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Thanks you for this generous introduction, and a very big ‘Thank you’ to 

organisers of this year’s Festival for inviting me to make some remarks at the 

outset of the Festival.  In fact, I am entirely captivated by the design of the 

events and activities envisioned for the next three days. A new genre of 

transnational commercial activity now straddles the globe under the name of 

‘Literary Festivals’ whose main function, behind the scenes, seems to be horse 

trading in authors and manuscripts while some sort of literary entertainment 

goes on in the front halls for star-struck consumers of cultural artefacts. With 

your serious emphasis on workshops, volunteer sessions, children’s literature 

etc, you seem to have kept clear of that sort of commercial ambition. And that, 

in my view, is a very good thing. 

 I was certainly struck by the “Insider/Outsider” theme that has been 

designated for this year’s instalment of this annual festival. But then, as I was 

reading the Press Release on structure and objectives of the Festival, I was 

struck by Rizio Yohannan Raj, Creative Director of the Festival, using the 

remarkable phrase“ the transnational matrix of the country.” Now, I am not very 

sure what the word “matrix” signifies here, but the idea that India has a certain 

kind of “transnationality” inscribed within it is undoubtedly intriguing. This, I 

think, is very good to remember. Unlike Britain or France, India  is not in any 

Euro-American sense, a nation-state; and unlike the United States, India is not 

only a federal republic. We have in fact given ourselves a rather Different name 
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as well, “the Indian Union,” which originally meant a Union of Nationalities—

linguistic nationalities, I might add. Re-organisation of states in early years of 

the Republic was governed by this imperative. The title of my brief paper today, 

Languages of the Union, is meant as a reminder of that fact. This formalisation  

of the diversity of linguistic communities was part of a larger recognition of 

many kinds of diversities. The caste character of our society was a matter not 

only of diversity but also of social savagery, which needed to be addressed in all 

sorts of ways, political as well as ethical. So that, for instance, the social origin 

and political location of Ambedkar were very much a factor in deciding that he 

be entrusted with supervision of the constitution-making process. And, as we all 

know, the birth of Indian Union had been not only a happy event but also a 

traumatic one, attended as it had been by murderous communal frenzy rarely 

witnessed in the history of the world. A deep commitment to secular reason was 

our way of coping with that trauma, the effects of which still beset the Republic. 

One of the functions of literature in all the languages of the lands that were 

partitioned in the very moment of our independence has been to confront that 

collective trauma in poetic and fictional forms, as so many acts of remembrance 

and overcoming.   

  

 So, let me begin my reflections today with these two elements in very 

conception of this Festival: the as such, and the idea of a linguistic and cultural 
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‘transnationality’ within India. I think that these two elements can be connected 

in interesting ways.  

 In the announcements of the festival, the Insider/Outsider theme has been 

defined mainly with reference to aesthetic states and practices, conceptualised a 

in the familiar, more or less postmodern terms of liminality, in-between spaces, 

tentativeness, uncertainty, lack of fixity and so on. And there is no gainsaying 

the fact that aesthetic creativity does involve that kind liminality as it aspires 

toward what Ernst Bloch once called “the utopian surplus” in all art production. 

And yet I do want to press this Insider/Outsider dichotomy in some other 

directions as well. 

 As regards art practice itself, I don't believe that the Inside/Outside 

conception can be restricted to the phenomenological level as such, because the 

problem always is to give objective social form to that which originates, or 

appears to originate in subjectivity and interiority. And that translation of the 

subjective into objective form brings art practice into the world as it is, 

concretely and historically constituted. Moreover, as soon as you extend the 

Insider/Outsider conception beyond zones of pure interiority and bring them out 

into the openness of the social world, it becomes necessary to see how Insiders 

and Outsiders are being defined in the realworld that surrounds the art practice 

and which saturates the very existence of artists, critics, scholars and thinkers 

more generally. In such a circumstance, the insider/outsider conception ceases 
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to be only a zone of internal illumination and undecideability, a pure aesthetic 

of the Self, and becomes a condition of what Edward Said used to call the 

“worldliness” of articstic and critical practice. And, as soon as you recognise the 

deep connection between the subjective phenomenology of art practice with the 

historical conditions of its objective existence, the Insider/Outsider dynamic 

comes to be haunted by that other duality, namely that of Inclusion and 

Exclusion.  

 You can undoubtedly see that I am drawing closer to the very conditions 

in which this Festival is taking place, something of a witness to all that is good 

in our country,  and, in its own way, something of a counterforce against all the 

suffocating viciousness that has been agitating the minds of some of the finest 

minds among our artists, historians, scientists and social thinkers. Before I say 

something directly about that, however, I want to return to the issue of socio-

cultural diversity and secular reason that I raised earlier.  The first thing to be 

said is that this diversity is not as choice that we have made, nor a virtue that we 

have cultivated. This immense heterogeneity of cultural and social forms which 

defines is collectively is the objective historical condition of our existence that 

has come to us as an accumulated result of a very long past. These historical 

legacies don't allow an imposition of homogeneity. The alternative to preserving 

this diversity is sheer barbarism. I am not stating an ethical position but pointing 

to a historical reality. Our ethics have to be grounded in that reality.  
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 We must also recognise that diversity involves very finely calibrated 

balances because diversity necessarily implies outsiders and insiders, 

distinctions between them and us. Possibilities of friction are always present. 

Philosophically, one needs a Universalism but a kind of universalism that 

recognises the integrity of particulars; one needs a Humanism but one that 

appreciates that there are countless ways of being human. A society as 

ferociously unequal as ours necessarily involves resentments and conflicts, and 

there will always be forces that will seek to channelize those potentials of 

violence into communal and caste conflagrations. That is why the cultivation of 

the scientific temper and exercise of secular reason were deemed central to our 

public ethics by the founders of our Union.  

 The foundations, I believe, are sturdy. And they are sturdy not because of 

all the hard work that went into making the public institutions and personal 

visions during the struggle for Indpendence and in early years of the 

independent republic, not only because the contributions that countless artists 

have made to securing these foundations but also because the values we defend 

today are rooted in fact in the very constitution of our cultures and literatures 

over that “vernacular millennium,” from the 8th century to the 18th, over which 

these languages and literatures got consolidated in the materialities of local and 

regional life, syncretic belief systems, radical dissent against the prevailing 

rituals and  hierarchies, and, more often than not, a liberal metaphysic of 
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devotional theism and even a-theism. That has not been the dominant order of 

power in India but that has been a pervasive social order—a certain sort of 

broadly shared social imagination, so to speak. 

 Those foundations are at issue and much anxiety pervades the land. This 

is of course not a new phenomenon and the process has been long in making. 

These same forces drove M.F. Hussein, India’s most famous painter, into 

terminal exile. But we seem to have reached a point that is qualitatively 

different. Analysis of the social forces that have brought us to this point is not 

my concern. I am concerned, rather, with how a sense of danger has been 

building up among artists and eminent thinkers in various walks of life, 

especially since the methodical murder of the late Mr. Pansare, Mr, Dhabolkar 

and Professor Kalburgi, well known political and social activists, rationalist 

thinkers, writers, and in the case of Professor Kalburgi, an author of immense 

learning and scholarly output.  

 We now live in a strange atmosphere. Girish Karnad, who has perhaps 

received more awards than any other artist in the country, ranging from Filmfare 

awards for his work in cinema to the Jananpith for his work in literature and 

drama, to the Padma Bhushan for overall eminence and contribution to Indian 

culture. Yet, he has had to live behind cordons of police security for have made 

an off-the-cuff remark about the naming of an airport. Bombay used to be the 

pride of our cosmopolitan aspirations. Over the years, It has degenerated so 
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much and the atmosphere become so charged with fear that Romila Thapar, 

India’s most internationally renowned historian, had to deliver her lecture under 

police protection. A.R.Rehman, perhaps the most original musical genius in the 

country—certainly so recognised around the world—says that he too has felt 

threatened over the past few months. One could go on reciting such facts. But 

such recitation is not the point.  

What is most striking is how widely this sense of danger is shared. Not 

only have writers and some film personalities expressed their concern in ways 

and on a scale that is unprecedented. This is also the first time that some of the 

most eminent scientists have raised their voice on the same issues and expressed 

their sense of concern and unease as to where the country is headed-- not to 

speak of similar expressions from such unlikely figures as Mr. Raghuram Rajan, 

the Governor of the Reserve Bank of India, and Mr. Naraynamurthy, the 

legendary founder of Infosys.  

As I said, this is not the time to delve into the political aspects of this 

situation. I bring it up for two reasons. One is that the Insider/Outsider 

dynamic—Inclusion and Exclusion, the Permissible and the Un-Permitted-- is 

also involved very centrally in the whole range of situations that has brought us 

to this point. M.F. Hussain and S.H.Raza, two of the most famous modern 

Indian artists, are both Muslims in origin and both have drawn deeply on what 

they take to be just Indian traditions to which all Indians have equal claims but 
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which some would describe specifically as Hindu traditions which are open to 

Muslim painter only if he treats them in ways that gain approval from the self-

proclaimed authorities in the matter; Hussain was hounded out of the country 

but Raza is abstract enough not to have earned the ire of powers that be—at 

least, so far.  In the case of Perumal Murugan, the line is drawn on caste: in the 

case of Dhabolkar, on issues of Reason and Superstition. Targets are dispersed 

among various regions, languages, ideological persuasions, and even religions; 

and so are the protests against such targetings. It must be admitted, though, that 

those who are doing the targeting seem to welded together in a fairly 

identifiable ideological monolith.  

When I first received and accepted your gracious invitation, this is not 

what I had intended to talk about. Then, more recently, certain issues began 

exploding, specifically within the world of literature and social thought in India, 

so that I have felt implicated in this process. However, all this is also connected 

with my old concern that Indian literature and culture not be conceptualised in 

monolithic terms. We can accept and celebrate the real diversity of our 

languages and literatures only if we are willing and predisposed to accept and 

celebrate the fact that far from being a unitary state with a singular national 

culture, India is a bundle of innumerable diversities that can coexist in the figure 

of the Multiple but cannot be added up into the mathematical number of One.  

We have to accept that there is no one narrative in which the story of Indian 
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literature can be told in such a way that Tamil literature and Dogri literature 

appear to be parts of a whole through its entire historical formation. We can find 

many more commonalties in the recent past when modern means of 

communication begin to spread the same literary forms and similar ideas across 

languages; the short story or the novel or the blank verse may now emerge as 

generic forms across languages, with even similar sensibilities and plot 

structures. However, the farther back you go into the respective literary 

traditions the less such commonality you will find among literatures 

geographically far from each other. These are autonomous histories that remain 

autonomous despite occasional borrowing and sharing. 

We have inherited a very distorted notion of nationhood from the colonial 

period that is entirely inappropriate for our historical composition. The Euro-

American model assumes a uni-lingual and by and large uni-cultural nation, 

often with religious underpinnigs. The idea of a singular national language 

reflects this idea of a uni-lingual nation and produces the idea of a national 

literature which assumes that it would be written in that one language. By 

contrast, India represents by far the largest experiment that humanity has ever 

undertaken to make a transition to a modern industrial society and a vast market 

economy while writing into its constitution a number of languages so various 

that no university can teach them all in any proper way, given the meagre 

resources allotted to our education system. By contrast, migrants come speaking 
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over two hundred languages in the United States but are expected to forget their 

ancestral language within one generation and accept the unilingual dictatorship 

of English. Or you may consider another contrast: the French absolutist 

monarchy instituted in its heyday as Academie Francaise with the express 

purpose of constituting a standardised linguistic culture for all of France by 

suppressing all local and regional differences, all dialects, all self-generating 

oralities; by contrast, post-Independence India swiftly established an 

overlapping networks of national and regional Academies to strengthen and 

promote a whole host of languages, diverse traditions of music and dance, the 

visual arts etc, ranging from the classical traditions to the folk forms. These 

flexible multiplicities are so much a part of the very air we breathe that we often 

fail to notice the novelty and grandeur of it all. 

The conception was grand and in some vital respects it still endures, 

despite all efforts to dismantle most it. However, in the best of days, very little 

resource was allocated for building an educational system that would invent 

pedagogical forms appropriate for the study of those traditions and to educate 

significant parts of a population in the protocols of that magnificent 

achievement. In other words, high culture remained in the possession of a small 

cultural elite and was never distributed democratically among large parts of the 

population through widespread humanist education of any excellence across the 

country. The educational and cultural backwardness of the nominally degree-
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bearing middle classes is in fact part of the growing barbarisation of our urban 

cultures. 

I will not rehearse here my old argument that Indian literature should be 

studied not as a national literature but as a comparatism among various 

autonomous cultural traditions even when some of those traditions overlap. 

More recently, I have become more skeptical about the very conception of 

comparative literature and would like to think of developing appropriate 

pedagogies for what I now conceive as an indigenous Indian cosmopolitanism. 

Be that as it may. From my older formulation on this topic I would like to 

retrieve one point, however, namely that the bulk of what we now call literature 

have been connected in all our languages with active performance, whether as 

song or recitation or dramatization and even with painting and sculpture; it is 

only with the advent and increasing hegemony of print culture that we find texts 

composed for the private reading of a sedentary individual. A festival of 

languages can potentially recapture that relation among aesthetic forms perhaps 

far better, at least with greater visual effect, than classroom pedagogy. 

Like all literatures, our also arise, from one generation to the next, in 

specific social circumstances, with specific but also numerous belief systems 

and ideological persuasions, which may remain stable for some length of time, 

may then contested at other times; and some broad thematics in these literatures 

have had a remarkable propensity to travel, across territories and language 
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clusters. The kind of indigenous cosmopolitanism I have in mind would bees 

necessarily an inter-disciplinary practice and a critical inquiry that would be 

both formal and formational. Cultural form is always a condensation of social 

relationships, the social imaginary reconstituted as aesthetic abstraction. That is 

why it is imperative to study the cultural form and the social formation 

simultaneously.  I have quite extensive ideas about what that kind of pedagogy 

would entail but I would spare you the details.  

Two further points, and I shall be done for the day. One is that the 

association of language with literature is of course salutary. Languages are so 

many moralities of the mind, and literatures key repositories of meanings that 

are generated in various languages—meanings, that is to say, beyond the factity 

of facts, which is the special preserve of the social sciences. Having said that, I 

think it is important to look at languages also as forms of social action. If 

Bangla was the first language in which some Indians first learned to speak in the 

medium of modernity, Marathi and Tamil can be plausibly regarded as our 

primary languages for articulation of reform projects that were in fact prior to 

even the Independence Movement. I think this social side of language, not only 

in the premodern where the social and the aesthetic often appear in a fierce 

embrace, but also in our pages to modernity, need to be part of what we 

celebrate. 
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Finally, the question of Power. Language is not only the site of pleasure, 

creativity, aesthetic plenitude, but is also permeated through and through with 

relations of Power. This is a subject of immense  intricacy and there is no time 

to delve into it. Social power of various kinds—of caste and gender and class—

is actually inscribed in the very structure of language as such. But all that I will 

skip. Let me simply say that the power or powerlessness of language is deeply 

tied not only to its own demographic wait. Global linguistic surveys show 

English has as many native speakers as does what I would call the Hindi-Urdu 

complex but English quite obviously commands far more power than Hindi-

Urdu complex ever can. This lingual inequality can play havoc within the 

confines of the country as well, as we fall for categorisation of languages as 

major and minor ones. There is, in my view, no such thing as a minor language. 

Every language is a major language in its own place and time, for those who 

speak it, no matter how large or small the language-community is in numbers. 

Multiplicity of languages is a headache for state functionaries; for cultural 

workers all languages are an occasion for celebration and festivity. That is the 

spirit in which I would now like to participate in the rest of this Festival. 

 

Thank you very much 
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