POET AS WITNESS: ETHNICITY AND THE DESCOURSE
OF THE NATION

E.V. Ramakrishnan

S outh Asian countries have gone through similar phases
of historical experiences such as those of colonialism,
nationalist movements, state formation and efforts at
decolonization. The politics of South Asia still bears the
marks of colonial legacy. The boundaries which were
politically drawn often contradicted the cultural boundaries
that took shape over centuries. The nation building in these
countries have been influenced by collective memories but
the same logic did not inform the state formation. The
minorities came into being through political processes of
exclusion which were oftent he result of the policies
prescribed by the state. Electoral politics made them
increasingly seif-conscious about their distance from centres
of power. They were forced to defend their cultural identity
against the aggressive assimilationist policies of the state.
Their cultural identity took on aspects of political identity.

- They were caught in a conflict between atavistic sentiments |

and the compuisions of civil politics. The cultural givers that
constitute the ethnic identities can mobilize people in times
of crisis. Both Kashmiri Muslims and Sri Lankan Tamils can
be described as ethnic communities since they are objectively
different from other communities in customs, rituals and
beliefs and they subjectively accept these differences as the
basis of their distinctive identity. The prolonged civil strife
in Sri Lanka and Kashmir has ifs roots in the conflict between
ethnicity and nation state. Here we will study the poetry of
Jean Arasanayagam, a Sri Lankan poet and that of Agha
Shahid Ali, an Indian poet, both writing in English, to see
how they respond to the crisis in their respective community.

Let us examine the case of Sri Lanka. When Sri Lanka secured
independence in 1948, it was the Sinhalese Buddhist elite
which constituted the ruling class. Here it is worth mentioning
that of the 26 per cent of Sri Lankan population that belongs
to minority communities, 18.5 per cent are Tamils and 7.4
are Muslims. The divisive politics followed by the Sri Lankan
state in the 1950s progressively alienated the Tamil minorities
who are largely concentrafed in the North and North East
parts of the couritry. The dialectic of the monolothic, unitary
state and its deliberate suppression of differences, linguistic
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and religious, led to the demand for a separate nation by the
ethnic group. It should be remembered that the Budddhists
have no special claim to Sri Lankan territory. There are strong
cultural and racial similarities between the Sinhalese and the
Tamils, the linguistic and religious differences
notwithstanding. It is impossible to differentiate the Sinhalese
and the Tamils from their physical appearance. Most of the
Tamil speakers arrived in Sri Lanka centuries before and have
contributed substantially towards the country’s economic and
cultural wealth.

After the formation of independent Sri Lankan state, the
Tamils were systematically marginalized by the state
apparatus. The Sri Lankan national flag shows a Sinhalese
lion. The secular national discourse of the state became
increasingly irrelevant as Buddhist culture and Sinhalese
language became markers of Sri Lankan nation state. In 1956
Sinhalese was made the official language of the nation. The
rhetoric of cultural nationalism (‘Sinhala Only’ was their
slogan) was used by Bandaranaike’s Sri Lanka Freedom Party
to mobilize the majoritarian forces into a formidable political
formation. Tamils who were a highly educated minority

- gradually lost their access to opportunities in higher education

and representation in government jobs and the oppression of
Tamils united them across religions. Gradually, as the relation
between Tamil ethnicity and Hindu religion got severed and
“Tamil ethnicity replaces Hinduism as the focal point of
nationalist pride among Tamils. As a result, some of the
most active participants in the Tamil Separatists movement
have been Christians, even Christian clergy.” (Juergensmeyer
1993: 102). It is to be noted that the resistance movement of
the Tamils has primarily targeted the Sri Lankan state.

The poetry of Jean Arasanayagam gives us an inside view of
the Sri Lankan ethnic strife. By birth she is a Dutch Burgher.

~ The Dutch came to Sri Lanka in the 17® century and the

Burghers constitute a microscopic minority of Sri Lanka.
During the colonial period they were a privileged group and

‘this had alienated them from the mainstream. Jean

Arasanayagam’s marriage to a Sri Lankan Tamil, despite the
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This time the poojas are not made
With laden trays of flowers, tulsi, camphor
Fruit, kumkum and thirtham

The poojas are made with their bodies,
As they come thousands and thousands
Traveling from distant villages.

Nallur is now a battlefield

and the hands upraised

storming heaven

all bear arms,

all bear weapons. (1bid: 115)

3

The context of ethnic violence forces Jean Arasanayagam to
review the content of her minority identities. She offers a
critique of the nationalistic discourse by producing self-
critical narratives of her Burgher and Tamil identities. In A4
Colonial Inheritance and Other Poems she recovers her past
and in the process, takes stock of the colonial past. This, by
- no means, is an easy task because now she has to recognize
that her ancestors have left her a dubious ]ega.,y of violence
and shame:

In the garden of museun

a cannon rests. Within glass cases

artefacts of time. Minted coins abraded

silver larins, golden guilders, stuivers,

ancient swords stained with rust -

and blood. Firearms antique,

and in my face --- a semblance, (Arasanayagam 1985: 5)

The minted coins are stained with blood. This is 2 moment

of epiphany. The present v iolence was inherent in the colonial

- conquest of the natives and their brutal subjugation. To own

“up to this dubious legacy is to be self-critical about her
community:

We were once invaders

On our brows eating into skull

We bear branded the mark of Cain. (Arasa.nayagam 1991
85)

In-a long poem called “Exiled Childhood” in the volume,
Shooting the Floricans Arasanayagam confesses to her
privileged status in the colony as a Burgher (Arasanayagam
1993: 9-10). To situate her own legacy is to accept that her
relation with the mainstream is historically determined. The
critical distancing she achieves in her narration of the past is

a pointer to her awareness of the complications of history

informing the present. In the middle of the poem she
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compares herself to a migrant bird which has overstayed its
summer and has chosen to stay behind to cohabit with the

native kind and has now grown “into a rare genus” (Ibid.,

p.113) Here she achieves a statis of sort without any final

* resolution of her problem of belonging. The nationalist
discourse, by its very nature, demands assimilation and the

critical distance she acquires through her examination of her

- own location within Sri Lankan history, enables her to realize

the inherent vulnerability of minority identities. In an article,
Elaine Ho and Harshana Rambukwella have argued that

Arasanayagam’s writing Is heavily invested in the idea of

*national be’ongmg They suggest:

It is from within the Sri Lankan nation and as an
individual who desires to belong that Arasanayagam
writes, but she is also acutely aware that in this national
space, she is persistently marked as alien. The desire
to belong co-exists with an equally urgent process of
rewriting her own alien-ness, and to reinvent alienation
as critical irony and poetic agency. (Ho and
Rambukwella 2006: 66-67). :

I'would like to argue that this is not borne out by her poems.

She questions narrow notions of belonging. She has come to

recognize that each discourse of belonging creates its others.
She understands that choices are made by one’s birth and

one’s location in a community which are historically

determined. Today it is recognized that a nation-state may

contain more than one nation. Anthony D. Smith says in his

study, The Ethnic Origins of Nations: “Quite simply many
individuals today belong simultaneously to two ‘nations’ ---
- Catalan and Spanish, Breton and French, Croat and

Yugoslav, Scots and British, even Yoruba and Nigerian,
pethaps.” (Anthony D. Smith 1986: 167). The nationalistic
- discourse, as it has been defined by the Sri Lankan state, has

no space to accommodate minority identities like hers. The

nation-state bestows equality whereas it is the nation which

endows one with identity. She is caught between the state-
seeking Tamil nationalism and the state-sponsored Sinhala

Buddhist nationalism. (See T.K. Ommen’s article ‘New
Nationalisms and Collective Rights’ in Stephen May et al
2004 : 132-140 for details regarding the post-colonial

nationalisms of South Asia.) it is not-easy for her to endorse

either of the two as it involves making painful choices. The

metaphor of the migratory bird overstaying its summer and

choosing to cohabit with the native kind and eventually
evolving into a ‘rare genus’ does underline the fact that she
will remain alien and different. Can she find her own space
within the nation without getting assimilated? She will remain
a vulnerable member ofa mmorlty community ever marked
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In order to get rid of the prevailing confusion, we need to
conceptualize ethnicity as an interactional, as against, an
attributional notion. We must view ethnicity as a product of
conquest, colonization and immigrationand the consequent
disengagement between culture and territory. It is the
transformation of the “outs” into “ins” that leads to the
process of ethnies becommg nations. (Stephen May et al:
131).

In the case of Sri Lankan Tamils and Kashmiris the question
of internal colonization is relevant. Both Arasanayagam and
Agha Shahid have experienced the disjunction betwsen

‘culture and territory” Oommen speaks of. As an exile, Agha
Shahid’s alienation from land is more acute and this is
reflected in his recollections full of anguish.

In his Half-inch Himalayas (1987) Agha Shahid shows how
. the Ksahmir of his childhood is now untraceable. As a

homeless exile, he is condemned to his memorics which
unspool from the hallucinatory images of violence in the
- valley: “This is home. And this is the closest/ T will ever
come to home. When | return,/ the colours will not be so
brilliant/the Jhelum’s waters so clean,/ so ultramarine. My
love/ so overexposed” (Agha Shahid Ali 1987; 1). The
Kashmir of his childhood has shrunken to the size of a
postage-stamp. The over-exposed memory turns his memory
into ‘a giant negative, black and white, still underdeveloped’

(Ibid). He turns to the mythical images of the snowman to

capture that elusive identity which is a haunting absence. In
the poem “Snowmen™ he says how his ancestors came from
Samarkhand with a bag of whale bones. He still travels with
generations of snow meh on his back: “They tap every year
on my window./ Their voices hushed to ice” (Ibid. p.8) In
this surreal vision Agha Shahid recognizes his own otherness
and homelessness. To recover his voice he has to speak from
within the marginal space of an exile. It is by going back to
- the cadences of Urdu that he retraces the collective memories
of his community. “In memory of Begum Akthar” uses
memory as a source and resource to map a layered view of
Kashmlr -

(Ghazal, the deéth-sustainmg widow,

~sobs in dingy archives, hooked to you.
she wears her grief, a moon-soaked white,
corners the sky into disbelief,

You’ve finally polished catastrophe,
The note you seasoned with decades
Of Ghalib, Mir, Faiz:
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I innovate on a noteless raga. (Agha Shahid Ali 1987: 23)

Itis significant that his memory is mediated by the aesthetic
form of ghazal and its classical heritage. In “Homage to Faiz
Ahmed Faiz”; he again invokes the ghazal as the form that
speaks the language of exile: :

Your lines were measured
So carefully to become in our veins

The blood of prisoners, In the free vefse
Of another language I imprisoned

Each line — but I touched my own exile. (Tbid. p.32)

In poem afler poem, the figure of the stranger appears in

various forms: the previous occupant of the apartment, the
riverside jogger, the ‘someone’ who lives in the house. The
interiors of the poems become haunted as the poet feels unable
to relate to a living community. :

The erisis in Kashmir was precipitated by the insensitivity
of the nation-state which abdicated its responsibility of
ensuring the people’s right to dignity and identity. When the
nation-state delegitimates the demand for identity, the
collective identity takes on an aggressive political role. T.K.
Ooimmen in his article mentioned earlier on new nationalisms

- and collective rights, observes:

But in the case of the new multicultural polities of
Africa and Asia, there is a shift of emphasis from
sequentiality to simultaneity. That is, the nations,
ethnicities and minorities in the federal polities of these
continents are increasingly insisting on equality and
identity simultancously (Stephen May etal 2004 131).

For ‘ethnies,” region and nation are contiguous. The
‘disengagement between culture and territory” (Ibid: 13)
Oommen talks about render both Jeém_ Arasanayagam and
Agha Shahid Ali as ‘public poets® speaking as members of
cthnic communities who voice concerns of a larger

collectivity. It will not make sense to read their poetry in a

strictly personal, individual context. The displacement they
have suffered cannot be accounted for in individual terms.
Agha Shahid reclaims a fragment of the inward-looking
Kashmiri society through his scattered memories which range
from those of Begum Aktar to saffron farmers.

 The poems in Aha Shahid’s The Country Without a Post-

Office employ the metaphors of mourning to come to terms
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apcilyplic epiphanies. The discoucse ol monming besoimes
the: dominunt way ol dealiog wille Jife aod its expericaces,
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-~

He hotda my hand apocchicss o toll me |

Thase smashed golds iving pastthosc p::tl'iﬁr_'u:l
Fedsare autumn’s las crimsoned .apillagc

rushing with winzs dowen the mountsioside
or tlames clinging 1o 2 torched villuge (Thid: 205

Rogmy Are Never Finahed (20041 yzez 103530073 sacrifice
pl Kurbala and ils comenesporalien i Muluurin as o veolnal
metaphor.  Memoriahiziog is the poetic mode which Agha
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ghazal torm also mvalves lrupslaton, Bajey Patke has
argied that there 2 2 hamalogy between lranslation and
peniprabivn wy lias poeney, He says:

The onavailshility of communion feith Gosth or coection
{with parcnt. comnumity, friend, bome or countny) is like
the im peasibindiog of full translulion. Reversed. i becumnes a
denfat afunivaciry, and thes & sanction for plurehtly of speech
a5 dislests, of poerew as wanslagion, of exile an migration,
amd eudll ws restiluion, {Patke 2006; 2341,

The necd 1o translate and the impnasihity to wchieve 11 2o
Loaether, Whils teanslating Faiz Ahmed Faiz he euches *his
uwn exile’ ny the [ree verse of English torhs his hand ‘tn
seome’, LA TORT: 320 Ths ellocts 1o dreosplood ghazal ino
English has tn bo seen in this context. The [eee verse of
Fiiglish was nnt free cnnegh to cmbody the larger pain of his
privale comest, Al 3as thar “aotfering is acldem, perhaps,
never privide, (ALLIDET: 320 [¢ i3 this aspect nf sufftring
whick 15 public ood privaiz at the sameting that hg iz ahle 1o
articubate throueh kis Bozlish ghazals,

Agha Shahid moved closer to the metropalitan poeli
disveurse ju e Jater parg of his carcer. Phr this is alzn the
Limme Jues experimesnts wilki the ehazal o in English, Here |
weoiddd hke o emphustze the Docl ibos use of ghazal farm
wreules adiglonmie spuee inhis goest foc ideotity deadisplaced
aatile. Traditinnully ghaval has spoken aboul e aonl desice,
[n thair easay an the Fnglish gharal, Chandrams Chattorj e
and Milund Malehe shon o the uaditiobal make gazs
inherent in G traditionel chazalis cedefined o the Ehaeals
nt tha American pretess, Phyllis Wihb, {Ramakishnan [
and Subha Dasgapta 2006: 1971 In Englizh ghazalz of Aghy
Sheatid Al b subiverds the Barna from within e imrcating
the foie with a collective voice, Hiz use of ghazal in thz
comtext of e metropelilo eaditoe of Americal paciry iz
Both an act o Fresislance and effimmolon. T irmeolves a barder-
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crossing that questions the assumptions behind such

- boundaries. He was opting out of the normative strategies
adopted by hegemonic discourses and majoritarian languages.
The ghazal as he reinvents it in English comes closer to the
idea of ‘minor’ literature as defined by Deleuze and Guattari
in their beok Kafka: Towards a Minor Literature (1986).
Minor literature contests the norms that constitute the

‘normative codes of the literary, It 1cnders the world and the
word p!'OVl‘?-EOI‘lal

What mattered in ghazal for Agha Shahid was its paradoxical
nature as reflected in its restraint and freedom, rigor and
release and reticence and eloquence, It could be both personal
“and political at the same time. It could talk of the divine and
the earthly love simultaneously. As he says in a smali note
- "on the ghazal form, the second linc of each couplet *delivers

on the suspense by amplifying, dramatizing, imploding,
exploding.” (Agha Shahid Ali 2004: 19). Ghazal gets

deterriotarialized as it moves out of its context. In its English

version, it embodies the voice of an exile who cannot identify |

with any of the given identities constructed by hegemonic
structures of power. Writing of Kafka’s use of Prague
German, Deleuze and Guattari comments:

He will tear out of Prague German all the qualities of

- underdevelopment that it has tried to hide ... ... He
will turn syntax into a cry that will embrace the rigid
syntax of this dried up German. He will push it toward
a deterritorialization that will no longer be saved by
culture or myth, that will be an absolute -
deterritorialization, even if it is slow, sticky
coagulated. To bring language slowly and
progressively to the desert. To use syntax in order to -
cry, to give a syntax to Lhe cry. (Deleuze and Guattari
1986: 26).

This corresponds to what Agha Shahid Ali does in his English
- ghazals. He is able to find the syntax of a cry. His ghazals
are *in-formed’ by his lamentations for the loss of his mother,
his home, community and Kashmir. Ghazal allows him to
find a midway home, an in-between space between the

shadowlines created by nation-states and his own present

location. It renders the borders porous making it easy for the
“exile to be in and out, to be at home in his homelessness. He
creates a ‘minor’ language within the major:tanan language
of Eglish by eschewing its affiliations and normalative

cosmologies. This also enables him to release the bodies that |

are mapped into objects by the nation-state. We may
remember here that English is the associate national language
of India. It is the nation-state’s prwﬂege o mterpellate an
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individual as citizen, refugee or outsider. The ‘minor’

language neutralizes this power by transforming itself through
the deterritorialized collective voice which is detached from

_aunified subject or body. Thus, the English ghazal becomes

the speech of a person who has lost his speech. In “Arabic”
Agha Shahid Ali says: “The only language of loss left in the
world is Arabic.” (Ibid.24). In another couplet in the same
poem he addresses Amichai and says: “I too Amichai saw
the dresses of beautiful women./ And everything else, just
like you, in Death, Hebrew and Arabic.” (Ibid. 25). The poem

-ends with the lines: “They ask me totell them what Shahid .

means---/ Listen: it means “The Beloved” in Persian,

“witness” in Arabic.” (Ibid 25). This is the paradox of which

the ghazal becomes emblematic of: of belonging and not
belonging, of defying prescribed affiliations and loyalties.
He says this with clarity in the ghazal, “Land”: “If home is
found on both sides of the globe,/ home is of course here ---

‘and of course a missed land.” (1bid. 50). It is the geography

of this missed land that hm ghazals map wnth great verbai
precision,

To conclude, both Jean Arasanay‘agaln and Agha Shahid Ali
refuse to endorse the terms and conditions set out by the

 nation-state to secure a sense of belonging. Arasanayagam

has lived in Sri Lanka, but as a witness to the tragic divisiois
thal has extracted a heavy human cost, she documents the
violence inherent in all discourses of identity. Both remain -
exiles, acutely aware of the traumatic consequences of

essentializing one’s sense of identity. They take their ethnicity

as a matler of fact and refuse to celebrate it. As they stand
witness to the tragic divisions in their societies in their :
scparate ways, their poetry qucstmns and affirms, even as it
contests and consoles.
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