in opposition to the State itself, since the
latter has sought to regulate their bodies through nedical
(contraceptive) intervention, sanctioned custodial or caste-
based viol ence, or publicly countenanced gender-discriminatory
| egislation and court judgenents. But it has also been through
the agency of the State that the remedies were to be applied.
Mbdel s of activism on behalf of wonen are either of protest or
of melioration in a 'social work' node, and these nodels are not

al ways distinct from each other. Familiar npdes have included

dharnas. sit-ins, street marches; nedical, journalistic and
legal crusades; and literary or cultural work that raised
consciousness anmobng wormen and publicized issues like dowy,

sati, rape. Academ c work has been part of this |arge endeavour.

Hi storically, the political matrix constituted by
nationalism and marxi sm has been the ground of interventionist
work in India, whether this work was activist or academ c. The
thinning out of the discourses of the nation in the age of

gl obal capitalismand the dissolution of the marxist alternative
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(with the dismantling of the Soviet Union and the end of
bi pol arity), have, therefore, snatched crucial rallying points
away from progressives of every stamp, and post-structuralism
(which both promi ses a new political inmaginary and offers itself
as a 'politics’) comes to occupy this vacant place in the social
imaginary. Intellectual production is showing the effects of
being thus untethered fromnation-building and cl ass struggle by
turning to new objects of critique (the saturation of everyday
life by the media is the chief source of new grist to the
theoretical mll) or to novel nodes of interpreting the rather
disheartening facts about the nation, denobcracy, secularism
gendering and so on.

Post-structuralism in this context, may be read as a sign
that a politics that has neither nation nor Marx as parent-
figures is struggling to be born. It has been claimed for the
set of theories produced under this sign, in the western
context, that they are a political response to the recognition
that the Hegelian-Marxist project is no longer viable. For
exanple, it has been suggested that Ernesto Laclau and Chantal
Mouf fe, theorizing post-structuralism as a political praxis, are

celebrating the very wunrealizability of the single ‘end’ of

history as a guarantee of plural futures. Post-marxists in the
West have called attention to the political |essons to be |earnt
from the eruption of 'new social movements' that no |onger
subnmit to the idea of the one foundational revolutionary

subj ect/class, or to the logic of equi val ence, a logic of
conparison of subjects that are essentially construed as equal s,
through ... [a] discourse of ‘rights,’ *liberty’ and 'equality'"

(Barrett, The Politics of Truth 71). In the Indian context, the
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liberatory possibilities opened up by the loss of the nation as
sovereign space or subject--the spaces and politics of
subalternity, once swept under the |arge Nehruvian carpet--offer
themselves for analysis as the spaces and politics of
difference. anenable to post-structuralist deci phernent.

But there is a sense in which even now, wth both Nation
and Left in disarray, the structures and vocabul ari es avail able
for political praxis are still largely those of the Nehruvian
soci al i st establishment and those of the Left. Whether or not
political destinations are clear, the signposts are in the
| anguage of humani sm denocracy, and distributive or political
justice, and serious interventions still have to locate
themsel ves somewhere along the road to socialist utopia. This
last is the reason why cultural theory in India, or at |east
that part of it which explicitly aligns itself with a politics,
reads palimpsestically. It cannot sinply follow the logic of
post-structuralism-as it has been followed el sewhere, if Ross
is to be believed--and vacate the domain of hunmanism and
denocracy; subtly incoherent though the theoretical results are,
most of the critics | am referring to struggle to keep up
establishnents in both territories. | will consider, below how

this equivocation affects femnist theory in particular.

Fem ni st Theory in a Tine of Transition

Perhaps the earliest sign of the arrival in India of a new
way of reading wonen's history is the loss of faith in the
‘development’ nodel of history. This is linked to an

increasingly acute awareness of what is probably the single nost
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obvi ous fact about wonmen's history: that in npst societies,
neither ‘tradition’ nor ‘modernity’ inspires unqualified hope of
emanci pation. In the imediate context of feminist cultural
history in India, the sense of disillusion with the grand
narratives of nationalismand of nationalist historiography has
actually led to the excavating of a whole range of ideologies,
social practices and relationships, all of which point to the
instrumentalization of 'the woman question’ in various
struggl es; synbolic victories (usually for the middle class) in
these struggles did not necessarily inprove wonmen's lot in any
real way.

The story of the transition fromsadir to bharatanatvam i S,

of course, a case in point. The broad tenor of ny argunent in
the preceding chapters has been that the transition from
‘tradition’ to 'nodernity' was a painful one for the devadasis.
They were forced to trade the freedom to practice their art, a
degree of power unusual for wonen anywhere, and a staunch pride
in their female famly traditions for the dubious joys of
donesticity wunder the watchful eyes of a nodernized and
refurbi shed patriarchy. The other side of the coin is that once
i ndi vi dual freedom was established as. a possibility, it would
only have been a nmtter of tinme before the rules and rituals
t hat structured the lives of devadasi s (i.e., their
‘traditions') becanme inpositions that restricted their access to
the prom ses of nodernity. In any case, the tradition of the
devadasis is available to wus through several | ayers of
medi ati on, whose effect is, on the whole, to reinterpret it for

Patriarchal use even in the present.

Fem ni st historiography, and, by extension, femnist



259
cultural theory, bring with them a prom se and a proviso. The
promise is an undertaking to study the past not as enpty tine,
but as pregnant with meanings for the present, especially for
women in the present; the proviso is that such historiography,
while providing "overarching theoretical formulations,"” needs
"constant testing and overhauling by historically and materially
specific studies of patriarchal practice, social regulation and
cultural production" (Sangari and Vaid, "Recasting Wnmen" 1).

But paradoxically, as feminist research beconmes both nore vast

and nore detailed, it undermines fenmnist theory’s ability to
fulfil its initial promse. Sinplified and sorted into the
categories ‘tradition' and ‘modernity,' for instance, many

practices are available for noral or political judgement (the
'nodern' practices are good when denpcratic; the ‘traditional’
ones are usually bad, 'feudal’); close up, considered in their
actual conplexity, nost of them nmove out of the circle of
certitudes. Gven the ambivalent relationship wonen have with
both sides of the tradition-modernity question, and the real
difficulties involved in 'choosing’" between them one of the
preoccupations of femnist cultural critique in India has been

to find ways out of this binary.

One way of doing this has been to deliberately tie fem nist
theory to a current political project within a broadly
denocratic framework. The inplicit claim of feminist theory,
seen in this [light, is that its problematization of the
devel opment nodel will help distinguish between 'good" nodernity
and ‘'bad’ nodernity from the point of view of their effects on
wonen, while reading ‘tradition’ itself not as a honpbgeneous,

unchanging and self-evident entity that just existed before
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nodernity, but as sonething contentious, as sonething created by
soci eti es, and above all as sonething that irresistibly
interpellated wonen.

The femnist cultural theory produced early on in India my
be read as an attenpt to grapple with nmodernity in this way. For
instance, when Sangari and Vaid wite in "Recasting Wonmen: an
Introduction,” in 1989, that "we can perhaps nmke a broad
distinction between the ‘modernizing’ of patriarchal nopdes of
regul ating wonen and the ‘democratizing' of gender relations
both in the hone and in the workplace" (19), they are separating
the bad nodernity (updated patriarchy) fromthe good (denobcratic
relationships: the denocratic revolution, categorically applied
both to the public sphere and to relationships IS a
distinctively nmoder n devel opnent) . This est abl i shes a
relationship with a praxis, since it inplies a goal, a telos
(not necessarily a naively progressivist one either): women my
denand democratizing of relationships. The rhetoric proclains
Sangari and Vaid's text itself a product of nodernity, devoted
to the enlargenent of the sphere of rights (what Laclau and
Mouffe call 'the egalitarian-equivalential logic') that in a
sense characterizes this socio-political formation.

The kind of fem nist framework Recasting Wonmen exenplifies

woul d be the one within which nmy own reading of the history of
the devadasis would fit nmost confortably: not surprising, this,
since it was very nmuch part of ny own immediate frane of
reference. As | have noted in the preface to this thesis, what
motivated nmy research was ny sense of the cultural snobbery and
illiberality of the bharatanatyam establishment as it now

stands, and mnmy consequent desire to reconstruct the ways in
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which this social exclusivity was built on the ruins of a fenuale
community's life and practice.

In the years since | began ny research, this fem nist
theoretical framework has lost sone of its initial coherence.
The sense of the conplexities of the tradition-nmodernity nodel
has been sharpened by the crisis in ‘nationalism’ itself,
brought about by recent disruptions (Ayodhya and Iiberaliza-
tion, for instance), and this has prepared the ground for
certain post-structuralist interventions. In fenminist theory
that has been produced since Sangari and Vaid's pathbreaking
anthology, the turn towards post-structuralism nakes itself
known not so much by explicit statement (though perhaps the
increasing nunmber of references to continental icons |Ilike
Derrida or Foucault or to femnists like Judith Butler or
Gayatri Spivak are fairly obvious indications of which way the
wind is blowing) as by the positioning of feninist cultural
theory vis-a-vis femnist politics. Sangar i and Vaid's

Introduction to Recasting Wnen identified the anthol ogy, and

fem nist theoretical endeavours in general, as adjuncts to
feminist politics. The intention was to contribute, for exanple,
to a clearer understanding of why certain political initiatives
in the past (in the nationalist mvenent or in Orientalist
di scourse that hypostatized the Aryan woman) failed to neet the
hi gh expectations that were built around them By extension,
since there is always sonme hope of learning from history, such
theorizing aimed to contribute to clarity of vision on political

options in the present.

In their Introduction to Interrogating Modernity, four

years down the line, Niranjana, Sudhir and Dhareshwar, after
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marking "the growth of the wonmen's novenment"” as a monment in the
culture of nodernity that they wish to interrogate, withhold
conment on how they place this noment politically (emancipatory,
neutral or retrogressive?) or how they place their ow theory in
relation to this noment. ’ Tharu and Niranjana’s val uabl e synoptic
essay "Problens for a Contenporary Theory of Gender," which lays
out the rationale for changing the object of feninist enquiry,
and which | wll consider in greater detail below, nay be read
as another text of the transition. Since the nodified framework
that is enmerging now will have an extended effect on the way
fem nists theorize the political and therefore (as | have
already said), on the way fenm nist artists theorize the politics
of their practice, | want to follow the track of this new
fem ni st theory.

Especially for fem nists whose disciplinary starting point
is English studies, the logic of the turn to post-structuralism
seens irrefutable, since it was here that the alliance between
fem nism and post-structuralism was forged. This alliance was
built not on any necessary concomtance between the political
initiative and the discursive field, as on their joint
declaration of hostilities against the aestheticized |iberal
humani sm of English studies. The bond was reinforced by two
nodes, inaugurated by the theory, of doing politics by

di scursi ve neans:

1) Disciplinary metacritique, or the politics of theory, a
relatively new possibility that arises out of the Foucaul dian
insistence on the question: who benefits from this particular
way of structuring know edge? Rigorously applied and tied to a

Praxi s, such a nmetacritique can enforce intellectual
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accountability, both to students, within the academn c context,
and in a larger context, to the various people affected by being
in one way or the other objects of academc discourse or

manipulation.

2) The deconstruction of dangerous or disabling representa tions

of women, which acquires the allure of the end-in~itself, since
post-structuralism unties ideology-critique from the idea that
the superstructure is determined by the base ‘in the [ast
instance.’a Rel easing the concept of representation from the
vestigial authority of reflection theory certainly w dens the
fem ni st crit ic’s canvas and significantly extends her
speci al i zed vocabulary of protest. Fem nist professionals, no
doubt, found this theoretical bait difficult to refuse; and it
may be justifiably clained for the resultant critiques that they
are nmonmentous, once the current inportance of the nmedia in the
reception and nediation of political questions is granted.

Thus in Real and |nmgined Women, Sunder Rajan defines the

task of the femnist critic as a particular kind of textual

engagement:

If we acknow edge (a) that femaleness is
constructed, and (b) that the terms of such
construction are to be sought in the
domi nant nodes of ideology (patriarchy,
colonialism capitalism, and (c) that
therefore what is at st ake is the
investments of desire and the politics of
control that representation both signifies

and serves, then the task of the fennist
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critic becones what Jacquel i ne Rose
describes as "the critique of nal e
discourse’ born of 'a radical distrust of
representation which allies itself with a

semiotic critique of the sign.' (129)

Such a definition of the fenminist critic's task, however, does
not specify the theorist's perception of the relationship
between theory as politics ('the critique of male discourse’)
and other political nopves, such as those that mght concern
themselves with putting an end to ~certain ki nds of
representation (the glorified imges of sat is, perhaps, or
sexual harassment offered as harm ess entertainment in films);
or between theory and the building of a femnist practice of
representation (what would a ‘female di scourse' be?).

It seens, then, as if femnist cultural theory in India is
in the process of norphing: from a nore or |less humanist,
historical materialist paradigm to a post-hunmanist, post-
structuralist one.

The logic of all iance with what are still anpng the few
available alternative interventionist nopvenents--the marxist,
the non-conventional Left, the Left-feminist--requires that
post-structuralism be presented as an instrunmental discourse, a
theoretical supplenent to a nore or |ess denpcratic praxis.
Since ‘politics’ has traditionally neant sonething other than
the senmotic revol ution or t he serious critique of
transcendence, femnist critique, in so far as it is still
attached by its cord to the nother-body of femnist politics,
can be post-structuralist only in the extremities; the trunk is

still humani st-nmodern. This schema nust not, therefore, be read
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as delineating an achi eved transformation, such as the one Ross
| ooks back on, or the one that many First Wrld theorists
describe as the postnodern rupture wth earlier normative
narratives. This section represents, if anything, speculation
on a hypothetical future for femnist cultural theory, not on a
fait accompli. This future, noreover, is much under discussion
in the realm of oral exchange--sem nar talk, corridor talk,
informal planning—and since it is not altogether documentable,
| have added an admittedly sketchy counterfactual at the end of
it, invoking Gayatri Spi vak, to suggest one possible
destinat ion.

The very fact of theorizing in a nmonent of transition
exerts contradictory pulls on femnist cultural critics, and
these contradictions are reflected in the way they address
questions of politics, texts, history, culture, sexuality. So
there is still talk of rights or civil liberties; there are
demands for distributive justice and for the restoration of the
dignity of personhood; there is still an ethical-political
imperative to change the condition of oppressed or subordinated
groups on the basis of a humanist discourse of anelioration or
even, occasionally, of revolution. On the other hand there is
the rejection of normative or Utopian discourses, including,
presunmably, the discourse of Iliberal denpcracy (in the Indian
case, partly because this discourse is colonially-mediated), and
there is the critique of the subject. Neither of these two
latter staple themes of post-structuralism would be radically
new except for one thing: that as they are processed by the
Arerican acadeny, they claimnot to be a part of efforts to make

humani st denobcratic projects nmore just or inclusive, but to be



266

delegitimzing these projects thenselves. and to be inscribing

thenselves in a space outside nodernity. Thus, as a counter-
movenent to the logic of alliance with political novements or
groups there is the irresistible pull, for Indian critics as
wel |, of post-structuralist theory's internal |ogic.

| am as is clear fromthe above, invoking that ancient and
contentious distinction between "femnist activist' and
"femnist critic’: a distinction | nyself only half believe in,
but one that nevertheless lurks in the shadows even when
continuities are noted between these tw identities, and
sonetimes even when the sanme person represents both identities.
The subjectivity of the 'critic' is the site of the potential
splitting off of femnist ‘theory’ fromfemnist ‘politics.’ It
m ght be possible to wonder, w thout underwiting reductionist
and literal-minded descriptions of what 'real' politics means,
why recent feminist theoretical interventions in India seem
especially unwilling to clarify two points: first, their debt to
post-structuralist t heoreti cal nodel s, mar ki ng their
relationship to (as well as distance from) some of the central
preoccupations of that theory (preoccupations with epistenology,
for instance, or with the subject as an ‘'effect’ of
construction, which insists on the non-reciprocity of its
relationship with its world); second, their relationship with
what are still considered respectable though non-theoretical
nmodel s of public intervention by wonen. As | see it, in so far
as the ‘traditional’ node of political functioning mght endure
a while | onger, creating somet hi ng like a political
contradiction at the site of theory, there may be a gradual

opening up of a gap between femnist politics and femnist
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theory or cultural studies, and the latter might becone a
sanctuary for post-structuralist work.

To state ny problem once again: it appears to be tine to
ask for clarity on the relationship between fem nism and post-
structuralism |s post-structuralism a way of expanding and
critiquing (more or |ess) humanist-democratic emancipatory
di scourses like marxism and feninism deepening the neani ngs of
equality, justice and freedom as they are realized in these
political nmovenments or is it a part of an attenpt to constitute
an al together new discursive field which will displace humani sm
and therefore politics as we know it?

A demarcation of the space in which post-structuralist
theory might serve feminism rather than dictate to it, 1is
inportant partly because it is generally understood that
fem nist theory has a special relationshipwith practices in the
‘real’ world. The requirenent (of dialectical engagenment) is a
useful reference point, though it obviously should not be so
rigidly enforced as to make femnist research into 'danger
areas' (research that does not yield inmediate political gains)
a taboo, since the long-term consequences of new know edge are
strictly incal culable. Oddly enough, fem nists who would want to
foreclose on the possibility of a femnist psychoanalytic
t heory--for exanpl e —because psychoanal ysis bears the traces of
its Victorian bourgeois masculinist origin, welconme the post-
structuralist intervention, whose political effects are equally
unf or eseeabl e. This happens because, unlike specialized
di scourses |like psychoanalysis or sociobiology, which are
transparently dubi ous, post-structuralism appears (in the work

of some western theorists like Judith Butler or even Foucault
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hinsel f) to have a significance precisely as a node of political
intervention; sonetinmes, indeed, as the only node for our tinmne.
What, then do feminists make of the post-structuralist claim
part of its self-definition, that it is also a theory of

politics that irreversibly displaces ‘politics’ as we know it?

There is obviously a prior question to be asked here: in
what way does post-structuralism claim to have displaced
humani st politics? Foucault offers an answer that, noving
outwards fromdisciplinary critique, finds 'Man’ as such on the
verge of extinction: hence the focus on strategies of power
rather than on its provenance, or the intentionalities behind
it; the substitution of ‘subject-effects’ for rational subjects;
the rejection of the single point of condensation for politics
("Marx doesn't exist"). | will, however, |ook at Ernesto Lacl au

and Chantal Mouffe's answer in Hegenony and Socialist Strategy.

in which the authors, proceeding inwards from the enmergence of
new social movements and antagoni sms to the theoretical need to
regi ster or construct a correspondingly new political inmaginary,
explore the possibilities and the limtations of post-
structuralism as a neans to political ends.

Laclau and Muffe describe thenselves as ‘postmarxist’;
they apply thenselves to the task of fornulating a node of
political practice in a world in which universal history (for
both epistenmol ogical and political reasons) is dead, but in
which the 'denocratic revolution' (a term they borrow from
Tocqueville) is actually a reality. As they perceive it, this
revolution is carried forward by struggles incapable of reaching

the degree of confluence that would allow all social antagonisns
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to be set up in terms of two (and only two) opposing masses, as
in the formulation 'aristocracy vs. the people’ (the Jacobin
imaginary) or in the forrmulation 'capitalist class vs. working
class’ (the ma-xist inpmginary). Nor can the diverse struggles
that make up this revolution, once the 'radical indeterm nacy of
the social’ is granted, be taken as pre-existing their
construction through the discursive transformation of relations
of subordination (relations until that point naturalized in that
context) into relations of oppression (preparing the ground for
protest, intervention).

At the beginning of their excursus on the current political
conjuncture, Laclau and Muffe are at pains to note that many
| ocal antagoni sms do not develop according to an ideoi-gy of a
"human essence.’ They offer exanples of the 'r.ew social
movements’ (the struggle against statism and bureaucracy, the
ecol ogy nmovenent, sexual liberati-n, etc.) which are, according
to them discontinuous fruw the orthodox denocratic imaginary.
The articulat. .n of these discrete political upheavals into a
hegenonic alliance, which is the authors' central preoccupation,
is imaginable, they note, primarily because postfoundational
history "transforms into social logics what were previously
foundations "(183).

In brief, taking post-structuralism seriously--thinking of
politics as actively constructed, and celebrating rather than

suppressing alterity, or the idea of constitutive differences

bet ween sub.ijects--expands t he field of contestatory

Possibilities and so 'deepens' the denocratic revolution. From

the point of view of fem nists, it is advantageous in that

1) it problematizes areas of social existence (inter-
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subjectivity, the donestic sphere, the field of know edge,
culture) hitherto untouched by the di scourses of humanism. These
di scourses have historically normalized male rationality; the
new denocratic inmpulse to equalize relationships therefore, has
to be actively extended into these areas so crucial to wonen's
lives. In Laclau and Mouffe's |anguage, post-structuralism, by
stressing difference, allows the relations of subordination at
these sites to be transformed into relations of oppression or

ant agoni sm

2) It opens up possibilities of new alliances, alliances
unt hi nkabl e in the regime of the single revolutionary subject or
the single political antagonism

Arguably, these inportant political effects may be arrived
at through trajectories other than post-structuralist ones. |f
post-structuralism beckons Indian theorists, the reasons are,
clearly, to be sought el sewhere. | want to examine, in relation
to Tharu and Niranjana’'s essay "Problems for a Contenporary
Theory of Gender" how the political problematic Laclau and
Mouffe set out (new fields, new alliances) is conplicated by
considerations that arise in the different geo-political terrain
Tharu and Niranjana occupy.

Reconmendi ng a reconstitution of the object of fem nist
enquiry, Tharu and Niranjana consider the consequences of the
female subject's coming to occupy the 'nodern' position in the
confortable and exclusionary way hitherto reserved for nen.
Reviewing the femnist political initiatives of the 1970s and
'80s, they suggest that a wde range of issues "rendered
critical by feminism are now being invested in and annexed by

Projects that deflect and contain" those initiatives (233). This
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has led to a ‘'hegemonic nobilization' of a ‘humanist-feminist’
subj ect, who is characterized by her 'hunan core.' Produced by
law, political theory, and even by marxist and femninist
di scourses thenselves, this (fictional) human core precludes
enquiry into the construction of this subject by processes of
social stratification, and therefore into her 'upper caste,
m ddl e class, Hindu' coding. The conposition of this subject,
whose present striking visibility across a range of discourses
proclainms her the true ‘feminist,® forecloses the possibility--
Tharu and Niranjana argue--of alliances with 'other subaltern
forces.' After the events of the late '80s and the early '90s,
including the Ramjanmabhoomi nmovenent, responses to the Mandal
Conmi ssi on Report and the nmassacre at Chunduru, they suggest,
"we face a whole new set of political questions" (234),
questions of alliance with newy assertive subaltern groups and
of the effects of liberalization, and, nore crucially, of the
colonization of liberal denocratic space by the (pseudo-)
secul ar subject.

As Tharu and Niranjana outline their ‘metonyms’ for
fem ni st consideration, they seem to be offering an
overwhel mingly conpelling argument for exiting from the
contam nated space of nodernity. Though they bracket this
question, the justifiable aggression and contenpt with which
they delineate the process of the constitution of the citizen
(accordi ng met hodol ogical priority to the structurings of caste,
class, gender, religion; identifying 'humanist' and 'nodern,' in
a sustained way, with the paradigmatic citizen's self-promotion)

makes humani sm itself sound like the eneny.

One might take issue with the presentation of this as a new
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probl ematic: have the ‘new’ political questions quite replaced
the old ones? The developnents of the 1980s and '90s that
present both urgent problens and opportunities for fem nists--
Hi ndu majoritarianism, 1 iberal izatior., the dalit movement --are
certainly "new' in that they are the nost recent and therefore
the mpst newsworthy, but not by any nmeans because the ol der
types of struggles, between wonen and nen, or between cl asses,
have suddenly ceased altogether. It would also seem as if, all
i mpressions  of the visibility of the ferale citizen
not wi t hst andi ng, her act ual situation has not changed
substantially; the old problens persist beside the new ones,
giving continued relevance to the nodes in which they were
addressed. But the inplicit invocation of the idea of a paradigm
shift ("a whole new set of political questions") in Tharu and
Niranjana's essay is precisely what interests me, because it
hi ghlights the tension within which its theoretical specul ation
is produced: the tension between an angry rejection of humani sm
on the one hand, and a commitment, on the other, to political
change on the basis of what are, after all, discursive grounds
historically associated with Enlightenment humani sm denocracy,
the energence of rights.

What are the grounds of the rejection of liberal humanisnf
At the risk of repeating myself | will lay these out once again:

Firstly, the affiliation Tharu and Niranjana have to
postcol onial discourse makes it inpossible for them to ignore
how the ideas of the 'human' of the 'nodern' are encrusted with
associations with the European Enlightenment, itself used nopst
illiberally by the British, on occasion, to bludgeon its

colonies into subjection.
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Secondly, the bulky figure of the ‘modern’ humani st, who
appropriates the discourse of rights or of equality, obscures
the vast nunbers of small and unassunmi ng peopl e who cannot then
present their clainms to the benefits of nodernity. This middle
class male subject's conplacent possessiveness about nodernity
not only allows himto lose all traces of his social structuring
and to becone paradigmatic, but also justifies the increase of
his power and privilege. This citizen, exenplified for his
fem nist antagonists mainly by the upper caste professional or
government official, but also, sonetinmes, by the marxist conrade
(who will not forswear foundational history), <can hug his
‘modernity’ to hinself in this proprietorial way |argely because
of the inequalities (of race, caste, class, gender) that
characterized the nonment of its inauguration and of its
absorption into Indian life. Post-structuralist approaches to
the critique of the category of the subject recommend thensel ves
precisely in this context, as ways of dissecting the idea of

sel fhood that guarantees this citizen's real power.

More pertinently and nore annoyingly, the discourses of
liberalism and humani sm now appear folded into new kinds of
illiberal politics--the Hindutva type, the anti-Mandal or anti -
dalit type--that disguise their illiberality by parading their
enlightened credentials. The factor common to these three
reasons for rejecting liberal humanismis, in short, that it is
not protected fromabuse: that it may be used for legitimte as
well as illegitimte ends.

One might clarify the third reason by taking a brief 100k
at the ways in which some of the new political nmovements Tharu

and Niranjana refer to are deploying the discourse of Iiberal
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humani sm The prom nence in recent years of symbolic struggles
points to the reconstitution of group identities in the field of
the political. The Shah Bano case and the Roop Kanwar case nmay
be taken as typical instances in which questions of group
identity (H ndu, Mislim Rajput) have been hung upon isol ated
events where women have been instrunentalized. Another exanple
is upper caste mobilization around caste reservations, which

from the upper caste point of view is also synbolic, because

what is being contested is by no means enpl oynment for everyone,
but only for a small section of each community. The assertion of
group identity has both traditionally been (in the fornmation of
caste-associations, for instance, which were prolongations of
pre-modern self-identification through kinship; or in the non-
brahmn novenents, in which caste-feeling and a nodern
consci ousness of equality nmet each other) and has become, in new
ways (as with the autononpus wonen's nmovenent itself or with the
dalit struggle), the path of intervention in public affairs.

A theorist conscious of difference as a legitimte analytic
category would treat such assertions of identity w thout the
kind of disnmissive scorn the confortably difference-blind middle
class liberal humani st (whose difference-blindness is a mark of
his singular feeling of being at home in the world) reserves for

it. The political weight of post-structural ismseens to lie in

its offering & subject position fromwhich identity politics (as

asserting ‘'difference’: i.e.. social structuring) nmay be

endorsed. though wth the theoretical stipulation--usually
unobservable iN practice--that ‘'identity' be kept distinct from
‘essence.’ The centrifugal effect of this theory then acts as a

valuabl e corrective to 'nodern' self-conplacency.
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But does post-structuralism (characterized by many critics

as politically neutral, anarchist or even nihilist) offer a
substantive alternative to the political franmework that it thus
demonstrates to be vul nerable to abuse? Could the legitimzation

of all ‘difference,’

all clainms to identity, be the option we
might prefer to the legitimization of the ‘universal’ norms? If
we relate the privileging of difference to identity politics, it

becones obvious that ‘difference’ itself is as neutral a

category as ‘universal' or ‘essence': there is obviously (at

least froma fenminist point of view) an illegitimate politics of
difference (the Hindutva type, the anti-Mandal type) as well as
a legitimate one (the wonen's novenent, the dalit novement).
Indeed part of the trouble is that 'difference' (as antagonism
is not unnmarked: the question is who is marking it, where it is

mar ked, whom it divides. Increasingly, Tharu and Niranjana's

anal ysis suggests, difference may not be narked between nmen and
wonen (thoughas | said earlier, it is far frombeing the case

that this representational ploy, by nmeans of which every group

legitimtes itself, reflects an achieved transformation) but
between Hindus, and Mislins; or between dalit nen and upper
caste women.

The fem nist theorist is called upon, in this situation, to
distinguish the legitimte politics of difference from the
illegitimate ones. Tharu and Niranjana's post-structuralist
affiliation becomes visible in the way they negotiate this

imperative: by identifying the illegitimte uses of difference

(by the new anti-Mandal subject of ‘feminism,’ for instance) as

at base wuniversalist. The crux of their argunent, its nost

conpelling point, is that the Hindutva novenment or the anti-
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Mandal struggle are actually deploying universalist egalitarian

discourse punitively, against other groups. stigmatizing the

latter as backward, pre-nodern; being nodern and egalitarian
then becones (as it did, for instance, under colonial rule, and
as it does in the Wrld Bank's dealings with underdevel oped
nations; or as it does in Tharu and Niranjana's exanple of the
al | egedly happy and, what is nore, liberated H ndutva *‘family’
which points a finger at gender relations within the Mslim
conmuni ty) anot her route to self-aggrandisement and an
instrument for garnering nore power. What devel ops out of the
Hi ndutva appropriation of Enlightenment discourse is indeed an
identity politics: but one that can effectively bury the pre-
nodern associ ati ons of caste or conmmunal identities, presenting
itself as a 'universal' politics.

It seems to ne that if one steps back from Tharu and
Ni ranj ana's specific proj ect and therefore from their
presentation of what 'difference' and ‘universalism’ nean, what
one gets is actually a set of mirror imges: Universalism and
difference both Dbeing deployed both denmpcratically and
undemocratically. Tharu and Niranjana, however, do not exani ne
such a possibility. Having piled up the negative images of the
age- - Mandal , Hi ndutva, Chunduru--they suddenly switch tracks,
presenting the trope of the anti-arrack movenent in Andhra
Pradesh. The governnent, the Press in several | anguages,
mai nstream and alternative political comentators all alike
insist upon seeing this novenent of rural wonmen as pre-
political, as famlial; Tharu and Niranjana reinvest it with a
Political charge and set it up, noreover, as a nodel of a truly

radical politics. Especially in the face of nale (and sometimes
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femal e) stupidity about the political charge of this novenent,
one is drawn to this inspired construction, tinged with strong
feelings of solidarity and, perhaps, just a little romantic
synmpathy, of an alternative subject of feminism.!®

The persistence by inplication, in Tharu and Niranjana’s
text, of the idea of a deeper ‘humanism,' and the other sign in
it of the endurance of universalisns--the punctuation of it by
the idea of a femnist politics that has a bearing on ‘women'--
are, however, clearly departures from post-structurali st
themes.' The authors appear to be suggesting that 'feminism
itself needs to be conserved as a radically democratic practice
(with all the protocols that this inplies), which is the only
safeguard of its continuance in the ‘egalitarian-equivalential
logic.’ To untie it fromthis project would be to turn it |oose
for the use of practically anyone who wi shes t0o instrumentalize
the gender question, including all the anti-democratic groups
that have been laying claimto it.

Both the theoretical inpulses of Tharu and Niranjana's text
(the critique of the subject, the critique of the Enlightennment)
and the reining in of these inpulses by a steady attachment to
a political context are the effects of a location peculiar to a
certain kind of femnist cultural theorist in India. This is
partly within, or in synpathy with, the wonen's novenent in
India; partly within, or in dialoguewth, 'global' devel opnents
in theory.'® Gven that the global location (or the Anglo-
Anerican one) increasingly holds out tenptations to the fem nist
in her subject position as 'critic,' the proportion of ‘theory’
to “‘politics’ in the wusual feninist compound might change

drastically; what | have referred to as the internal 1logic of
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post-structuralism my beconme decisive for femnist theory and
perhaps, in ways that cannot be foreseen, for feninist practice.

The way probl ens are delineated and dealt with in the field
of post-structuralist theory in the western acadeny nmay be
exenplified by the question of ‘essence,’ which recurs with
nmonot onous persistence and which is problematized by severa
classic neditations on epistemology. Froma feminist politica
point of view, as Diana Fuss points out, there are essences and
essences; while it is true that some have proved signally
pernicious for wonen, others nay even prove serviceable (Fuss
xi). The point is that ‘politics’ itself is a practice open to
contingencies, not concerned with solutions that are internally
coherent or wvalid for all tine. But reading certain post-
structuralist theorists, one nmight be forgiven for thinking that
essentializing, or forgetting to use the approved |anguage of
the ‘politics’ of difference, is sonething on the scale of a
cardinal sin.

The relationship between post-structuralism and femn nism
requires clarification, in the final analysis, because of this
play on the word ‘politics.’ Post-structuralism comes to
represent politics by re-presenting it in a certain way (to
borrow one of Spivak’s favourite constructions), owing to the
unresolved tension between its primarily epistenological
conpul si ons and t he conpul si ons of humani st -denocratic
politics.? It begins by offering itself as a supplement to
already existing nodes of political practice; it becones by
degrees 'a politics’ and then, gathering nonentum as it rolls
down the declivity of epistenological revolution, becones

‘politics’ ag such, Which seems to obviate the need for post-
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structuralists to define their relationship once and for all

with politics as denocratic st.ruggle.21
The exanple | will offer in passing of the tel escoping of
post-structurali st epi st enol ogi cal concerns and more

straightforwardly political ones is Spivak’s magisterially
presunmptuous reading of the work of the Subaltern Studies group
"against the grain of their self-representation.”" In the essay
"Invitation to a Dialogue," Dipesh Chakrabarty sets out the
(early) problematic of this group as concerned with the
contradictions between elite political |anguage, which is
Hegel i an-nationalist, and the subaltern pre-colonial political
| anguages, which, though nodified by the colonial encounter,
nevertheless remain tied to precolonial forms of power and
aut hority. The intention behind studying these contradictions is
"to understand the consciousness that inforned and still informs
political actions taken by the subaltern classes on their own,
[relatively] independent of any elite initiatives" ("lInvitation"
374). Spivak interprets what the Subaltern collective sees as
difficulties in its project (the lack of direct access to a
subal tern consci ousness, its availability only through filtering
narratives of counterinsurgency, and so on) as insuperable
theoretical obstacles, so that the specific problemthe nenbers
give thenmselves (the recovery of the subaltern consciousness)

becones a theoretical exercise in proving that such, a

consci ousness cannot exist. This makes the object 'subaltern

consciousness’ paradi gmati c of consciousness in general, proving
the post-structuralist axiom that consciousness is a subject-
effect; and by this token the Subaltern group either

deliberately explores the futility of attenpts to pin down the
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el usive subject or naively misrecognizes the objectives of its
own project.

Spi vak herself enbodies, in a sense, the tension between
femnist as critic (in the western acadeny) and femnist as
activist (in her case, on behalf of the erased epistemes of
postcol onial nations). The brilliance and the irony of her work
may i ndeed stem fromthe postponing of foreclosure, the refusal
to splice together the split halves of her subject position:
self/other; critic/activist. Polyglot eiron of postcolonial
t heory, the tone and content of her argument--trenchant,
sardoni ¢, demandi ng that the Subject of the West behave itself--
is marvel | ously at odds wth her style--narcissistic,
treasonably sophisticated, unable to help enbodying nmastery of
| anguages, concepts, jargon.

Both the excesses and the gl amobur of post-structuralism as
a substitute for politics cone from a profoundly reductive
presentation of the opposition's views, and of the principles of
conpeting discursive paradigns in general. Not all those who
enbark on emanci patory or egalitarian political endeavours are
entirely devoid of a sense of the provisional and nakeshift
nature of either their discourse or their actions. But the
|l anguage in which post-structuralism caricatures them is
hyperbolic and flanmboyant, and while it may have no particul ar
resonances for a generation that has grown up w thin humanist
nental franmeworks, it is particularly enticing to students who
can conbine, through a use of this |anguage, a formof political
correctness with either heady romantic rebellion or sheer
intell ectual d;ndyisn.u The Foucaul dian project, as has been

repeatedly pointed out (and this also applies to Derridean
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deconstruction) offers no elaborate alternative nodels of
politics that take their justification from the denpcratic
imaginary rather than from libertarian inpulses. Nancy Fraser
expresses this idea rather nore colourfully when she points out
that Foucault has all the interestingness of a |over and none of
the virtues of a husband.

Thus one might ask: if humanism denpcracy and secul arism
are indeed dead (I am not so sure about this) why do post-
structuralist politics (the deconstruction of the subject, the
assertion of difference) so insistently present thenselves as
the inevitable option in the Indian (acadenic) context? There
are, for instance, alternative nodels of engagement wth
modernity which are allied to the German intellectual tradition
rather than to the pessimstic French one. In Andreas Huyssen's
map of the postnodern, the background to Foucault, Derrida and

other post-structuralists is the

French vision of nodernity [which] begins
with Nietzsche and Mallarne and [which] is
thus quite close to what literary criticism
describes as nodernism Mdernity for the
French is primarily--though by no nmeans
excl usivel y—an aesthetic question related
to the deliberate destruction of |anguage
and other forns of representation. For
Habermas [in the German tradition], on the
ot her hand, nodernity goes back to the best
traditions of the Enlightennent, which he
tries to salvage and to reinscribe into the

present phil osophical discourse in a new



282
form (203)2°

In other words, why is Foucault a femi nist resource in India and
why is Habermas (or feminist revisionist readings of his work)
not ?

As a theoretically coherent and specialized discourse,
post-structuralismsustains and is in turn sustained by certain
professional investnents (nade largely by academics). This is
bound to push the theory in the direction of sel f-
referentiality, particularly in the absence of reninders that
speci alizations are (to use a phrase from Lukacs) a 'partial

function of society. 3 If the rules of the post-structurali st
game hold, the changeover to this discourse should be a
' paradi gm shift' and the discourses and strategies generated by
nmodernity should be decisively and irredeemably displaced at

some point in the future. At the noment the pressure to 'go
post-structuralist,' though perhaps stemming primarily from
attenpts to imagine an alternative politics., is stepped up, at
any rate, by newwave thinking and disciplinary changes in the
western academy, changes that are |leaning on cultural theory in
many parts of the world. The disciplines under goi ng
transformati on include philosophy, English and anthropol ogy; the
problems include the apparent self-enclosedness of | anguages,
the epistenol ogical confusions resulting fromrelativismor the
perception of differance. the difficulty of separating the
effects of discursive regimes from effects that arise in the
‘real’ World, the very uncertainty about the reality of this

world itself, and of the self-presence of the subjects who

Popul ate it.
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Post-Structuralism in the Indian Acadeny

The academic orientation of recent fem nist theory—towards
debates in continental philosophy, English, anthropology, for
instance, rather than towards anal ytic philosophy or political
theory, to think of two options at random-facilitates post-
structuralism s opportunistic occupation of the space created by
disillusion with both tradition and nodernity. This section is
an attenpt to trace, very schematically, the trajectory by which
post-structuralismarrives in India, in order to offer tentative
answers to the question of why these disciplines becone decisive
rather than certain others; and to the question of what the
effect m ght be of these changes on the |ndian academ c scene,
on English studies (since this, as | explained in the first
chapter, was also my starting point) and on femnist cultural
theory. | amgesturing towards the fact that an honest geneal ogy
of post-structuralism in India remains to be witten, rather
than actually witing one, which would be a foolish undertaking
for a student located in the Third Wrld. The purveyors of the
theory are the only people, in a sense, who are really in a
position to objectify their own practice, though the obligation
to do so, enbodied in the idea of ‘self-reflexivity’ and rooted
in marxist self-critique as well as in Foucaul di an geneal ogy, is
usual |y honoured more in the breach than in the observance.

The audience for post-structuralism in India is being
created by a whol e generation of academ cs, who al so, crucially,
adjudicate on theoretical alternatives on behalf of this
audi ence. The netal of the filter not being altogether inert,

new power relations result fromthis. A denographic profile of
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this group would be nmost illumnating. These acadenmics are, by
and | arge, |Indians who got their doctoral degrees in British or
Anerican universities in the last ten or fifteen years, and cane
back to India--usually tenporarily, but sometinmes for good,
though with renewable contacts abroad--to wite, t each,
publ i sh. Mapping their road to post-structuralism would take
sonme guesswork, since a considerable stretch of it has been
traversed in Anglo-Anmerican academia where the |andmarks
(baffling to students here) include professional turf-battles,
political struggles around race and gay rights apart from those
around indefinitely factionalizing fenminisms, and carefully
staged run-ins with conservative authorities on television. No
doubt nost of these academics read Marx before leaving India
(‘reading Marx' being a trope here for a whole process of
feeling dissatisfied with existing social arrangenents and for
finding a vocabul ary and perhaps a practice in which to express
this dissatisfaction) and had political comm tnents. Most of
them also obviously experienced post-structuralism as both
intellectual and political breakthrough, the full force of the
partnership between post-structuralism and fem nism or black
studies in the acadeny hitting them when their teachers were
riding the crest of the theory wave. As a redenptive discourse,
post-structurali smnust have seermed to be a definite inprovenent

on marxi sm

For these academ cs, post-structuralist theory neshed with
social critique not so much along its fem nist face as along its
post col oni al one. To consider the trajectory of post -
structuralist theory in India, therefore, one has to take

account of the investments of postcolonial theorists in this
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theoretical discourse, which necessitates, at this point, a
circuitous diversion through the field of postcolonial theory.
To minimze the tediumof this digression | wll glance at the
debate over Aijaz Ahmad’s critique (in his book Ip Theory) of
Edward Said and Fredric Janeson, featured in the journal Public
Cul ture. a Read symptomatically, the responses t0 Ahmad’s
"attack' on these two figures, seminal for postcolonial theory,
m ght illustrate the vectors of material i nterest and
psychol ogi cal identification t hat characterize the
‘postcolonial’ as a subject position.

The point is that what Ahmad says about Said and Janeson is
by no neans wounding or even controversial fromthe perspective
of the Third World critic. As a historically infornmed schol ar,
Ahmad takes quite justifiable exception to Said' s one-sided

presentation of the exchanges between the Oient and the

QOcci dent . As a dialectical materialist, he denounces the
‘idealist metaphysic’ t hat leads to nethodol ogical and
historical confusions, in Said s text, about the geneal ogy of

Oientalism (is it an eternal attitude to the East or a
historically determinate formation of the eighteenth and
ni neteenth centuries ?). As for Janeson, the colossal arrogance
and staggering naivete of his argument ("all third-world texts
are necessarily eee to be read as ... national allegories"),
with its collapsing of the heterogeneity of Third Wrld econom c
and cultural formations into the idea of a single Third Wrld
'form’ of literature, positively beg for the kind of criticism
Ahmad levels at it. |Indeed the nunber of pulled punches in
Ahmad'’s Critique suggests caution and noderation rather than a

desire to be wantonly destructive.
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And how do postcolonial intellectuals respond? For the nost
part with a sustained vituperation that barely takes time off to
respond to the core of Ahmad’s argunments. There are displays of
condescension and cries of ‘unfair!’ As Ahmad points out in his
riposte, the sane interlocutors who accuse him of virulent
aggression towards Said and Janmeson in their turn accuse him of
wanting to start a ‘*jihad,' pronounce on his psychol ogical
maladjustment, question his right to attack anyone, accuse him
of cheating, deceiving, plagiarizing, feathering his own nest,
and so on, giving no quarter. The whole attack on Ahnad
expresses a degree of professional outrage that is puzzling to
anyone who has taken postcolonial valorizing of subaltern,
earthily anti - bour geoi s di sruptions seriously--surely
prof essional etiquette of the kind Ahmad is said to have
violated is an aspect of western-bourgeois ethics, and anathenmn
to the Third Wrld marxist, the postcolonial, the flaneur. the
Foucauldian, or any other subverter of western norns, to whom
all is fair?*
The charged and, ironically, unprofessional tone in which

Ahmad is denounced nakes sense if one reads his polenic as lese

maieste. Nothing less than the discursive terrain of
postcoloniality itself is under Si ege, along with its
theoretical hi nterl and, post-structuralism the theorists

defending these owe fealty to Said, of course, and behind Said
looms the figure of the suzerain, Foucault. Wen Said's
Orientalism provided the intellectual grounds for constituting
postcoloniality as a discursive field, obviously well-nmeaning
intellectuals from decolonizing nations, |Indians anobng then,

finally found a way of studying their own spaces, identities and
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cultures without exiting from the western acadeny.

The fact that Foucault was one of Said' s intellectual
mentors was probably partly responsible for setting up an early
connection between Foucaul di an nmethodol ogi es and postcol oni al
theory, though there was sufficient reason, in the general
atmosphere of the intellectual make-over of the Anglo-Anerican
acadeny, to find Foucault seductive even wthout Said's
advocacy. Gayatri Spivak, neanwhile, eloquently nade the case
for cashiering Foucault (she finds him conserving 'the Wst as
subject') and setting up Derrida, whomshe had been translating,
as the prototypical theorist of difference.

The end result of these transactions appears to have been
the gl obal generation's strong identification with post-
structuralism and its continental progenitors. The call to
identify with Foucaul dian or Derridean theoretical nmodels was
evidently given by nore than just overlappi ng concerns: the very

formation of the discursive field of postcoloniality, hooked

onto this theory, was at stake, as were, in a sense, various
theoretically adjacent projects of the intellectual Left in the
Angl o- Areri can acadeny.

From the nunber of tines actual places or theoretical
spaces are nmentioned by both parties in the Public Culture
debate over Ahmad’s book, we might deduce that |ocation is the

hi dden signifier of prine inportance in postcolonial theory.

Cities and states ('Delhi,’ 'Cal cutta," ' Hyder abad, ' ;
‘Kerala'); professional spaces ('Rutgers,’ ‘JNU,’ 'New Left
Books,' ‘'postcolonials in India'); discursive spaces ('theory'

itself, that space Ahmad so rashly tries to storm); countries

("India,"’ ' Paki stan, ' 'the United States'); continents,
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intercontinental spaces, 'First World" and 'Third World,' even
"the globe'; the spaces denmarcated by political parties, groups,

movenents ( ‘feminism,’ ' Greenwi ch Vill age, "Third I nternational
Marxi sm' 'the CPI'): all are places which come up, after all,
as open to intellectual occupation. The focus is on the meani ngs
of exile, di aspora, and vagrancy; on nationalism and
internationalism Should this concern with spaces be read, as
Arif Dirlik reads postcolonial self-pronmotion in another
context, as the conservation of the territory of a conprador
intelligentsia that has arrived in the West?

Dirlik contends that "there is a parallel between the
ascendancy in cultural criticismof the idea of postcoloniality
and an energent consci ousness of global capitalismin the 1980s"
and that "the appeals of the critical themes in postcol onial
criticism have nuch to do wth their resonance wth the
conceptual needs presented by the transformations in gl obal
relations caused by changes in the capitalist world econony"
(331). Postcolonial criticisms conplicity with the hegenmony of
contenporary capitalism is revealed by a sin of omission (its
sil ence about "contenporary problens of social, political, and
cultural dom nation") and a sin of commission ("its obfuscation
of its own relationship to what is but a condition of its
emergence ... global capitalism'). Postcolonial theorists like
Gyan Prakash, Dirlik alleges, celebrate a postfoundational
history which "repudiates any fixing of the Third World subject
and, therefore, of the Third Wrld as a category,"” (335), and,
as they affiliate with mnorities in the First Wrld, "a
politics of location takes precedence over a politics inforned

by fixed categories" (336). Such a discursive thematics my
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actually exclude from its scope "most of those who inhabit or
hail from post colonial societies....[since it] does not account
for the attractions of nodernization and nationalism to vast
nunbers of Tnird World populations” (337). Dirlik |eaves us with
a gloony description of postcolonial discourse as "a discourse
that seeks to constitute the world in the self-imge of
intellectuals who view thenselves e as postcol oni al
intellectuals" (339).

Whet her or not one endorses this stinging tautology, there
is a point to be taken in Dirlik's argunent, which is that the
politics of location in the First World or in the |imnal spaces
between First Wrld and Third Wrld inflects what we hear from
the postcolonial critic about the political/theoretical options
suitable for subalterns in the Third World. Thus, for instance,
while fenminists in India may have grave reservations about
denocracy as nediated by colonialism or about the political
residues of the Enlightennent, those who are not postcolonial
theorists may not be as sure as the latter are that we have
al together done with either nodernity or Enlightenment.

Wiile Dirlik's view of postcolonial theory night be
accurate, as far as it goes, his materialist explanation of the
attractions of a postfoundational politics given by location
does not cover all the possibilites. Wiat is left out of his
account is the psychological significance, for the |I|imnal
intellectual who is radically unhoused by a refusal of bourgeois
citizenship, radically disenbodied by a refusal to identify with
the national body, radically unanchored by an abdication of the
m ddl e class vanguardist role, homesick in the metropolis for

India and in India (or in any of the provinces of the Third
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Worl d) for the netropolis, of diacuraive territory as possession
or fetish.

The problem of limnality is conplicated by the desire to
occupy the space, subtly barricaded against Third World
invasions, of the intellectual metropolis~-which is not quite
the same thing as being in an Anglo-Anmerican university. The
viciously disabling feeling of being structurally relegated to
sone epi stem ¢ backwater or the other is indubitably accentuated
for Third Wrld intellectuals by the tantalizing proximty of
this intellectually prestigious space; that is, by exposure to

First World epistenological battles in the First Wrld.

Poststructuralism then invites postcolonial intellectuals
in continued contact with the First Wrld to use it to lever the
transcendental subject (always and indelibly inmprinted as
western and rational) out of his central place in the
territories of t he Enlightenment. Postcolonials who
strategically appropriate Foucault (or who, less convincingly,
despite Spivak, use Derrida) in order to 'provincialize Europe,'
are, in a sense, perform ng exercises in decolonizing the m nd.
In this context, with these personal investnments, decol onizing
the mnd becones a politics in itself; and the intellectual,
di sciplinary and professional |abour that this calls for, in the
highly professionalized western acadenic setting, precludes
identification Wi th now obsol ete di ssident or heroic stereotypes
(the marxist intellectual, the Gandhi an intellectual).
Conspi cuous consunption is scored into the very grain of
acadeni ¢ exchange: intellectual authority, now granted to Third
Wrld intellectuals, cannot coincide wth such elaborate

gestures of renunciation as nmade an earlier version of the
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intellectual at home in her world or endowed her wth noral
authority.

But the endeavour to decolonize the mnd is inescapably
subject to the approval of the First Wrld. The irresistible
pul | of the netropolis, where value stubbornly seens to inhere,
despite all efforts to detach it, is consequently also the
reason why t he post col oni al intellectual cannot
straightforwardly grant the possibility that |ocal settings
m ght give neaning to theoretical work. Trapped in the fanliar
spiral of aspiration and exclusion, she feels the enornmous
psychol ogi cal pressure, arising fromthe effortless and enduring
intellectual self-valorization of the Wst, to nmke herself
intelligible everywhere, and especially there. Precisely the
real possibility of equivalences between the intellectual
concerns of all the significant corners of the globe vitiates,
in the age of late capitalism work that has purely indigenous
or, worse still, local value. Thus even if the starting point is
a local one, the problem has to translate into a universal
language.

What nmay be of the greatest nonent about the discursive
domain of postcoloniality is that the segregation and
deval uation that constitute the imrediacy of the Third Wrld
academ c's experience of the West in the present are worked into
the theoretical apparatus as a retrospective repoliticization of
the colonial period. Appiah suggests (as does Dirlik) that the
postcolonial intellectual may feel a disproportionate anxiety
about colonial remmants, including that |arge | oose package that
is called 'nodernity," with its concomitant, ‘humanism’ (Appiah

149). Fromthe perspective of the col onized country, despite its
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havi ng been inducted into universal history without benefit of
choi ce, and perhaps because the negative Ilogic of this
i nducti on, represented by vulnerability to neo-imperialist
designs, cannot be reversed, it mght nake nobre sense to make
shift with the incidental benefits of nodernity. In any case,
for the less-nobile citizen of the decolonizing country, a |ess-
anxi ous subject position may seemnore natural; and the audience
for postcolonial critique, apart fromcheering on the assault on
English and its attendant privileges, may stifle its bafflenent
about postcoloniality’s nore bizarre projects with recollections
of the general good intentions of its representatives.

Indeed, the problem is made nore acute by the fact that
postcolonial intellectuals can no longer directly address or
identify with such audi ences. These theorists sonetines explain
their avoi dance of the local or indigenist theoretical frames
(as opposed to practices) in terns of their intention to evolve
a theory of the nation without arriving punctually at the bourne
of ‘'indigenism’: which sounds as if all theories that I|ingered
over or privileged local intellectual or cultural formations
were to be marked as 'indigenist,' but perhaps nerely signals
their lack of interest in the indigenous setting as discursive
limt to their own work. In any case what gets instituted is a
"doubl e exclusion’--from gl obal context as well as from | ocal
one. Svati Joshi suggests that part of the fallout of the
formati on of the national intelligentsia around English is that
"[t]he contenporary intelligentsia, in a nuch nore decisive way
than the earlier intelligentsia, is cut off from I|inguistic
comunities with whom it can speak or share its know edge, and

this has, paradoxically, rendered it marginal™ ("Rethinking
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English: An Introduction™ 24). |f one substituted 'global' for
‘national’ in this fornulation, and 'theory' for 'English,' one
would have a fairly clear inpression of the predicanment of the
postcolonial intellectual. Even in the age of nmultinational
capital, when nearly everyone is dispossessed in some way, the
subj ect position of the postcolonial intellectual stands out as
acutely alienated--an alienation masked, however, by the brisk
attentiveness to local cultural practices.

Significantly, the need to adopt a ‘local’ space as a sort
of sublime object, as well as the conmpulsion to interpret that
space to the white western academy, are nost urgently felt by
postcolonials who have firm commtnments and have enjoyed a
measure of success in the West. No one speaks nore lyrically of
the space of the subaltern--"the habitat of the subproletariat.”
"the space of active displacement of the Enpire-Nation or
col oni al i smdecol oni zati on reversal"--than Gayatri Spivak, who
is both the quintessential postcolonial abroad and sonething of
a special case, since she has successfully and irreverently
pitched her tent in the netaphysical centre of western academ ¢
terrain while keeping up a conversation about the people of the
margins. \Wat needs correction, then, is the illusion created
by the postcol oni al appropriation of post-structuralist theory--
the illusion of the First World's sudden, unprecedented, amazing
attentiveness to the Third Wrld intellectual's voice. In the
bright flattening glare of global theory we seem to see the
sil houettes of the two academc*, face to face, engaged in
conversation; if depth is returned to the picture, it becones
evident that one is talking past the other, that both are

di stracted.
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The point of all this is not to set up ‘location’ as the
new brand of politics, but to pull the question of the geneal ogy
of post-structuralismup to the surface, which might then |ead
to a clearer view of what inflects or distorts the theory being
produced about cultural formations in India. If a discourse is
to fulfil a critical function, its genealogy needs to be
exam ned; and in this discourse we may see the operation of
certain large structures of power--that between First Wrld and
Third World intellectuals in the western acadeny; the creation
of a (possibly) conprador intelligentsia; and another unequal
rel ati onship between this intelligentsia and its audience in the
Third World. The discourse and its peripheral inplications
depend crucially on this intelligentsia's becomng self-
consci ous about the new power relations it is setting up. In
other words, we need to reflect on the politics of postcol onial
theory and on the conflicts around post-structuralism in the
present, rather than accept either as ‘natural’ to the Indian
cont ext .

Indian students interested in these conflicts can read
about them but mainly in conservative or radical polemics on
the subject, and these, understandably, offer nutually exclusive
facts and figures and conflicting interpretations of them
Students, noreover, are encouraged to consider such reading
superfluous; the academics who bring post-structuralism to
India, preferring to stem curiosity about its ‘original’
context, foreground its conconitance with postcoloniality, which
inturnis naturalized as addressing the anxiety and anger about
colonialism that Third World subjects are assumed to feel. |n

the absence of fanmiliarity with this original context, |Indian
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students receive post-structuralism as the only option for
theoretical or political intervention, rather than as one
tradition anong many; and they would certainly be unable to
account for the way it is transformng their own acadenic
setting. The answer to the question why Foucault rather than
Habermas, then, is that postcolonial theory nediates post-
structuralism that the anti-foundationalism of the latter is
congeni al to post col oni al theorists for whom western
intellectual production is both Superego and O her.

In a sense, what | ammaking is an extended plea for the
diversification of theoretical and political resources in the
Indian context, so that both the ‘humanist’ or Enlightennment
devel opments (Habermas, the |iberal-comunitarian debate) and
the post-structuralist, post-humanist critiques are available

for evaluation against each other: as our access to the debates

stands at present, via English, at any rate, the post-
structuralists have it all their way. In this case one night ask
if one would choose a different theoretical tradition if
questions of epistenology and of the intellectual dom nance of

the West did not |oom so |arge.

The power relations in which post-structuralismis enbedded
are bound to have an immediate effect on pedagogy, perpetuating
an unequal relationship between teacher and student, since the
student's ignorance of devel opments in the First Wrld makes her
an uncritical consuner of the theory. The question to ask is:
does postcolonial theory really put the tools of critique into
the student's hands nore readily than, say, English studies
dig?" If it does not--and what can we know of post-structuralism

who only post-structuralism know?--it will demand as nuch
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medi ation on the part of teachers as any of the canonical
English texts. If the idea is to displace a hegenonic discourse
like traditional English studies with a critical one, it would
def eat the purpose to have ot her unexam ned hierarchies (between
Theory and practice, between teacher and student) installed in
the place of the old ones.

It is particularly disquieting that post-structuralism
shoul d institutionalize new, nore rigid relations of dependence
or thraldom because its initial attraction for students in the
Indian context was largely its irreverent and authority-
chal | engi ng aspect. Intersecting with the genealogy of the
postcol onial theorist is the genealogy of a particular type of
student--the kind of student who might yet nmake a real
contribution to the reconstructing of disciplines. Since post-
structuralist theory arrived in India tied up with postcol oni al
and fem nist challenges to disciplinary structures, the students
who occupied nore or |less oppositional positions naturally
cleaved to it; and in a context where many teachers |acked even
the bare professional commtment to nmake their schol arship match
their authority—English teachers being peculiarly culpable in
this regard--it seened fair enough to nobilize the resources of
post-structuralismagainst the petty tyrannies of the classroom
The bitter polarization of opinion that attended the entry of
post-structuralism into some English departnments in India is
undoubtedly a reaction to the erosion of the traditional
teacher's authority.

The student who is typically drawn to post-structuralism as
a subversive discourse (rather than as a clever or

intellectually exacting one) nmight have, if she had been of the
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| ast generation, ‘readMarx’; if she is now 'reading Foucault,'
it is partly because, like the theorists who encountered post-
structuralism sone ten years ago in the western academy, she is
struck by the previously unimagined political possibilities
poststructurali smappears to open up, and perhaps al so hanstrung
by the shrinking options for the instituting of |large-scale
soci al change outside the acadeny. The wonan or dalit student,
and sonetines the maverick mddle class male student, mght
harness the restlessness and the volatility of his or her
subject position to disciplinary critique, naking the classroom
or the acadeny a potential site of social change or at the very
least of disciplinary disruptions. | am suggesting that the
articulation of certain students’ needs with post-structuralism

as an oppositional discourse, rather than anything intrinsic to

the theory, sparked off interest in theorists |like Foucault and
Derri da. Whi ch neans that these witers were sometines
assimlated to projects quite inconpatible with some of their

theoretical propositions: politicized despite themselves. To

recapitulate:

1) The conduits for post-structuralist theory, as far as the

Indian context is concerned, are postcolonial intellectuals.

2) These intellectuals have a political and professional
investnent in postcolonialism that takes priority over the kinds
of professional and political investments intellectuals or
activists who are outside their particular ‘global’ context

might have.

3) Postcol onial theory is raised on the rock of post-

structuralisnm postcolonial intellectuals therefore have an
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additional stake in the latter theory, especially in its anti-
foundationalist, anti - humani st argument s, since these
delegitimze the colonial project nost drastically; and this
accounte in large neasure for why they offer it as the only

option that suitably addresses the politics of our tine.

4) The exclusivity of this option (given the Indian student's
lack of access to conpeting theoretical nodels that al so address
current issues but in relation to traditions distinct from the
conti nental one) and its naturalization (since the many
intelligent critiques of this discourse are also not easily
avail abl e) set up new power relations and exorbitates the role
of the medi ators. In a sense, post-structuralismhas not really
been ‘tested' as a political option, since the accidental and
opportunistic alliances within which it has enabl ed disciplinary
chal l enges have conme out of its audience's structurally limted

knowledge.

5) Post-structuralismis not nerely prombted in a disciplinary
cont ext, where a Foucauldian critique my be entirely
appropriate, but also in the context of politics at |arge. The

question then is: can post-structuralismitself be. a politics?

Poststructuralist ‘'Politics’: Two Probl ens

To answer this question, | want to consider, in Lhis
section, certain large problens post-structuralism raises when
it steps inwith its promse to remake the political inmaginary;
that is, when its theoretical logic urges the displacenment of

the humani st democ.-utic inaginary.
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The opening up of the field of political contestations,
precisely through the interventions of marginal groups that are
now asserting thenselves in both First and Third Worlds, has |ed
to conflict on an unprecedented level. In India, groups that
were already established as conpetitors have been nade nore
aggressive by the liberalized econony; but the gradua
percol ati on of denpcracy as a social formhas also brought forth
new rivalries, since it has enabled the articulation of demands
that did not dare give themselves a distinct name under even the
nati onal - nndern di spensati on. This has several consequences,
two of which become inportant: first, the paradoxical but
apparently inevitable fracturing of political identities. G oups
excluded from the project of the nation by their cultural or
ot her disqualifications have forned new groups; those groups
shatter into smaller fragments, followi ng the inexorable |ogic
of the denmpcratic revolution. Secondl y, the problem of
legitimation (related to the problem of the separation of
justifiable uses of humanist discourse, or of the discourse of
difference and identity, from the unjustifiable): if the new
identities, nobilized in recent struggles, are creating new and
far nore conpl ex antagoni sns than were experienced earlier, what
are the conmon grounds for arbitration between nmenmbers within
each group or, nore inportantly, between nenmbers of different
groups? That is, to use one of Tharu and Niranjana’'s exanples
once again, what rights does the dalit nan have against the
m ddl e class wonman (since clearly this relationship can now be
mar ked as an antagonism) or, what is equally inmportant in my
view, the mddle class woman against the dalit man? This

guestion al so touches upon the problemof alliances: if one of
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the reasons for critiquing the humani st subject is indeed the
possibility of hegermonic alliance with other subaltern groups,
on what basis is the alliance going to be built, given that the
logic of autonony (presumably endorsed by post-structuralism
pulls these struggles in the opposite direction fromthe |ogic
of equival ence (set up by denobcracy, humani sm between all human

subj ects?

1) Post-structuralism and the probl em of factions:

The 'wonen' that femnism addresses itself to may be seen

both as netonyny for a politically nmobile Universalismand as a

site of a potentially enabling atom sm Both are doubl e-edged,
as everyone knows. The wonen's novenent in different parts of
the world attenpted to create a universal subject for femnism
Where the leadership was niddle class, the leaders, with the
bl i ndness typical to this class, saw thenselves everywhere: the
result is that the theoretical paradigm which arose from this
version of feminism cones up, sooner or later, against its
inherent inability to address the specificity of the needs and
probl ems of wonen fromdifferent backgrounds, and this calls for
a rethinking of the wuniversal subject for feninism The
atomi sm which might pull wonen's lives and identities away from
the bl anketing effects of class, caste, joint famly and so on,
maki ng possible a freedom not experienced by many of them even
at that classic site of individual choice--the voting office--is
reinscribed in elite discourses as an individualismthat cannot
acknowl edge its allegiance to any collectivity, and certainly
not to the collectivity 'wonen.' For these reasons, there is
some force in the post-structuralist argunent that there are no

‘women’ as such: that ‘women’ is a concept that functions as a
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suture, and that there is an obligation to unpick this suture.
If one wished, however, to preserve these concepts

(" worren, ' "human') that figure at the seanms of different
identities, while acknow edging this obligation, what night the
reasons be? Firstly, the very existence of a pole around which
the political interests of wonen as a group could condense nmay
have an emanci patory force that has not quite become expendabl e.
The autononmous wonen's novenent was always, in some sense, an
anonal ous nonent--for what is wonen's class consci ousness?--that
briefly held out the promi se of an identity for wonen distinct

from their class/caste identities. This autononmous wonen's

novenment seems to nove at a tangent to wonen's involvenment in
ot her struggl es (labour movenments, caste/class struggles, and so
on) . The identity created by it, though riven by the
contradictions inherent in this project, at |east represented
opposition to the welding together of class interests and
wonen's interests, or, rather, to the presentation of wonmen's

interests as indistinguishable fromclass interests. The 'wonen'

of the women's novenent (like the ‘human’ in the ‘humanist’) was
thus an invitation to the female subject to break out of the
isolation of class, caste or religious subjectivity, and a

prom se of collectivity based on a newy constituted definition

of interest. But the ‘women’ in the wonen's novenent, the
subjects of ‘feminism,’ were also inevitably markers of the fact
that wonen's interests were thenselves divided: not merely in
the sense that desire was often opposed to interest, but that
their interests as class subjects were opposed to their
interests as female ones. The loss of the (universal) pole of

‘women’ then nmeans the loss of the unprecedented realm of
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emanci patory possibilities that it brings into being as well as
of the conplex nodel of fermale subjectivity that it holds in
pl ace, leaving wonen identified only in ternms of class or caste.

One might argue that it is only in the context of a still
alive denocratic consensus that even the work of dismantling
universals acquires its significance. These terns are actually
indefinitely subj ect to modification, since t hey are
indefinitely subject to i nperfection and cl osure (all

nomencl ature, as Judith Butler points out in Bodies that Matter,

involves demarcation and therefore exclusion); but it s
obviously their negativity that allows them to continue to
invite identification. in the first place, as it also nakes for
the dissolution of identity. Worren's struggles acquire the
rhythm of this dial ectic bet ween identification and
factionalization, and the withdrawal of the fictional pole of
‘women’ would throw this dialectic out of gear. Thus what one
m ght preserve is not a literal-mnded insistence on the
sameness of wonmen's interests regardless of their other
affiliations, but this play or dialectic of identity and
universality. The universal subject may thus be the necessary
opposite of the concrete individual, the ‘women’ addressed by
the wonmen's novenent the necessary conplenments to enbodied
femal e citizens, both abstractions sustaining the demand for a

general i zed weighing of interests.

2) The Problem of Lesgitimation:

VWil e one may distrust norns that claimto pre-exist social
noverments and therefore to have universal validity, there is no
doubt that the discursive grounds of nediation between different

social groups or identities, sites of new antagonisnms, need to
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be actively constructed. As communication is revol utionized, not
even the nmost renpte struggles can remin isolated: al |
conflicts inevitably inpinge on a news-consum ng audience, on
public policy, on proximte nmovenents and interests. To withdraw
in such a context--as post-structuralists tend to do--from the
extended discussion of legitimting narratives commopn to as
large a nunber of people as possible may have two results:
first, to nake political decisions, including decisions about
hegenoni c alliances between political groups, depend (sonetines
defiantly and transparently depend) either on self-interest or
on opportunism second, and nore inmportantly, to make power
prior to justification, since justification can only take place
in the space of, and by reference to, a common understandi ng of

politics as the struggle for denocracy.

Wat may be lost in the process of too aggressively
di smantling universals is precisely the concepts (for which no
substitutes are forthcoming yet) that function as conmon
| anguages between groups or discourses: i.e., the nore or less
‘universalist’ ideas that in fact set up the equivalences
bet ween human subjects. It is not clear, for instance, why
concepts or subject-nmodels that underwite denmocracy, admittedly
constituted in the process of many excusions, cannot be nade
nmore wi dely applicable or available. Sabina Lovibond’s question
about one such concept--‘Reason’--is a pertinent exanple: are
such concepts inherently gendered? I|f they are not, and nmany
fem nists would vigorously dispute the idea that ‘Reason’ is
"mascul ine' in essence, is there any danger that fem nists will
meekly accept patently male-oriented forns of nodernity or

rationality, given, as Lovibond points out, that there is "a
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measure of consensus within femnist theory that rationalist
values are in crisis--that the very arrival of women on the
scene of intellectual activity necessitates a reappraisal of
those values" ? (Lovibond "Feminism and the ‘Crisis of
Rationality’" 72)."

In the process of dislodging the |inear nodel of progress,
post-structuralists displace the  historically accunulated
(rather than ‘'natural’ or 'essential') grounds for arbitration
bet ween the new antagonistic positions, or for the building of
equi val ences between different subjects and groups. To 'start
all over again,' wthout a history, 1is characteristic of
totalitarian societies, as Lefort observes, rather than of
denocr aci es. In the absence of explicitly stated grounds for
medi ation, only one political identity can be addressed at one
time, which becones a nmmjor theoretical problem for post-
structuralist femnists.

Post-structuralist «critique that consistently presents
itself as wundertaking an analysis of representation has a
ready-made response to this problem to turn the question of 'is
this use of power legitimate?' into the question 'who says it is
(or is not) legitimte? . This has the effect of transferring a
contentious issue from the binary within which it makes its
appearance, where it has an unconfortable effect--an effect that
would call for normative |anguages simlar to those of the
Enlightenment--to another, where nanming the eneny nay cause |ess
disconfort. For instance, if the debate on 'the fatwah agai nst
Sal man Rushdie' is placed by, say, the 'liberal' press within
the binary 'Islanmic power vs. freedom of speech,’ and if Islam

is seen as a beleaguered entity, the question can be
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transplanted to the binary ‘'western orientalist projections of
Islamic fundamentalism in the media vs. Third Worldist critique
of orientalism.’ Both binaries are equally valid; the second one
has a resonance for Third Wrld subjects thut the first one does
not have (I amnot too synpathetic to Rushdie myself); and the
issue travels fromone binary to another, while the question of
whet her the infringement of 'freedom of speech' is a bad thing
at all is bracketed as unanswerable, or worse: unaskable.

The problem of legitimation nay be further exenplified by
the case of the Hindutva use of the |anguage of ‘modernity,’ as
a way of attacking ‘backward’ Muslins. This was perhaps only to
be expected. There is that, however, within the egalitarian
imagi nary itself, which should see this as unfair, to the extent
that it is partly a mere pretext to oppress or deny benefits to
certain comunities or groups; but to the extent that the
pressure on the Miuslim comunity to subscribe to the idea of
democratizing gender relations conmes not from a power-seeking
body (such as, for instance, the Bharatiya Janata Party or the
Anerican government), but from a legitimacy-enforcing one (the

Miusl i mwonmen' s novenent, for instance), rt nmay be cel ebrated as

a way of translating relations of subordination into relations

of oppression, Which may then be challenged. The 'neutrality' of
groups claimng to make neutral judgements nmay be assessed, and
indeed, this is an inportant task for the cultural critic; but
it becones an inpossible task if the very concept or possibility
of, or framework for, neutral judgements (i.e., judgenments
according to the logic of a ‘genuine’ universalism or a
‘genuine’ humanist denmocracy: unspeakable only because of

epi stempl ogi cal protocols, but always recognizable in practice)
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is exploded."
The absence of normative discourses would dissolve the
differences between power-seeking and |egitimcy-enforcing
bodi es, since there would be no checks on the ¢*free’ play of
power. In which context, it might be well to recall that
Foucault has been extensively criticized for his prevarications
on the subject of norns, including such norns as would
problematize unequal gender relations; and that Nietzsche,
coherent prophet of the ‘might is right' school, was Foucault's
guru.

Laclau and Muffe thenselves, somewhere in the course of
their  argunent about post f oundat i onal politics, end up
acknow edging not only that nany current novements continue to
arise out of the egalitarian thrust of |Iliberal denocracy as
instituted by the European revolutions, but also beginto worry
about how, if plurality or difference were the only pole,
hegenoni c articul ati ons between novenents night be nade. If the
logic of the equival ence of subjects is to pervade new areas of

society, they conclude, "the task of the Left ...cannot be to

renounce liberal-democratic ideology. but on the contrary. to

deepen and expand it in the direction of a radical and plural

democracy"” (176, enphasis in the original).

A broadly denocratic framework, which maintains tenuous but
definite links with the legacies of the Enlightenment, is
outlined in the course of Laclau and Mouffe's narrative. M nus
naive views of ‘human essence’ and the 'privileged points' of
class or people, this historically constructed and continually
negoti able framework can function as the ground both for the

establi shnent of larger collectivities, and, though they do not
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bring up this idea, for the legitimtion of social practices.
This conjuncture, characterized by the demands for both equality
and liberty, counters the internal tendency of the new nmovenents
to push for autonony fromall other such novenents; at the sane
time, it contains the principle of wunity that allows the
enactment of a positive reconstitution of the social, a
‘construction of a new order’ that would go beyond mere
opposi tion or destruction of the old order through opportunistic
al li ances. Laclau and Mouffe outline, in brief, a way of
holding on to the benefits of modernity--a common court of
appeal, principles of equality and liberty that can be applied
at short notice to any human institution--w thout hanging these

on the peg of a Hegelian-progressivist teleology.



NOTES

1. In the course of witing nmy thesis, | was asked by nore than
one reader why | did not sinply set up ‘amn alternative
aesthetic’ that would nore closely reflect my own politics,
based (it was suggested) on the work of Chandral ekha or Geeta
Kapur. Both Kapur and Chandral ekha, however, work within a
context in which the value of art is not fundanmentally
chal | enged.

2. Quoted by Tharu and Lalita, "Muddupalani" (headnote to
Radhika Santwanam) e« Wnen Witing in India vol 1, 118.

3. Hegel writes:

That world history is governed by an ultimte design,
that it is a rational process,--whose rationality is
not that of a particular subject but of a divine and
absol ute reason--this is a proposition whose truth we
nust assune; its proof lies in the study of world
history itself, which is the imge and enactnent of
reason. (Hegel, An Introduction 28)

4. In a sense, Marx left this question sufficiently open to
cause disputes anmong his followers (Luxenburg vs. Lenin,
Luxemburg vs. Bernstein); but one mght draw some concl usions
from his dictum on the philosopher's obligation to change the
wor | d.

5. There is a general consensus about the thenes of post-
structuralism (in a nutshell, anti-essentialism, anti-humani sm
anti-foundationalism; the construction of subjects in |anguage,
texts, culture; the geneal ogies of disciplines; the critique of
modernity/Enlightenment); and its key theoreticians (Jacques
Derrida, Mchel Foucault, Jacques Lacan).

6. Sangari and Vaid wite:
Both tradition and nodernity have been, in India,
carriers of patriarchal ideologies. As such neither is
available to us in a value free or unproblematic
sense, nor is either, as they are usually
conceptual i zed, necessarily the solution.... W think
it istime todismantle this opposition altogether and
to look at cultural processes in their actual
conplexity. (17)

7. See the very first page of the Introduction, for instance:
...our political wunderstanding and experience as
observers and participants in wonmen's protest
novenents of the seventies has left us, Ilike nany
others, bedevilled with a host of questions about the
nature of the social and cultural processes within
civil society which determine the working of
patriarchy in the daily lives of women. W feel that
the inplications of the reconstitution of patriarchies
in the colonial period bear significantly upon the
present, and this, in fact, is the justification for
this venture. (1)
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8. Niranjana et al place this Mnent within "the astonishing
proliferation of seem ngly disparate phenomena,” the variety of
signifying practices that nmake up what they designate a.m
‘culture,’ but set it off from the rest, along with certain
other politically inflected nonents (regionalism the dalit
novenent), as less 'visible' than the visual images industry or
the ethnic clothes culture (Introduction 1).

9. Sunder Rajan, quoting Judith Butler, suggests that a critique
of representation "can be used as part of... a radical agenda"”
(11). The 'vacating’ of the ‘space at the centre’ offers an
opportunity (to fem nists, anmobng others) to install a 'resisting
subject,’ who will "enact nore contingent, varied and flexible
nmodes of resistance" (11).

10. This is not a solitary exanple. One might consider, for
instance, the focus on 'signifying practices' (i.e., obvious
further references to semotics, the critique of representation)
in Vivek Dhareshwar and Tejaswi ni Niranjana, "Kaadalan and the
Politics of Resignification: Fashion, Violence and the Body" and
Mary E. John, "Fem ni sm Culture and the Politics of
Signification," especially p. 27. Interestingly, the wonen
theorists who publish as part of this theoretical 'generation'
display, in their choice of resources, their engagement wth
"real’ events. Consequently their theoretical conclusions
di splay significantly nore conflict and equivocation than the do
those of the nen, who see nore possibilities of grand
(theoretical ?) breakthroughs in the enmergi ng social conjuncture.
See, for exanple, Vivek Dhareshwar, "‘Our Time': History,
Sovereignty and Politics" and "Postcolonial in the Postnodern;
or, the Political after Mdernity."

11. See Peter Dews, Logics of Disintegration. There are any
nunber of sources for this theory of a cou%ure that marks entry
into the postnodern, including Lyotard s The Postnpdern
Condi tion.

12. See Seyla Benhabib, Situating the Self; Charles Taylor,
"Foucault on Freedom and Truth,™ and Jurgen Habermas, "Mdernity
and Postnodernity."

13. Habermas (see "Mdernity vs. Postmodernity"), or Charles
Tayl or (see Sources of the Self) would claim that the extension
of denocr acy into the "private’ sphere takes pl ace
automatically, With the creation of the ‘modern’ self consequent
to the breaking up of the single legitimting structure of
religion.

14. Susie Tharu and Tejaswini Niranjana, "Problens for a
Contenporary Theory of Gender," Subaltern Studies IX Witings
on South Asian History and Society (ed. Shahid Amin and Di peah
Chakrabarty, Delhi: Oxford UP, 1996).

15. The road not taken in their critique is the readily
i magi nabl e humani st evaluation of the legitimcy of political
projects according to whether they are coherent in their
Universalism Critiquing something as ‘falsely’ universalist or
neutral (which is the substance of Tharu and Niranjana’s
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argunent, but a substance belied by the tone, which inplies
rejection of humanisnm) would perhaps nore carefully conserve
sonet hing that nay be marked 'true' Universalism

16. But is the <choice of the anti-arrack activists as
paradi gmatic of radically denocratized femnismtoo sinple? It
may be read as a sign that what is being sought is an
uncontaminated area of the political inmaginary for femnist
occupation, or an untainted | anguage through which fem nists can
forge bonds with other subaltern groups.

17. For instance, Foucauldian ‘politics’ is dedicated to show ng
how the construction of the 'consensus' about a concept |ike
"denocracy' or ‘"humanism is arrived at; not to thinking out or
encouraging the thinking out of any alternative construction,
since all such constructions have an el enent of the ‘positivity’
he rejected. Thus, the substantive positive content of feni nist
t hi nki ng, something like a goal-oriented thinking gets left out:

an alternative is imagined in the nost schematic and
unsatisfactory way, or not at all. Foucault sonetinmes nakes what
sounds like a demand for historicized ‘politics’; but the
operative word is ‘practice': which is clearly to be

di stingui shed, for instance, from the generalized 'praxis' of
marxi sm and applied to a disciplinary domain, Foucault's happy
hunting ground. He seens o reserve the idea of ‘progressive’
politics for his own geneal ogi cal nmethod, i.e., for geneal ogy as
politics.

18. Unmarked in Tharu and Niranjana's text is the space they
share with, say, Spivak: the narket of western intellectual
producti on, wher e certain historic epistemc shifts,
consci ousness of which appears to have buried in the former
colonies thenmselves with the dismantling of inperial rule, are
bei ng excavated and studi ed.

19. The play on ‘essence’ iS post-structuralism is |ike the play
on ‘'truth,' a deliberate saturation of a concept wth an
untenabl e neaning and with metalehxsical rather than everyday
significance (forexanple, 'trut s said to present itself as
‘unchanging’) so that the concept can then be di sowned. Thus the
enphasis on 'the new commonsense.’ Progressive novenents in the
past have, of course, sought precisely to stand facts on their
heads, but have done SO in a way the true-blue
post-structuralist would find thoroughly contam nated by
positivism Alternative facts, which challenged received ideas,
were dredged up and offered as truths, hitherto obscured, and
were accepted as such. Thus marxist commonsense (Gramsci, it may
be renenbered, stressed the value of this; and see Marx, see
Lukacs, see Bakhtin, their efforts to ground the novenent in
science, in dialectic, in dialogue) nade imrediate sense to a
mass of people who accepted it as an alternative truth. The
early wonen's novenment in the west and the non-acadenmic one
of fer truths about nmen, about women--we have nore endurance than
men, a historical Mrie Curie discovered radium there is no
such thing as the vaginal orgasm and so on. The strength of
consci ousness-raising seens to have been in the speaking of
truths hitherto unspeakable--truths about nen, truths about
women--with epi phani ¢ suddenness, sharpness, starkness: these
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truths hitting home and precipitating the crises that wonen
| ooking back on that tinme claim changed their lives.

20. The epistenol ogi cal concerns of post-structuralism nudge it
into a flip-flop node: a conplete theoretical dissociation from
earlier models of subjecthood, consensus, debate, undergirded
denocracy. There is the strange spectacle, consequently, of a
programmati c anti-essentialism cramming social practice into its
nmodel s. The trouble with the flip-flop type of change is that it
segregates the theorists who have espoused the position of
extreme reaction; when their position becomes untenable (as such
positions tend to do) a great deal of energy or cunning are
required to covering the tracks of enbarrassment by retraction
or disavowal .

21. The question famously posed by Spivak in the eponynous
essay: ‘can the subaltern speak?’ reflects, once again, the
conpul sions of epistenonlogy (knowingthe subject) as well as the
fem ni st conmpulsion to read resistance. The choice of sati as a
subj ect of i nvestigation | eads to some unconfortabl e
consequences: no one can ask the sati whether or not she wanted
to die; Hi ndu orthodoxy clains that she did, progressives claim
that she did not.

Firstly, there is the problem for postcolonial critics that
it was, after all, the British government that banned the
practice. Spivak turns this problem to femnist critical
advantage by wusing it to suggest that the ~colonizer's
transactions with the orthodoxy was represented by a male-nale
allegory (white nmen saving brown wonmen from brown men) which
effectively si | enced the subal tern woman. Lata Hani
("Contentious Traditions") wants to argue that the sati is
unequi vocally a victim but sees this argument as replicating
the British denial of agency and subjectivity to women. However,
to assert that the wonmen were agents in their own right then
di m nishes the force of the critique of patriarchy as enacting
violent repressions on wonen's bodies.

The question now is: does the sati have agency or does she

not? Sunder Rajan ("The Subject of Sati"; in Real and |nmagined
Wonen: page references to the latter text) deals with this
problem by "shifting the enphasis from sati-as-death ... to

sati-as-burning" (19), which foregrounds the pain of the sati.
physically repellant even to those who condone the practice, and
needing to be marked as not ontologically different from
ordinary human pain. To see sati as burning is also to see the
female subject as having a ‘will,’ in a sense, since "the
subjectivity of pain . . . needs to be conceptualized as a dynam c
rather than passive condition, on the prem se that the subject
in pain will be definitionally in transit towards a state of no-
pain (even if this state is no nore than a reflexivity)"(22).

Put sinply, this mght nean: sati hurts, therefore it
should not be allowed. But what "applies to pain ("sheer
aversiveness") applies equally to death. That is, sati kills,
therefore it should not be allowed. Sunder Rajan’s argunent does
not really serve to show why sati should not be sanctioned; and
if Nietzsche is to be believed it is quixotic to assume that
pain is not a pleasing spectacle to sone.
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22. For instance, Mchele Barrett speaks of the post-
structuralist registering of "the precarious character of any
positivity, of the inpossibility of any ultimte suture" (The
Politics of Truth 78). Mich of the finality of the usages in
this fornmulation seementirely unwarranted. The ideas repudi ated
produce a caricature of a dogmatic and idiotically optimstic
activist who, nouth agape, pursues visions of the "single
definite end to world history," while conplacently putting in
"ultimate sutures.”

23. Fraser, Unruly Practices 65. Fraser, reading Foucault
against the grain as a "humanist,' makes a considered reply to
Habermas's contention that he is a 'Young Conservative.'

W could take the late text "Wat is Enlightenment”" to be
an attenpt to explicate the connection between Foucault's nethod
and his programfor the self. The bridge between thL. two appears
to be a notion of radical freedom |In this text Foucault sees
"the entire history of Wste . societies" as a "struggle for
freedon with a corres, onding attenpt to disconnect the growth
of techniingy ("capabilities") from the "intensification of
power . lations" (47-48).

The | abour of developing a historical critique of social
formations, part of the project of attaining freedom is to help
identify the limts of possibility for selves (disciplinary,
social, historical etc.). The purpose is to experinment, to
extend the possibilities of selfhood by breaking down historical
limts: Foucault's project nmay be read as a radically
libertarian rather than an egalitarian one. Thus Foucault
towards the end of his life--sone would say throughout his life-
-offered as a phil osophical and political project precisely what
tor an earlier generation would have been the project of the
aesthetic, the transcendence of the linmts of human possibility,
outside the anbience of rationality.

24. Lyotard, of course, suggests that the German intellectual
(phil osophical) tradition, inseparable from totalizing schenes
such as that of Hegel's Phenonenology of Spirit. is just as
discredited as the other grand narrative he identifies--that of

"Humanity as the hero of liberty." The German tradition stands
or falls by a philosophical netanarrative whose project,
according to Lyotard, is "to restore unity to |earning" by

linking the sciences together "as nonents in the becom ng of
spirit"” (31-32).

Thinkers in the German tradition (Habermas, Peter Burger,
Andreas Huyssen), with Jless dramatic effect but nor e
plausibility, trace the French strain of post-structuralism back
to nodernist avant-gardismand its 'cult of the new’.

25. As Huyssen points out, his 'map' is conplicated by the fact
the Frankfurt School, though German by nationality, is French by
virtue of its pessimsm One answer to the question of why
Foucault seenms interesting in India and not Habermas lies, of
course, in the stubborn resistance of Enlightennent-derived
di scourse to the kind of pluralismthat goes beyond the merely
ant hr opol ogi cal Vi ew, or to attenpting genuinely broad
definitions of political or social rationality. This, and the
history of inperialism and colonialism which cuts through the
very heart of the Enlightenment project, lead to a perfectly
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under st andabl e knee-jerk reaction against even the bare nention
of the idea; to sift through the |essons of the Enlightenment
and select currently usable ones would require, given how the
Third World has always played Oher to the West's Self,
remar kabl e forbearance.

26. Lukacs is talking of the reification of the division of
| abour whi ch

enables the artificially isolated partial functions to

be performed in the nost rational manner by

‘specialists’ who are specially adapted nentally and
physically for the purpose. This has the effect of
maki ng these partial functions autonomous and so they
tend to develop through their own nomentum and in
accordance with their own special |aws independently
of the other partial functions of society.... the nore
highly developed it is, the nmore powerful becone the
claims to status and the professional interests of the
‘specialists’ who are the living enbodi nent of such
traditions. (History and Cl ass Consciousness 103)

27. A geneal ogy of a subject or a phenonenon nust attenpt to
present an account of that subject in its determinateness,
whet her one takes 'determ nateness' to mean cause-and-effect or
is only wlling to venture a theory of correspondence.
Determ nateness is wusually franed within a history-of-ideas
nmodel , which to some extent has been the nodel of choice for the
self-objectification of post-structuralist theorists in the
Third World; a materialist nodel, describing the subject in
relation to the material conditions of its existence; and a
psychol ogi cal nmodel, which explains the subject in terms of its
psychic history. No doubt one could hold all these types of
expl anati on together by pleading some such theoretical nostrum
as ' overdetermination,' but as Marx and Freud set up the
paradi gmatic instances of the last two frameworks, each of them
in spite of careful repudiations of this possibility, has becone
a'total’ systemthat conpetes with the other. Geneal ogy becones

a fraught exercise, wth accusations of ‘economism’ and
"reductionism on the one hand and of ‘personalization’' or
‘psychologism® on the other, all of which my be directed

towards hostile critics of the phenonenon.

The exchange between Aijaz Ahned and his critics has been
peppered with nutual accusations along these lines. Ahmad is

found gquilty of wvulgar marxism naive realism etc.; his
interlocutors stand accused of mystifying their material stakes
in post-colonial theory. Interestingly, Arif Dirlik’s nore
cogently argued article describing these stakes has not becone
the focus of debate. | discuss both interventions later in this
chapter.

28. The fact that geneal ogical protocols are not followed by
postcolonial theorists itself indicates the nagnitude of the
investments in this field: as Kwame Anthony Appiah suggests,
",.. the demands of agency seem always--in the real world of
politics—to entail a misrecognition of itsrteneajs; you cannot
build alliances wthout mystifications and mythologies"” (175).
Postcolonials are in the process of strengthening their
alliances and are, consequently, in no nood to dismantle the




314

nmyths that sustain their practice.

29. One fascinating point of dissem nation of Foucauldian or
Derridean theory, distinct from the acadeny, is that of the
alternative vernacular journal; fascinating because poised

bet ween being exercises in male self-fashioning in relat’on to
avant-gardist interpretation of post-structuralist texts and
being political interventions that seek to transform a small
audi ence. M thanks to S.Ravindran for drawing ny attention to
this phenomenon and for lending me his copies of the relevant
journals.

30. From the tone of books like The Politics of Liberal
Education (Ed. G ass and Herrnstein-Smith 1992) and English
nside and Qut (ed. Gubar and Kamholtz, 1993) it is now tine,
even in the U S. acadeny, for backtracking. The neo-conservative
critique of post-structuralist positions (and also, of course,
all other positions of the academc Left) has begun to have an
effect on the public image, and consequently on the funding
policies, of American universities. Jane Gallop, for instance,
counsels strategic retreat and consolidation of femnist gains
(see "The Institutionalization of Fem nist Criticisnt ;
Chri st opher Norris, once cel ebrated popul ari zer of
deconstruction, now wites of "the self-engrossed frivolity of
current postnodernist fashion" (177). Radical post-structuralist
positions no |l onger have the cachet they used to have; theorists
(Derrida hinmself) are manouvering to get some distance between
themsel ves and notions like 'il n’y a pas de hors texte’
("Derrida never quite said that!"). “John Searle has an anusi ng
description of the deconstructive game: there's the bit where
you say it, and the bit where you take it back ("Literary Theory
and Its Discontents" 665).

31. The debate was featured in Public Culture 6.1 (1993);
Ahmad’s interlocutors included M chael Sprinker (Ahmad’seditor,
and perhaps the one commentator in this group who retains his
sense of proportion), Talal Asad, Vivek Dhareshwar, Partha
Chatterjee, Nivedita Menon, Marjorie Levinson and Andrew Parker .
M/ intention is not to make a hero of Ahmad: | am nuch nore
interested in the debate itself than in his own literary
critical output.

32. Ahned's credentials as a historian come up for nmuch unkind
scrutiny; but one argunent against him which undercuts the
inplication that he has his facts wong, is that all his anti-
Said argunents have already been nmade—presumably by nore able
schol ars. (Said hi msel f acknow edges, in Cul ture and
Imperialism., that the traffic between Orient and OCcident ought
not to have been presented so unilaterally.) The |esson one nay
draw fromthis questioning of 'credentials' is that the politics
of Third World origin or location may indeed be eclipsed by the
clainms of First Wrld scholarly excellence.

One might quarrel with Ahmad (and several people do) over
hia tendency to trot out vulgar marxist resolutions of the
various theoretical problens he considers. His naivete, at
tinmes, and his occasional bursts of narxi st moralism, are indeed
quite startling, but his opponents nake infinitely too much of
the fact that he refuses to succunb to the lure of a nore
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sophi sticated theoretical line. 'Theory' appears in the debate
like the holy book in the courtroom recusant that he is, Ahmad
is called upon by several stern judges to place his right hand
on it and testify.

33. Here are sone sanpl es:

"What interests nme is the hostility that functions as the fornmal
signature, marking it as harangue, jerem ad, flyting, ethnic
cl eansing; not to make a nystery of it, jihad" (Levinson 101).
"Ahmad’s stance is clearly that of the ideological militant in
an imaginary party (or, perhaps, not so imaginary, if we were to
read between the lines), and the mlitant, as all of us know,
never questions the party line" (Dhareshwar, "Marxism Location
Politics" 52).

34. The debate is particularly interesting because it reads
like an extended 'Freudian slip': the participants appear to
have lost control of their enmotions, and with this, their sense
of the coherence of their own arguments. Critics at the cutting
edge of theories of intertextuality and capillary politics,
masks off, excul pate Jameson for having witten what he did in
a "mnor piece," and Said for having "tossed off"  his
observations, as if the absent-m ndedness wth which they
produced their solecisms on the Third Wrld made these |ess
regrettable. Ahmad, in his turn, duly gloats over these
i nstances of self-betrayal.

35. See Ahmad's history of this field, potted but useful, in
"Disciplinary English: Third Worldism and Literature,"
(especially p. 225). Crudely put, one can now work in Chicago on
the problematization of Indian citizenship, in Colunbia on the
sastra-sampradava debate, in New York on the subjectivity of the
sati; apparently nore usefully than one could work anywhere el se
in the world. This was not necessarily the result of
intentionalities: an incidental but useful convergence of
interests allowed the elite upper caste |ndian student, who was
going abroad in any case, to corner an intellectual/theoretical
market, but at the sane time to be. a political subiect after a
fashion. Some generations earlier the commtted m ght have gone
to do 'grassroots work,' now genuinely not a viable option,
since so nuch grassroots work is supervised by dubious non-
governmental organizations.

36. See "Can the Subaltern Speak?" 291-293. Lacan, who usually
makes up the trinity of post-structuralist gurus along wth
Derrida and Foucault, does not seem to have built a noticeable
followng in India, except for a small nunber of theorists
(Veena Das, Ashis Nandy) who are situated sonewhere between
soci ol ogy and psychoanal ysi s.

37. Appiah, for instance, sees postcoloniality in the African
context as antagonistic to the themes of postmodernism, and
wites that what needs to be recovered "w thin postnmodernismis
the postcolonial witer's humanisni: i.e., humanism as a
politics that derives from the African witer or critic’'s
identificationW th the suffering of her country (see pp. 148-55
of In My Father's House).
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38. The postcolonial critic will certainly not recogni ze such
specul atively reconstructed notivations. Talal Asad refutes
Ahmad’s sketch of postcolonial psychic history thus: "W are
told that in Britain and America Third Worldist ideology ... is
defended by middle-class inmmgrants from Asia and Africa, for
whom it is a way of addressing personal identity problenmns.
Unfortunately, this kind of famliar rhetorical nove will not do
because it attenpts to assess the soundness of  ideas by
reference to their supposed psychological function® (34).
Presumably 1) middle class inmmgrants who do Third Worl di st work
have privileged access to rationality, since they have 'ideas,"
not ‘ideologies’; and 2) ‘ideas’ have no relationship with
psychic histories.

39. See, for instance, Vivek Dhareshwar, "Valorizing the
Present.”

40. Addresses to the World or at least to the West in this

grand style, in a Jlanguage calculated to erase |ocal
specificities, were last net with in this thesis, it my be
remenbered, in the discourse of the Theosophical Society. | find
this a curious but instructive parallel. In the case of the

postcolonial intellectual, the aspiration is not nerely, as |
noted earlier, to power or prestige, but also, anpng other
things, to the aura of cosnopolitan circul ation—itizenship of
the world--or of publishing in the West; or even aspiration to
the Jluxuries of unrestricted access to libraries and to
intellectual dialogue with peers, inponderables all.

41. If ‘*indigenism’ is either the fascist version of Hindutva
that appears on the streets or some recast brahm nical version
of it in academc work, it is obviously necessary to maintain a
distance from it. Sinple-mnded denunciations of new theories
because they do not subscribe to postulated ‘indigenous’ norns
are especially routine when niddle class nmale academ cs neet
femnism and | wuld not in the least wish to align my
arguments with theirs. One might take Harish Trivedi's polemc
on Wonmen Witing in India ("Theorizing the Nation") as an
exanmpl'e of the kind of phalTic critique that capitalizes on the
nati on-as-fetish, erasing the conditionalities wunder which
citizens, especially if they are marginal citizens, mght accept
the idea of their nationality. Trivedi makes spiteful use of a
drearily famliar ploy: he taps, on behalf of a reified
‘nation,' all the irritation that post-structuralism (anti-
national western theory) calls forth anmong the nultitudes of
scholars who have no access to it or cannot follow the
argunents; following this up with an equati on between fem nism
post-structuralism and anti-nationalism he nobilizes anger
agai nst fem nists.

But not all indigenist scholarship need reify the nation
with such regressive political ends in mnd. |If the term
"indigenism is not used in a nuanced way, a great deal of
I ndi an | anguage schol arship, for instance, which may be enabling
for the Indian student faced with negative value judgenments of
her own culture, may be discredited. Indigenist scholars nmay be
perform ng the work that Kwame Ant hony Appiah, speaking of the
teaching of African literature, recomends:
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...Stress that the continuities between precol onial
forms of culture and contenporary ones are...genuine

[i.e., despite the colonial encounter] and thus
provide a nodality through which students can val ue
and incorporate the African past); and... challenge
directly the assunption of the superiority of the
West , bot h by under m ni ng the aest hetici zed
conceptions of literary value... by distinguishing
sharply between a dommin of technological skills in
which ... conparisons are possible, and a dommin of
val ue, in which such conparisons are by no neans so

unproblematic. (69-70)

42. The phrases | have quoted are from "Wman in Difference,"”
but this valuable space is a recurrent thene in Spivak’s oeuvre.
The fetishizing of the 'space of the subaltern' in the hone
country is obviously related to the globally nobile academic's
guilt (Spivak agonizes about her ‘*liberal guilt') about her
professional class position. Establishing a class solidarity
Wih the subaltern and 'speaking for them’ in the western
academ c context helps define a peculiarly unassailable subject
position for the Third World critic, since she acquires sonme of
the pathos that would actually surround the figures of the
underprivileged in the Third Wrld. There is sone bad faith
invol ved here: the genuine lack of ‘choice’ in the life of the
oppressed in, say, India, no longer stands starkly over against
the real abundance of professional or |locational choices
available to any Indian who has arrived in the western acadeny.
The real deprivation of some people is transforned, by the
dogmatic insistence on 'the construction of the subject,' into
the ontol ogical condition of all human beings.

43. The best-known neo-conservative critiques of devel opments
in the American acadeny are Allan Blooms The Cosing of the

Anerican M nd. Roger Kimball’s Tenured Radicals. and Dinesh
D" Souza's ITliberal Educati on. For these witers, post -

structuralism is only one of many evils that need to be
eradicated in order to nmake the world safe for democracy; the
others include femnism the rights of coloured people, gay
rights and so on.

The Left in the U S. is itself divided over the issue of
post-structuralism and postnodernism There is a growng
perception of post-structuralist and postnodernist theory as
sel f-indul gent and a vehicle for academ c self-aggrandi senent.
Russel | Jacoby, for instance, cannot see the connection between
Fredric Jameson's marxism and the eponynbus essay in
Post noderni smor the Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism Jameson
celebrates the T"hyperspace’ of the Bonaventure Hotel in Los
Angeles as a brilliantly subversive architectural response to
late capitalism Jameson considers the near-invisibility of the
entrances of this hotel part of the effect of hyperspace. Jacoby
retorts:

Not quite. [The entrances] are snall and unmarked to

keep out the local popul ation, predom nantly poor and

Hi spanic.... for the Bonaventure, built on urban

renewal land, is not for local inhabitants; the real

entrances are by autompbile for visitors and

busi nessmen That a leading Marxist critic can wax
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el oquent about the "insertion" of the Bonaventure into
the city wthout stunbling on the fact that it
expressly excludes, as well as devitalizes, the city
suggests that the Marxist theoretical "explosion" has
the force of a seminar coffee break. (171-72)

44, One theory is that the very passion with which the Indian
student engages with postcolonial theory will make it easier for
her to naster its technical points, an advantage absent in
classroom interactions over the alienating discipline of
Engli sh. But engagement, however passionate, w |l not even begin
to supply the place of vocabulary or |inguistic conpetence, and
postcol oni al discourse demands a much higher Ilevel of such
conpetence than even English studies does.

45. Once these theorists are enshrined in the critical canon,
and appear as nore conpulsory reading, a rather different kind
of student is likely to be attracted to post-structuralism the
kind who nmight take Foucault on board not as an iconoclastic
figure, but as someone who offers a stylish (Foucault had plenty
of personal glamour, a fact that this type of student is quick
to appreciate) and difficult way of engaging with texts and
ideas. This student may want 'good grades' and may well think
that ‘oppression’ went out with khadi kurtas and chappals. There
were al so, undeniably, students who ‘read Marx' as an exercise
in self-fashioning, and their counterparts in the next
generation may extend the definition of intellectual nachisnm by
readi ng Foucault or, nore effectively, by reading Derrida. The
nore esoteric and difficult, the better.

The post-structuralist abdication of the role of public
intellectuals is by way of being an oblique comrent on their
perception of the relationship between their theory and
identifiable political practices. None of the major theorists--
Derrida, Foucault, Lacan, Barthes—wote or wites for a general
public; nor do their acolytes, by and large, and this includes
postcol onial theorists. "Younger intellectuals," Russell Jacoby
writes, "whose lives have unfolded alnost entirely on canpuses,
direct t hensel ves to professional col | eagues, but are
i naccessi bl e and unknown to others. This is the danger and the
threat; the public culture relies on a dw ndling band of ol der
intellectuals who command the vernacul ar that is slipping out of
reach of their successors" (Xx).

46. The nost interesting of the critiques | have encountered
include seyla Benhabib’s Situating the Self; Nancy Fraser's
Unruly Practices, G llian Rose"s Dalectic of Nihilism, and

Peter Dews's Logics of Disintegration.

47. Al this is, no doubt, nost upsetting to the good ‘humanist’
who cannot see why so many people are becom ng so quarrel some so
suddenly when they were quiet enough before. He takes quietness
for contentnent; he says petulantly that the new groups are
taking over the world; forgetting how all the nenbers of his
famly are at the nonment confortably settled in well paid jobs,
sone here, sonme in the U S.A, he sees dreadful visions of the
job-market overrun by wonmen, backward castes, dalits, Muslins
and all the other riff-raff whose nmerit is undoubtedly not the
sane as his.
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48. See Betty Friedan's The Second Stage. which may be read as
the classic text of the horror with which m ddle class feninists
may view the forces unleashed by their own efforts, if these
forces seem to be driving towards the rapid and unexpected
enmpowering of groups not originally seen as wanting a slice of
the fem nist cake.

49. Historical accounts, both in the western context and in the
I ndian one, of attenpts by wonmen to create novenments of their
own, suggest that this has always been an extrenely difficult
task. The fate of Olympe de Gouges, denounced by her own
supporters and executed after the French revolution for asking
for equal rights for wonen, is exenplary. Tradi tional
perceptions of wonmen's essential secondariness, part of the
definition of ‘femininity'itself, have tinme and again forced
wonen to articulate their protests with 'larger’' novements—the
class struggle, nationalist novenents, black rights, the peace
movenent, the environment novenent and SO on--and to accept the
assurance that when the group achieved liberation, wonmen would
automatically benefit. This has been a prom se sel dom kept, of
course. In the Indian context, collections Ilike W WII Smash
Thi 3 Prison (Gl Omvedt, 1979) and A Space Wthin the Struggle
(ed. Ilina Sen, 1981) mark the energence of the autononous
wonen's novenent out of |abour movenents, class/caste struggles
(Wynad, Tel engana), environnent movements (Chipko) and so on.
The relationship between this novement and its predecessors
renmains atroubled one: is a 'feminism’ that addresses itself to
"wonen' rather than to these other affiliations by definition a
'"western' or at any rate middle class idea?

50. See Bodi es That Matter, p. 10, for instance. In any case,
identity need not be given, as it is in in Slavoj Zizek's
readi ng of the political signifier, by fantasmatic
identification, but can be a rational and agentive choice--but
post-structuralists would not allow this, because of the 'risk
of essence' inherent in the idea of agency. See Zizek, For They
Know Not What They Do. pp. 15-20.

51. The playing of one pole against another nay be a nmmtter of
tactics, of course: one may stress the universal subject against
the tendecy to fragmentation within political groups, and,
conversely, enphasize identity-politics to batter down the
conpl acencies  of the self-satisfied humanist; but the
destruction of the dialectic is likely to be, in the long run,
to the di sadvantage of the already weak.

52. See G llian Rose's Introduction to The Dialectic of Nihilism

for an el aboration of an argument along these lines; and Seyla
Benhabi b, Situating the Self. 4-7, for scrupulously clear
argunents for reformulating the 'universalist tradition’ without
a conmmtnment to "t he met aphysi cal illusions of t he
Enl i ghtennment."

53. One might, along these lines, ask if concepts are inhercnutly
caste-identified: the dalit political presence, one m ght :rgue,
will |eave nothing in the public sphere unmarked.

54. Lefort, Dempbcracy and Political IX-:0r¥: see pp. 19-39.
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55. Any nunber of parallels may be discerned, especially where
alliances between femnist struggles and other struggles
(mnorities, African American, class, caste) are at stake, and
where, therefore, a certain caution about the condemnation of
‘fundamentalisms,’ or even of sexism within these novenents
appears to be required.

56. Tharu and Niranjana ("Some Problems") seem to be suggesting
t hat the prom ses of nmodernity are tainted by their

Instrumentalization for the ends of power-blocs. Non-neutral

figures like the ‘Hindutva woman,’” who confidently claim
neutrality, deploy them against their (Mislin) enem es, nmaking
them entirely unavailable for fem nist use. The very fact that

the authors thensel ves nmake a judgenent on the sham 'neutrality’

of the H ndutva woman shows that ideology-critique is not

entirely wunequipped to separate the retrogressive uses of

modernity from the progressive uses, and indicates that thi3
degree of anxiety about being tarred with the sane brush as,

say, the Hindu Right, is perhaps uncalled for.

57. Nietzsche devel ops the argunments against 'slave norality,’
rel evant here, in Beyond Good and Evil. and Geneal ogy of Morals.
See The Phil osophy of Nietzsche. 369-616 and 617-807.

What Jonat han Arac, anong several others, has noted about
the specific role of ethics as Nietzsche conceived it, is also
relevant in this context, and applies to the sphere of
'progressive politics’ in general:

Even as a neans of |legitinating dom nation, ethics
of nature was not inmposed from above. Ethics, we

recall, is atool of the "slave", not of the "master",
and it offered standards proposed to the masters.'”
(Arac, 266).

That is, femnists, as speaking for wonmen, who have certainly
been on the ‘'slave’ side of this conflict rather than on the
"master' side, perhaps cannot afford to succunb to the dazzle of
Foucault's dissenmbling identification with the Nietzschean
di sm ssal of legitimting narratives ('ethics'). Sabina Lovibond
pursues the theme of Nietzsche's unabashed cel ebration of power
further, linking it with his scorn for the 'weakness' of reason:

Now, it is well known that any expression of noral

revul sion against war is for N etzsche, a 'synptom of

declining life'" but there is, perhaps no branch of

life in which rationalism and pacifism are nore

of fensive to himthan in that of sexuality. The force

of his conviction on this point suggests to Nietzsche

an intimate, even a quasi-conceptual, connection

between the idea of an enmancipation from reason, on

one hand, and that of an end to feminism, on the

other. This connection is nediated by his concept of

virility, the quality supposedly expressed in a |love

of t*‘danger, war and adventures' — a refusal 'to

conprom se to be captured, reconciled and castrated.’

(Lovi bond "Femni ni sm and Postnoderni sm' 399)

From this angle reason (under revision, of course) may be seen
as friendly to fem nist ends.
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58. They suggest that novenents are built through hegenonic
articulations: that s, there is no essential or prior
connection (in the absence of a common struggle on behalf og
essential humanity) between, say, the wonen's novenent, anti-
capitalism and the ecology novenent; an articulation of their
concerns has to be forged, and renewed frequently through

negoti ati on.



IN LI EU OF A CONCLUSI ON
In Search of a Viable Aesthetic

To ret 'rn to the question | asked at the beginning of this
thesis--the question that started off the entire process of
writing it: how can contenporary fem nist cultural theory help
reimagine dance? The answer is that it perhaps cannot, since it
is encunbered by both historical materialist and post-
structuralist strictures on aesthetics, and since it engages
with cultural production in India primarily through a politics
of reading.

Historical materialists did not repudiate aesthetics--
i ndeed, as Tony Bennett points out, marxist criticismwas the
| ast bastion of philosophical aesthetics--but tended, on the
whol e, to curtail its purview by applying to it requirenments
that were nmore appropriate for epistenology. That is, marxist
critics from Marx to Althusser considered aesthetics prinarily
in relation to literary texts, and considered those texts
primarily in relation to an aesthetics of cognition: value was
assigned according to the ability of the work of art to aid the
di spelling of false consciousness, to function as an adjunct to
ideology-critique.l The sustained playful relativism of
poststructuralist theory goes very far, though in another
direction, towards destroying the grounds for aesthetic
judgenment altogether, and towards cutting the text off from the
reader's subjectivity, as it harps on the themes of

intertextuality and on the self-referentiality of | anguage.
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When marxists or post-structuralists who are also femnists
take up exegetic projects, they have sonmething else to contend
with besides these theoretical protocols. The idea of the
aesthetic or of particular aesthetics can never cone up for
fem nist appraisal on its own, but only as inserted in a
semiotic cluster t hat usual Iy includes pl easure-desire-
sexual ity-body; attenpts to isolate any one term from this
cluster for analysis are bound to fail, since the proximty to
each other of these ternms invariably starts off a chain reaction
of negative connotations. Trying again on aesthetics neans
di sentangling the significations, for wonmen perforners, critics,
readers or audi ences, of each of the terns in this conplex. This
is a conplicated and chall enging task, and what mght flow from
actually taking it on board would probably fill a couple of
volunes on its own; what | want to give here, therefore, is an
i mpressionistic and attenuated picture of the possibilities such
a task mght take into account.

1) Aesthetics:

The pressure to engage with the aesthetics of dance arises,
for me, fromny being also a performer. Aesthetic codes, applied
in an entirely practical fashion to choreography and to the
dance itself, are part of the perforner's craft or stock-in-
trade; subl i m nal but al ways present, they blend SO
imperceptibly into her everyday practice that she sel dom pauses
to so nuch as translate theminto their verbal equivalents, Iet
alone to problematize them They become problematic, however,
when the formis in crisis, as it was, for exanple, at the
moment of the transition from sadir to bharatanatyvam: the

process of reinventing the forminvolved, at this juncture, a
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consci ous reappraisal and reneking of its aesthetic assunptions.
Bharatanatyam is, in its turn, undoubtedly in crisis at the
present nonent. The crisis has been precipitated by its
objective and material unfeasibility in the age of cable
television, as well as by the subjective feeling of alienation
from its current practice that is the experience of an
i ncreasing nunber of its perforners, both male and fenale. This
sense of crisis has been articulated in terns of doubts or
anxi eties about the ‘relevance’ of bharatanatyam

One way of solving the problem of relevance has been the
adaptati on of dance to express 'social' thenmes. But convincing
performances cannot be nerely ‘socially’ useful or justified;
their coherence would depend crucially on the existence of an
audi ence (inpossible to guarantee in the face of conpetition
from the manmmpth entertainment industry) as well as on the
performer's ability to capture that audience's inmagination
(which calls for technique and stagecraft on the one hand and an
ability to tap into sonmething of that audience's desired mode of
self-objectification on the other). Both the audience's and the
performer's imaginaries, subject to change over time, and
dramatically altered by Rukmini Devi's mnistrations, have gone
through another transformation. The synbolic space to which
Rukm ni Devi consigned dance (the hone, the nation); the tasks
she set the dancer (beautification, nmothering); the gentee
vi sual evocation of spiritual femninity: these fixed points in
the imaginary she constructed no |onger appear conpelling to
ei ther audi ences of the new generation or to nany perfornmers.

The fact that | have to mark my perforner's interest in

dance as a special case draws attention to the global shift of
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interest, coeval with the nedia explosion, wthin which the
di scursive dommin of cultural studies comes into being: the
shift fromthe site of production to the site of consunption. In
relation to the study of culture, this manifests as a swing from
interest in culture as |abour or production (which is how it
appears from the performer's or witer's or filmmker's
perspective) to concern with the subjectivity, desires and
construction of the putative consumer of the cultural product
(i.e., the critic's point of view). The dyad producer-critic
shoul d not be msread as the dyad producer-consuner: the critic
has distinct professional investments in cultural theory, for
instance, which makes this subject position not quite the same
as that of the consunmer, even granting that this consuner is
genuinely critical rather than passive.

Seen fromthe angle of the critic, the formal or technical
considerations that allow aesthetic conceptions to becone
mani fest are, understandably, of snall consequence. Feninist
cultural critique, like a great deal of work in cultural studies
that is done by people who are not also performers or witers or
film-makers, on the one hand declares a noratorium on all
attenpts to address the aesthetic (except those that decode it
as an aspect of the sociology of culture), by alleging that any
such attenpt is trapped in the fatally exclusionary jaws of the
high culture-low culture distinction; and on the other hand
procl ai ns, sonetinmes with unnecessary defiance, the equal status
of author (or artist or performer, all of whom no doubt, were
equal ly killed by Barthes's edict) and cultural critic, in order
to denystify the concept of 'creativity.' Each operation, one

resulting in virtual silence on the site of the production of
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art and the other erasing, along with the mystery, even the nere
specificity of the artist's or perforner's concerns, and
obliquely claimng text-generating powers for the critic,
contribute strangely to the apotheosizing of this very critic.

To work from the performer's angle towards re-inagining
bharatanatyam in the current crisis, one has to reject the
critic's stance, while keeping in mnd her cautionary
adunbrati ons of the del eterious uses of aesthetics. Wy would a
performer wish to have a theoretical understanding of the
function of aesthetic codes when these are uncomplicatedly part
of the intuitive, unspoken, but continually active visualization
that constitutes the practice of the dance? In a sense, a
theoretical understanding sinply neans verbalization: of the
substantive content of the art, of the criteria for judgenent,
of the performer's inmginary, necessary in a phase of decline or
of retrenchnent, as a bridge to a renewed practice. If | wishto
address the question of the aesthetic, it is partly to act as a
corrective to the interiority and flaccidity of the vocabul ary
that framed the practice institutionalized by Rukm ni Devi and
her followers.

It might help in this context to mark the specificity of
the levels at which the aesthetic functions, noting also that
the levels interact:

(a) As the ideology of the aesthetic: the definition of ‘the
aesthetic' as something to be pursued in itself, which,
par adoxi cal ly, opens it up for instrumentalization in the cause
of some related social privilege or affectation--an exagger at ed
version of the high art-low art divide, class/caste superiority,

a postulated spirituality or noral em nence—actually interrupts
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the exchanges between the performance and its world, and can be
shuffled off w thout regret.

(b) As codes specific to certain art forms: these can be
verbalized if necessary, are sonmetines codifed, or as in the
case of bharatanatvam can be elicited for appraisal from the
followers of a sampradava: i.e., they are available as text,
though their effect on either perfornmer or audience is not.

(c) As an aspect of the phenonenol ogy of perception, affect,
self-fashioning or of the relationship with sonmething one may
call ‘'nature' wthout necessarily filling out this term with
contents that are ideologically contam nated--in fact, w thout
filling it out at all, since |l want to use it here precisely to
represent the things that are not dreanmt of in our philosophy.

Insofar as the last level can be investigated at all, it
would belong in the field that Maurice Merleau-Ponty called
‘aesthesiology,’ situated in the space of the conjunction of
several disciplines including, possibly, psychology, psycho-~
anal ysi s, neuro-physiology, art, criticism history, sociol ogy:
absurdly vast and engaging wth any nunmber of unknown
quantities.

The actual interpenetration of specific aesthetic codes and
physi cal / nental phenormena that register the affective di nension
of art may be expressed in the psychosexual relationships both
audi ences and perforners have to the codes thenselves, as well
as to their realization through perform ng bodies. Both of these
in are in some neasure distinct from (a) the intersubiectivity

that characterizes art aa an irreducibly social activity, and

(b) the material conditions under which art is produced. The

di stinctness of the manifestations of the aesthetic drive from
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these other nodalities in which art is situated is suggested by
the fact, for instance, that the forner elude the frameworks of
a sociology of taste or surveys of preferences

For perforners, the aesthetic codes that frame specific
dance forms function sonething like the image Lacan calls the
‘ldeal 1," the larger-than-life reflection that the <child
identifies in the mrror. The aesthetic code allows the
visualization of an ‘'ideal’ inmge of the perforner's body, a
gestalt that, like the child inthe mrror, is nore stable, nore
symmetrical, nore poised and nore effortlessly nobile than the
imperfect corporeal original. The gestalt facilitated by the
aesthetic stretches the capacities of the performng body by
defining, just beyond the horizon of the possible, the ideal
towards which it strives; and also conveys, perhaps better than
any audi ence, the degree of convergence with the ideal that has
been achi eved.

To the extent that the audience is nobved by the gestalt
expressed by the aesthetic, the latter represents the ‘world’--
to use Heidegger's vocabulary for what the work of art brings
into being--that the dancer is trying to create, out of the
intransigent 'earth' of her art-material, which happens to be a
set of human |inbs, a trained but still recal ci trant
neuronuscul ar system If the 'truth' of the work of art (the
performance) is to be neasured in terns of the conflict between
‘earth’ and ‘world,’ the aesthetic code has the entirely
utilitarian role of a yardstick.

The gestalt of the performing body, conceived of as
sonet hing that evolves in transactions between the performer and

the audi ence and expresses the desires of both, is a promsing
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site for experinents in transforming the aesthetic of
bharat anatyam The historical developnent that has to be
imediately inscribed on this figure is the one that Rukmini
Devi and her brahnmin followers, talking under the trees at Adyar
of the divinity of the dance at the very noment that divinity
becane unrealizable, nost signally neglected to take note of:
the loss of its aura. The authority of the dancer's body as art-
object is even nore comically undercut, if anything, in the
present; both by unwitting excursions into coy self-parody and
by the thick overlay of references to, and associations with,
the dancer's body in the popular cinema. Serious pastiche
suggests itself as the only way out of the unproductive inage-
traps that these resonances have set up.

2) Pleasure:

There is sonething irreducibly illicit about female
pl easures. The history of the devadasis drives home the point
that the recasting of tradition for nodern use interpellates
wormen as stoical bearers of morality; if female noral standards
drop, the entire nation may run to seed. But there is also a
fem ni st work-ethic which declares certain female pleasures out
of bounds, since these pleasures invariably energe along the

axis of desire, and in contradiction to wonen's interests.

Femal e pleasures are particularly conflict- or guilt-
produci ng because they are seldom imagined in isolation from
femal e sexuality. Cora Kaplan writes: "How difficult it is to
uncouple the terms pleasure and sexuality. How nuch nore
difficult, once uncoupled, to re-inmagi ne wonan as the subject,
pl easure as her object, if that object is not sexual" ("WId

Nighta" 15). Mralists fear the |oosening of the bonds that keep
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this capacity for sexual pleasure in check, and entertain
visions of the contamination of the entire socius by this
apparently uncontrol | abl e force; fem nists dread t he
reinforcement of wonmen's subordination by their continued
subj ection to heterosexual and sexist norms. Tharu and Lalita
may well celebrate Muddupalani’s anomal ous conposition: there
are virtually no nopdels for wonen's confortable taking of
pl easure, sexual or otherwi se; for their taking of pleasure as
by right, w thout apol ogy.

Bharatanatyam perfornmers, notw thstanding Rukmini Devi,
represent the taking of sexual pleasure as well as of other
pl easures--of listening to nusic, for instance, or of play, or
of conversation-on the stage. The delineation of pleasure by the
female performer is always shadowed by the confusion between
subj ect and object: at the very noment when she is experiencing
pl easure as subject, she is aware of herself as object of the
audi ence' s gaze, conform ng to the unspoken | aws of decorum The
relationship between her subjectivity and the source of her
pl easure, which can only be represented as intensity or
concentration, comes through as narcissisminstead; the audience
sees itself watching her rather than sees her enjoying herself.
Fenmal e pleasure is never full, never deep initself: it is also
al ways female self-objectification for the gaze of the other.
3) Sexuality:

What is more strikingly in contradiction to |iberal ideas
of self-determ nation, liberty or privacy than women's physical
subj ection to nmen, whether in the ideologies of beauty, or in
the structural relationships set up by the everlasting

possibility of rape, or by the playing out of other radical
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inequalities such as those of caste or class on the terrain of
sexual ity?

Sexual ity is peculiarly problematic for feminists because
twentieth century feminism itself 1is instituted within the
boundari es of the nature-culture debate, alnpst to the exclusion
of any other framework. In conjunction with the ideas of nature
and of essence, sexuality has been the terrain on which women's
subj ection to nmen has been secured and perpetuated; but in the
sense that there really i.s a fundanental difference in the way

human beings are sexed. adunbrated despite the overwhel m ng

superimposition on it of the way they are gendered, the problem
of sexual difference cannot be resolved through constructed
parallels with class struggle or any other struggle that obeys
the principle of denocratic equivalence. Nor has the 'social
construction’ nodel, which has been deployed by femnists in
India to analyse the construction of the female subject across
a range of practices, managed to smpoth out the irregularities
and aporias suggested by fenal e sexual agency, since this at any
rate cannot be slotted into either the category ‘natural’ or the
cat egory ‘socially constructed' (i.e., hi stori cal or
technol ogi cal | y manipulable). The consideration of the coercion
of wonen through rape or the beauty myth has therefore been a
necessary but one-di mensional approach in the field of wonen's
sexuality. The absence of any identifiable goals for sexual
‘liberation,’ which term itself strikes a vague and self-
i ndul gent note, mekes this secondary to other nore definable or

vi abl e feminist |abours.

The problem of fenale sexual agency has a long history in

feminist di scour se. Cor a Kapl an suggest s t hat Mary
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Wollstonecraft, denmandi ng wonmen's participation in the rational
project of the Enlightenment, sees wonen's sexual sel f -
expression as rankly disruptive, distorting their own
devel opment and disqualifying them from the kind of citizenship
she covets for them Constrained by her own niddle class sexual
codes, she repudiated the codes of the aristocracy on the one
hand, since they produced unmanly nmen and wanton women, and the
mass viol ence of nmobs on the other, which she read as arising
fromthe sudden lifting of extreme repression. Wollstonecraft is
hanstrung, Kaplan writes, by "the romantic theory of the
unconscious, its operations laid bare [in her text] to draw a
particularly bleak conclusion about the fate of women" ("WId
Ni ghts" 26) .

There is not that nuch difference between Wollstonecraft’'s
nmodel of the unconscious in the 1790s and Constance Penley's in
the 1990s, which perhaps goes to show that sexuality stubbornly
resists being prised out of the mind-body frontier that many
femnists find too disturbing to contenplate. Penley, speaking
from a psychoanalytic theorist's point of view, finds herself
having to deal with the limtations on the idea of 'social
construction' and, related to this, since all is social and
therefore available for change, a sinple voluntarist politics.

She writes:

...such theories [of sexual difference such
as psychoanal ysis] do not always contribute
to the reconstruction of a new femnine or
fem ni st subj ect e because t hese
theories take as their primary focus the

role of the unconscious in the constitution
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of sexual difference. The psyche is not
Utopian: in fact, it is quite conservative"

(xiii-xiv).

For the women who set up the aesthetic of bharatanatyam, as
for the mddle class femnists who put in wonen's claim to
rationality and Enlightenment, fenmale sexuality was associated
either with slavery or with depravity. The gestural vocabul ary
for sexual pleasure, after many decades of use by a class of
wormren who were standing in for nation, notherhood and chaste
spirituality, is outstandingly inauthentic and devitalized, the
visual counterpart to Rukmini Devi's strictures, cited in the
| ast chapter, on sex as sacrament. Vitality mght be returned to
the delineation of fermale pleasure not by frantic exaggeration
(which is one well-tried and desperate way of displaying
conviction) but by the infusion of hunour, per haps, of
sauci ness, dignity and defiance. Eros need neither be
trivialized nor spiritualized. There are padams enough, if they
can be excavated, to allow the exploration of these enptions in
relation to fenmle pleasure.

4) Body:

Neither of the two fields of reference that feninist
cultural theory draws on--historical materialism and post-
structuralism-has very much to say about the body; both
trajectories carry the traces of the Cartesian privileging of
the cogito. Mnd is elevated into the ground of human
subjectivity or essence; by the time of the Enlightennent,
Reason was the force that framed the human subject in the eyes
of the law Human consciousness as nanifested in the wll

becones the deciding factor in the resolution of |egal problems.
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In the progressivist episteme, constructed, as | have
pointed out, under the sign of universal Reason, t he
associ ations of the body—the irrationality of drives, the

experience of desire, the irreducibility of pai n—have no pl ace.

The collective will is a rational force; distortions of its
purpose arise not from unreasonable desires, but from
i deol ogy--'fal se consciousness' --which is basically faulty

cognition. Volitionis set right once the science of marxismhas
made possible the correct 'class consciousness,’ and once the
procedures of the dialectical method are accepted as a safeguard
agai nst future false cognition.

Wonmen's bodies are demarcated as reproductive, not
productive; nedical science and fanilial ideology conpete with
each other to provide technologies to facilitate, control,
cel ebrate reproduction. Consuner culture, and a great deal of
femnist cultural critique, therefore, focuses on the woman's
body as also a site of desire or consunption, or of construction
through desire. But Marx's focus on the worker's body offers an
opening for a reconsideration of performance as |abour. To see
performance as |abour or production is to leave it unmarked in
terns of gender, which is a refreshing variation from the
pattern of the insistent gendering of the bharatanatyam
performance through simulations of naidenly femninity.

El ai ne Scarry, re-reading Marx's Capital., remarks that the
making of material objects is a node of human self-extension.
Conversely, "[t]he presence of the body in the realmof artifice
has as its counterpart the presence of artifice in the body, the
recognition that in making the world, nman renakes hinmself..."

(251). Dance extends the material body's world, both for the
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performer and for the audience, in tinme (nusic, rhythm and in
physi cal space (whose de-realizing enptiness is filled by human
movement). Attending to the body as both instrunment and product
takes the focus away from the body as the site of reproduction
or of difference. The process of rethinking dance as a cultural
practice may offer feminist cultural theorists, as Elizabeth
Denpster suggests, "the possibility of a distinctive node of
action, ...{one] that enbraces a concept of the body that is not
shadowed by the habits of thought based on Cartesian dualisnt
(39).

Coda: Turning the Angel of History Around

A Klee painting named "Angelus Novus" shows
an angel |ooking as though he is about to
move away from sonething he is fixedly

contemplating....This is how one pictures
the angel of history. His face is turned
toward the past.... The angel would like to

stay, awaken the dead, and nmake whol e what
has been smashed. But a storm is blow ng

from Paradise; it has got caught in his
wi ngs with such violence that the angel can
no | onger cl ose t hem Thi s storm

irresistibly propels himinto the future to
whi ch his back is turned, while the pile of
debris before himgrows skyward. This storm
is what we call progress.

--Walter Benjam n, "Theses on the
Phi | osophy of History"
One way in which fem nists have been deciphering political and
cultural formations in the present noment of transition is by
re-reading their history. The historical project is designed to
deal with the cryptic and the undecidable. Since the
i npossibility of a ‘choice’ between tradition and nodernity,
bet ween di fferent blueprints for the future, is underscored with

each account of wonmen's history, and with the accretion of
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cultural formations studied, history itself becomes a practice
of the gap, a playing for time, a building of a fence on which
to bal ance, postponing the descent into the chasnms of the
tradition-nmodernity binary.

History may be vital as a practice of the transition, but
inorder to become critical it rmust turn towards the future, not
the past. Janus, who resourcefully | ooks both forward and back,
is an even better prototype for a femnist performer than
Benjam n's angel, who is facing the wong way as he is blown
away, or any of those mythological figures, |like Lot and
Or pheus, who lost their women by |ooking over their shoul ders.

Having played for time by attenpting to wite a history of

sadir/bharatanatyam, what | want to do is translate this

narrative into dance. | have in mnd a script informed by ay
passions and angers both as femi nist and as dancer, presenting
a narrative that sumarizes not only the transformation of sadir
into bharatanatyam, but also the present contradictions--the
homage to tradition strangely aligned with the CD ROM di sk now
available to young green-card Indians who wish to |learn dance
through their conputers—through which bharatanatyam survives,

regardless.



337
NOTES

1. Marx's own theories of the aesthetic are schematically laid
out, in the Paris Manuscripts, in the idea of the fully
realized, unalienated human being's freedomto extend his self
through play; an idea that he adapced from Schiller.

Lukacs may be taken as the |ocus classicus of a theory of
aesthetics that assigned to the artist the Targer share of the
responsibility for engendering the correct class consciousness,
literary value then being judged according to how effectively
the writer exposed the fal se consci ousness that kept subordinate
classes ignorant of how things stood with them Macherey
attached this cognitive responsibility to the reader, who,
breaking down the 'recognition effect' that seduced her into
identifying with the subject position demanded by the realist
text, would read symptomatically, uncovering the text's hidden
meani ngs in its om ssions and rough patches. Althusser, despite
havi ng (perhaps unintentionally) done nore than al nost any ot her
critic to apply ideology-critique to art or literature, actually
took his cues from Macherey when he conserved a space for
‘great’ art in the work of exposing ideological investnents.

2. This is an anorphous but generalized perception (individual
dancers sonetines talk of being tired of the navaka-nayaki
narratives whose denure expressions still formthe staple of the
bharatanatyam per formance) t hat woul d benefit from
verbalization.

The arid and devitalized space of the prosceniumtheatre too, is
no substitute for the plenitude of tenple or court performnce.

3. For Lacan, the ldeal | as the child experiences it is
"precipitated in a prinordial form before it is objectified in
the dialectic of identification with the other, and before
| anguage restores to it, in the universal, its function as
subj ect" (Ecrits 2). He goes on to note that the
mrror-stage is a drama whose thrust is precipitated
from [the] insufficiency [of the still-foetalized
infant] to anticipation--and which manufactures for
the subject, caught up in the lure of spatial
identification, the succession of phantasies that
extends from a fragmented body-image to a formof its
totality.... (4)

4. See Heidegger, "The Origin of the Work of Art."

5. Penley goes on to observe that the
picture of hunman subjectivity that energes from
psychoanalysis is not easily conpatible wth that
espoused by Anerican femnism in particular, whichis
grounded in idealism voluntarismof the will, and a
traditional American strain of utopianism (its equal
conmi tt ment to pragmatism notwithstanding). No
political movenment or ideology could generate itself
wi thout an idealistic sense of political will and a
vision of a better future. But American fem nists have
often been reluctant to confront theoretical evidence
about the limtations of those idealist and Utopian
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i deas which are fundanental to feminist ideology and

practice. (Xxiv).
Jacquel i ne Rose, anong other femnist witers on psychoanal ysis,
endorses this view when she sees wonmen as partly responsible for
the 'misery’ wthin their own psyches (See: "Were Does the
M sery Cone Fron?"). Are wonen, then, ‘constructed’ to feel
aggression towards other women--for instance—er to live out
roles that go against their real interests? If we argue for
wonen's participation in or consent to nmmnifestations of
patriarchy, are we neaking concessions to the nentality that
says: ‘she asked for it’? There is very little theoretical room
for manouevre between a sort of Lysenkoism and a giving away of
fem ni st gains.



APPERDIX: A SELECTIVE CHRONOLOGY

1565-1856 A.D. Thanj avur under the Marathas becones a
centre of Hindu culture in South India, a
focus of courtly and tenple patronage of
the arts, including sadir.

1856 Thanj avur is annexed by the British; the
decline of feudal power begins as the
treasury is enptied by tributes and taxes.

1868 M ssionary canpai gns agai nst sac begi n.

1893 The official anti-nautch novenent is
| aunched with a public nmeeting in Madras,
presided over by Wlliam MIler.

1906- 1907 Wth the signing of the International
Convention for the Suppression of |nmoral
Traffic in Women and Children the
government in Madras considers |egislation
agai nst the custom of dedication.

1910 The Mysore Covernnent prohibits dedication
of girls to tenples by a governnent order.

1912 Three menbers of the Inperial Legislative
Council bring Bills to suppress dedication;
with the outbreak of World War | in 1914,
the Bills are dropped.

1915 Anni e Besant |aunches the Home Rul e
Movement.

1920 The non-brahmin Justice Party formed in

1916 comes to power in the elections in
Madras. The next year they issue a Communal
G.O to increase the proportion of posts
for non brahmins in governnent offices.

1922 Dr. H. S. Gour noves a resolution in the
I mperial Legislative Council, recomrending
the banning of nautch and the tightening up
of the provisions in the Indian Penal Cod
agai nst the adoption of m nors.

1924 The first Act (XVII of 192 '} is passed by
the central administ: ion to suppress
dedi cation, alon, with amendnents to
sections "2 and 373 of the IPC.

1926 Pe. var is disillusioned with the Congress,
breaks away to lay the foundations of the
Suva Marivathai |yakkam or Self Respect
Movement.




1927

1928

1930

1) Katherine Mayo's book Mdther India is
published.

2) Periyar’s Self Respect Mvenent takes
off.

3) The Madras Legislative Council passes a
resol ution reconmendi ng that the Madras
Governnent intervene to prevent dedication.
After V.R Pantulu is told by the central
Legi slature that the devadasi issue was a
regional one, Mithul akshm Reddi renews the
Madras canpai gn against it; she helps
convene and addresses several conferences
by nenbers of the devadasi conmunity to
debate the issue. The Mdtion Regarding the
Dedi cation of Grls to Tenples is put by
Reddi in the Madras Legislative Council.

4) Devadasis from all over the South
protest against it, sending a momorandum to
the government signalling their outrage.

5) The first All-India Misic Conference in
the South is held in Madras, and passes a
resolution that an Acadeny to standardize
the practice of nmusic and dance be set up.

1) The Music Acadeny is established as an
of f shoot of Congress nationalism wth

E. Krishna lyer as one of its Secretaries.
2) ABill for the Suppression of Brothels
and Imoral Traffic is passed in the

Legi sl ative Council .

3) An anendnment to the Hindu Religious
Endowments Act of 1926 enfranchises
devadasis, ‘freeing’ them from service in
tenples, and granting the lands to them
permanent|y.

Mut hul akshm Reddi presents her draft of A
Bill to Prevent the Dedication of Wonen to
Hi ndu Tenples in the ML.C , naking

dedi cation punishable; by the tine the Bill
is circulated for comment, the session
ends, and it |apses.

The devadasi system is abolished by fiat in
Travancore State.

The Music Acadeny's Journal speaks of the
art of *‘Bharata Natyam’: this could be the
first 'official' use of the new name for
sadir.



1931

1932

1935

1937

1939

1946

1947

The Music Academny of Madras presents a
sadi r performance by the Kalyani Daughters,
the Tirst of a series of programes that
marked its canpaign to preserve sadir.
Devadasi service is abolished, and maaniams
are enfranchised, in Pudukottai State.

Muthulakshmi Reddi and E. Krishna lyer have
a heated debate over nautch in the Hindu.
Uday Shankar makes a triunphant tour of
India, bringing a package of 'oriental
dances' that Rukmini Devi sees.

Rukmi ni  Devi |aunches the International
Acadeny of Arts which will becone
Kal akshetra the next year.

C.Rajagopalachari’s Congress government is
voted to power; the devadasi question is
shelved for a while.

The debate on the Devadasi Bill is revived.
The South India Devadasi Association renews
its appeals to the government, asking to be
let alone, in a nenorandum

Rukm ni Devi produces Thirukutral a
Kuravaniji. her first dance-drama.

The Madras Devadasis (Prevention of
Dedication) Bill is made into an Act by the
first post-independence Legislative
Assenmbly in Madras. Kamala, a young brahmn
girl, nmakes waves by dancing to Subramania
Bharati’s patriotic songs in the AVM film
Nam Iruvar. an event that also signals the
al nost conplete taking over of the sadir
form by brahmn girls.
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