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ABSTRACT 

 

 My thesis will explore how our everyday discourses and notions of truth and 

epistemic validity which we use in a variety of academic disciplines and other contexts 

can be deconstructed within the textual space of contemporary literature on terrorism. In 

chapter one, I analyze nineteenth- and twentieth-century theoretical texts in which 

linguists, philosophers of language, and literary and rhetorical scholars discuss both the 

functions of language and literature and the relationship between metaphorical discourse 

and literal discourse. In the following two chapters, I shift my focus to contemporary 

novels on violent local and transnational conflicts and their devastating effects, focusing 

specifically on how the circular narrative structures often undermine literal discourses 

and popular cultural values which stigmatize Muslim, Arab, and South Asian insurgents 

and terrorists as monsters or subhuman. Analyzing Mahasweta Devi’s contemporary 

Bengali novel Mother of 1084, I will argue in chapter two that the middle-class 

protagonist’s thoughts and feelings may help us contemplate how violent conflicts can 

cause people to suffer from depression, providing us an opportunity to propose a 

biocultural model of depression from the perspective of an insurgent’s mother. I will 

connect this notion that the protagonist provides readers a biocultural model as the story 

unfolds to the nonlinear narrative structure. Likewise, chapter three will also be an 

argument I make that the circular narrative structures of Jhumpa Lahiri’s The Lowland 

and Kamila Shamsie’s Burnt Shadows appear to disrupt the legitimacy of popular 

American narratives of terrorists. 
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 INTRODUCTION 

 

Affective Insurgencies: Circular Narratives of Conflict in Contemporary 

South Asian Novels 

 

 Studying languages, discourses, and narratives clearly entails much more than 

studying speeches and texts: whether a linguistic scholar, a rhetorical scholar, or a literary 

scholar, our tasks are more than just studying linguistic signs, types of speech, and 

literary genres. Or as reader-response theorist Wolfgang Iser claimed in his 

phenomenological theory of literature,  

 The work is more than the text, for the text only takes on life when it is realized, 

 and furthermore the realization is by no means independent of the individual 

 disposition of the reader—though this in turn is acted upon by the different 

 patterns of the text. The convergence of text and readers bring the literary work 

 into existence. (1002) 

Iser considers texts “literally” unborn until reading occurs. Is the reader the doctor 

attending to the birth of a literary work out of a text, or was he thinking of the 

relationship in opposite terms? Either way, this places the focus of literary analyses on 

the process of reading. And how does reading occur?  

 Peter Rabinowitz tells us that “to read” means often to do so “in a particular 

socially constituted way that is shared by the author and his or her expected readers” 

(1044). Not only is reading done within specific discursive and literary communities but 

also in relation to specific expectations of values and morals what might reading 

literature about violent social and transnational conflicts achieve? Referring to writers of 

realistic historical novels who seem to be limited to portraying “brute facts,” Rabinowitz 
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claims that they “shackle themselves to events that are independent of their imaginations” 

(1045). With this introduction, I hope to demonstrate my overall argument that ties these 

three chapters together. Rabinowitz’s prior seems like the perfect statement to do that. 

 My thesis will explore how our everyday discourses and notions of truth and 

epistemic validity which we use in a variety of academic disciplines can be deconstructed 

within the textual space of contemporary literature on terrorism. In chapter one, I analyze 

nineteenth- and twentieth-century theoretical texts in which linguists, philosophers of 

language, and literary and rhetorical scholars discuss both the functions of language and 

literature and the relationship between metaphorical discourse and literal discourse. In the 

two following chapters, I shift my focus to contemporary novels on violent local and 

transnational conflicts and their devastating effects, focusing specifically on how the 

circular narrative structures often undermine literal discourses and popular cultural values 

which stigmatize Muslim, Arab, and South Asian insurgents and terrorists as monsters or 

subhuman. Analyzing Mahasweta Devi’s contemporary Bengali novel Mother of 1084, I 

will argue in chapter two that the middle-class protagonist’s thoughts and feelings may 

help us contemplate how violent conflicts can cause people to suffer from depression, 

providing us an opportunity to propose a biocultural model of depression from the 

perspective of an insurgent’s mother. I will connect this notion that the protagonist 

provides readers a biocultural model as the story unfolds to the nonlinear narrative 

structure. Likewise, chapter three will also be an argument I make that the circular 

narrative structures of Jhumpa Lahiri’s The Lowland and Kamila Shamsie’s Burnt 

Shadows appear to disrupt the legitimacy of popular American narratives of terrorists.  
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SETTING THE STAKES  

I will demonstrate that whereas the theoretical texts I analyze in chapter one use literal 

discourses in unconventional ways to challenge what they believe are more traditional 

arguments about language and discourse, the contemporary South Asian novels I analyze 

in chapters two and three using nonlinear narrative structures challenges the current 

cultural values and modes of socioeconomic production on transnational scales. I begin 

with a chapter on linguistic, discursive, and literary theories particularly from the fields 

of structural linguistics and textual deconstructionism. Hopefully by doing so I have set 

the stakes of my analyses on violence and its devastating socioeconomic and personal 

and familial consequences in three contemporary South Asian novels written by 

Mahasweta Devi, Jhumpa Lahiri, and Kamila Shamsie.  

 Analyzing Devi’s Mother of 1084 alongside Lahiri’s The Lowland and Shamsie’s 

Burnt Shadows will be scholarly fruitful in that it allows us to compare a novel written 

primarily for a Bengali readership whereas the latter two novels were written primarily 

for American and British readerships. What kind of effects would these different 

communities of readers and specific courses of events and social relations have say in 

West Bengal during the late twentieth century versus in post-9/11 New York or twenty-

first century England? I argue that using terms and statements in unconventional ways 

and narrating stories about local and transnational violence conflicts in South Asia 

nonlinearly can help forge new social values in an American readership as well as an 

Indian or Pakistani readership and encourage new kinds of social relation that challenge 

established hegemonies and their production of knowledge. 



4 
 

 Texts and discourses reflect social relations, but specific writers and speakers also 

attempt to change or conserve social relations on local, national, and transnational scales 

by persuading their readers and listeners to perhaps reexamine their own ways of 

thinking, behaving, and relating to one another. One of my goals in writing the last two 

chapters is to demonstrate that these three novelists all agree that transnational capitalism 

and its global division of labor are significantly intertwined: that transnational capitalism 

causes people to respond violently to end relationships of exploitation and these violent 

conflicts cause massive displacements of people which then creates cheap labor forces 

capitalists can then exploit more. With that said, I want to be straightforward by noting 

that all literature is political, including personal memoirs or autobiographies since 

personal lives are arguably political lives as well. In the following passage from the 

introduction philosopher Jacques Ranciѐre’s The Aesthetics of Politics, philosopher and 

cultural critic Gabriel Rockhill points out the relationship between literal discourses 

which operate based on linguistic and logical significance of statements and utterances 

and often fraught social relations: 

 Each community establishes a logic of signification that presupposes a specific 

 understanding of what meaning is, how it operates, the normative principles it 

 should  abide by, its function in social discourse, etc. Communities do, of course, 

 come into conflict—both with themselves and with other communities—but the 

 basic point remains unchanged: just as the translator never works in a historical 

 vacuum, translation is never an isolated soliloquy uninformed by a community. In 

 short, translation is neither based on universal criteria nor is it condemned to a 

 solitary encounter with the intractable original. It is a historical practice that 
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 always takes place—implicitly or explicitly—within a social framework. 

 (Rockhill, qtd. in Ranciѐre viii) 

The final two sentences refers both to linguistic representations of “things” and textual 

translations between languages: his point that we ought to analyze texts and discourses 

based on tracing their contingent historical roots and social relations rather than any 

universal or essentialist criteria encouraged me to do the same as well in these three 

chapters. 

 As we read literature, we may begin to conceive of ourselves and others 

differently, and these new ways of understanding ourselves may also change how we read 

and write both fictive and nonfictive texts, listen to and speak discourses, and think of 

concepts we may have taken for granted before. With that said, I want to consider how 

literary texts might help us to reconsider peace and violence and their fraught and 

complex connections. And I also want to provide rational reasons for my scholarly 

interest in violent conflicts. 

 Numerous contemporary authors have written about violent conflicts in the 

twentieth- and twenty-first centuries, and acts of violence seem to draw our attention 

more urgently than acts of peace both in our daily lives and as we read literature or watch 

film. The devastation of World War I and World War II preceded decades of violent 

conflicts across the globe, and the twenty-first century seems to carry on these violent 

and deadly human legacies which link the emergence of transnational capitalism 

financially to violent conflicts and massive displacements of people.  

 Some people who read this might ask why we ought to pay more attention to 

violence than peace? To that I provide the two following phenomenological facts: 
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literature of violence seems to draw our attention more than “literature of peace,” and not 

many people experience trauma and its possibly devastating effects years afterwards 

because of situations of peaceful and comfortable existences. Furthermore, many of our 

comfortable American lives are contingently predicated upon violent histories and current 

events; for example, my father supported a family six on an enlisted soldier’s salary 

largely because of the military’s subsidized housing and low taxes. But more importantly, 

several contemporary American corporations became financially successful because of 

slavery and debt and criminal slavery in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries and 

incarcerated people still are forced to work as productive laborers today.  

 These are just two reasons why studying the portrayal of violent conflicts in 

literature and cinema is so important for us as literary scholars and for society: not only 

are violent conflicts physically destructive and emotionally catastrophic but literature of 

violence (such as novels about terrorism) can be especially interesting to readers because 

of the suspense and emotionality portrayed. However, literature of terrorism is not only 

valuable because it may be entertaining; we might have a lot to learn from terrorists and 

literary representations of terrorists. If we do not use such literature to attempt to 

understand the perspective of people who may feel angry enough to commit acts of 

terrorism against Americans, we might continue to behave and talk in ways that provoke 

people to attack “us.”  

THEORETICAL INFLUENCES 

Before successfully advertising my three chapters though, having a brief explanation of 

the scholarly and theoretical predecessors which guided me along the course of writing 

this thesis will be useful for seeing where my ideas came from and what I am 
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contributing to the discussion on the literature of twentieth- and twenty-first-century 

terrorism. My research path took an interdisciplinary route as I explored different textual 

spaces often without a planned route, since again and again I found myself disoriented 

and confused as to where to go. I hope I have been able to organize these chapters and 

my ideas in a way that does not cause as much confusion when reading this, though I 

make no promise that it will not disorient you. 

 The debate in the first chapter on whether linguistic signs function due to their 

placement amongst other signs in structural linguistics resonates well with the 

postcolonial notion of subaltern groups of people. Structural linguists Ferdinand de 

Saussure and Roman Jakobson are two theorists whose work I analyze in the first section 

of chapter one predominantly to understand the presence of carceral terminology in their 

writings. I want to understand why carceral discourses and scholarly texts on the function 

of linguistic signs and discourses both use terms such as “confine,” “bounds,” “chains,” 

and “deviate.” How might we think of confining arguments similarly or differently to 

how suspected criminals have been incarcerated? How might chains of concepts resemble 

handcuffs and shackles? Does a word or sentence deviating from its normal or literary 

use entail similar punishments for people who deviate from normal human behavior may 

receive? I will reference Saussure’s lectures on the “Nature of the Linguistic Sign” and 

on “Binary Oppositions” and Roman Jakobson’s Linguistics and Poetics. 

 Gayatri Spivak’s essay “Can the Subaltern Speak?” serves as the primary 

theoretical source for my second chapter in which I analyze how Devi’s protagonist in 

Mother of 1084 disrupts popular accusations in West Bengal of Naxalite insurgents as 

cancerous tumors on the body politic by clarifying that such a description seems more 
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valid for many of the Bengali landowners, capitalists, and government officials. Spivak’s 

seminal postcolonial text combines feminist and poststructuralist analyses to challenge 

normative Western narratives and discourses which fail to account for the writers and 

speakers own place in the contemporary global division of labor. Both transnational 

feminism and deconstructionist theory have been insightful scholarly approaches that 

have influenced the overall course of these three chapters. 

 Transnational feminist and/or queer scholars whose work I reference in the 

second and third chapters include Chandra Mohanty, Inderpal Grewal, Surbhi Malik, 

Gayatri Gopinath, Jasbir K. Puar, Ronak Kapadia, Lisa Lowe, and Zeynep Z. Atayurt-

Fenge. To both of these fields within cultural studies, I am grateful for having been 

compelled to think more critically about whether gender, race, and class are socially 

constructed and contingent upon how people choose to relate to one another in a society 

and around the world. Again and again, I noted the imperative to seek alternative modes 

of producing knowledge so that we can create new values and kinds of social relations. 

Another scholarly field I am indebted to for providing similar insights is that of critical 

terrorism studies, and South Asian postcolonial scholars that have written about terrorism 

whom I reference in chapter three include Kaylan Nadiminti and some of the 

transnational feminist and queer scholars I mentioned previously. 

 I believe that such cultural imperatives also echo similar suggestions by the 

nineteenth-century philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche, someone who had much to say about 

the relationship between metaphorical and literal discourse and who often critiqued anti-

Semitic Germans and German nationalism. Because of this, I find comparing his often 

polemical writings on these subjects to similar American racism against Muslim, Arab, 



9 
 

and South Asian people productive to opening up discussions amongst scholars in both 

nineteenth-century philosophy and contemporary literature. In chapter one, I focus 

predominately on Nietzsche’s essay “On Truth and Lie in an Extra-Moral Sense,” yet I 

also refer at times to his On the Genealogy of Morals. In the second section of my first 

chapter, I discuss Nietzsche’s claim about literal discourse originating as linguistic 

representations (or what he calls metaphors) contingent upon specific social relations and 

physiological desires alongside the semiotician and philosopher Jacques Derrida’s textual 

approach of deconstructionism. The essays of his I analyze alongside Nietzsche’s 

writings are “Structure, Sign, and Play in the Discourse of the Human Sciences” and 

“Differance.” I question again the significance of carceral terminology present in their 

writings. 

 Seeking to understand the socioeconomic and familial consequences of violent 

conflicts also led me to read texts in the rhetoric of health and medicine arguing for 

biocultural models and treatments for depression and other diseases. Historian and 

feminist scholar Donna Haraway and sociologist Annemarie Mol both offer alternative 

ways of understanding diseases based on individuals’ own situatedness in the production 

of knowledge which seem to govern discourse in medical clinics and hospitals. 

Furthermore, cultural and literary scholar David Morris and women’s and gender scholar 

Ann Cvetkovich argue for biocultural models of depression rather than the current 

biochemical models. In chapter two I will use Antonio Gramsci’s and Gayatri Spivak’s 

discussions about subaltern classes or groups of people to look at the devastating effects 

of violent conflicts based on a biocultural perspective “from below,” or from “the vantage 

points of the subjugated” (Haraway 188). 
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 Lastly, Marxist literary critic Raymond Williams’s argues that Karl Marx’s terms 

“determining base” and “determined superstructure” function metaphorically and do not 

designate abstract relations between two separate categories or distinct areas such as 

economic modes of production and literary modes of production. I believe that this 

resonates well with many of the writers’ arguments who I mentioned. Having said that, 

Williams then goes on to propose that “it is not “the base” and “the superstructure” that 

need to be studied, but specific and indissoluble real processes, within which the decisive 

relationship, from a Marxist point of view, is that expressed by the complex idea of 

“determination”’ (1276). Literary analyses based on an understanding of these two terms 

as designations of abstract relationships between two distinct areas misconstrue Marx’s 

metaphorical intentions, whereas literary analyses which account for the hegemonic 

“relations [of rule and ideology] between social classes” correspond with Marx’s reasons 

for using the two terms in his socioeconomic analyses.  

 Whereas “rule” and “ideology” seem to both have limited or special expressive 

applicability, “hegemony” can account for “the more normal situation [which] is a 

complex interlocking of political, social, and cultural forces” (1277). Thus, Williams 

informs us that he picks “hegemony” because it describes the processes linking political 

rule and ideology—which he clarifies as “a relatively formal and articulated system of 

meanings, values, and beliefs.” His argument resonates well with several other arguments 

which I bring into conversation to make a case for reading contemporary South Asian 

novels about terrorism and its socioeconomic effects on transnational scales. He agrees 

with Spivak that we need to pay more attention to how our hierarchies of values and 

production of knowledge relate to sociopolitical rule or dominance; additionally, he 
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agrees with Nietzsche that our truth claims and meanings arise as a result of human 

desires and out of “lived system[s] of meanings and values” or (Williams 1278) 

 In the introduction of chapter one, I will expand upon my brief summarization of 

Williams’s argument against Orthodox Marxist literary analyses about how to analyze 

texts for such structures of feelings and his usage of Antonio Gramsci’s terms “residual,” 

“dominant,” and “emergent” aspects of specific cultures (Williams 1284). In the second 

section of my chapter on Devi’s Mother of 1084, I will also refer to Gramsci’s 

methodology for analyzing the relationship between what he calls subaltern groups of 

people and dominant and other groups of people in a given society when drawing upon 

Spivak’s critique of scholars who do not think critically enough about their position in the 

“international division of labor” (“Can the Subaltern Speak?” 67). Williams’s request that 

we analyze how “new meanings and values, new practices, new relationships and kinds 

of relationships are continually being created” largely influences the conclusions which I 

make in all three chapters about noting, as Gramsci proposes we study as well, “the 

creation of… alternative hegemon[ies]” (Williams 1278). Now I will clarify more 

precisely the purpose of each chapter and why I ordered them so. 

CHAPTER SUMMARIES 

  Using Williams’s method of analyzing the relationship between different types of 

“structures of feelings,” my first chapter will be an analysis of theoretical texts on the 

multifarious functions of language and poetics in section one and the relationship 

between metaphorical discourse and literal discourse in the production of different kinds 

of knowledge. In exploring the relationship between literal and metaphorical discourses, I 

will make the case that the fact that academic arguments often use carceral terminology 
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or vocabulary and metaphors of confinement often derives from how we conceive of and 

discuss truth; however, that does not always mean that universities function like prison 

systems, as scholarship has often challenged the political narratives that support mass 

incarceration. In this chapter, I will also explain how theorists can use carceral 

vocabulary and metaphors of confinement in a way conducive to deconstructing the 

carceral system and carceral vocabulary so that we may think more critically about how 

we use terms typically associated with prison systems and the legal system. I want to 

consider how to make sense culturally and in literary studies of this relationship between 

discursive and behavioral deviancy and discursive and behavior acceptability. 

 By encouraging further attention on the use of predicative expressions, I also want 

to call further attention to the fact that how we use predicative expressions and phrases 

relates to the subject of confinement and containment in both metaphorical and literal 

senses. American linguist Leonard Bloomfield defines the linguistic term “predicate” as 

“that [that is] said about the subject” (15). With Bloomfield’s definition in mind, what we 

say seems to confine “the subject” and “the object” like prison guards who confine 

people judges “sentence” to be incarcerated. In the following chapters, I will make a case 

that not only can we relate the metaphor of confinement to the narrative structure set 

forth in contemporary South Asian realistic fiction but that analyzing the carceral 

terminology present in an interdisciplinary archive of theoretical texts may not simply be 

using carceral terms metaphorically. I will make the case in chapter one that some 

theorists actually disrupt the legitimacy of literal uses of carceral terms in reference to 

people incarcerated. Essentially, what seems to be important stakes of my thesis can be 
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best described by Gayatri Gopinath’s notion of queer diaspora aesthetics, which can be 

found in her book Unruly Visions: The Aesthetic Practices of Queer Diaspora:  

 Queer diaspora aesthetics both rearranges the hierarchies of value so central to the 

 canonical notions of both the archive and the aesthetic and disorient and reorient 

 us, unsettling normative temporalities by offering an alternative pathway. (20) 

I believe that these alternative pathways which Gopinath mentions reiterates Williams’s 

imperative to understand the relationship between producing literary texts and “the 

creation of an alternative hegemony” through “changes in the structures of feeling” 

(1278, 1288). Instead of analyzing literary texts and discursive practices according to 

“fixed forms” and concepts, I agree with Williams, Gopinath, Spivak, Nietzsche, and 

Derrida that we must account for what might be left out in narratives told based on fixed 

or essential identities. 

 Kamila Shamsie’s Burnt Shadows, Jhumpa Lahiri’s The Lowland, and Mahasweta 

Devi’s Mother of 1084 all provide perfect textual spaces to conduct such research on the 

social impact of our uses of metaphor specifically and language in general. I have chosen 

three contemporary South Asian realistic novels to offer a situated analysis of such a 

relationship between language and specific kinds of social relations. Furthermore, in 

choosing to analyze two diasporic South Asian novels after having analyzed a novel 

written originally in Bengali, I want to emphasize that these three novels account in 

similar and different ways for the link between localized and transnational violent 

conflicts based on the extent of the characters’ transnational mobility and geographical 

place in relation to violent conflicts. Some of the characters, for example, live in conflict 
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areas whereas other characters live in places in which violent conflicts might not occur as 

often. 

 After having demonstrated the presence of carceral terminology in these 

theoretical arguments, I wish to connect what Monika Fludernik’s refers to as 

“metaphor[s] of confinement” (or prison metaphors) and what I call the presence of 

carceral terminology to the circular narrative structure of the three contemporary novels I 

analyze in chapters two and three (57). I contend that protagonists in the novels often say 

or think statements which do not follow discursive conventions and literal usage of 

biomedical metaphors used to persuade discursive communities to consider terrorists and 

insurgents cancerous diseases on rather healthy body politics. Section one of chapter two 

will focus on two interconnective subjects. First, I will give a brief summary of 

biocultural models of depression encouraged by the sociologists and rhetoric of health 

and medicine scholars I mentioned in the section point out some scholarly influences of 

my argument. Second, I will refer to sociologist and historian Rabindra Ray’s The 

Naxalites and their Ideology to provide a brief summary of the Naxalite insurgencies in 

West Bengal in the 1960s and 1970s, conflicts which still are ongoing today. I will then 

discuss how biocultural models of depression may be interesting to imagine from the 

perspective of subaltern groups of people. But how can people who may benefit 

culturally and economically from not being in socioeconomic subaltern positions ever 

understand such perspectives? Might literary texts on terrorism be able to encourage 

middle-class readers to reconsider and change how they interact with others? As I will 

argue in the third section of chapter two, Devi’s Mother of 1084 provides textual space to 

propose a biocultural model for understanding and treating depression as an effect of 
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deadly conflicts and socioeconomic differences that focuses on the subaltern position of a 

Bengali woman who decides that what is best for her is complete affective separation 

from her family and possibly even her middle-class lifestyle. 

 Chapter three examines two contemporary diasporic South Asian realistic novels: 

Burnt Shadows, written by the Pakistani-British writer Kamila Shamsie, and The 

Lowland, written by American writer Jhumpa Lahiri who was born in London to Bengali 

immigrants. This chapter addresses how narrative structures can confine stories to 

different senses of temporality. I will argue that Shamsie and Lahiri rely on circular and 

disjointed narratives to challenge the fact that linear narratives often link events 

according to their causal significance according to how close they occur in time. By 

writing their novels with circular and disjointed narrative structures, all three novelists 

call into question our typical ways of understanding time linearly. This blatantly relates to 

my analysis of Devi’s Mother of 1084 according to Cvetkovich’s alternative definition of 

depression. In addition to the fact that this final chapter connects to the subject of 

biocultural depression I proposed in the second chapter and chapter one’s interrogation of 

carceral terminology in theoretical texts, chapters two and three both focus on the 

Naxalite insurgencies and their relevance to Lahiri’s and Devi’s plots. Both Mother of 

1084 and The Lowland portray college-aged sons attending prestigious universities in the 

industrialized city of Calcutta, West Bengal (now called Kolkata). Portraying highly 

educated terrorists who are humane people led to respond violently against state-

sanctioned acts of violence challenges popular American narratives of Muslim, Arab, and 

South Asian terrorists, and Devi’s novel apparently also indicates that such a task is 

necessary for Bengali writers to have to accomplish as well. 
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MOMENTARY SIGNIFIANCE 

Now may be a historically proper time to distinguish between using metaphors of forced 

or coerced confinement of people deemed socially dangerous, on one hand, and 

metaphors of voluntary containment to avoid dangerous situations, on the other. In the 

time of COVID-19, the countless problems of mass incarceration and displacements of 

people because of violent conflicts have been magnified. Whereas we who are not 

currently imprisoned have been ordered to self-quarantine in our own households (if 

possible), countless people incarcerated in unsanitary prisons are at a much greater risk of 

getting infected than people who are not incarcerated. And some prison authorities have 

noted that people incarcerated will hide their symptoms “out of fear” of being placed in 

solitary confinement. Journalist Jenna Siteman, having interviewed an inmate at Parnall 

Correctional Facility in Jackson, Michigan, writes, “Normally in prisons, isolation is used 

as a severe punitive measure that deprives the individual of privileges such as phone 

calls, emails through a monitored service called JPay, television, music and outdoor time. 

He said the men in Parnall fear that when they are already feeling so ill, isolation will 

only worsen their situation” (“Incarcerated Individuals”). Furthermore, walls have a hard 

time of confining deadly infectious diseases. 

 Since the COVID-19 pandemic provides us with the momentary significance for 

such a discursive and literary analysis, I will attempt to account also for the wider 

historical or chronological significance of such an analysis throughout these three 

chapters. In calling on various secondary sources significant to my argument, I want to 

clarify that I will not limit my use of sources based on this binary way of thinking of 

sources in terms of primary or secondary ones, since I wish to use a multidirectional 
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methodology that focuses primarily on the non-declarative expressions or non-referential 

functions of language. 

A DEVIANT METHODOLOGY 

Finally, I want to talk about why I chose my particular interdisciplinary methodology in 

relation to the topic I chose. I embrace a type of methodology that interweaves seemingly 

distinct threads of thinking together to produce new fabrics of thought. By “thinking 

together,” I wish two emphasize the double usage of thinking as a noun implying an 

interdisciplinary methodology of literary scholarship that ties together multiple secondary 

sources and thinking as a verb implying the process of thinking together as a discourse 

community. This imperative to study discourse and literature this way stems from the 

goals of several scholars to understanding the interconnections between people based on 

transnational capitalism’s global division of labor. 

 But while weaving together passages from sources of literary, linguistic, 

discursive, sociological, and philosophical scholarship as a means of understanding 

realist fiction according to a metaphorical analysis, I also point toward the problem of 

attempting to account for what has been lost in the chosen discourses we use, and 

especially the kinds of predicates we use not only to describe subjects but also to imagine 

that there are “subjects” that do certain kinds of actions or which can be subjected to 

specific predicates. Now that I have explained my interdisciplinary methodology and my 

interest in researching incarceration and deviance, I wish now to begin my analysis of 

carceral terminology in the theoretical texts I mentioned. 
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 CHAPTER ONE 

Nothing but the Truth: Metaphorical and Literal Discourses of Critical Theory  

 

 Sworn court testimonies require that we make a promise to tell the truth and 

nothing but the truth. But what gives us the right to make that promise? How can we tell 

nothing but the truth if we do not even agree on what truth itself is? These questions led 

me to think in a Foucauldian fashion that the production of knowledge and the 

enforcement of laws resonate with one another or are connected in complex ways; 

however, in chapter two I will discuss why Gayatri Spivak criticizes Michel Foucault and 

Gilles Deleuze for their analyses of such relationships being incorrect due to their limited 

focus on what they supposedly think is “the subject of the West” (“Can the Subaltern 

Speak?” 66). In paying closer attention to what we think truth is, we may eventually 

change our ways of thinking and, more importantly, interacting with one another. 

 Most dictionaries define truth using circular reasoning, which allows a statement 

to be valid due to its assumptive nature. Merriam-Webster.com calls truth “the body of 

true statements and propositions” or “the body of real things, events, and facts” (“Truth,” 

def. 1.c, def. 1.a.1).  MacMillianDictionary.com defines it as being “the actual facts or 

information about something, rather than what people think, expect, or make up” 

(“Truth,” def. 1). Dictionary.com informs us that truth is “conformity with fact or reality” 

(“Truth,” def. 2). I cited all of these online dictionaries because they are the ones most 

likely to reach a broader audience than scholarly dictionaries to which most people do not 

have access.  



19 
 

 Furthermore, translating between languages may be conducive to making more 

sense out of how we use the concept of truth in our own discourses as well. The New 

Castle’s German Dictionary translates the adjective wahr as what is “true, real, genuine, 

sincere, correct, veritable, [or] proper” (Betteridge 551). With that said, comparative 

literary and discursive analyses may be more conducive to showing how truth operates in 

narratives and actual conversations. Might we be able to study how the actual and 

specific usages of the concept of truth differ from the definitions in dictionaries? What all 

of these definitions have in come is that they eventually lead us back towards truth itself; 

however, the semantic journey we take to end up back where we started seems to be 

somewhat different. 

 Whereas some of these definitions merely seem to imply that it is a process of 

recognizing facts which exist regardless of the perceiver, other definitions more 

“accurately” account for the human origins of the concept of truth being that upon which 

a discourse community has “agreed.” Factuality, actuality, reality, and conformity have 

been concepts used to explain truth, yet whoever defined our language seems to explain 

these concepts by referring back to the concept of truth. Why did the notion of properness 

and correctness originate in the first place, and how have the terms been used differently 

within societies and throughout history based on socioeconomic class differences, 

transnational and ethnic conflicts, sexual norms, and other conditions? In the following 

two chapters, I will examine whether three contemporary South Asian novels on 

terrorism can disrupt both the political rule of transnational capitalist classes and the 

process of constructing ideologies. 
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 All of these questions lead forward on our path to understanding the relationship 

between metaphorical discourse, literal discourse, and the more significant social 

relations in which these discourses exist; however, such an arduous journey has some 

difficulties along the way. I argue that the fact that academic arguments often make use 

of carceral terminology or vocabulary and metaphors of confinement often derives from 

how we conceive of and discuss truth; however, that does not always mean that 

universities function like prison systems, as scholarship has often challenged the political 

narratives that support mass incarceration. In this chapter, I will also explain how 

theorists can use carceral vocabulary and metaphors of confinement in a way conducive 

to deconstructing the carceral system and carceral vocabulary so that we may think more 

critically about how we use terms typically associated with prison systems and the legal 

system.  

 Before diving into such deep theoretical waters, I wish to further explain how 

exactly I construct the frame of such an argument with my main analytical tool being the 

study of specific carceral vocabulary and metaphors of confinement. In Metaphors of 

Confinement: The Prison in Fact, Fiction, and Fantasy, Monika Fludernik’s analysis of 

carceral topology outside of carceral settings led me to investigate further the presence of 

carceral vocabulary and metaphors of confinement and scholarly arguments. Her 

metaphorical analysis of carceral terminology in non-penal situations often makes 

reference to George Lakoff’s The Contemporary Theory of Metaphor and his and Mark 

Turner’s collaborative text Metaphors We Live By. Cognitive metaphor theorists believe 

that we reconceptualize domains of knowledge (and terminologies) used in certain social 

context based on their usefulness to understanding other domains of knowledge. In 
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section two, I will bring into conversation Lakoff’s cognitive metaphor theory with 

Nietzsche’s “On Truth and Lie in an Extra-Moral Sense” as their arguments seem to echo 

one another as to where the cognitive processes involved in creating metaphorical 

discourse. I will demonstrate that Nietzsche explicitly argues that all conceptual truths are 

fundamentally metaphorical if linguistic signs are representational of nonlinguistic 

phenomena. 

 I have selected only a cross-section of relevant scholarship and do not suggest that 

my argument leads to any universalization of critical theories. Instead, I will examine 

how these theorists whose relevant arguments I analyze together echo off of and resonate 

with one another’s claims. I believe this mode of analysis will help us construct networks 

of meaning between what Donna Haraway refers to as “situated knowledges” in 

compiling a “feminist objectivity”: in the chapter called “The Persistence of Vision” from 

her text Simians, Cyborgs, and Women: The Reinvention of Nature, she explains that 

“feminist objectivity is about limited location and situated knowledge, not about 

transcendence and splitting of subject and object” (188). She suggests, “The alternative to 

relativism is not totalization and single vision but rather partial, locatable, critical 

knowledges sustaining the possibility of webs of connections” (191). I wish to discuss 

how my selection of critical theorists have situated their arguments in terms of 

understanding links between metaphorical discourse, literal discourse, and social 

relations. 

 Whereas the goal of interweaving these theoretical arguments to understand these 

complex relationships guides both section one and two of this chapter, my final section 

will serve as concluding remarks as I focus especially on the cultural implications of my 
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research. To do so, I believe that Raymond Williams’s Marxist literary theory will help 

showcase the scholarly destination in which this chapter ends. In Marxism and Literature, 

he criticizes Marxist literary theorists who conceive of Karl Marx’s terms “base” and 

“superstructure” as fixed terms referring to distinctive things (1275). According to 

Williams, these terms instead refer to “processes” rather than social or economic entities. 

I belief that his notion of “structures of feeling” may help show to where my theoretical 

analysis can lead: in the section titled “Structures of Feeling,” Williams writes, “the 

making of art is never itself in the past tense. It is always a formative process, within a 

specific present” (1287). We, as readers and scholars of literature, seem to have a role in 

shaping art, so how might we be implicated in contributing to the dominant capitalist 

ideology rampant in contemporary discourses and literary texts? Should we simply 

remain silent and let politicians and economic leaders govern our discourses? Williams 

does not believe so: he writes that “the actual alternative to the received and produced 

fixed forms is not silence: not the absence, the unconscious, which bourgeois culture has 

mythized. It is a kind of feeling and thinking which is indeed social and material” (1288). 

Having incorporated Antonio Gramsci’s terms of “dominant,” “residual,” and “emergent” 

cultures into his own argument for Marxist historical analysis of literary texts, Williams 

then applies this to his notion of interpreting literary texts to analyze the changes 

occurring within social structures of feelings. Taking US society as an example in which 

to understand these terms, a capitalist class has produced the dominant meanings and 

values to ensure capitalism survives or becomes more dominant while Christian 

“organized religious is predominately residual” (1284). Williams then clarifies, “By 

“emergent” I mean… that new meanings and values, new practices, new relationships 
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and kinds of relationship are continually being created.” Our ethical goal as Marxist 

literary scholars analyzing literary texts, according to Williams, is to study these 

structural changes present or exemplified in the texts.  

 But whereas this clearly relates to my ethical remarks in my conclusion, how else 

does this relate to my overall argument about the relationship between metaphorical 

discourse, literal discourse, and social relations? The following passage will show the 

relevance of Williams’ discussion on structures of feeling: he writes, “The idea of a 

structure of feeling can be specifically related to the evidence of forms and 

conventions—semantic figures—which, in art and literature, are often among the very 

first indications that such a new structure is forming” (1289). Remarkably, this implies 

that literary studies temporally focuses not just on the past and present but also the future 

of our unfixed social relations. 

 In section one, I will show the argumentative links and contrasts between 

Friedrich Nietzsche’s critique of metaphysical truths, Ferdinand de Saussure’s semiotic 

theory of communicative significance, J. L. Austin’s classification of types of speech 

acts, Roman Jakobson’s discussion on the functions of language, and Leonard 

Bloomfield’s argument to study linguist theory from a psychological perspective. In 

section two, I will address the argumentative links and possible contrasts between George 

Lakoff’s cognitive metaphor theory, Jacques Derrida’s emphasis on knowledge 

production being rooted in “differance,” and Paul Ricoeur’s argument that metaphor 

theories must assign people’s imagination and feelings semantic functions. In section 

three, I conclude by redirecting our attention towards the ethical implications of academic 

scholarship.   
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CAN LINGUISTS SPEAK ABOUT TRUTH? 

In this section, I will examine specifically how these theoretical texts break free of the 

limits of linguistic, rhetorical, and literary studies imposed upon them by more 

“traditional model[s] of language” (Jakobson 856). Although such a challenge of 

clarifying new models to replace the more traditional models of language seem to be an 

important task in different periods of twentieth-century linguistics and metaphor theory, I 

will end this section by connecting these twentieth-century arguments to Nietzsche’s 

argument on the relationship between metaphors and concepts in his essay “On Truth and 

Lie in an Extra-Moral Sense” and Saussure’s lecture on linguistic signs. I will 

demonstrate that many of these theorists agree that truth claims are both significantly 

dependent upon social conventions of discourse communities and essentially 

metaphorical utterances. 

Lingual Paradigm Shifts. Bloomfield, Austin, and Jakobson all comment upon what 

appears to be a paradigm shift in linguistic studies from a “traditional model of language” 

to a more inclusive and classificatory model of the various functions of language 

(Jakobson 856). Whereas they seem to agree that this older model described language as 

having only one primary function, the models they three support analyze language 

according to its multifarious uses. For instance, having distinguished between 

“predications of the narrative type” and “those of an equational type,” Bloomfield then 

suggests how our overabundant reference to linguistic subjects and predicates has led 

some scholars “to see in every sentence of language the expression of a logical 

judgement” (17). Austin agrees with Bloomfield in this regard: he writes in his essay 

“Constatives and Performatives,”   
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 It was for too long the assumption of philosophers that the business of a 

 “statement” can only be to “describe” some state of affairs, or to “state some 

 fact,” which it must do either truly or falsely. Grammarians, indeed, have 

 regularly pointed out that not all “sentences” are (used in making) statements. 

 (681) 

Of course, we know that sentences can be questions, commands, and emotional 

expressions, many of which would be able to evade being questioned and charged with 

being “pseudo-statements” even though “they” might have had no interest in being or 

pretending to be statements. But notice how the specific terminology Austin uses in 

distinguishing between types of speech acts can also be used by immigration officers to 

arrest immigrants: Austin defines phatic acts as utterances of “certain vocables or words 

… belonging to and as belonging to, a certain vocabulary, conforming to and as 

conforming to a certain grammar,” whereas he specifies rhetic acts as “vocables with a 

certain more-or-less definite sense and reference” due to being indirect speeches referring 

to external authoritative sources (“Speech Acts” 685-86). The phrases “belonging to” and 

being “more-or-less definite” exemplifies that we use the same language to exclude 

statements and utterances as we do to exclude racialized and deviant bodies from being 

citizens. Jakobson uses carceral terminology to describe this notion in his discussion of 

the relationship between poetics and linguistics and the six functions of language that he 

mentions: he argues,  

 Insistence on keeping poetics apart from linguistics is warranted only when the 

 field of linguistics appears to be illicitly restricted, for example, when the 

 utterance is viewed by some linguists as the highest analyzable construction, or 
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 when the scope of linguistics is confined to grammar alone or uniquely to 

 nonsemantic questions of external form or to the inventory of denotative devices 

 with no reference to free variations. (854) 

Through the use of terms and phrases such as ‘keeping apart,’ ‘restricted,’ ‘confined to,’ 

and ‘free,’ our understanding of the traditional model has been seen metaphorically 

understood in terms of the imprisonment and exclusion of various people based on racial, 

national, economic, religious, sexual, and behavioral differences. In the next section, I 

will explore this dense forest of carceral terminology in texts of critical theory to observe 

how Derrida’s notion of “differance” and the “play of differance” interacts with Lakoff’s 

definition of metaphor (935). But first, I want to now focus on a significant predecessor 

to twentieth-century theoretical arguments that I am analyzing in this chapter. 

Beyond Imposed Limits. In “On Truth and Lie in an Extra-Moral Sense,” Nietzsche 

describes the “intellect” as being “free” and “relieved form the slave duty it otherwise 

performs” in discourse when it has opportunities to “shape metaphors” (457-58). Both 

Jakobson and Nietzsche use understand metaphorical language as rhetorical and poetical 

tools for persuading their readers to think about what the former calls the “traditional 

model of language” and the latter calls “the construction of concepts” (856; 457). As 

readers, Jakobson seems to want us to also be critical of the act of confining or restricting 

our understanding of language by analyzing it according to one of its functions. Likewise, 

Nietzsche metaphorically refers to intellectual discourse as a slave limited to saying what 

is true or correct. Jakobson informs readers that in his study on poetics and linguistics he 

realized that many scholars believe that we cannot account for “truth values” because 

they “exceed the bounds” of these disciplines. But Nietzsche seems to be approaching 
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this topic more specifically by understanding truth claims as being derivative concepts of 

metaphorical discourse. Concepts, in other words, can be thought of more fundamental 

metaphors after they have been discursively consumed. Nietzsche believes that truth 

claims arise from metaphorical, metonymical, and anthropological discourse. Both of 

them suggest that truth claims can be discussed by all linguists and rhetorical and literary 

scholars, as well as philosophers and semioticians. This clearly seems to be the case if we 

do in fact construct concepts of truth out of metaphors. One question that we ought to ask 

is who primarily constructed the millions of concepts we consider (such as “self,” 

“other,” “truth,” “lie,” etc.) and who they have been constructed to benefit? 

 Perhaps even more important than their assertions that language has multifarious 

functions are their claims about the “difficulties” to which this traditional model has 

“led” people (Bloomfield 17). So what are the difficulties to which they believe that it has 

led? Are they sociocultural difficulties which we can overcome by changing how we 

think and speak? 

 What I wish to emphasize in the next two paragraphs is the notion proposed by 

Nietzsche and Saussure that metaphors and linguistic signs must be accepted by discourse 

communities before being able to be considered successful. Demonstrating his belief of 

the importance of metaphors to constructing contingent systems of situated knowledges, 

Nietzsche defines “truth” in his essay “On Truth and Lie in an Extra-Moral Sense” as: 

 [A] mobile army of metaphors, metonymies, and anthropomorphisms; in short, a 

 sum of human relations which have been poetically and rhetorically heightened, 

 transferred, and embellished, and which, after long usage, seem fixed, canonical, 

 and binding to a people. Truths are illusions that we have forgotten are just that; 
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 metaphors that have become  worn out and sensuously powerless; coins that have 

 lost their image and are now being considered only as metal, no longer as coins. 

 (455) 

After defining “truth” according to its fluid emergence as part of specific social 

interactions, he then stresses the rootedness of the “urge for truth” within its situated 

context. Not content with accounting for such an urge for truth as somehow a universal 

condition of human existence, Nietzsche proceeds by examining historically where this 

desire to understand more than just “the obligation that society imposes in order to exist.” 

Nietzsche, like Hobbes, believes that people come together socially to ensure a certain 

sense of safety and comfortability that might not be as easy to achieve without such 

social interactions and intellectual communication, whereas more dangerous people who 

are prone to fulfill their “animalistic” desires must be excluded or punished by society. 

With this passage of Nietzsche’s in mind, I now will quote Saussure according to the 

same topic, demonstrating the difficulty of knowing who said what without the use of 

names. 

 What seems relevant to the point I am making here about the relationship between 

carceral terminology and academic discourse is that certain concepts and metaphors we 

use may be allowing the capitalist mode of production to continue. Resonating with 

Nietzsche’s understanding of the rootedness of truth in metaphors through an economic 

example, Saussure states that “every means of expression used in society is based, in 

principle, on collective behavior or—what amounts to the same thing—on convention” 

(“Nature of the Linguistic Sign” 843). In his lecture titled “Binary Oppositions,” Saussure 

even seems to discuss in more detail this sense of the “value of a word” on its 
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metaphorical aspect through the same economic example: “To determine what a five-

franc piece is worth one must therefore know: (1) that it can be exchanged for a fixed 

quantity of a different thing, e.g., bread; and (2) that it can be compared with a similar 

value of the same system” (845). Truth claims in this situation have been confined by 

their emergence from a particular economic mode of production and exchange. 

Nietzsche, however, suggests that modes of discourse are not limited by either their 

original or present usages. Speaking about the absurdity of actually attempting to account 

for the “whole history of punishment,” Nietzsche foreshadows Derrida’s emphasis on 

“differance” by maintaining that “all concepts in which a whole process is summarized in 

signs escape definition” (Genealogy of Morals 60). In the thirteenth section of his second 

essay from his polemic On the Genealogy of Morals, Nietzsche distinguishes between a 

more enduring aspect of punishment and its more fluid aspect: the “certain strict 

sequence of procedures” (or “custom”) versus the “expectation which is attached to the 

execution of such procedures” (or the “meaning” and “aim” of punishment). Such 

conceptual differentiation between the execution of punishment and its expectations 

enables us to understand that current procedures of punishment have no intrinsic or 

essential relationship with our purpose in punishment deviant bodies. 

 In lecturing on the linguistic sign as “a double entity” uniting “intimately” what is 

“not a thing and a name, but a concept and a sound-image,” Saussure shows with his 

choice of words a devaluation of fixed systems of meaning bound by universal, a priori 

truths in favor of an epistemology that resonates well with what Raymond Williams calls 

“structures of feeling” (“Nature of the Linguistic Sign” 842; Williams 1288). Why does 

Saussure select the term “intimacy” and Williams uses the term “feeling” rather than 
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more linguistic or economic terms like we may think linguists or Marxist literary 

theorists ought to use? Without having found a direct reference by Saussure for such 

affective logic based on personal and psychological reasons, we may be able to connect 

Williams’s own explanation for his usage of the term “feeling” to Saussure’s choice of 

the term “intimacy”: he states,  

 It is not only that we must go beyond formally held and systematic beliefs … 

 [but] that we are concerned with meanings and values as they are actively lived 

 and felt, and the relations the relations between these and formal or systematic 

 beliefs are in practice  variable (including historically variable). (1288) 

Saussure’s linguistic structuralism has offered theorists a means of constructing modes of 

analysis that challenges the supremacy of the traditional model of language referred to by 

Bloomfield, Austin, and Jakobson.. His emphasis on the psychological two-sidedness of 

linguistic signs whose two elements (the signified concept and the signifying sound-

image) cannot be described as references to things also had a tremendous effect on 

Derrida’s scholarship, as will be seen in the next subsection. 

 Not only does Saussure argue that the signified and the signifier are separate from 

one another and the whole sign itself, but also that (perhaps more importantly) the three 

oppose each other. In proposing his reasons for selecting his specific terminology, he 

states that the terms “signified” and “signifier” both “have the advantage of indicating the 

opposition that separate them from each other and from the whole of which they are 

parts” (“Nature of the Linguistic Sign” 843). More importantly, Saussure’s lectures 

inform us that the chains of signification are not dependent on metaphysical systems of 

ontology, but rather, that we base them on temporal emergences of connections which we 
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may study in their historical situatedness. In conclusion, I hope to have produced from 

this weaving of theoretical arguments a compelling pattern suggesting that how we 

organize our societies and how we organize our language go hand-in-hand. If we 

advocate for changing our social relations, we inevitably must advocate for a critical 

examination of how we use language. 

WHERE METAPHORS COME FROM AND WHERE THEY GO 

Readers and scholars of literary theory may realize that the origins and purposes of 

metaphors are important topics to discuss; additionally, this importance may be one 

reason why theorists in the field of metaphor theory debate where metaphors come from, 

what they do, and how they function. In this section, I contend that despite their different 

premises as to the origins of our uses of metaphors, these theorists whose texts I analyzed 

for this chapter seem to agree that language and culture ought to be studied together 

because they are intimately connected. 

 The theorists—whose writings on metaphors and language in general I have 

weaved together—seem to disagree more on where metaphors come from and how they 

function than they do on the purposes of metaphorical discourse and the cultural 

implications of the specific metaphors we use. Attempting to see how these texts can be 

discussed together in the field of metaphor theory has led to the perplexing problem of 

answering whether metaphors originate in linguistic systems themselves, in the brain’s 

neuronal activity, or somewhere in between. With that being said, I want to now 

acknowledge that this argument seems to commit the fallacy of a false dilemma. 

Furthermore, I am in no way proposing an answer to this perplexing problem in metaphor 

theory, which may be as difficult to answer than determining if the chicken came before 
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the egg. But how do these questions of the origins, functioning mechanisms, and 

purposes of metaphorical discourse relate to my attempt to make sense of the carceral 

terminology present in many (if not all) academic fields of research? 

Topos and Metaphor. Adding on to Fludernik’s opinion that the “relationship between 

topos and metaphor has received comparatively little attention in topological criticism,” I 

might emphasize that theorists have provided explanations for this specific link within 

metaphorical criticism and metaphor theory (70). Like Lakoff, Fludernik distinguishes 

between metaphors which discourse communities conceive of as “figures of thought” or 

“topoi” that seem to govern our discourses and literary “tropes” such as metaphor and 

irony (71). However, after distinguishing between the two, Fludernik then informs her 

readers that the two are not separate terms and that there are metaphorical tropes that are 

also topoi and topoi that are literary tropes. As I have already emphasized in section one, 

there seems to be a lot of classification occurring in metaphor theory based on variously 

perceived “differences.”  

 I will now attempt to discuss Derrida’s deconstructionist view of language and 

culture alongside Lakoff’s cognitive metaphor theory and Ricoeur’s belief that metaphor 

theory depends upon our semantic understanding of sentences. Furthermore, I also 

believe that Jakobson’s perception of the extent of linguistic studies will also help my 

attempt to examine these two theorists’ arguments through the lens of metaphors of 

confinement and carceral terminology.  

 After defining “differance” as “the interposition of delay, the interval of a spacing 

and temporalizing that puts off until “later” what is presently denied,” Derrida argues that 

it is both “the origin or production of differences” and “the play [jeu] of differences” 
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(932-33). Derrida seems to value what the “concept of play[ing]” with differences 

produces much more than the production of differences of “distinction, inequality, or 

discernibility” (“Differance” 935, 932). How does this use of the terms ‘spacing’ and 

‘temporalizing’ connect to Lakoff’s definition of metaphors as “mappings” or “sets of 

conceptual correspondences” (206)? Furthermore, what arguments about language does 

Derrida make that other theorists explicitly state that they will not make? For example, 

Jakobson informs his readers, “The truth values… as far as they are—to say with the 

logicians—“extralinguistic entities,” obviously exceeds the bounds of poetics and of 

linguistics in general” (853). He seems to imply that these truth values may not be 

beyond the scope of linguistics as such logicians may claim. To demonstrate the presence 

of carceral terminology in these theoretical texts, Jakobson writes, “It is evident that 

many devices studied by poetics are not confined to verbal art” (852). How can we 

analyze his claims in terms of Lakoff’s metaphor of “containers” (225)? I will try to 

answer these sets of questions in the following paragraphs. 

Contained Knowledge of Metaphors. Whereas Jakobson broadly discussed the 

multifarious functions and purposes of language, Lakoff considers more specifically the 

different “class[es] of metaphors that function to [produce different] map[s]” through the 

use of metaphorical expressions (226). But then he seems to contrast the verbs “function” 

and “work” a few lines below this statement about classes of metaphors when he writes, 

“Metaphoric image-mappings work in just the same way as all other metaphoric 

mappings: by mapping the structure of one domain onto the structure of another.” If they 

do the same work as suggested, then where does this urge to classify them differently 

emerge? This verbal conundrum can be understood if we connect it to his prior claim that 
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these “mappings do not occur isolated from one another,” but rather that they “are 

sometimes organized [by speakers or discourse communities] in hierarchical structures” 

(Lakoff 219). Having said all of this, what is the cultural significance of his claims? 

Lakoff’s cognitive metaphor theory compels us to examine our discourse more closely 

and to think more carefully about how we as speakers may help normalize specific 

hierarchical structures of thinking. I perceive that as being implied in his own 

metaphorical link between hierarchically organized societies and hierarchically organized 

discourse from the use of the adjective ‘hierarchical.’ In our contemporary American 

discourse, we cannot hear hierarchies and enslavement without feeling certain ways about 

them. 

 Where this spatialization and temporalizing occurs seems to be a point of 

divergence for Lakoff and Derrida. In suggesting that language and thinking are 

somehow distinct (albeit connected in terms of language being the apparent phenomena 

of what he believes is the more essential cognition), Lakoff’s cognitive metaphor theory 

seems to conceive of linguistic signs as merely representative appearances of modes of 

hierarchically structured thinking. While Lakoff seems to support the belief that 

conceptualization occurs because of neuronal activity in our brains, Derrida’s discussion 

of the difference between “difference” and “differance” appears to show a disagreement 

between the two theorists as he states his belief that the difference between these two 

terms can only be verified by phonetic differences in writing: of such a link he writes, 

“this pyramidal silence of the graphic difference between the e and the a can function 

only with the system of phonetic writing and within a language of grammar historically 

tied to phonetic writing and to the whole culture which is inseparable from it” (934). 
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Again and again, we can note a similar conclusion that either cognition and language 

cannot be examined as separate from our cultures and social relations. Hence, linguistic 

analyses appear to be fundamentally inseparable from national politics and transnational 

relations. I will clarify what I mean in the next subsection. 

Metaphors and Semantics. I now wish to pay close attention to the relationship between 

the fields of semantics and metaphor theory and the cultural significance of this 

worrisome relationship. For this reason, the primary arguments analyzed in this 

subsection will come from Paul Ricoeur’s essay “The Metaphorical Process as Cognition, 

Imagination, and Feeling” and J. L. Austin’s How to Do Things with Words. What I say 

in these next paragraphs will connect to my final subsection via Leonard Bloomfield’s 

“psychologic principle” of linguistic theory. 

 Using the “metaphor of space” as a way to understand metaphor in the following 

passage, Paul Ricoeur wants us to pay attention to the relationship between spatial change 

and semiotic change in logical space: he writes, “The new pertinence or congruence 

proper to a meaningful metaphoric utterance proceeds from the kind of semantic 

proximity which suddenly obtains between terms in spite of their distance” (147). But if 

we chose to use carceral terminology in our scholarship or discourse, the metaphorical 

utterances we use also may proceed from an ethical or aesthetic proximity despite their 

apparent ethical distance. A person might argue against incarceration and forced labor of 

“criminals” but still expect his or her sentences not to deviate from grammatical norms. 

Are we guilty of (intentionally or not) supporting mass incarceration as laborious 

taxpayers and speakers who willingly use carceral terminology literally? Why, for 
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instance, does J. L. Austin, a British philosopher of language who paused his studies to 

serve during World War II in the British Army as an intelligence officer, write,  

 We shall take, then, for our first examples some utterances which can fall into no 

 hitherto recognized grammatical category save that of “statement,” which are not 

 nonsense, and  which contain none of those verbal danger-signals which 

 philosophers have by now detected or think they have detected (curious words 

 like “good” or “all, suspect auxiliaries like “ought” or “can,” and dubious 

 constructions like the hypothetical): all will  have, as it happens, humdrum verbs 

 in the first person singular present indicative active.  Utterances can be found, 

 satisfying these conditions. (Richter 679; Austin, “Constatives and Performatives” 

 682) 

This sounds almost like a coded message for war because Austin’s lesson on the uses of 

language uses carceral terminology and military confinement metaphors. He tells his 

readers that they will grasp and hold utterances because scholars can in fact find them 

and that there are signals of dangerous discourse of which we should be cautious. In 

thinking critically about the relationship between us as academic scholars and 

incarcerated people, we must ask some dangerous questions. For example, why should 

being a convicted felon make it difficult to find academic positions? Does this mean that 

academic institutions are deliberately keeping scholarship or research done by 

“criminals” away from students? How do we make sense of the fact that carceral 

terminology exists in social institutions which explicitly or implicitly prevent criminals 

from entering into scholarly discussions? 
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 We might answer this question by referring to Ricoeur’s two criteria for 

establishing resemblances between two supposedly different “literal” statements. Using 

the metaphor of space in which literal meanings supposedly exist apart in a type of 

“logical space,” he argues that a theory of metaphor that only accounts for deviant or 

abnormal usages of literal discourse cannot provide a full understanding of the link 

between metaphorical discourse and how meanings of statements change (Ricoeur 146). 

So what is this other criteria? The following passage links Ricoeur’s claims to those made 

by Nietzsche and Saussure that social convention is an important factor to in determining 

the continued use of metaphors, concepts, and linguistic signs: Ricoeur writes,  

 The maker of metaphors is this craftsman with verbal skill who, from an 

 inconsistent utterance for a literal interpretation, draws a significant utterance for 

 a new interpretation which deserves to be called metaphorical because it generates 

 the metaphor not only as deviant but as acceptable. (146) 

In other words, deviant expressions must be accepted by discourse communities as 

replacements for literal statements. But Nietzsche suggests, as I have already stated, that 

all truths and literal utterances are fundamentally metaphorical no matter how much we 

distinguish between metaphorical discourse and literal discourse. This can be seen in his 

critiques of scientific discourse, such as when he writes,  

 If I make up a definition of a mammal and, after inspecting a camel, declare 

 “behold, a mammal,” a truth is being brought to light all right but it is of limited 

 value. I mean, it is thoroughly anthropomorphic and contains not a single point 

 that is “true in itself,” real and universally valid irrespective of man… He 
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 therefore forgets the original perceptual metaphors qua metaphors and takes them 

 to be the things in themselves. (Nietzsche, “On Truth and Lie” 456). 

We can begin to see connections between Lakoff and Nietzsche in terms of their beliefs 

that we produce metaphors through our mental processes, yet Nietzsche attributes these 

metaphors as perceptual phenomena whereas Lakoff sees it as a deliberate cognitive 

process. 

 Having mentioned what he calls the “psychologic principle” and discussed his 

support of phenomenological analyses of mental phenomena, Bloomfield’s “psychologic 

principle” and his phenomenological analyses of mental phenomena early in the 

twentieth century foreshadows Derrida’s theoretical work decades later by suggesting 

that reactions to words or utterances only occur because these words parallel and contrast 

with “other forms and is not explicit in the utterance itself” (13-14). The word itself (what 

some people call logos) does not have the power to mean anything without the existence 

of other words and utterances and without us constructing specific types of social 

relations which give them meaning. 

 To conclude this subsection, I want to reemphasize that several of the theorists 

whose arguments I have looked at briefly in this chapter suggest that linguistic and 

literary studies cannot be separated from sociocultural studies. To do so would in fact 

suggest a certain sociopolitical stance. Education can very seldomly (if at all) be 

considered apolitical .When students and scholars (and anyone else for that matter) who 

are laboring-class and possibly considered criminal hear words such as ‘work,’ 

‘function,’ ‘hierarchal,’ confine,’ and ‘deviate,’ they probably notice something occurring 

in arguments much differently than other non-laboring-class or law-abiding people who 
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may not pay as much attention to such terms. For this reason, my final section of this 

chapter will look into the ethics of various uses of metaphors. 

CONCLUDING REMARKS: THE ETHICS OF METAPHORS IN SCHOLARSHIP 

 Uses of specific metaphors also has been studied for its postcolonial relevance, 

and I believe that this is a subfield of metaphor theory that will produce the most 

innovative scholarship in the twenty-first century. Having referenced Haraway’s feminist 

objectivity and Williams’ Marxist literary theory, I now wish to end by quoting Patricia 

Ismond in her analysis of Derek Walcott’s Caribbean poetry to demonstrate where my 

next two chapters on literary studies of South Asian diasporic and non-diasporic 

contemporary realist novels. In her essay “Abandoning Dead Metaphors: The Caribbean 

Phase of Derek Walcott’s Poetry,” Ismond argues,  

 Walcott’s anticolonial, revolutionary route turns primarily on a counter-discourse 

 with the dominant mode of thought of the colonizer’s tradition, against which he 

 pursues an alternative, liberating order of values and meanings, generated from 

 the different time and place of his Caribbean, New World ground. The 

 engagement with the colonizer’s tradition is, effectively, a dialectical one, and it 

 subserves the purpose of exploring and defining his native world. (2) 

Ismond’s introduction to her book Abandoning Dead Metaphors seems to situate her 

analysis within this specific mode of analyzing structures of feeling which Williams 

insists we do. 

 The conclusion that seems to follow from these arguments that I have use to either 

construct a specific framework of analysis or to specifically analyze suggests we need to 

change our modes of analysis and ways of relating to one another. Surely, our 
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understanding of the relationship between metaphor and truth claims contingent to the 

construction of fixed systems of meaning will be strikingly different, as will our 

understanding of the terms “metaphor” and “truth” when we have successfully 

transformed these modes of analysis and ways of relating to one another. These theorists 

who I have discussed based primarily on their relevance to metaphor theory and its 

relationship to both literal discourse and sociocultural relations have led to compelling 

conclusions that guide my literary analyses in the following two chapters. Like Ismond, I 

study literary texts to analyze these changing structures of feeling and the social conflicts 

simultaneously present in literary texts, but I will focus my analyses on contemporary 

South Asian realist novels. 
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   CHAPTER TWO 

Beyond Clinical Depression: Curing the Body Politic in Mahasweta Devi’s              

Mother of 1084 

  

 Why do so many of our clothes, kitchen products, and electronics have labels 

which state they were produced in China, Pakistan, Bangladesh, or Mexico while many 

intellectual or wealthy students also immigrate to England, France, or the US to study? In 

the contemporary Bengali novel Mother of 1084, Mahasweta Devi portrays the miserable 

journey Sujata takes to understand why her college-aged son studying in Calcutta 

supposedly became a Naxalite insurgent according to the Indian government records. 

Devi writes, “Life itself had forced him to change. He gave up the life he was born to. If 

he had stuck to it, Brati would have gone to Britain, returned from Britain, found a good 

job, and risen up the social ladder with ease” (68). If the narrator provides us with a 

narrative based on real historical events, then this statement indicates that the cultural 

norm for middle-class Bengali families was likely to have been having children educated 

in the former colonizing nation-states or the currently prosperous imperialist nation-

states. Deciding to rebel against the government, Brati and his comrades were considered 

by many people to be “cancerous growth[s] on the body of [Indian] democracy” (Devi 

29). In this chapter, I want to examine how a postcolonial analysis of Sujata as a cultural 

physician in Devi’s Mother of 1084 may allow us to consider medical discourses and 

patient-physician relationships from a perspective which might challenge the 

socioeconomic legitimacy of medical providers and pharmaceutical executives. 
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 Speaking about the history of discourses about Europe as a coherent subject, 

literary theorist Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak claims in her essay “Can the Subaltern 

Speak?” that “this concealed subject pretends it has ‘no geo-political determinations” 

(66). Even critiques of more traditional narratives of European subjectivity may confine 

the scope of their research to a particular European locale without attempting to 

acknowledge or explain the geopolitical determinations which she urges us to consider. 

Having said this, how does Spivak intend for us to consider her notion of metaphorical 

(and even conceptual) concealment in discourses which refer to Europe as a distinct and 

coherent subject? Furthermore, what conclusions could we possibly make if we conceive 

of Sujata as a subaltern woman who cannot communicate her suffering caused by 

appendicitis, anemia, and depression to anyone and who as the story unfolds seems to 

think as a cultural physician diagnosing social problems.  

 Although the narrator and various characters appear to be referring to cancerous 

growths on the body politic only in a metaphorical sense in the novel, how might we 

form new biocultural concepts with which we may change how we think of diseases and 

illnesses? I argue that basing her diagnoses on the socioeconomic and affective symptoms 

within Bengali society as a result not only shows that Sujata metaphorically makes use of 

terminology formed in biomedical discourses of diseases and illnesses but also points the 

blame for violent conflicts away from the Naxalite insurgents and towards the 

landowning and capitalist classes and government officials who originally blamed the 

insurgents. This analysis of Sujata as a protagonist who readers might consider to be a 

subaltern cultural physician seriously undermines the transnational capitalist system 
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under which her identity has been constructed within the world of the novel and in which 

specific patient-physician relationships have been constructed. 

 I divide the body of this chapter into three interconnective parts so that the second 

section can be better understood after having read the first section and so that the third 

section can utilize the premises and conclusions proposed in sections one and two. I 

begin by showing the broad discursive and historical context of conceiving of Sujata as a 

protagonist attempting to be a cultural physician of Bengali society. Then, I will dig 

deeper theoretically into the postcolonial significance of such a literary analysis. Finally, 

I will begin the literary analysis so that we can end this chapter by exploring the textual 

space I used to introduce this discussion of possible implications of biocultural models of 

diseases and illnesses. 

 More specifically, in section one, I will provide brief backgrounds of both the 

contemporary trend in medical discourses to use a biocultural model of diseases and 

illnesses and the ongoing Naxalite insurgency in postcolonial West Bengal. I wish to 

study how examining these two histories together—one of the emergence of biocultural 

approaches to treating diseases and illnesses and one of a chain of violent and deadly 

conflicts in Bengali society—might be productive to overthrowing biomedical and 

biochemical models of diseases and illnesses. For example, how might we read 

contemporary Bengali literature to document uses of the biocultural model which 

blatantly challenge the authority of socioeconomically dominant groups of people who 

benefit from the continued use of biochemical models?  

 In section two, I will explain my scholarly hesitance in understanding medical 

patients as being in subaltern positions, such as scholar and physician Malika Sharma 
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does. I will back up my claim that we must not conceive of all patients as being in 

subaltern positions in patient-physician relations and as consumers in medical industries 

by discussing Antonio Gramsci’s ethnographic methodology of analyzing subaltern 

groups and their relations to other groups of people and Spivak’s startling conclusion to 

her essay “Can the Subaltern Speak?” that “the subaltern cannot speak” (104). The 

argument that I make in this section is that her conclusion is based on a semantic usage of 

the term “subaltern” as signifying whatever is literally below everything else in specific 

contexts.  

 After concluding on this significant topic, I will transition into an analysis of 

Devi’s protagonist Sujata as a subaltern woman who thinks at times as a cultural 

physician diagnosing the social problems from her particular social position. I ask in what 

ways we can think of Sujata as a subaltern woman and in what ways might her social 

privileges prevent us from attributing subaltern status to her in certain social relations? I 

also ask how the disjointed (or nonlinear) narrative structure which presents past 

memories and dreams of past experiences as being chronologically interwoven with the 

current plot events resonates with biocultural approaches to understanding and treating 

diseases and illnesses. Having provided an itinerary of my process of literary analysis 

used in this chapter, we may now discuss the relationship between biocultural models of 

depression and histories of violent conflicts in West Bengal, India. 

VIOLENT CONFLICTS MAY CAUSE DEPRESSION  

Asking whether histories of transnational and local forms of violence, colonialism, 

slavery, racism, sexism, and class hierarchies cause depression rather than chemical 

imbalances threatens a multibillion dollar psychopharmaceutical industry. Such a 
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question has been answered in several ways within the fields of feminist studies, African 

American studies, and postcolonial studies; however, we ought to also ask what the 

significance of the claim that patients should play crucial parts in the processes of 

understanding and treating diseases and illnesses can mean according to a postcolonial 

analysis that situates specific patient-physician within transnational divisions of labor like 

Spivak suggests we do? What kinds of analytical methodologies may allow us to study 

the discourse and social relations between physicians, patients, medical insurers, 

researchers, and hospital executives in ways that more traditional methodologies may be 

unable to or refuse to grasp?  

Determining the Stakes. The significance of answering all of these questions, however, 

means much more than just financial losses for this economic sector as physicians in 

2017 diagnosed seventeen million people in the US alone with having “had at least one 

major depressive episode” (MDD) (National Institute of Mental Health, “Major 

Depression”). The stakes of proposing that we use alternative models for depression and 

other diseases have been driven into various peoples’ lives in different ways. 

 How we answer such questions affects not only the treatment of diseases and 

mental illnesses but also how we understand and deal with these widespread human 

experiences. More than a hundred million people worldwide are said to suffer not only 

from debilitating symptoms of depression but also the psychological and physiological 

side effects of antidepressant medications such as serotonin reuptake inhibitors, tricyclic 

antidepressants, and monoamine oxidase inhibitors (Bolling 380). Furthermore, the 

answers provided could suggest that treatments for depression have to become more 

individualized than simply deciding what kinds of chemicals to consume or types of 
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thoughts to think. How would we treat depression differently if our fraught and contested 

histories and current modes of economic production cause depression rather than perhaps 

falsely accusing chemical imbalances as the culprits? What other biocultural models 

could we conceive of to counter biochemical models? Additionally, for the purpose of 

literary scholarship, how might contemporary realist novels serve as textual spaces 

documenting struggles between biomedical and biocultural models of diseases and 

illnesses in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries? For example, how might a 

contemporary Bengali realist novel about the debilitating effects on the mother of a 

young college student in Kolkata accused of being involved in violent Naxalite 

insurgencies against the Indian government lead to radical versions of what literary 

scholar David Morris calls biocultural models of diseases and illnesses? 

 Clinical psychologists Madelon Y. Bolling and Robert J. Kohlenberg have 

provided important clues indicating the flaws in the biomedical model of depression; in 

addition, their research shows that the biocultural model of depression already has some 

support within psychological discourses. They documented that subtle “cognitive effects 

of antidepressants reported in the literature [on clinical depression] include problems with 

memory, concentration and coordination, anhedonia, apathy, and indifference” and 

(perhaps more importantly) that “patients’ report[s] of psychological distress [have] 

recently been shown to affect quality of life more than an objective measure of symptom 

severity” (381). Although proponents for using biomedical models might consider 

quantitative results and objective measurements of symptom severity more valuable than 

the qualitative data derived from patients’ subjective accounts, psychopharmaceutical 

companies must express their intent to alleviate these unwanted side effects.  
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 Both the cognitive side effects of antidepressants and the devaluated status of the 

patients’ “subjective” reports indicate that other models of depression might treat these 

symptoms and address the causes with less side effects. When listening to patients’ 

narratives, how physicians use specific medical approaches to address the problems 

which the narratives present is largely contingent upon their areas of expertise. Analyzing 

such discursive practices from a postcolonial perspective in her essay “‘Can the Patient 

Speak?’: Postcolonialism and Patient Involvement in Undergraduate and Postgraduate 

Medical Education,” physician Malika Sharma asks us to consider patients in medical 

discourse and practices as subaltern groups of people. Before making sense of this notion 

of medical patients as subaltern people, I wish to briefly situate the Naxalite insurgencies 

within the context of postcolonial Bengali society. 

Situating Naxalite Insurgencies. We cannot understand the Naxalite insurgencies without 

first understanding the mode of economic production predominant in West Bengal. 

Bengali sociologist Rabindra Ray stresses that postcolonial West Bengali economy is 

predominately based on agricultural production. In the following passage from the book 

The Naxalites and Their Ideology, he acknowledges his bafflement that some Bengali 

student revolutionaries thought of themselves as members of a proletarian class since 

they had middle-class backgrounds: 

 Located… in urban middle-class discourse, relatively free of the caste 

 considerations that are so overwhelming in rural society, the terminology of class 

 can in a certain way be seen to constitute an intellectual ‘superstructure’ (in the 

 Marxian sense) of this society. Rural society in Bengal, caste-ridden as it is, has 

 another feature worth mentioning in this context. And that is the relatively 
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 ‘sedentary’ character of its population. The number of labourers from the 

 countryside who migrate to the towns and cities is almost negligible, and even the 

 labourers in the large tea gardens of the north (of which Naxalbari has a sizeable 

 scatter) are mostly non-Bengali. (Ray 65) 

This passage reveals that divisions of labor are not only transnationally based on ethnic 

differences but also within localized contexts such as in late-twentieth-century West 

Bengali society, where rural labourers are predominately non-Bengali immigrants from 

other Indian states or surrounding nation-states. In addition to indicating that ethnic 

differences and displacements of people due to violent conflicts play an important role in 

how groups of people have organized the division of labor in West Bengal, Ray’s passage 

also notes a cultural separation between people living in urban and rural settings. More 

importantly, he notes that the Naxalite uprisings in the 1960s and 1970s predominately 

occurred in the northern mountainous regions of West Bengal near the border with 

Bhutan and Nepal and closer to China than the more coastal and urban regions in 

southern West Bengal. 

 Situating the context of the Naxalite insurgencies historically compels Ray to ask 

some remarkable questions relevant to analyzing postcolonial Bengali society. For 

instance, what led the original Naxalite leaders to call Kolkata (what was called Calcutta 

in its British colonial period) “semi-feudal” even though it once was considered the 

second largest and most important city in the nineteenth-century British Empire? Ray 

argues that we should not consider this rhetorical strategy as statements which suggest 

facts but rather as persuasive means to mobilize people to struggle against the Indian 

government. He explains the link between the Naxalite insurgency and student protests in 
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Calcutta in the late 1960s and early 1970s in terms of educated unemployment. Although 

predominantly from middle-class households, Ray acknowledges that being “heirs of 

middle-class parents they are proletarian,” such students “rarely have property that they 

can fall back upon to live out the course of their… lives” comfortably (67). 

Contemporary Bengali novels may allow us to think about alternative narratives that 

might add on to Ray’s point that the problems faced by the Bengali urban workers and 

rural peasants resonate in complex ways with the problems of unemployment which 

university students face upon graduating and entering the workforce. How might we be 

able to connect the problem of educated unemployment in West Bengal to discourses on 

depression? 

What Depression Means to the Subaltern. Not only do physicians and researchers refer to 

processes and human experiences according to constructed biomedical models and 

specific fixed semantics, but they also insist that people take psychopharmacological 

drugs to treat their depression. Like Morris, Ann Cvetkovich also proposes addressing the 

sociocultural causes of depression after having read the scholarly memoir Lose Your 

Mother by Saidiya Hartman, in which Hartman attempts to account for her genealogical 

origins despite there being an “absent archive” from which to have drawn any precise 

familial origins (137). Additionally, Cvetkovich states that Hartman hopes “to make up 

for the absent textual archive by staging a material encounter with history,” one in which 

she realizes that loss and despair ought not to be dismissed symptoms of a debilitating 

disease that must be fought against but human condition in which we all “dwell” in 

different ways (139, 135). This also blatantly challenges the profitability of those who 

benefit from advocating for the biomedical model of depression.  
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 With Morris’s plea for a biocultural model of diseases and illnesses and 

Cvetkovich’s notion that we should hold “fast to feelings of despair and depression,” we 

see two ways to challenge the biomedical model of depression (138). On the one hand, 

many twenty-first century writers encourage us to conceive of new models for 

understanding depression; and on the other hand, some writers convince us not to seek 

ways to escape feeling depressed. In searching for “a different genealogy of depression,” 

Hartman realizes (so Cvetkovich contends) that depression needs to be considered a 

normal human response to histories of violence, colonialism, slavery, persecution, and 

genocide. This seems counterintuitive to our biomedical models of depression that 

conceive of depression as an abnormal or chaotic set of mental disorders. In my analysis 

of Devi’s Mother of 1084 in the third section of this chapter, I will argue how its 

nonlinear narrative structure disrupts chronological and biological explanations for 

violent Naxalite insurgencies while its protagonist ultimately prescribes processes of 

disrupting capitalist modes of economic and cultural production as important biocultural 

treatments for the diseased body politics in Kolkata, West Bengal. 

 If illnesses and diseases are “socially constructed categories with somewhat 

porous and imperfect application to the array of maladies, disorders, syndromes, and 

conditions” which the biomedical model treats, then how might we fill in such gaps or 

spaces to ensure less faulty modes of understanding, treating, and discussing varieties of 

human experiences according to a biocultural model as Morris proposes (39). Using such 

a biocultural model of depression in their research on how racial and ethnic differences 

affect prevalence rates, E. Ashby Plant and Natalie Sachs-Ericsson claim that “minority 

group members are likely to be at a higher risk for depression” than white people in the 
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US although an analysis of previous studies demonstrates mixed results with some 

suggesting equal prevalence rates, some suggesting higher prevalence rates amongst 

Caucasian Americans, and some suggesting higher prevalence rates amongst Hispanic 

and African Americans (41). Their conclusions pinpoint socioeconomic causes that ought 

to be treated rather than solely chemical imbalances, which means that, for major 

depressive disorders, the solutions may be increasing household incomes and improving 

the quality of life rather than taking psychopharmacological drugs (Plant and Sachs-

Ericsson 48). In addition to household income, risk factors also include age, gender, 

literacy rates, and extent of social intercourse according to multiple studies (Chaudhuri et 

al. 352). 

 In the section titled “The Culture of Illness” from his first chapter, Morris asks us 

to reexamine the terms objectivity and subjectivity. In doing so, we might realize that 

objective medical judgements are cultural artifacts not everywhere definitive or equally 

valid and that patients are not merely “subjective monad[s] locked within an individual 

ego” or “untrustworthy prisoner[s] of consciousness” (40). Other thinkers have also 

advocated for destabilizing such a dichotomic view of objective knowledge which 

medical physicians and researchers possess versus subjective feelings and experiences 

sick patients say they have. Some people even argue for models of bodily diseases and 

illnesses based on an “embodied objectivity,” believing that “only partial perspective 

promises objective vision” (Haraway 188). If knowledge is based on partial perspectives 

as Haraway states, we may perhaps still be chained to a referential understanding of 

ourselves, other bodies and objects, and reality. In The Body Multiple: Ontology in 

Medical Practice, Annemarie Mol asks her readers to consider the following question: 
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“How does an author acquire authority?” (23). She does not leave the reader to ponder 

her question, instantly writing, “By being related to. It is a circle.” Not only do we define 

objects with linguistic signs whose possible meanings most likely have been formed by 

authoritative speakers or specific discursive conventions, but Mol shows how medical 

professionals may diagnose and treat bodies differently based on their areas of 

biomedical expertise. 

 In studying the relationship between social conflicts in West Bengal and 

discourses on depression more broadly, I propose to follow Morris’s imperative to think 

about alternative models of diseases and illnesses. Some writers may decide to play 

around with the terms or tropes associated with the biomedical and biomechanical 

models, even applying metaphors of illness against the outdated models of illness 

themselves as being “ill-conceived” models. For example, in Illness and Culture in the 

Postmodern Age, Morris suggests using what he calls the biocultural model to “replace 

the malfunctioning machine metaphor of illness” and “reorient our thinking about health” 

(18). He suggests that we ought to discard the metaphor of ill bodies as broken machines 

that need doctors to fix them since it is an outdated mode of understanding illness. Morris 

exemplifies in such a statement what Derrida calls “freeplay” in the following passage 

from his essay “Structure, Sign, and Play”: discussing the work of Claude Levi-Strauss 

on mythology, he writes,  

 Freeplay is the disruption of presence. The presence of an element is always a 

 signifying and substitutive reference inscribed in a system of differences and of a 

 chin. Freeplay is always an interplay of absence and presence, but if it is to be 
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 radically conceived, freeplay must be conceived of before the alternative of 

 presence and absence. (925) 

Derrida’s freeplay being defined as “the disruption” of signifying and substitutive 

elements in speech or writing systems can have a significant impact on postcolonial 

theory and on my argument. By using the terms which normally signify the believe of a 

biomedical model of diseases and illnesses to promote a biocultural model, Morris 

performs this act of freeplay which Derrida proposes. Would someone in a subaltern 

position be able to effectively disrupt the presence of themselves as subaltern people by 

using such a biocultural model to diagnose diseases and illnesses? 

SUBALTERN AND INSURGENT PATIENTS 

I want to begin this section by referring again to Spivak’s critique I quoted in the 

introduction of this chapter. In a US context, when we hear the term ‘concealment’ we 

may think of gun concealment, and I believe that this resonates with her use of the verb 

as an effective metaphor by which we can note that there might be something dangerous 

occurring in seemingly innocent narratives of the construction of specific subjects. Later 

on, she accuses Michel Foucault and Gilles Deleuze of having ignored “the international 

division of labor” in their conversation titled “Intellectuals and Power.” I want to follow 

her imperative that we analyze how this process in which an international division of 

labor allows particular subjects to be constructed might be reconceptualized by people in 

subaltern positions within this international system of labor. Rather than attempt to claim 

that I can represent the subaltern positions in which Sujata is currently in or remembers 

and dreams of being in, I wish to point out the possible sociocultural stakes of patients 
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collaborating with physicians and researchers in determining the scope of research and 

treatments for diseases and illnesses. 

Silent Subordinates. Referring to an analytical paradigm shift in the understanding of the 

relationship between theory and practice, Deleuze states the link should not be 

understood of in terms of “a process of totalization” but rather as “far more partial and 

fragmentary,” or in other words, “local and related to a limited field” (205). However, 

one of the most significant claims Spivak makes in her essay “Can the Subaltern Speak?” 

is that our limited and fragmented attempts to provide coherent narratives or accounts of 

ourselves as Europeans or Americans may hide an uglier and more violent reality based 

on contested global divisions of labor which we are complexly complicit in allowing to 

occur. 

 The subaltern classes can be more clearly understood if we think about the 

concept of marginality and exclusion. Spivak suggests that we should “offer an account 

of how an explanation and narrative of reality was established as the normative one,” and 

this, I believe, she attributes mostly to the notion of epistemic violence (25). One of her 

purposes in critiquing Foucault and Deleuze is to propose an alternative explanation and 

narrative of reality centered in the margins. For example, she writes, “Let us now 

consider the margins… of the circuit marked out by this epistemic violence, men and 

women among the illiterate peasantry, the tribals, the lowest strata of the urban 

subproletariat.” Western subjectivity, according to Spivak, must be accounted for in 

terms of the subaltern classes who allow their identities to be possible. She in fact 

accounts for Foucault’s question about “subjection” when he analyzes penal leniency as a 

technique of power: he asks “in what way [was] a specific mode of subjection… able to 
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give birth to man as an object of knowledge for a discourse with a ‘scientific’ status” 

(24). Spivak believes that even while critiquing the idea of “the sovereign subject” 

Foucault and Deleuze “inaugurate” or formally acknowledge sovereignty. The following 

passage from “Can the Subaltern Speak?” points out we cannot ignore the importance of 

what we study and how we study it (also known as ideology): 

 [T]he relationship between global capitalism (exploitation in economics) and 

 nation-state alliances (domination in geopolitics) is so macrological that it cannot 

 account for the micological texture of power. To move toward such an accounting 

 one must move toward theories of ideology—of subject formations that 

 mycologically and often erratically operate the interests that congeal the 

 macrologies. (74) 

Rather than accounting for the minute details and aspects of power relations in terms of 

global capitalism and geopolitical alliances, Spivak argues that we have to suppose ideas 

that will explain or account for why we even study the ideas we chose to believe or 

criticize. 

 Antonio Gramsci’s methodology for studying what he calls subaltern groups of 

people in his chapter on “Notes on Italian History” ought to be read before reading 

Spivak’s “Can the Subaltern Speak?” for three important reasons. One reason to read this 

chapter from Gramsci’s Prison Notebooks first is so that we can study the chains of 

scholarly influence which link Spivak to the person who first used the term “subaltern” 

and what she adds to the discussion on excluded and displaced groups of people. For 

example, Spivak argues that these excluded and displaced groups might also be important 

laboring bodies that allow other socioeconomic groups to exist or dominate other groups 
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of people. We can understand more clearly what analytical conversation Spivak’s 

argument emerges in by discussing Gramsci’s notion of the subaltern. 

 Gramsci’s suggestions provide my analysis both an understanding of what Spivak 

means by using the term ‘subaltern’ and a methodological framework to use in analyzing 

Mother of 1084. He defines subaltern classes in terms of social functions and human 

behaviors which indicate that people are in subordinate and powerless roles: for example, 

intellectuals can be classified in Gramsci’s view, as people performing subaltern 

functions for maintaining the current hegemony of a ruling class (145). He also states, 

“Subaltern groups are always subject to the activity of ruling groups, even when they 

rebel and rise up,” adding that only “permanent” victory breaks their social status as 

subordinate groups of people (Gramsci 207). If these subaltern groups successfully 

organize together (also known as ‘rising up’) and defeat the current groups of people who 

rule a society or transnational empire, they will no longer be considered subaltern—hence 

it is a non-essential term designating how certain bodies or functions which may have 

been socially and analytically excluded from historical narratives of nation-states are in 

fact crucial to the production and maintenance of dominant or hegemonic classes. 

Studying Gramsci’s use of the term ‘subaltern,’ we can conclude that it only contingently 

designates someone or groups of people who may have eventually become the hegemonic 

or dominant classes. 

 The final reason to read Gramsci’s Prison Notebooks first is to account for the 

fact that he opposed oversimplified narratives of established hegemonies based solely on 

violence. He contends,  
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 The ‘normal’ exercise of hegemony on the now classical terrain of the 

 parliamentary  regime is characterized by the combination of force and content, 

 which balance each other reciprocally, without force predominating excessively 

 over content. Indeed, the attempt is always made to ensure that force will appear 

 to be based on the consent of the majority, expressed by the so-called organs of 

 public opinion—newspapers and associations. (80) 

Spivak also stresses in the following passage that “force” is not the only means used to 

establish or oppose dominant sociocultural hegemonies. Arguing for producing 

knowledge countering the coherent narratives and identities of the “West” and Western 

subjectivity, she states that the “S/subject, curiously sewn together into a transparency by 

denegations, belongs to the exploiters’ side of the international division of labor” (Spivak 

75). The metaphorical act of sewing together subjectivities reinforces the fact that she 

agrees with Gramsci that sociocultural hegemonies do not form simply by force. 

Bengali Subalterns and Their Violent Sons. Whereas the final section of this chapter will 

be my analysis of the narrative structure and the protagonist’s discourse, thoughts, and 

feelings, I wish to use the rest of section two to discuss how we can use utilize Gramsci’s 

notion that subalterns classes are ununified to support our hesitance to call all patients 

subalterns in patient-physician relations. Class differences might be too drastic for 

subalterns to share sociopolitical agendas and cultural values. Being subaltern does not 

necessarily mean that a person has been oppressed nor does being oppressed necessarily 

mean that someone is in a subordinate position. As an academic scholar, I may very well 

serve a subaltern function within a capitalist mode of educational and scholarly 
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production, performing tasks required to fulfill my desire to get paid to do something I 

love, which is discussing literature and philosophy.  

 “Can the Subaltern Speak?” compels scholars to consider not only the 

postcolonial subaltern groups of people when they analyze literary texts and discourses 

but also how we are ourselves complicit in these global divisions of labor. Spivak wants 

to focus especially on postcolonial subaltern women in her research, and we see in the 

following passage how she believes such women have to choose between two undesirable 

decisions:  

 Between patriarchy and imperialism, subject-constitution and object-formation, 

 the figure of the woman disappears, not into a pristine nothingness, but into a 

 violent shuttling which is the displaced figuration of the ‘third-world woman’ 

 caught between tradition and modernization. (102) 

With this idea of another one of Mahasweta Devi’s characters in mind, I want to now 

shift our attention to her novel Mother of 1084 to see how the protagonist Sujata slowly 

unravels not only the reasons for why her son Brati decided to rebel against his 

government but also how she had been complicit in socioeconomically exploiting the 

labor of others. I will end this subsection by briefly addressing my hesitance in applying 

the term ‘subaltern’ to patients in medical discourses and relations. 

Insurgent Patients. Physician Malika Sharma argues that “the concept of the patient as 

subaltern can help [us] explore means by which patient involvement in the development 

and delivery of [medical] curricula can be made a means of decolonization” (475-76). I 

contend that this concept cannot be used as a means of decolonization if we do not 

specify precisely the class differences amongst subaltern groups of people that Gramsci’s 
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notion of “subaltern classes, by definition,… not [being] unified” entails (202). The 

American middle-class subaltern patient who might subordinately follow all of his or her 

physician’s instructions can still be complicit in the global division of labor that makes 

other people such as in Bangladesh, Cambodia, or India subaltern groups laboring to 

allow us to have our consumerist lifestyles. 

 Sharma assumes that the concept of the patient as subaltern can help us 

understand patient-physician relationships in new ways; however, many patient-physician 

relationships have been improved or transformed as a result of the rapidly changing 

global division of labor for transnational capitalism. Patients’ particular vantage points 

could allow them to see aspects of the relationship which the medical professionals might 

have missed because of the fact that they were not performing the roles of patients. I 

believe that we must also clarify that many patient-physician relationships do not share 

the similar instances of violent encounters with colonialists or imperialists that a 

colonized group of people might. My hesitance could possible be explained by referring 

to Gramsci’s “methodological criterion on which our own stud[ies] must be based on… 

the [fact that the] supremacy of a social group manifests itself in two ways, as 

“domination” and as “intellectual and moral leadership”’ (212). According to Gramsci, 

obvious forms of physical violence may not be the only means used to establish 

relationships between dominant and subaltern classes. 

 This statement makes us specify that Sharma’s concept of the patient as subaltern 

does not necessarily disrupt the contemporary division of labor for transnational 

capitalism. My analysis of Devi’s novel in terms of how the references to both a diseased 

body politics and normative human behaviors will demonstrate that subaltern 



60 
 

perspectives on biocultural models for treating depression intend to dismantle the 

dominant mode of economic production. But we also must ask what successful 

treatments according to such a biocultural model means when the protagonist as a 

biocultural patient-physician dies at the end of the story. 

DISEASED BENGALI DEMOCRACIES  

Mother of 1084 begins in the protagonist’s dreams as the narrator tells us she constantly 

imagines herself pregnant again with Brati. This reoccurring dream allows Sujata 

Chatterjee to imagine her dead son remaining enwombed within her and away from a 

corrupt world in which he becomes legally known according to the number assigned to 

him when killed by Bengali policemen and criminals alike. Not only does the story occur 

within the context of violent social conflicts between government authorities, criminals 

who support the government, and Naxalite insurgents, but it also occurs within the 

context of fraught family dynamics after the state-sanctioned killing of the protagonist’s 

son Brati. Sujata’s husband Dibyanath is an immoral womanizer who is apparently 

considered to be an exceptional Bengali middle-class citizen. The narrator informs us that 

Dibyanath “never tried to make a secret of his affairs with young girls outside the house,” 

feeling that “it was within his rights” to do so as the sole figure of authority in the 

household (45). And Brati never tried to make a secret of his hatred for his father’s 

immoral behavior and his father’s treatment of his mother. Furthermore, all of Brati’s 

siblings have aspirations of fitting in comfortably within middle-class society, aspirations 

which Brati supposedly did not share with them. They all thought of Brati as a family 

curse or a cancerous growth on what they considered to be a peaceful society. 
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 How can we understand the concept of social peace and the biochemical treatment 

of depression together? Putting the government’s response to the Naxalite insurgency 

into a broader geopolitical scenario, Ray mentions the ongoing Indo-Pakistani Wars, such 

as the one in which the year 1966 “brought peace” to the two nation-states, but this 

notion of peace must inevitably involve memories of violent and deadly conflicts. In 

remembering these violent and deadly conflicts, we ought to examine whether we can 

trace our current social relations and global division of labor back to these fraught 

histories of violent conflicts. 

 In this final section, I will discuss the relationship between Devi’s choice of 

narrative structure and the reoccurring use of metaphors of disease and illness as 

sociocultural criticism. I will contend that Devi’s disjointed narrative successfully 

highlights the significance of past violent conflicts and personal traumas by 

chronologically interweaving the past and the present as we read the novel. I also want to 

finally answer how using Morris’s biocultural model of illness to analyze the notion of a 

diseased body politics can show the possible political implications of such alternative 

medical models. 

Crooked Narratives. One important research question to consider is how specific 

narrative structures may affect the possible meanings attributed to sequences of events. 

Instead of using a linear narrative structure that would have chronologically ordered 

events according to when they occurred, we might narrate stories by affectively ordering 

events according to sequences of memories, dreams, and current events. I believe that 

such an examination also contributes relevant insight into our discussion of using a 

biocultural model of depression. 
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 How exactly these memories of violence and brutal killings relate to current social 

relations and specific diseases and illnesses (like depression, for instance) is not only 

important for understanding biocultural models of treatment but also for understanding 

the possible implications of using nonlinear narrative structures. When Sujata visits 

Nandini to get more information about Brati’s reasons for becoming a terrorist, Nandini 

tells her, “You people never know anything. For people like you, these are just stray 

episodes” (Devi 72). Perhaps the same might be said for readers who feel disoriented by 

the fact that Devi uses a nonlinear narrative structure with which to write the story. 

Nandini also tells Sujata that it is wrong to assume that we do not need to find 

explanations for why people choose to commit violent acts. 

 Although Devi uses a disjointed narrative structure to write Mother of 1084, she 

still provides the illusion of a linear chronology by labelling the chapters by times of a 

day (i.e., ‘morning,’ ‘afternoon,’ ‘evening,’ ‘late evening’). I did not focus my analysis 

on this illusive aspect or how it might affect my argument, but it might in fact be a 

relevant topic to explore later. Whereas the novel begun in the protagonist’s reoccurring 

dream, it ends as Sujata collapses to the ground because her appendix finally burst. 

Analyzing the novel as I have here, we can conclude that the nonlinear narrative structure 

indicates a usefulness of literary texts to explore the implications of biocultural models of 

depression. 

Sujata as West Bengali Cultural Physician. The final subsection of this section will 

finally demonstrate my point that a subaltern person being able to have a part in 

determining what we define reality as or in constructing narratives implies a disruption of 

the current dominant mode of cultural and economic production. This fact is due to the 
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fact that social classes are not fixed; people who are subalterns in a feudalist mode of 

production become dominant or hegemonic groups in capitalist modes of production. 

Subalterns having such a part in the production of knowledge and in politics means they 

no longer perform the subordinate social roles they once did; or, as Gramsci mentions in 

his discussion about subaltern groups becoming dominant hegemonies, “In order to 

become a State, [subalterns groups] had to subordinate or eliminate the former 

[hegemonic group] and win the active or passive assent of [the other subaltern groups]” 

(53). For literary theory, Raymond Williams’s request that we analyze how different 

“structures of feelings” in given societies connect and change seems to echo Gramsci’s 

assumption that subaltern groups can become dominant hegemonies. 

 As I noted in the introduction to this chapter, Devi used the trope of the diseased 

body politic multiple times throughout the novel. The first time a minor character used it 

was in reference to the Naxalite insurgents, such as Brati, whereas the next time Sujata 

used the trope to refer to the government and everyone complicit in their state-sanctioned 

violent responses to rebellion. The following passage is this second usage to which I just 

mentioned: referring specifically to the rest of Sujata’s law-abiding family members, 

Devi writes, 

 [Sujata’s family] was like a festering, malignant cancer. The dead pretended to 

 live within relationships that were long dead and thus keep up a masquerade of 

 life. Sujata felt that if she went close enough to Amit, Neepa and Balai, the stench 

 of carrion would overwhelm her. They were contaminated and diseased from the 

 very womb. The society that Brati and his comrades had tried to exterminate kept 
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 thousands starving in order to nourish and support these vermin. It was a society 

 that gave the dead the right to live, and denied it to the living. (116) 

Although the narrator tells us that Sujata started criticizing her family in this passage, the 

critique quickly shifts more broadly to the rest of Bengali society in which thousands of 

people labor and starve so that other people can parasitically live off of their labor. In 

such a version of West Bengal’s body politic, Sujata semantically inverts biological terms 

of life and death when she accuses many of her family members to be contaminated and 

diseased since birth, as if she resented ever giving birth to who she perceives to be 

cancerous beasts and cogs in a tyrannous social system that produces and exploits 

socioeconomic, ethnic, and sexual differences.  

 Spivak succinctly articulates the conclusion that I wish to make here in terms of 

the socioeconomic implications of using biocultural models of depression rather than 

biochemical models. In her essay on Devi’s novel Douloti the Beautiful, she 

acknowledges an emphasize on social collectivity and communal solidarity as solutions 

to social problems (such as millions of people suffering for instance) in the following 

passage: “In my view, then, there is an accession to sociality and collectivity through the 

militants’ survey of the cartography of bond-slavery. Yet the first invocation of 

collectivity is in the women’s voice” (Spivak, “Women in Difference” 114). In both 

Douloti the Beautiful and Mother of 1084, Devi portrays mothers or daughters within “a 

space where the family, the machine for the socialization of the female body through 

affective coding, has itself been broken and deflected” as Spivak contends in “Women in 

Difference” (111).  
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 What are we to make of the fact that Devi portrays mothers of insurgents from 

different socioeconomic classes? Sujata visits the house of Brati’s insurgent friend Somu 

and speaks with his mother and then goes to speak with Brati’s girlfriend and fellow 

insurgent Nandini, who Sujata thought Brati had been going out on dates with instead of 

training to become an insurgent. While talking to Somu’s mother, the narrator notes a 

complex relationship between time, class distinction, and grief:  

 Time can do anything. Two years ago grief had made her and Somu’s mother one. 

 And it was time again that had wipe out the equation. The sharp assault of grief 

 had wiped away the class distinctions that normally separated them. But time had 

 restored the class distinctions with the passage of time. (Devi 62) 

Devi’s portrayal of time here as the subject of the conversation which “can do anything” 

and the object of its own passage in the last sentence of the following passage shows the 

circular relevance of my analysis of the circular structure of the novel. But how do we 

make sense of the fact that Sujata collapses at the end of the novel due to appendicitis? 

With all of the psychological turmoil that she experiences to understand why her son 

decided to become a Naxalite insurgent, we might overlook the fact that Sujata has not 

undergone surgery to remove her appendix as physicians have recommended because she 

also suffers from anemia.  

 In concluding, I want to emphasize that like the treatments which might be 

proposed for the diseased body politic, those people who benefit from capitalist 

exploitation will likely not agree with these proposed treatments. Contemporary South 

Asian realist novels can serve as textual spaces to analyze such interdisciplinary 

implications of my research questions I considered earlier. I will end my quoting a 
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passage from Ronak K. Kapadia’s Insurgent Aesthetics: Security and the Queer Life of 

the Forever War:  

 How do artists and cultural producers make sense of these innovative carceral 

 security practices of policing, confinement, and enclosure?” How might we come 

 to “know” the archive of the detained and disappeared beyond empirical 

 registers? What do the prevailing archives of US global military detention 

 obscure? How do the artists featured here diagnose these gaps, disavowals, and 

 erasures in the archive while also conjuring the ghostly and spectral life of “warm 

 data,” or alternative articulations of affective collectivity and sensuous knowledge 

 in the forever war? (Kapadia 108) 

In conclusion, I want us to critically reconsider the implications of asking whether 

insurgents can speak or represent themselves. As Devi’s novel indicates, the insurgents 

portrayed in contemporary Bengali novels are often male militants, and the issue of 

sexism and gender subordination may be just as important to address here as we discuss 

Marxist insurgencies in West Bengal.  
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   CHAPTER THREE 

Rethinking Terrorism: Diasporic Narratives of Violence in Jhumpa Lahiri’s The Lowland 

and Kamila Shamsie’s Burnt Shadows 

 

 Kamila Shamsie’s novel Burnt Shadows begins with a prologue which portrays an 

unknown government interrogator strip searching an as-yet-unknown detained man:  

 Once he is in the cell they unshackle him and instruct him to strip. He takes off 

 the grey winter coat with brisk efficiency and then—as they watch, arms folded—

 his movements slow, fear turning his fingers clumsy on belt buckle, shirt buttons. 

 (1) 

Additionally Shamsie’s third-person narrator informs readers, “When he is dressed again, 

he suspects, he will be wearing an orange jumpsuit.” This statement both emphasizes the 

punishment of being stripped of one’s social identity and exemplifies the link between 

carceral discourses and normative ways of thinking—rather than thinking that he will be 

imprisoned, the detained man himself “suspects” that he will be.. Readers discover as 

Shamsie’s plot unfolds that the unknown man detained is one of the main characters; 

Through the course of the novel, the Pakistani-born Raza becomes a mercenary working 

for an American private security company and eventually is accused of being or aiding a 

terrorist. Despite the fact that this prologue of imprisonment begins Burnt Shadows, it 

temporally occurs in the end within the textual timeframe of the novel. Discussing 

cyclical narratives and circularity in Turkish writer Elif Shafak’s The Gaze, Zeynep Z. 

Ataurt-Fenge contrasts “Bentham’s circular design of the panopticon as a model prison, 

or simply the optical lens” with Shafak’s “circular form” that “entails an egalitarian 

quality as each point in a circle has an equal distance to the center” (287). Circular 
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narratives do not just imply a new way of thinking about temporality, but also with the 

way we relate to one another in an increasingly digitalized age. 

 In this essay, I wish to connect the circular narrative structures in Jhumpa Lahiri’s 

novel The Lowland and Kamila Shamsie’s Burnt Shadows to the global divisions of labor 

in the twentieth- and twenty-first centuries and violent local and transnational conflicts. I 

argue that both novels provide narratives of South Asian middle-class families that do not 

fit into the image of the “singular monolithic subject[s]” which postcolonial and feminist 

theorist Chandra Mohanty criticizes for being an oversimplistic and misconstrued 

representation of national and class differences (333). Before focusing separately on these 

two novels in the second and third sections, the first section of this chapter will introduce 

key concepts in postcolonial studies that I use in my analyses of the two novels and 

propose further comparative analyses between contemporary South Asian novels and 

nineteenth-century English horror novels such as Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein, seeing 

how the transnational scope envisioned by such horror writers in nineteenth-century 

England resonates or contrasts with the transnational scope of these novels written by 

women in South Asian diasporas. 

A GLOCAL DISCUSSION OF VIOLENCE 

In the introduction to his book Glocalization: A Critical Introduction, sociologist Victor 

Roudometof clarifies that the term ‘glocal’ has been used often since the late 1980s, 

stressing that people who might have opposing ideological views may utilize the term:  

 The word glocal is a neologism; that is, it is a new word constructed by fusing 

 global and local. The new term has quietly gained popularity since 1990, and its 

 use has increased across a variety of disciplines and fields. It is widely used in the 
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 literature on cross-cultural economic marketing, but it has also been applied to 

 fields vastly removed from business and management. (1) 

Multinational companies such as the Japanese electronics and entertainment corporation 

SONY and the American technology company Apple use the concept of glocalization to 

discuss how to effectively exploit (or profit from) the socioeconomic and geopolitical 

differences in specific locations around the world. Ecologists, on the other hand, have 

used the concept “to offer a representation of links along and across spatial scales in 

relationship to the goal of developing bridges relating local to regional to national to 

global levels for the purposes of environmental research and management” (Roudometof 

3). The term now has been used by sociologists, particularly in the field of 

postcolonialism. 

Postcolonial Glocalization. Perhaps the most important reason for postcolonial theorists 

and sociologists to want to discuss the concept of glocalization is because the process of 

globalization had often been thought of as “global social integration,” despite the twenty-

first century global division of labor proving that the people who profit from the 

transnational capitalist mode of production do not appear to desire such social integration 

(Roudometof 8). Quoting the 1991 edition of the Oxford Dictionary of New Words, 

Roudometof tells us that “glocalization derives from the Japanese notion of dochakuka, 

originally the agricultural principle of adapting farming techniques to local conditions” 

(2). 

 Assuming women different nationalities, yet alone women within one nation-

state, would form a unifying group of people all undergoing the same struggles and 

aiming for the same goals in life is like erecting a straw woman to attack—neither of 
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these assumed unified groups of people adequately represents the socioeconomic 

differences or geopolitical agendas at play. Mohanty deals with this particular issue in her 

essay “Under Western Eyes: Feminist Scholarship and Colonial Discourses.” She argues 

that the assumption of “ethnocentric universalism” apparent in many Western feminist 

texts, in which writers insist upon a “homogeneous notion of the oppression of [“Third-

world”] women as a group,” unfortunately “produces the image of an “average third 

world woman”’ that does not represent class and cultural differences (336-37). Like 

Sujata in Devi’s Mother of 1084, the Mitra family in Lahiri’s The Lowland are a middle-

class Bengali family who might not be properly accounted for if we do not focus our 

analyses on the relationships and conflicts between different classes and cultures. 

 Although both Lahiri and Shamsie portray socioeconomic, cultural, and ethnic 

differences, reading both novels leads us to conclude that they focus on the Pakistani and 

Bengali middle-class diaspora more than the other classes. My analyses of both novels 

will clarify what this specific middle-class focus entails in terms of Roudometof’s 

discussion of glocalization as a result of socioeconomic and geopolitical differences 

which transnational capitalism’s global division of labor exploits. By only separating 

women (and men) into the binary categories of “Western” women and “Third-world” 

women, we may consider conclusions that ignore “the complex interaction between class, 

culture, religion, and other ideological institutions and frameworks” (Mohanty 344). Such 

simplification can drastically hinder our ability to understand “the effects of particular 

power networks” which can be traced by studying the links between people of different 

nationalities, ethnicities, classes, cultures, and religions around the world. 
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Circular Accounts of Terrorism. Topological links and narrative similarities appear to 

exist between nineteenth-century English horror novels and twenty-first century novels 

on violent transnational and local conflicts from a diasporic South Asian perspective. 

Such a comparative analysis may help us connect nineteenth-century English discourses 

about class differences and the peripheral colonial spaces in the British Empire to 

diasporic South Asian discourses on class differences and these same spaces a century 

later in the postcolonial period.  

 “When [terrorism] is defeated,” Kim Burton asks her father Harry in Shamsie’s 

Burnt Shadows, “will you be going after horror and misery next?” (277). Kim’s rhetorical 

question not only critiques the “Global War on Terrorism” but also connects twenty-first 

century literature of terrorism to the gothic horror genre popular in the eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries. In Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein; or, The Modern Prometheus, for 

instance, Victor Frankenstein flees from his creation he finds abominable but then seeks 

desperately to kill it. Shelley’s novel seems to serve as a literary precursor to twenty-first 

century Anglophone literature of terrorism. Such status is due in part because of her 

portrayal of violence committed by and against someone others believe to be an unhuman 

monster, her emphasis on the creature’s emotionality, and her circular narrative structure. 

She warns readers in the preface not to consider her novel as one in which she “merely 

[weaves] a series of supernatural terrors” but to regard it as an “exhibition of the 

amiableness of domestic affection,” as if she were intending a certain kind of reading of 

her text in which we are to sympathize with the creature other people have considered 

monstrous (3-4).  
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If readers can easily sympathize with Frankenstein’s creature as it goes on a 

killing spree, then we could also attempt to use contemporary realist fiction to explore 

our situated perspectives on terrorism. Instead of understanding why “terrorists” behave 

so violently by collecting what Ronak K. Kapadia calls “warm data,” police and military 

forces interrogate these violent and presumably unsocial people as they stand naked and 

vulnerable before us so to acquire “cold, hard facts” from questions proposed by the 

police and military forces (130). Ironically, the police and military forces seem to express 

their inhumanness by gathering such inhumane and unemotional facts. In the following 

passage from his book Insurgent Aesthetics: Security and the Queer Life of the Forever 

War, Kapadia states,  

 Warm data is easiest to define in opposition to what it is not: warm data is the 

 opposite of cold, hard facts. Warm data is subjective; it cannot be proved or 

 disproved, and it can never be held against you in a court of law. Warm data is 

 specific and personal, never abstract. Warm databases are public, not secret. 

 However, warm data can only be collected voluntarily, not by force; the 

 respondent always has a choice—whether to answer or not, which questions to 

 answer, on what terms she will answer, and if her answers will be anonymous. A 

 warm database is distinguished from a corporate or government database not 

 primarily by its interface or underlying structure, but by the way its data is 

 collected. (130) 

Contemporary realist fiction about violent combats written with specific transnational 

scopes serving as the setting of their “fictive” accounts of reality often portray the 

absurdity and tragic experiences that occur as interrogators seek to strip the protagonists 
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the readers have become emotionally attached to naked so that they can gather cold, hard 

facts. 

The Lowland and Burnt Shadows, I argue, are two such novels in which circular 

narratives serve to disrupt preconceived animosity towards violent nonstate actors and 

open readers up to understanding their violent behavior in ways that we may not be able 

to consider because of our consumerist American lifestyles. Bringing these two examples 

of the portrayal of terrorism in contemporary South Asian diaspora realist literature into 

conversation with Shelley’s gothic novel begs the question whether fictional terrorists 

typically garner as much sympathy by first-world readers as fictional “monsters” do. 

With my argument, I hope to encourage further studies of both real and literary terrorism 

that challenge the dominant meanings of terrorism as exemplified in US mainstream 

media in order to counter the systems of knowledge produced by observing terrorism 

rather than affectively relating to terrorism by understanding how their actions are linked 

to our own actions as American consumers, taxpayers, and voters complicit in US-

sanctioned state violence and transnational capitalism. 

Horrible Monsters and Terrific Terrorists. Kim Burton’s rhetorical question linking non-

state terrorism and horror demonstrates what Jasbir K. Puar and Amit S. Rai suggest is 

the “monstrosity [that has] come to organize the discourse on terrorism” (118). The US 

intelligence community and mainstream media often portray non-state terrorists as either 

psychologically abnormal or skillful planners of destruction, leading us to fear them; 

however, literature and films often offer alternative accounts of terrorists that promote 

more sympathetic understandings. Gayatri Gopinath recommends that “the sensorial and 

the affective [be thought of] as alternative modes and conduits for apprehending the 
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intertwined nature of seemingly discrete historical formations” in ways that the visual 

field does not allow us to apprehend (18). Lahiri and Shamsie illustrate Gopinath’s 

alternative modes of apprehension: they create terrorists who are amiable, compassionate 

towards others, and deeply affected emotionally by the brutality of state violence on both 

a broad social context and a personal one. These “terrorists” actually respond to what 

they believe are inhumane and monstrous crimes committed by either their own 

governments or other nation-states. Whereas other scholars (such as Kalyan Nadiminti 

and Nalini Iyer) provide only a peripheral reading of Udayan in their feminist analyses of 

Lahiri’s second novel, I focus my attention on him and other violent characters in 

Shamsie’s fifth novel. What is at stake with my readings of these two novels is 

discovering the implications of an affective analysis of the literature of terrorism as I seek 

to “disorient and reorient” American readers onto alternative pathways of analyzing 

violent conflicts portrayed by South Asian diasporic women novelists (Gopinath 21). 

“A MISCREANT, AN EXTREMIST”: CONFLICT ANALYSIS IN LAHIRI’S THE LOWLAND 

While Valerie Miner mistakenly argues that the narrative of Lahiri’s second novel is 

chronological in her review “The Militant, His Wife, and His Brother,” I want to draw 

attention to the link between its circular and disjointed narrative structures based on the 

suddenness of Lahiri’s grammatical tense shifts. For example, Lahiri writes most of the 

first four sections in the past tense, whereas the fifth section shifts suddenly to the present 

tense; however, this tense shift in-itself does not indicate a circular narrative. So what 

does call into question the supposedly linear narrative?  
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Tense Shifts in Circular Narratives. Paying closer attention to the first and second 

paragraph of the novel reveals its circular structure. “East of the Tolly Club,” Lahiri 

begins her novel, “there is a small mosque. A turn leads to a quiet enclave” (3). Then, the 

second paragraph sounds remarkably like a fairy tale: “Once within this enclave, there 

were two ponds, oblong, side by side.” The difficulty in realizing the circular narrative of 

Lahiri’s novel lies in the fact that the temporal change occurs in the same geological 

space: a temporal change suddenly happens, but the setting remains the same space even 

though it has changed and the name of the city changes as well. This circular narrative 

based on temporal changes of the same setting frames the tragic experiences of the Mitra 

family and Gauri between a fraught colonial history and a postcolonial period of massive 

displacement of people based on ethnic, national, and religious differences. 

 Another important tense shift to focus on occurs in the first chapter of the final 

section; the scene where Subhash visits Ireland with “his new wife” is written in present 

tense though the chapters preceding and following it are written in the past tense (Lahiri 

401). Similar settings and objects in this chapter connect the various places that Subhash 

has lived in or visited. The narrative presents the characters only in coastal places: 

Kolkata in West Bengal; Kingston, Rhode Island; California; and now the “western coast 

of Ireland.” Subhash and his new wife have taken their honeymoon on the Beara 

Peninsula of western Ireland. When listening to his wife explain the possible origins of an 

Ogham stone, Subhash suddenly remembers the stone tablet in the lowland near his 

childhood house in Calcutta that bears his dead brother’s name. The lowland where 

Udayan’s mother commemorated him has now been transformed into residential 

apartments, thus juxtaposing the student uprisings in the 1960s to both the community’s 
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gentrification process and the increasing displacement of poorer people from surrounding 

regions who migrate to Kolkata to serve these increasingly wealthy residents.  

 Lahiri’s novel allows readers to understand this transregional displacement of 

people as a fulfillment of transnational capitalism’s desire for cheap labor at the cost of 

ruptured communities. Such a portrayal of forced displacements clearly shows that 

societies are not unified groups of people. Such transregional displacement and forced 

migration relates both to local and transnational violent conflicts and transnational 

capitalism. 

Exploiting Forced Displacements. Lahiri depicts the relationship between transregional 

displacement and conflicts instantly in her opening chapter. She writes, “Hindus [had] 

fled from Dhaka, from Rajshahi, from Chittagong” as a result of the conflict between 

Muslim Bengals and Hindu Bengals after the collapse of the British Raj and the Partition 

of India into the dominions of Pakistan and India (Lahiri 5). The Bangladesh War of 

Independence in 1971 led to much of the displacement which the narrator refers to in the 

opening chapter. Although a text of literary fiction, The Lowland allows readers who 

might have been uninformed about Naxalite insurgencies in West Bengal to connect local 

conflicts in Kolkata to its colonial history and broader transnational conflicts in South 

and Southeast Asia. 

 These transnational conflicts appear in both South Asian novels and sociological 

texts to be the cause of massive displacements of people on which transnational 

capitalism thrives. Discussing the origins of the Naxalite uprising, sociologist Rabindra 

Ray notes that the social stratification in West Bengal has largely resulted from these 

displacements: “In the more prestigious, relatively skilled stratum the Bengalis 



77 
 

preponderate, whereas in the heavy manual and menial occupations Biharis and [Odias] 

predominate” (51). Ray contends that industrial cities like Kolkata would not be able to 

function without a working-class population and that most of this new population of 

laborers arises due to the displacement of people in surrounding Indian states and other 

nearby nation-states. Literary and transnational feminist scholar Lisa Lowe notes along 

similar lines that “the relations of production of nineteenth-century industrial capitalism 

were characterized by the management of the urban workers by the urban bourgeoisie” 

(108). What happens when the urban workers and the urban bourgeoisie (or management 

and capitalist classes) are predominately divided along racial and ethnic lines? 

 The novel demonstrates that Kolkata is both a city displaced people immigrate to 

and one which many Hindu Bengalis emigrate from as well. Although Lowe writes of an 

American context, her claim seems to correspond to Ray’s claim in a Bengali context as 

well. In the US, Lowe argues that many “Asian immigrants are still a necessary racialized 

labor force within the domestic national economy,” whereas Ray proposes that Biharis 

and Odias fulfill this racialized workforce within the regional West Bengali economy (5). 

Lowe’s claim about the US national economy connects also to the displacement of the 

various diasporas within Kolkata; Lahiri writes that the displaced diasporas in 

Tollygunge and surrounding neighborhoods are “[a] displaced population that Calcutta 

accommodated but ignored” (5). Lowe also references the United States’ Immigration 

and Nationality Act of 1965, which eased the century’s old restriction laws and 

immigration quotas that forbade immigration from Asian, Eastern European, and some 

Southern European nations. As a result, Subhash can leave Kolkata to escape from both 

the oppression of the government and the escalating Naxalite insurgencies and student 
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protests in which his brother immerses himself; however, both the city he emigrates from 

and the nation-state he immigrates to have stratified workforces based on race, ethnicity, 

and place of origin. It is interesting to note that Subhash immigrates to Kingstown, Rhode 

Island after the Civil Rights movement in the 1960s and as Americans protest the US 

government’s attempted invasion of Vietnam. 

An Insurgent and His Peaceful Brother. By creating a college-educated, secular, middle-

class character who resorts to terrorism, Lahiri has avoided popular stereotypes of 

terrorists as psychologically disturbed or financially distressed people. As Surbhi Malik 

has argued about Mohsin Hamid’s portrayal of an educated and financially secure 

character suspected of being a terrorist in his novel The Reluctant Fundamentalist, 

reading The Lowland “challenges our deep-seated expectations about fundamentalism by 

presenting us with a “suspect” who is modern and educated, not illiterate or religious” 

(236). Furthermore, Udayan’s compassion for the Naxalite peasants and his accidental 

self-injury while making a bomb confirm that rational and careful planning do not dictate 

his terroristic acts as counterinsurgent narratives might suggest. In the US Army’s FM 3-

24 Counterinsurgency, Generals David H. Petraeus and James F. Amos tell 

counterinsurgents,   

 Effective insurgents rapidly adapt to changing circumstances. They cleverly use 

 the tools of the global information revolution to magnify the effects of their 

 actions. The[y] often carry out barbaric acts and do not observe accepted norms of 

 behavior. However, by focusing on efforts to secure the safety and support of the 

 local populace, and through concerted effort to truly function as learning 

 organizations, the Army and Marine Corps can defeat their insurgent enemies. (x) 
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Petraeus and Amos imply that allowing people to have access to information around the 

globe is dangerous while also suggesting that the US Army and Marine Corps must 

function to promote learning—this learning is highly selective in both content and 

audience. This statement also reinforces the imperialistic notion that the American 

government and military leaders think they “are saving brown women from brown men” 

Gayatri Spivak tells us to explore from a psychoanalytic perspective (92). 

Such challenges to preconceived conceptions of terrorists presented in South 

Asian and Middle Eastern literature disorients dominant narratives of terrorism in 

American or European discourses. Lahiri even mentions that the two leaders of the 

Naxalbari uprising come from landowning or Brahmin families (24). Like Karl Marx and 

Friedrich Engels, familial poverty is not the reason why Charu Majumdar and Kanu 

Sanyal decided to fight against their government. Whereas Ray’s sociological analysis of 

the Naxalites focuses primarily on the political reasons for the university student revolts, 

Lahiri’s portrayal of the causes also focuses on personal reasons for deciding to respond 

violently to oppressive authority. By doing so, she also disrupts popular Western 

narratives of terrorists predominately being financially or psychologically distressed 

people. 

Her portrayal of Udayan’s reasons illustrates the alternative sensorial and 

affective genealogies Gopinath recommends we consider when trying to understand the 

complex transtemporal and transregional connections. The Tolly Club in Tollygunge 

built walls to keep the displaced immigrants off the golf course in the novel, yet the walls 

also interfere with Subhash’s and Udayan’s access to the golf course. One evening, a 

policeman caught the brothers as children climbing over the wall to exit the golf course 



80 
 

and tells them that “these grounds are restricted” (Lahiri 9). The policeman—a symbol of 

state authority—then beats a young Subhash with a steel shaft while Udayan looks on in 

terror. In this encounter, Udayan first glimpses the brutality of the Indian state and its 

enforcers. Even without having heard the speeches of the leaders of the newly emerging 

CPI(ML), Udayan might have retained this anger of authority. Udayan’s mom Bijoli 

remembers that “the police had called him a miscreant, an extremist,” a “member of an 

illegal political party,” and a “boy who did not know right from wrong” (Lahiri 220-21). 

But “miscreant” and “extremist” seem more likely to describe the policeman who brutally 

beat Subhash in front of his crying brother. Like the police killings of African Americans 

in the US, these incidents clearly challenge the narrative of heroic counterinsurgents that 

Petraeus and Amos paint in their field manual. 

Udayan’s revolutionary leanings also inspires his wife Gauri to disavow 

normative gender roles later in life. Without Udayan having encouraged her to break out 

of such gender roles, Gauri might not have pursued an education even after Subhash 

married her so she could leave his parents’ house. Like Brati in Devi’s Mother of 1084, 

Udayan opposed many of the roles which young Indian women performed in Bengali 

society and within households. Lahiri writes that Udayan, 

[S]tarted giving [Gauri] things to read. From the bookstalls he bought her Marx’s 

Manifesto, and Rousseau’s Confessions. Felix Greene’s book on Vietnam. […] 

They exchanged opinions about the limits of political freedom and whether 

freedom and power meant the same thing. About individualism, leading to 

hierarchies. About what society happened to be at the moment, and what it might 

become. (Lahiri 70) 
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Along with Gauri’s decision to separate from Subhash and her daughter Bela, this 

passage corresponds to what Kalyan Nadiminti argues about the novel replacing the 

predominant focus in South Asian diaspora literature on reproductive labor with a focus 

on intellectual labor. Nadiminti proposes that Gauri embodies an anti-futurist ethics as 

she refuses to take part in maintaining a family within a corrupt and unwelcoming 

transnational capitalist system. Nadiminti’s analysis of The Lowland matches other 

studies focusing on Gauri or Bela, but I wish to bring more attention to the character 

Udayan by contrasting his actions with his brother Subhash’s actions. 

 Both Udayan and Subhash work to limit the destructive tendencies of 

transnational capitalism; however, the younger brother does so via politics while the 

older one attempts to through science, as he studies the effects of massive oil spills on 

marshland ecosystems (Lahiri 75). Rather than attempt to help his younger brother or 

even attempt to understand why Udayan becomes more involved with Naxalite 

insurrectionaries, Subhash’s actions seem to indicate a belief that him and his brother 

should go separate ways. Lahiri writes, “In Calcutta, just after the party was formed, 

Subhash left, going to America. He was critical of the party’s objectives, disapproving, in 

fact” (411). Nadiminti is correct in emphasizing that Subhash fits the description of a 

model minority because of being family-oriented, yet he also fits the role because of his 

apolitical and docile tendencies (240, 242). This characterization occurs again when 

Subhash fears being involved with his roommate Richard’s anti-Vietnam protests: the 

narrator tells us that “like his father, [Subhash] knew he had to be careful” (Lahiri 43). 

Carefulness might be interpreted as carelessness, seeing as neither the father nor the 

brother helped Udayan. Subhash feels welcomed in the US because of his intellectual 
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pursuits, yet he senses that such an invitation has its limits and does not participate as a 

social protester. Whether in Calcutta, West Bengal or Kingstown, Rhode Island, Subhash 

does not actively try to change society outside of his scientific career path. 

 The US Smith Act trials just a decade earlier confirm Subhash’s fears as 

immigrants who expressed criticism of the US government and Communist citizens faced 

threats of deportation and imprisonment. In The Plot to Gag America, Elizabeth Gurley 

Flynn states, “Denaturalization proceedings are beginning to assume menacing 

proportions. The victims are not accused of crimes, but of political views which they may 

hold now, may once have held, or never held” (3-4). Studying the Smith Act (or the Alien 

Registration Act of 1940) alongside the Hart-Celler Act (or the Immigration and 

Nationality Act of 1965) reveals an American government that in a fifteen-year span 

simultaneously sought to suppress political dissent and allowing hard-working and 

obedient families to emigrate to the US. Leaving an increasingly violent environment in 

1960s Calcutta, Subhash moves to Rhode Island and fears what Flynn refers to as a 

“police state” trying to supervise all actions by both citizens and non-citizens (5). 

Although Subhash flees from violent conflicts between state and nonstate actors, his 

younger brother commits himself to revolutionary plans of transforming West Bengal 

society according to a socialist mode of economic production. 

 Like Frankenstein’s creature, the narrator portrays Udayan as a complex character 

who though compassionate for certain people also feels a desire to kill other people 

because of his own personal experiences and his worldview that he acquires in college. 

But unlike Frankenstein’s creature, Udayan has parents, a brother, and a wife who miss 

him dearly and deal with their grief in a variety of ways—repressing their memories, 
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refusing to form further familial bonds, and contemplating suicide. Readers ought to 

think more sympathetically about many terrorists after examining how Udayan’s 

terrifying encounters with state authority and unique position within twentieth-century 

transnational capitalism precede his violent actions. 

“SUSPECTED TERRORIST”: PATRIOTISM RUINS FAMILIES IN SHAMSIE’S BURNT SHADOWS 

In transitioning from Lahiri’s novel to Shamsie’s novel, I want to rearticulate my 

argument that the tragic circular narratives encourage a rereading of terrorist literature to 

understand that many violent non-state actors are dynamic individuals who have been 

mistreated by state authority and have inevitably formed critical opinions of transnational 

capitalism. Their role as terrorists is contingent upon the current economic mode of 

production. If they lived in a communist society that did not try to exploit labor for 

surplus value, they might not feel the urge to fight against their government.  

Strip Searching Protagonists. The state-sanctioned violence might create docile or ideal 

citizens like Subhash, non-state terrorists like Udayan, or mothers like Gauri whose 

suffering and angst lead her to give up her role as mother and to the brink of suicide in 

The Lowland; however, such conflicts also allow the US government to hold Raza Ashraf 

indefinitely merely on the accusation by his former coworker Steve of having aided and 

abetted the killing of private military contractors in Shamsie’s Burnt Shadows. 

Furthermore, the actual portrayal of non-state terrorism in the novel occurs through 

Abdullah’s involvement in the transnational Islamic movement that he characterizes as a 

defense against Western “invaders or occupiers” (Shamsie 352). Whereas Western 

discourses often paint the conflict in terms of American patriots and their allies 
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combatting against non-state terrorism, Abdullah’s description of the same conflict 

enables the “radical relationality of multiple subjectivities that constitute and at times 

interrupt one another” Gopinath mentions as a process that leads to a sense of 

disorientation (143). Both novels offer counternarratives to those narratives in dominant 

Western discourses on non-state terrorism; these counternarratives allow readers to see 

the accused “terrorists” as humane people, especially when compared to the violent acts 

which state actors commit in the name of patriotism and as a means of securing “peace.” 

This concept of peace will be more evident by analyzing Kamila Shamsie’s Burnt 

Shadows. 

Near the end of Burnt Shadows, Shamsie articulates the transtemporal and 

transnational origins of Raza’s imprisonment: “The Ashraf-Tanakas, the Weiss-

Burtons—their story together the story of a bomb, the story of a lost homeland, the story 

of a man shot dead by the docks, the story of body armour ignored, of running alone from 

the world’s greatest superpower” (362). The circular narrative of Shamsie’s novel frames 

the dropping of the atomic bombs on Hiroshima within the frame of the post-9/11 arrest 

of Raza who US authorities hold indefinitely as a terrorist suspect when the novel ends. 

This passage weaves a fraught history with threads of colonialism and postcolonialism, 

forced exiles, capitalism’s dependence on and simultaneous lack of care for cheap 

immigrant labor, and the War on Terror. By interweaving together such a fraught 

sequence of events in a non-linear fashion that begins the novel at the end of the story, 

Shamsie calls into question the emphasis we put on the events of 9/11 over other 

significant violent transnational events.  
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While the non-state terrorism Lahiri portrays seems to only arise in certain 

regions within the Indian state and only as emotionally significant to Bengali American 

diaspora communities, the violence Shamsie portrays indicates more of a transnational 

scale. Udayan’s immersion in the Naxalite uprising as a university student seems to be 

due in part to food shortages and the treatment of the peasantry by landowners and the 

urban laborers by the managerial class, yet such violent immersion also appears to occur 

as a result of a police officer brutally beating his brother when they were children simply 

for trespassing on an enclosed wealthy golf course. Lahiri depicts the cause of non-state 

terrorism in West Bengal to be caused by class relations and personal opinions of 

students and rural peasants about the Indian nation-state and capitalist and landowning 

classes. Shamsie also portrays the cause of terrorism to be personal, albeit the only actual 

terrorism narrated is committed by “minor” characters. Raza is accused and arrested 

because of his affective link to his friend Abdullah and other mujahedeen fighters whose 

weapons to fight the Russians have been financially supported by multiple nation-states 

like the US. The US government arms the people they arrest.  

Affective Terrorists. Affective ties seem to be important reasons in these novels for 

deciding to perform terroristic or insurgent acts. Even Abdullah’s involvement in non-

state violence is linked to his ties to his brothers, though their connections to the 

transnational fighting is not told. The only acts of terrorism narrated are by minor 

characters in the novel, yet even these “minor” characters can impact the narrative in 

devastating ways. The US pilot who dropped an atomic bomb on Nagasaki and the 

Japanese suicide pilots are the first examples in the novel of state terrorism (Shamsie 15). 
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The prologue and the opening chapter contain both transnational migrations and 

relationships due largely to warfare and postcolonial conflicts.  

Shamsie’s novel, however, does not portray Raza’s friend Abdullah as well-

educated or financially secure like Malik argues Hamid does in The Reluctant 

Fundamentalist and like I argue Lahiri does in The Lowland. With Abdullah’s connection 

to non-state violence, Shamsie does not offer a counternarrative to the dominant Western 

discourse of violent non-state actors as poor or less educated, but she does portray the 

“radical relationality of multiple subjectivities” that Gopinath calls for in Abdullah’s 

description of the conflict in Afghanistan and in Raza’s friendship being a factor in his 

decision to help a suspected terrorist.  

Whereas Abdullah’s reasons for fighting exemplify the emotional and deeply 

personal causes that readers also witness in Udayan’s decision and also in the decisions 

of Frankenstein’s creature, Raza’s original reason for joining Abdullah seems trivial and 

lacking in personal connection. He decides to leave with Abdullah for the mujahedeen 

camps after he has failed his entrance examinations into law school in Pakistani 

universities, although he intends to depart from Abdullah to go stay with his aunt when 

they arrive. Thus, Shamsie does not create characters who fully counter the dominant 

Western narratives of suspected terrorists like Lahiri does. Shamsie’s novel seems to be 

less of a counternarrative to the typical representation of who terrorists are and more of a 

counternarrative showing the transtemporal and transregional origins of non-state 

terrorism and reasons for why people like Raza and Abdullah are easily targeted as 

suspects of terrorism in the US.  
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Like Kolkata, large groups of displaced people have emigrated to Pakistan’s 

largest city. In the fish harbor of Karachi, a stranger and Sajjad teach Harry about the 

transregional and transtemporal connectivities that make the city so ethnically diverse. 

The stranger tells him, “People here are from every nation within Pakistan, Baloch, 

Pathan, Sindhi, Hindu, Sikh even. Everyone. Even an American can come and sell fish 

here if he wants” (Shamsie 163). Sajjad then grabs hold of a boy and tells Harry, “But 

these are the original inhabitants of Karachi. The Makranis. They’re descended from 

African slaves. […] This coastline was along the slave route—not your slave route, of 

course. The Eastern one.” In the Arab slave trade, Africans, Europeans, and Arabs were 

sold into slavery across inland Saharan routes and along coastal settlements across the 

Indian Ocean.  

This displacement of people sold into slavery during these centuries has largely 

been replaced by the forced migrations of people in the twentieth and twenty-first century 

which Lowe discusses as a necessary labor force for global capitalism. Thus, there seems 

to be a link between the Atlantic and Arab slave trades since before the sixteenth century 

and the displacement of people today as a result of conflicts and capitalism. Moving to 

New York City as a boy, Harry examines himself and the other children of immigrants 

during school, and he “understood that America allowed—no, insisted on—migrants as 

part of its national fabric in a way no other country had ever done. All you had to do was 

show yourself willing to be American” (Shamsie 174). Reading this passage alongside 

the Smith Act testimonies calls into doubt what kind of immigrants are allowed to be 

“part of its national fabric” based on what it means to be “American.” 
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How to Prevent Terrorism. Some characters in the novel acknowledge their complicit 

roles in transnational capitalism and the dangers which exist because of their complicit 

roles; other characters seem to be ignorant of their social roles. Harry is not a structural 

engineer like his daughter Kim, yet he knows the structure of society in a way that she 

does not realize during the novel. Shamsie writes, 

When [Harry] arrived in Islamabad, it had been a three-way affair: Egypt 

provided the Soviet-made arms, America provided financing, training and 

technological assistance, and Pakistan provided the base for training camps. But 

now, the war was truly international. Arms from Egypt, China and—soon—Israel. 

Recruits from all over the Muslim world. Training camps in Scotland! There was 

even a rumour that India might be willing to sell on some of the arms they had 

bought from their Russian friends […]. Here was internationalism, powered by 

capitalism. Different worlds moving from their separate spheres into a new kind 

of geometry. (206-07). 

Furthermore, when Harry “was in the Democratic Republic of the Congo […], overseeing 

the setting up of Arkwright and Gleen’s operation to provide security for a Belgian 

diamond-export company,” he critiqued his own feelings about the number of lives lost 

during 9/11 (Shamsie 276). Only a few thousands of lives were lost in 9/11 attacks while 

there were more than two and a half million lives lost in the Second Congo War, yet he 

does not mourn for their deaths like he does for the deaths of the Americans. This is 

because he imagines himself to have some sort of “deeper” connection with these other 

“Americans” that he does not seem to have with the Congolese people who died. His 

daughter Kim, on the other hand, fails to comprehend the complexity of her father’s 
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involvement in transnational capitalism and violence in the name of “security.” Private 

military contractors (PMCs) are steadily replacing state militaries, and this makes the 

difference between “soldiers” and “terrorists” even more arbitrary than before. In 

addition to this arbitrariness, private military contractors can quickly be accused by their 

co-workers of being involved in non-state terrorism.  

 One question that needs to be considered is whether the killings of Harry and the 

other PMCs can even count as non-state terrorism. This signifies the nation-state’s 

intention to maintain a monopoly on legitimate violence (i.e., peace and security). 

Inderpal Grewal signals the cyclical link between neoliberal capitalism and the need to 

increase state security in the following passage: 

Security enables a promise of welfare that the state cannot fulfill, not because it is 

unable to but because its neoliberal alliances prevent it from doing so. This means 

that neoliberalism alter the relations between citizens, nations, and states by 

shifting power and sovereignty to corporations and individuals at national and 

transnational scales. Such shifts create problems of state legitimacy, and have 

come to produce protests and frictions that mark the era of advanced liberalism. 

(13) 

When some people see foreign multibillion-dollar corporations protected by private 

mercenaries extracting natural resources from their communities, they ought to be angry. 

The reasons for nonstate terrorism are not to be found within the psychology of the 

“terrorists,” but rather the reasons can be discussed in terms of the social entities against 

which they are fighting. They might not feel the urge to kill someone who was not 

exploiting natural resources for economic profits. Shamsie depicts this transferal of 
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power to the private sector via the replacement of state militaries by private military 

contractors like Harry. 

In concluding my analysis of Burnt Shadows, Grewal’s term “security mom” 

seems like an excellent label for Kim’s desire to serve her country as a structural engineer 

who thinks about ways to prevent buildings from collapsing due to future terrorist attacks 

and as a person who calls the police on Abdullah before he can escape from Canada. The 

horrific image of Kim as a child “dressed up as World Peace” for Halloween haunts her 

character for the rest of the novel and connects to her desire to secure society from 

terrorist threats by constructing sturdier buildings (Shamsie 257). Her one-sided view of 

world affairs keeps her from understanding the complexity of transnational conflicts. She 

feels threatened by Abdullah’s myth that Afghans “go straight to heaven” if the people 

they kill “come as invaders or occupiers” of their communities (Shamsie 352). She thinks 

of such people as “terrorists” whereas Abdullah believes they are “martyrs.” Instead of 

imagining how to construct sturdier buildings, she could have used the time to think 

about how to stop Muslim terrorists from wanting to kill Americans because of their 

complicity as taxpayers and democratic voters in their government’s violent acts. 

 Ultimately, not knowing that Raza intentionally replaced Abdullah with himself at 

the last moment, Kim’s action is one in a series of consequential steps that ultimately 

leads to Raza’s arrest. Kim’s unknowingness serves as a microcosm of every person who 

tries to be “exceptional citizens” and protect society without even actually investigating 

their government’s involvement in violence and oppression. In conclusion, such 

narratives can encourage readers to break free of their complicit chains to their 

governments so they can become critical of established regimes of power. But the 
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question that now must be considered is how disunification can be productive for society, 

since these two novels portray disunification and displacement as being beneficial for 

transnational capitalism. How can our scholarship address the issues of social violence 

and terrorism in ways that government authorities seem to not consider? How do 

contemporary novels written about South Asian diasporic families or communities 

counter popular American narratives of Muslim, Arab, and South Asian terrorism? 

CONCLUDING REMARKS 

In concluding this chapter, I hope to have adequately explained my contention that the 

circular narratives of both novels effectively manage to transform animosity towards 

terrorists into sympathy for fellow human beings caught between personal and familial 

intimacies and violent social conflicts contingent upon an unequal global division of 

racial labor. Furthermore, I argued that the uncertain conclusions of both novels suggest 

that conflicts and the distraught relationships formed because of them cannot be fully 

resolved, that the devastating social effects of such conflicts are not only unsolvable but 

also demonstrate that we should think about governments such as those in the US and 

India as being both creators and suppressors of disunity and un-assimilability. But after 

“learn[ing] to dwell in this state of suspension and disorientation,” what are we as readers 

and scholars of such literature to do (Gopinath 98)?  

 Both novels show that we cannot understand local communities or nation-states as 

being distinct and separate from the rest of the world, that we must study how the process 

of glocalization connects us all together in complex ways. Gopinath suggests that we 

come to terms with a perspectivist theory of epistemology and ethics: 
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[A] queer optic deviates from a forward-looking directionality and instead veers 

toward multiple objects, spaces, and temporalities simultaneously. It provides us 

with a vantage point both productively disoriented and disorienting: it is from 

here that we can glimpse a palimpsestic landscape marked by the promiscuous 

intimacies of entangled histories of dispossession and containment, diaspora and 

dwelling. Indeed we can understand the phrase “crossed eyes” to also reference 

the crossings and encounters of numerous “I”s: the radical relationality of 

multiple subjectivities that constitute and at times interrupt one another, as they 

traverse this disorienting terrain. (143) 

With such a queer optic in mind, readers can look at and think of the same object or 

person in different (perhaps even contradictory) ways. The question then becomes 

towards what does such a way of thinking and analyzing lead us: towards acceptance of 

violent social and transnational conflicts or self and social transformation? In other 

words, what is the point of such portrayals of terrorists and social revolutionaries? 
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