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My thesis argues that Rohinton Mistry’s Tales from Firozsha Baag (1987), Such a Long Journey 

(1991), and A Fine Balance (1995), as postcolonial allegories, gauge and reconsider Partition of 

the Indian subcontinent in 1947. I investigate the representations of the India-China war in 1962, 

the war of the liberation of Bangladesh, genocide and rape, Hindu-Muslim riots, caste violence, 

ultranationalism, and State of Emergency in the seventies in connection to Partition, in Mistry’s 

texts, to ask: Is a multicultural, multi-ethnic and multireligious India, as envisioned by the 

author, tenable in the face of a nuclear arms race and xenophobia? Does the hybrid identity of the 

Indian in Mistry teeter on the brink of post-Partition disillusionment? Despite his global 

readership, scholars have been relatively silent about Mistry’s interpretation of Partition. My 

thesis addresses this gap and re-evaluates Mistry’s fiction to critically re-position the author in 

the context of literary responses to Partition.   
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Introduction 

It was extravagant, history’s wrenching price: farmers, villagers, living in some other 

world, one day awoke to find they no longer inhabited familiar homes but that most 

modern thing, a Muslim or a Hindu nation. There was death and panic in the cities 

when they rose up to flee, the Muslims traveling in one direction, the Hindus in the 

other.   

Sara Suleri, Meatless Days.  

Decolonization in South Asia was accompanied by the creation of artificial states, and 

these were accompanied by unprecedented collective violence.  

Veena Das, Critical Events: An Anthropological Perspective on Contemporary India. 

A constant cause, one which it must be possible to prove has acted in the past, is acting 

in the present, and will act in the future. Hence the event which will enable us to decide 

if there is progress will be a sign which is ‘rememorativum, demonstrativum, 

prognosticon’. It must be a sign which shows that things have indeed always been thus 

(the rememorative sign), a sign which shows that things are at present happening thus 

(the demonstrative sign), a sign finally which shows that things will always be thus (the 

prognostic sign).  

Michel Foucault, “Kant on Enlightenment and Revolution.” 

In one of the chapters in The Cambridge History of Canadian Literature (2009), Neil ten 

Kortenaar mentions Rohinton Mistry as “probably the most read Canadian writer, especially 

since his novel A Fine Balance . . . became a Book Club selection of Oprah Winfrey, the 

American television host, in 2001” (557). Mistry’s fiction representing Canadian literature on 

TV in Winfrey’s show underpins the importance of the contribution of the new immigrants to 
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Canada’s image of multiculturalism and diversity. In the short story “Swimming Lessons,” 

anthologized in Tales from Firozsha Baag, Mistry deals with the idea of the contribution of 

new immigrants to multiculturalism in Canada. I mention the word new before the word 

immigrants and emphasize both of the words since I am making here a clear distinction 

between the arrival of immigrants to Canada in the later part of the 20th century and early 21st 

century vis-à-vis the emigration to Canada in the 19th century.  

          In his works, Mistry depicts the politics around new immigrants and their economic 

and cultural impact on Canada. Mistry is regarded as a Canadian author who represents the 

multicultural and global image of Canada by scholars like ten Kortenaar (2009). Similarly, 

Marta Dvořák identifies Mistry as one of the “cosmopolitan voices” writing fiction in Canada 

(193). If the works of Alice Munro are important to understand the emigration of Scottish 

people to Canada, then, certainly, Mistry is significant to understand the immigration of 

South Asians to Canada. The status of refugees and the new immigrants is part of wide-

ranging and ongoing debates in Canada and has been an issue in the re-election of Prime 

Minister Justin Trudeau in October 2019. In many ways, Mistry is exemplary not only as a 

new immigrant to Canada who became a globally read author but also as someone whose 

works have strong resonance of a history, the Partition of the Indian subcontinent in 1947, 

that is current and inescapable.1 Mistry’s works put forward a post-Partition multicultural, 

multi-ethnic, multi-lingual and multireligious India that is threatened by riots, wars, 

corruption, totalitarianism, and caste violence.2 In my thesis, I focus on these issues in 

Mistry’s Tales from Firozsha Baag (1987), Such a Long Journey (1991), and A Fine Balance 

(1995).     

          Wars, genocide, communal riots, ethnic cleansing, violent nationalism and jingoism, 

themes in Mistry’s works that represent history, continue to ravage the Indian subcontinent 

even after the birth of India and Pakistan in 1947, and the simultaneous withdrawal of the 
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British empire, and the freedom of Bangladesh in 1971. In many ways, my thesis is about 

why and how the history of Partition matters in grasping what Rohinton Mistry allegorically 

suggests about India’s colonial past and its postcolonial present. In a number of ways, my 

thesis is also about how Mistry’s fiction can help us to understand Partition and how such 

understanding can be employed to make sense of what is happening inside India and along its 

borders, and in relation to its neighbours at present. Kashmir’s misfortunes seem perpetual as 

for the last 72 years India and Pakistan are locked in an arms race over the fate of Kashmir. 

Mistry, born in the post-Partition era, in his fictional works acknowledges the impact of 

Partition as the presence of the British imperial past is conspicuously woven into the fabric of 

his fictional Indian subcontinent. For me, a South Asian, the eerie breath of the British empire 

can be felt throughout his texts—in the architecture, in street names, in the dominance of 

English language, in constant reference to the British judiciary, and about cricket, and, also, 

in many other spheres of life in the Indian subcontinent. The Indian subcontinent’s love affair 

with imperialism struggles to die, “very slowly and in great agony,” like George Orwell’s 

elephant in his essay (39), metaphorically indeed.3 And the colonial hangover struggles to 

cease in reality, as I can vouch for. 

          Mistry shows that the impact of Partition has continued long after the departure of the 

British, as losses of lives and displacement of people, directly or indirectly tied to the politics 

and history of Partition, seem never-ending.4 The latest conflict between India and Pakistan 

in February 2019, the new chapter succeeding four post-Partition wars (1947, 1965, 1971, 

and 1999) and numerous border skirmishes between the two neighbouring countries, had 

global powers and regional players like the US, Turkey, China, Iran and Saudi Arabia trying 

to diffuse tensions as India and Pakistan are nuclear powers and stability in South Asia is 

important for the global economy. Ayesha Jalal, a political scientist and historian, discerns:   



4 

 

 

Few political decisions in the twentieth century have altered the course of history in 

more dramatic fashion than the partition of India in 1947. To be sure, the end of formal 

colonialism and the redrawing of national boundaries was a tumultuous event, sending 

tremors throughout much of Asia and beyond. Yet perhaps nowhere was the shock felt 

more intensely or more violently than in the Indian subcontinent. Economic and social 

linkages which over the millennia had survived periods of imperial consolidation, crises 

and collapse to weld the peoples of the subcontinent into a loosely layered framework 

of interdependence were rudely severed. (9) 

In September 2019 at the United Nations, Pakistan and India engaged in heated debates over 

the fate of Kashmir since on August 5, 2019,  the Indian government “stripped autonomy 

from India-controlled Jammu and Kashmir, sent in tens of thousands of additional troops, and 

imposed a strict communications blackout and curfew on citizens living there” (Caitlin Hu, 

“Imran Khan and Narendra Modi Address the UN, as Thousands Protest Outside”). The hasty 

departure of the British from the Indian subcontinent in August 1947 left many issues 

unresolved and the issue of Kashmir is one among many such issues. The political feuds 

facing the Indian subcontinent in 2020 and beyond seem relentless as “tens of thousands of 

protesters” “have been hitting the streets” in India “for more than a month to demand the 

withdrawal of the Citizenship Amendment Act (CAA)” as “India’s parliament passed the 

CAA to grant citizenship to non-Muslims from Pakistan, Bangladesh and Afghanistan” (Bilal 

Kuchay, “Gandhi’s Death Anniversary Galvanises India’s Anti-CAA Protesters”). Kuchay 

explains that the critics of CAA say that it “violates India’s secular constitution and is anti-

Muslim” (“Gandhi’s Death Anniversary Galvanises India’s Anti-CAA Protesters”). Mistry’s 

allegorical rendition of the co-existence of multiple faiths and cultural practices seems to be 

under attack in India. Mistry himself signals the tenuousness of this co-existence when in 

Such a Long Journey, the black marble wall upholding the exhibit of religious and caste 
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harmony is demolished and the resistance to save it by ordinary Indians, who can be easily 

identified as subalterns, is brutally crushed.  

          It will not be an exaggeration to state that Mistry could predict the rise of the Hindutva 

in the 21st century. In A Fine Balance, his second novel, Mistry deals with this issue and 

shows how the seeds of hatred in the name of caste and creed become a norm in a pre-

Partition village near Bombay, right under the nose of the colonial regime. Mistry’s 

exploration of the necessity of religious pluralism and multiculturalism in India brings to 

mind the struggles of Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi.5 The Mahatma and his efforts to 

eradicate caste violence is recorded in A Fine Balance, which can be seen as a fictional 

rendition of the political and cultural history of the pre-Partition Indian subcontinent and 

India during and after the Partition. The historian Ramachandra Guha writes that “Gandhi had 

fasted many times . . . to promote Hindu–Muslim harmony” and “to stop the practice of 

untouchability” (666). In Kuchay’s report, Guha maintains that “the anti-CAA demonstrators 

have adopted non-violent means of protest, which is in line with Gandhi’s principles” 

(“Gandhi’s Death Anniversary Galvanises India’s Anti-CAA Protesters”). Against the 

backdrop of such political momentum and such climate of contentious debates the 

representation of the Indian subcontinent and its Partition in Rohinton Mistry come alive.    

          Partition in Mistry’s fiction not only surfaces as the most significant aspect of the 

contemporary history of the Indian subcontinent but it also signals an unresolved break 

between the colonial past of the Indian subcontinent and its postcolonial present. The scholars 

Anjali Gera Roy and Nandi Bhatia maintain that “the afterlife of Partition” “constitutes one 

of the central concerns” of their book (2008) since the “‘unofficial histories’” of Partition 

“which have left their imprint on the minds and bodies of survivors and refugees” 

“demonstrate the ways in which Partition marked a new temporality” (XI). The question of 

the temporality of Partition is important in Mistry too. I demonstrate in my thesis that 
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Partition did not end at all in Mistry and that is why its afterlife is not strictly what the literal 

meaning of the word suggests in the fiction of the author. Its afterlife is more of a presence of 

the historical and political impact and consequences of Partition in Mistry. In different 

shapes, after 1947, Partition keeps reappearing. In my thesis, post-Partition and the aftermath 

of Partition suggest the continuity of Partition rather than only gauging the after-effect of the 

event. 1947 in the Indian subcontinent is not recognized in Mistry simply as a moment in 

history; it is more than just as a point in time in his texts. In Rohinton Mistry’s work, the 

Partition of 1947 is more of a historical process that continues to constitute turbulent changes 

in the lives of the people of the Indian subcontinent. The past of Partition in Mistry is present 

in the contemporary reality of the Indian subcontinent and the pastness of Partition 

allegorically projects the future of the Indian subcontinent.          

          Mistry’s treatment of Partition needs also to be seen in connection to the identity of the 

author himself. The fact that Mistry chose Canada as a destination over other countries for his 

immigration also tells us a few things about contemporary politics in India. Mistry decides to 

choose the path of immigration during the “crazy Emergency” in India (Mistry, A Fine 

Balance 348). Emergency and sedition, the legacy of British colonialism, are still integral to 

the political reality of the Indian subcontinent. And it is the “Emergency,” with a capital “E,” 

that Mistry refers to so many times in A Fine Balance, that led to his emigration from 

Bombay to Toronto. Martin Genetsch documents that Mistry was born “in Bombay on 3 July 

1952” (119). Born just less than five years after the Partition of 1947, Mistry shows in his 

works how the prosperity of India, Pakistan, and Bangladesh is reeled backwards, out of 

balance, allegorically indeed, through wars, religious pogroms, racial and casteist 

discrimination, regionalism, environmental degradation, and corruption. Mistry’s treatment of 

all these issues can be traced back to the hurried departure of the British and Partition.  
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          Becoming an immigrant in Canada, I argue, helps Mistry to put in perspective the state 

of the Indian subcontinent after the physical departure of the British and their imperialist 

policies and practices. Canada, a postcolonial nation, offers Mistry the space to mull over 

another postcolonial nation, India. Mistry engages with India’s past and its present, and 

writes scathingly, but also lovingly, and with a sense of belonging that can be felt most 

strongly in Tales from Firozsha Baag. Mistry’s decision to find another home abroad is 

shared by the characters he portrayed in his short stories and novels.  

          In “Lend Me Your Light,” Jamshed keeps insisting that his friend Percy should 

immigrate to America because in India there is “just too much corruption” (Mistry 185). To 

explain why Mistry left India, Genetsch adds that “in 1975, one month after the Indian 

Emergency was declared, Mistry decided to emigrate” (119). It is clear that Mistry opted for 

pluralism, democracy, and multiculturalism and decided to leave, but not abandon, India, a 

country he felt is becoming more autocratic than before. In Such a Long Journey Gustad 

insists that his son Sohrab goes to America for higher education (Mistry 32). Gustad ponders: 

“What kind of life was Sohrab going to look forward to?” since there is no “future for 

minorities” in India “with all these fascist Shiv Sena politics and Marathi language nonsense” 

(Mistry 65). But Mistry did not choose America as his new home. Genetsch clarifies why 

Mistry chose Canada over other countries: “England was in the midst of race riots and 

America was not particularly attractive because of its military intervention in Vietnam” 

(119). Mistry’s worldview as a writer can be gauged from the choice he made as he avoided 

making the UK or the US his new home.   

          It can be generally observed that on the global stage America is important when it 

comes to the idea of “making it big.” And ten Kortenaar points that out exactly by connecting 

two ideas: first, Mistry as “probably the most read Canadian writer,” and second, A Fine 

Balance as “a Book Club selection of Oprah Winfrey” (557). I consider Winfrey’s book club 
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to be a distinctive cultural phenomenon since it combines two aspects of popular culture, TV 

shows and book clubs. Winfrey’s show also manoeuvres its weight on determining the 

literary taste of its vast audience world-wide. As someone who grew up in Bangladesh, I can 

attest to the popularity of Winfrey in Bangladesh over other TV hosts from Europe and North 

America. In Bangladesh, Winfrey is often mentioned alongside Toni Morrison and Maya 

Angelou.  

          In Bangladesh, Winfrey is seen not only as a champion of women’s rights and the 

rights of African Americans but also as a champion of humanity. I need to clarify that often 

in the postcolonial imagination the ethnic background of the oppressed, the religious or 

gender affiliations of the oppressed, or the geographical belongingness of the oppressed are 

less important. The oppressed is a category in itself. Thus, to a postcolonial observer of the 

state of the world, the general category of the oppressed may include, among other 

categories, the wretched in Frantz Fanon (1961), the African American woman in Morrison’s 

The Bluest Eye (2007), and the Dalit and the ordinary Indian in Mistry’s fiction.  

          My personal interest in Mistry is multifold. I intend to elaborate on my interest in 

Mistry later in this Introduction, although, at this point, I must confess that Mistry’s interest 

to tell stories about ordinary people in the Indian subcontinent is endearing. Winfrey’s 

persona of an African American celebrity and as someone who is the living embodiment of 

rags-to-riches are inspiring to the Third World viewer who deals with the drudges of day to 

day struggles, examples of which are replete in Mistry’s fiction. Mistry’s fiction brings forth 

the problems and issues South Asians face almost every day, for example, the shortage of 

water and threat of political unrest.     

          The connection between Winfrey and Mistry can be expanded a little further. Winfrey 

decided to select Mistry’s A Fine Balance as a book to be read in November 2001 after 9/11. 
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Derek Ettensohn points out that while major authors were announcing a “fundamental shift in 

the literary imagination and doubting the efficacy of narrative to capture experience . . ., 

Winfrey turned to a postcolonial realist novel” (574). Ettensohn puts the weight of a pop 

culture icon, Winfrey, vis-à-vis leading thinkers/writers responding to 9/11. Ettensohn 

suggests that “A Fine Balance as the first book after the attacks brought the novel renewed 

attention while repositioning the work as a model of literature’s social, cultural, and political 

potential after 9/11” (574). It is important to notice that Mistry’s fiction, in the scholarly 

research of Ettensohn and in Winfrey’s book club on TV, emerges as work that reemphasises 

“literature’s social, cultural, and political potential after 9/11” (574). This resonates with my 

own enquiries in this thesis as I am weighing the potential significance of three of Mistry’s 

works to gauge the social, cultural, and political impact of Partition in 1947 on the Indian 

subcontinent.  

          To me Partition includes the pre-Partition tumult, the violence during Partition, and the 

aftermath of Partition which continues even today since the political turbulences and social 

features that I mention here in connection to Mistry’s fiction can all be traced back to the 

point of Partition. Also, the longevity of Partition, as it survives in relation to these political 

events and social issues, make Mistry’s interrogation of Partition itself all the more 

important. The historian and writer Vazira Fazila-Yacoobali Zamindar theorises “long 

Partition” that sweeps “through the inner world of familial ties, transforming both those who 

left and those who remained in their ancestral homes, and displacing old ways of belonging 

for everyone” (13). In A Fine Balance, we have such dispossessed individuals who feel 

distraught in the aftermath of Partition. Zamindar’s theory of “long Partition” reflects, in 

many ways, what I develop as the prolonged and protracted life of Partition in my thesis 

(13). While writing my thesis, I have also tried to develop the idea of the reappearance of 

Partition, as allegorically suggested by Rohinton Mistry, in the shape of wars, genocides, 
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rapes, and communal riots. I contend that Mistry’s allegorical suggestions of unresolved 

Partition can be seen in relation to Zamindar’s interpretation of Partition history. She 

comments, 

However, as the Muslim League and the Indian National Congress agreed to the 

denouement of partition and transfer of power to two territorially distinct postcolonial 

states, nation as community had to be transformed into nation as citizens of two states. 

This task came with questions and attendant ambiguities for both emerging states. 

Where did Hindus and Sikhs belong who resided in the territory now Pakistan? Did 

they belong to an Indian nation or could they become citizens of Pakistan? And where 

did Muslims belong who resided in the territory now India? Could they be citizens of 

India and yet part of an imagined Pakistani nation? (Zamindar 4).   

Mistry interrogates nationalisms that emerge in the troubled water of such questions that 

Zamindar asks.6 In my thesis, I argue that the historical and political landscape of Partition 

and its aftermath underpins the fictional realm of Mistry. Mistry, an important Indian-born 

Canadian author, would help understand the symbolic significance of Partition as an 

unfettered reality in India, as his take on this historical event is unique. The fact that three of 

Mistry’s novels have been shortlisted for the Man Booker Prize make him, arguably, one of 

the most important authors from Canada. Canada’s global image of a liberal multicultural 

country certainly boasts authors like Mistry who “acknowledges something bi-cultural in 

both his education and his outlook” (Rick Gekoski, “Rohinton Mistry”). Mistry’s location as 

a Parsi diasporic author in Canada, who is also a South Asian immigrant, makes his treatment 

of Partition and its aftermath poignant and more often than not, allegorical. Critical works on 

Mistry as a result mostly tend to focus on issues regarding the Parsi diaspora in India.  
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          Indeed, the clear connection between Mistry’s fiction and Partition and its aftermath is 

not the focus of attention for many critics. Kelly A. Minerva reads Such a Long Journey as “a 

defining example of the Bombay novel” (111). Minerva suggests that “Bangladesh’s struggle 

for independence, the Indo-Pakistan War of 1971, and Indira Gandhi’s declaration of a state 

of emergency,” very important historical events that underscore the political reality of a post-

Partition Indian subcontinent, “intrude upon the individual identity of” “the Noble family” 

(115). James W. Johnson (2015) perfunctorily mentions riots in his critical reading of A Fine 

Balance. Nonetheless, the connection between riots and the Partition of 1947, clearly present 

in Mistry, is not considered by Johnson. He discusses the Mahatma not in connection to 

Partition but only in relation to the caste system in India. Ajay Heble draws on the issues 

around hybridity and identity politics in his discussion of three short stories anthologized in 

Tales from Firozsha Baag (1993). Heble explores the self-discovery of a number of 

characters in Mistry in relation to their cultural and geographical locations. Heble’s research 

measures what he calls the “poetics of hybridity” (58) in the short stories of Mistry in relation 

to the negotiations “between different cultural traditions” (60). In contrast to Heble, Sharmani 

Patricia Gabriel explores the “cultural politics of diaspora” in Mistry in connection to the 

concepts of “national exclusion” (28), “the instability of national identity” (29), and “national 

space” (30). Gabriel’s article does not examine ideas relevant to Partition in Tales from 

Firozsha Baag, Such a Long Journey, and A Fine Balance. 

          As much as I can see why research on Mistry is so significant for students of English 

literature, as a South Asian and as a Bangladeshi Muslim, I feel compelled to do research on 

Mistry specifically in relation to how he made Partition (1947) a key theme in his works and 

dedicated so much space to the War of Liberation of Bangladesh (1971) in his first novel 

Such a Long Journey. In many ways, Mistry’s world view resonates with concepts that are 

dear to my heart, for instance, ideas around pluralism and diversity. Like Mistry’s Bombay, I 
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also grew up in a sprawling and bustling South Asian city, Dhaka (previously Dacca), which 

is becoming cosmopolitan rapidly. Dhaka, a postcolonial city, also shares with Mistry’s 

postcolonial Bombay (now Mumbai) many characteristics, for instance, disparity between 

rich and poor, slums, water and power shortages, and environmental degradation. It is an 

interesting coincidence that Mistry emigrated to Canada and I landed in Canada for my 

higher education. I am a student of literature, and Mistry “decided to enrol at the University 

of Toronto . . . to study Literature and Philosophy part time” (Genetsch 119). Mistry’s writing 

evokes a history and a reality that many South Asians like me can easily relate to.  

          By making these connections I am not trying to make Mistry universal, which would 

be in any case a reductive interpretation of what his works achieve. Mistry’s works, as I have 

been suggesting, can be characterised as fictional attempts to represent human experiences in 

relation to the impact of the historic and symbolic event of Partition and its aftermath. As the 

product of a specific historical and political moment that still continues, Mistry’s novels and 

short stories document and evaluate experiences of a politically charged event and reciprocal 

cultural, social, and economic transformations. The forced migration that started with 

Partition did not end to date: the Rohingya are becoming refugees in Bangladesh as they are 

fleeing ethnic cleansing in Myanmar (Gwynne Dyer, “Aung San Suu Kyi and the 

Rohingya”), segregated Hindu enclaves are constructed in Kashmir (Devjyot Ghoshal and 

Alasdair Pal, “Exclusive: India’s Ruling Party to Revive Plan for Hindu Settlements in 

Kashmir”), and millions of people in the Assam state in north-eastern India fear that they will 

be state-less soon and will be pushed through the borders of Bangladesh (“Assam NRC: What 

Next for 1.9 Million ‘Stateless’ Indians?”).  

          In the Indian subcontinent migration and displacements are underpinned by communal 

affiliations. In 1905, viceroy George Nathaniel Curzon divided Bengal into two geopolitical 

halves: Western Bengal and Eastern Bengal. Although “the partition of Bengal was revoked 
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in 1912” the divisions between the two parts remained (Joya Chatterjee 79). The Eastern part, 

being a Muslim majority, and the Western part of Bengal, having predominantly a Hindu 

population, failed to reconcile. The historian Chatterjee explores the aspect of class conflicts 

in such a communal divide in Bengal: “Admittedly the vast majority of landlords were high-

caste Hindus, and most peasants . . . were Muslims. However, there was a not insignificant 

number of Muslim landlords, particularly in East Bengal” (78). Communal divide also makes 

its appearance in other parts of the Indian subcontinent and such tensions between Hindus 

and Muslims were manipulated by the colonial rulers of India. According to Chatterjee, “In 

Bengal . . . British governors clearly preferred to deal with overtly communal organisations, 

such as the Hindu Mahasabha and the Muslim League, rather than with Congress or the 

Krishak Praja party” (3). Such chronicles of the history of the Indian subcontinent somewhat 

illustrate the stage on which the mindless bloodshed of Partition took place. After the second 

Partition of Bengal in 1947, the Eastern part of Bengal became East Pakistan.  

          It is common knowledge that immediately before and after the Partition of 1947, during 

the scores of India-Pakistan wars, and especially, during the Liberation War of Bangladesh in 

1971 and in its aftermath, large scales of migration took place from Western Bengal and 

Bihar to Eastern Bengal (later East Pakistan and then Bangladesh) and vice-versa. The state 

of Punjab also witnessed such large-scale migrations during the Partition of 1947 as suddenly 

a demarcation line divided the region and families were torn apart. The fate of the millions 

who were displaced and murdered during such migrations, and women and children who 

were raped and molested, and people who became destitute, keeps generating responses in 

creative writing, visual arts, and cinema to this day. The dire situation of the Rohingyas and 

the Kashmiris is nothing but relentless repetition of the same story of displacement, trauma, 

and torture in the Indian subcontinent. According to Barbara D. Metcalf and Thomas R. 

Metcalf: “The loss of life was immense, with estimates ranging from several hundred 
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thousand up to a million” (221). Later in my thesis, I document the events of such bloodshed 

and assault where relevant in relation to the fiction of Mistry. Before the establishment of the 

University of Dhaka in 1921 (where I completed my BA and my first MA degrees), many 

students from East Bengal travelled to Calcutta (now Kolkata) and Delhi for higher 

education. Sheikh Mujibur Rahman, who led Bangladesh to its freedom in 1971 and who was 

mentioned by Mistry in his first novel a number of times, studied in Calcutta and Dhaka. It is 

not surprising that people in the Indian subcontinent, like any other regions in the world, also 

moved from one place to the other in search of a better life. South Asians moving from one 

region to the other and settling down in a new city or village is clearly not the case during the 

Partition as historians carefully recorded the traumatic events of the time. 

          Two siblings of my maternal grandfather, as his family is originally from Dhaka, 

travelled on a regular basis to Rangoon (former capital city of Burma which is now 

Myanmar) and Assam for business. On the other hand, my paternal great grandfather, 

originally from Allahabad in the Indian state of Uttar Pradesh, settled in Dhaka (formerly 

known as Dacca during the days of the British Raj) with his extended family long before 

Partition. Personal anecdotes about the undivided India, mass migration of Hindus and 

Muslims subsequent to Partition, India-Pakistan wars and the China-India conflict, and 

communal riots made raw materials for a number of interesting stories that I heard from my 

paternal grandfather.7 My paternal grandfather, who passed away when I was in elementary 

school, told me that the Bengali Hindu professors teaching at the University of Dhaka started 

to migrate from East Bengal since the late 1930s. They left their jobs behind to settle in West 

Bengal.8 It is well known that the families of literary figures Sunil Gangopadhyay and Nirad 

C. Chaudhuri also migrated from East Bengal. In his novel, The Shadow Lines (1999), 

Amitav Ghosh delineates the story of the members of such a family who migrated from 

Dhaka to Calcutta. The Partition tears this family apart, as Thamma has to reside in a part of 
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the then Calcutta which was known for the refugees/settlers from East Pakistan. In Ghosh’s 

novel, the post-Partition riots in Dhaka in 1964 are mentioned as India and Pakistan keep 

inciting jingoism. A poet and critic Kaiser Haq documents that “a number of riots took place 

after Partition” in Bangladesh in “1950, 1964, and 1992” and “Most harrowing for the 

Bangladeshi Hindus has been the genocide of 1971” (220). Chatterjee notes with reference to 

P. K. Dutta that communal riots took place in Bengal in 1926 (153).   

          As the Bengalis from East Bengal (later East Pakistan) become refugees in West 

Bengal, Punjabis and Biharis become Muhajirs as they leave their old homes and migrate to 

the other side of the new border lines to save lives. According to my grandfather, Dhaka did 

not see a lot of carnage though with regards to the Partition and harmony between Muslims 

and Hindus sustained during the Partition.9 But the fear of bloodshed between the Hindus and 

Muslims, and rumours of someone getting stabbed somewhere or a property getting burnt to 

ashes were present. In one of my grandfather’s harrowing tales, riots took place in the 

Northern part of the East Bengal (later East Pakistan) during Partition as people fled huddled 

in boats. In another tale loads of dead bodies carried on bullock carts would cross the border 

from India to East Pakistan on a daily basis during Partition.  

          My grandfather told me that he visited India many times even after the Partition. He 

would travel to India for the last time to watch Mughal-e-Azam (1960). A post-Partition 

movie Mughal-e-Azam can become a case study for multi-faith communities and their co-

existence in India (in which Mistry shows a lot of interest), the contribution of the Parsis to 

Indian cinema, the role of Muslims in the Indian film industry, and the portrayal of Akbar the 

Great, the Mughal emperor, in Indian cinema. Deepesh Salgia recounts that directed by K. 

Asif, the “production history” of Mughal-e-Azam “is long and tortured, running from 1944 to 

1960” (128). So, Mughal-e-Azam makes its journey from pre-Partition to post-Partition times. 

Salgia continues:  
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In 1947, with the partition of India, Shiraz Ali shifted to Pakistan, and Asif had to 

search for a new financier to help him produce his magnum opus. Because the budget 

for the film was so large, no regular financier would touch it. Asif then approached 

Shapoorji Pallonji Mistry, a construction giant (and owner of Sterling Investment 

Corporation, Pvt. Ltd.), and a great fan of Emperor Akbar. (128-129) 

Shapoorji Pallonji Mistry is a Parsi. In Mughal-e-Azam, Dilip Kumar, whose original name is 

Muhammad Yusuf Khan, plays the role of Emperor Akbar’s son, Crown Prince Salim who 

later succeeded his father as Emperor Jahangir. Born in Peshawar of British India (now 

Peshawar of Pakistan), Kumar migrated to Bombay, India, after the Partition of 1947.10 The 

Indian film industry surfaces in Mistry’s A Fine Balance. I mentioned the story above to 

point out how great historical events like the Partition can impact the lives of people across 

the board. It is indeed Partition that brought Kumar to Bollywood. Mughal-e-Azam is not just 

a film but a moment in the pre-Partition and post-Partition cultural history of India that 

brought together Dilip Kumar, Shapoorji Pallonji Mistry, and K. Asif. In my thesis, I show 

how Mistry’s novels can be read as stories of ordinary Indians affected by historical events 

like the departure of British colonisers, the political and social movements led by the 

Mahatma, the days of Partition and its aftermath, the India-China war, the Liberation War of 

Bangladesh, and the conflicts in Kashmir.   

          At this juncture, I collate some of the stories told by my grandfather regarding Partition 

and its aftermath with similar stories in Mistry’s work. In my grandfather’s stories the 

Chinese, a tough nation, easily defeated the Indian army during the India-China war in 1962. 

Mistry puts forward a captivating account of the India-China war in Such a Long Journey, 

which I examine in Chapter II of my thesis. My grandfather told me that the Bengali fighter 

pilots brought the Indian air force to its knees in the 1965 war between Pakistan and India. 

Bengali fighter pilots from East Pakistan were serving the air force of Pakistan at that time. In 
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Mistry’s Such a Long Journey, the Pakistan-India war of 1965 is an “embarrassing stalemate” 

(365).   

          Interestingly, my father, a Bangladeshi freedom fighter, told me that it is the Indian air 

force that bombs the positions of the Pakistan army in 1971 to hasten the independence of 

Bangladesh. Mistry points out how the independence of Bangladesh is used by the then 

Indian government for propaganda purposes: “Stories about the demoniacal occupation of 

Bangladesh were balanced by accounts of the Indian Army’s gallantry. On the radio and in 

cinema newsreels, the Jawans liberated towns and villages, routed the enemy, and took 

prisoners by the thousands” (Such a Long Journey 351). Mistry’s literary response to 

Partition and the Liberation War of Bangladesh attract me because I grew up listening to so 

much about Partition and the 1971 war. My father, a political activist since 1968, was 

working for the Awami League as he was also doing his Bachelor’s in Chemistry in the 

University of Dhaka during that time. He was arrested by the Pakistani army with a number 

of other freedom fighters in October 1971. My father is a survivor of the brutal torture of the 

West Pakistani army, which Bangladeshis popularly view as a neocolonial army. Merely 

twenty-four years after 1947, the West Pakistani regime in 1971 perpetrates another genocide 

in the Indian subcontinent, which is a repetition of the bloodshed during Partition.     

          I can see the resonance of such stories in Mistry who chose to represent Partition and 

the Liberation War of Bangladesh as a complex amalgam of the allegorical and the real. In 

his often allegorical and at the same time dispassionately realistic treatment of the history of 

the Indian subcontinent, one can discern a yearning to portray an Indian subcontinent that is 

pluralistic, multi-lingual, and multi-faith. It is the political reverberations of Partition and its 

aftermath that still shape the fate of 3.1 billion people (roughly the combined population of 

Bangladesh, India, Pakistan, Afghanistan, Sri Lanka, Nepal, Bhutan, and Myanmar). As a 
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Canadian author of South Asian origin, Mistry realizes that and, thus, directs his focus on 

unfolding the cultural history of the people of the Indian subcontinent.       

          On Mistry’s literary representations of Partition, critical writing, as I’ve suggested, is 

sparse. In addition to Mistry’s investigation of Partition, his take on the Liberation War of 

Bangladesh deserves critical attention and these areas, too, have received scant academic 

attention. In my thesis, I address/fill this gap. While presenting a nuanced analysis of 

Mistry’s texts in my thesis, I make passing references to, among others, Saadat Hasan Manto, 

R. K. Narayan, Amitav Ghosh, and Arundhati Roy, to present a comparative literary study 

where relevant. This contextualises Mistry’s contribution as part of the literary and cultural 

scene relevant to Partition and India and allows my thesis to make original contributions to 

the critical works on Mistry, Partition, and the Liberation War of Bangladesh.  

          I examine Mistry’s fiction to trace elements of violent nationalisms and jingoism in 

relation to capitalism, neo-colonialism, and in a Foucauldian sense, disciplinary institutions. 

To do so, I sparingly and judiciously employ critical approaches to literary studies that stem 

from postcolonial criticism, Marxist literary criticism, subaltern studies, and postmodernism. 

My analyses seek to understand Mistry’s vision of a multireligious and multicultural India in 

the face of wars, riots, and violent nationalism, in relation to the body of work that delves into 

the historical, political and cultural impact of Partition and the Liberation War of Bangladesh 

and tries to comprehend issues such as nationalism, forced migration, and genocide.  

          In lieu of only focusing on Euro American theorists to understand the polity, society, 

history, and culture of the Indian subcontinent, which are analysed, interpreted, and 

allegorically represented by Mistry in his fiction, my thesis reads the works of historians, 

political scientists, anthropologists, and literary scholars of South Asian origin, based in the 

global south and the global north, to understand the ramifications of the Partition of 1947 and 
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its aftermath, and the series of consequent historical and political events that can be traced 

back to Partition to comprehend the themes of violence, pluralism, regionalism, and 

environmental crisis in Mistry. Two ideas have propelled me to make this choice: first, the 

scholars of South Asian origin have the advantages of belongingness and access to oral 

history (documented and undocumented, which can only be accessed in languages spoken in 

the Indian subcontinent). Second, the investment to understand Mistry’s works and their 

corresponding themes of violence, riots, nationalism, Partition, terrorism, environmental 

degradation, and pluralism (religious, ethnic, and caste) would make little sense, in relation to 

the fiction writer’s spirit of postcolonial resistance, if we see Mistry only through the prism of 

Euro-American literary theory.  

          In relation to Partition, Mistry seeks to understand ordinary inhabitants of the Indian 

subcontinent. Through the declaration of Partition, the Indian subcontinent became two 

halves as the citizens of two modern nations try to make sense of their identities, which were 

impacted by the births of India and Pakistan. With regards to the issues of identity, fraught 

with the historical reality of Partition, the critic Ananya Jahanara Kabir asks some difficult 

questions: “How was the memory of partition integrated into ways of thinking of oneself as a 

group member—be that affiliation religious (Hindu vs. Muslim vs. Sikh); ethnic (Punjabi vs. 

Bengali vs. Muhajir vs. Kashmiri); national (Indian vs. Pakistani); or gendered (man vs. 

woman)?” (180). To probe such issues, Mistry portrays the predicament of a Muslim woman 

in A Fine Balance who is unsure about evacuating her house and abandoning her 

neighbourhood in the heartland of the newly born India to embark on a journey that might 

take her to the other side of the border to settle in an imagined Muslim community in the new 

state of Pakistan. I discuss her anxiety in Chapter III.          

          In my thesis, I also interrogate, employ, and engage with the historiography of Partition 

where necessary. Whereas the theories of Partition developed by Ayesha Jalal, Urvashi 
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Butalia, Yasmin Khan and Vazira Fazila-Yacoobali Zamindar have been quite instructive, 

Kaushik Roy and Gyanendra Pandey offer analysis of the scholarship on Partition. In 

addition, the illuminating account on British India by Veena Das and Nasser Hussain helped 

understand the context of Mistry’s fiction. As Joya Chatterjee provides a fascinating 

chronicle of the rise of communalism in pre-Partition Bengal, I turned to Bangladeshi 

scholars Talukder Maniruzzaman, Niaz Zaman, and Kaiser Haq for deeper insights on 

Partition and its relation to the context of the Liberation War of Bangladesh. I engage in 

dialogues with several literary critics to understand how Mistry’s works have been evaluated 

thus far. As many as 42 dissertations (PhDs and MAs) can be found on Rohinton Mistry. So 

far as I understand, a sustained study of Partition in Mistry still needs to be done to recognize 

the contribution of the author on the subject of Partition, and that is why this thesis is 

important. Environmental concerns in Mistry and their relationship with Partition have also 

not been probed in a detailed manner. The themes of violence, state sponsored terrorism, the 

persecution of the Dalits and the minorities in India, and the treatment of women also make 

up considerable portions of my thesis. 

          I believe that a diverse range of voices strengthen academic practices and lopsided 

views run the risk of misinterpreting politically contentious topics, complex historiographies, 

and theoretical discourses. My choice of engaging with the works of literary scholars, 

political scientists, and historians on the themes of the Liberation War of Bangladesh, legacy 

of Partition, and Partition itself is based on conscientious reflection. More than half of my 

thesis is written during lockdown and social distancing as the impact of COVID-19 hampered 

research and mobility of thousands of students like me with the gratitude of being alive and 

with the consciousness of witnessing an unprecedented phase in the history of our planet.       

          My thesis not only surveys critical scholarship on Mistry but also examines them 

critically and presents a re-evaluation of Tales from Firozsha Baag, Such a Long Journey, 
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and A Fine Balance on the basis of commentaries on the British Raj, Partition, and the 

contemporary political, social, and cultural milieu in India and its relationships with other 

neighbouring countries. Journalistic reports and features provide a good deal of references to 

my understanding of the political climate in India, which empower my analyses of the texts 

and their reception. I devote Chapter I to provide a detailed analysis of several short stories 

from Tales from Firozsha Baag in relation to the history of British colonialism, Partition and 

its aftermath to trace the journey of self-discovery that propels so many of the characters in 

those stories. I demonstrate that the epiphanic presence of Partition in those short stories 

provide insights into the in-betweenness of so many of the characters who face a rapidly 

changing world that is accented by imperialism and the history of Partition. Chapter II puts 

forward a detailed analysis of Such a Long Journey in relation to Partition and the Liberation 

War of Bangladesh. I argue here that communal riots, border skirmishes, and the rise of 

ultranationalism and authoritarianism can be traced back to Partition. Entirely focusing on A 

Fine Balance, Chapter III investigates Mistry’s reading of the aftermath of Partition in 

relation to caste violence, riots, and environmental crises in India. Aside from such politically 

charged issues, it is of utmost importance to trace the relationships between environmental 

degradation and Partition in Mistry. Pollution, extraction of natural resources, and the 

brutality towards animals and insects in Mistry allegorically point to the bleak situation in the 

Indian subcontinent that is precipitated by capitalism and globalization—legacies of British 

colonization.    

          I conclude by focusing on the significance of writing a thesis-length study of Mistry, 

although a good number of other thesis studies exist on Mistry’s works. I investigate why and 

how scholars generally miss noticing Mistry’s literary contribution to Partition. The lacuna in 

the scholarship is surprising given the number and range of critical responses that deal with 

creative writing that engages with the Partition of the Indian subcontinent in 1947. I also 
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analyse the demand of the Shiv Sena to exclude Mistry’s fiction from the reading list at the 

University of Bombay. I seek to grasp the weight of Mistry’s work in the face of populism 

and burgeoning Hindu nationalism that undermines the Other, the non-Maratha, the Indian 

who is labelled as an outsider and, perhaps, an immigrant in his or her own country.  
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Notes: 

     1. The Partition of the Indian subcontinent took place in August 1947 with the birth of 

India (a Hindu majority) and Pakistan (a Muslim majority). Pakistan itself had two parts, 

West Pakistan and East Pakistan. These two halves were geographically almost a thousand 

miles apart with India in between. In 1971, East Pakistan became Bangladesh through a nine-

month long war. The year 1947 also witnessed another Partition; in November of that year 

the UN General Assembly staged a voting that resulted in favour of the partitioning of the 

territory of Palestine between Jews and Palestinian Arabs.  

     2. Especially when it is about the context of Partition, the scholar Anne McClintock’s 

views regarding post-colonialism inspire me to point out that the word post in post-Partition 

is not used to reduce the multiple cultures of the Indian subcontinent to “prepositional time” 

(86). I do not suggest that Partition and its aftermath, in any way, reduces the history of the 

Indian subcontinent to the historical moment of Partition. I suggest that the history of 

Partition and its aftermath clearly impacts and influences post-1947 India and Pakistan, and 

also, post-1971 Bangladesh. In my thesis, I show that Mistry’s fiction suggests, allegorically, 

that the looming shadow of Partition determines the political crises in the Indian 

subcontinent. At the very outset of my thesis, I want to clarify that the following words and 

phrases, continuity, continuous processes, continuance, whenever used throughout my thesis 

in relation to the history of Partition, do not mean progress and should not be confused with 

the idea of progress or development. McClintock finds “a widespread, epochal crisis in the 

idea of linear, historical ‘progress’” problematic (85). The continuances of the processes of 

the history of Partition in my thesis stand for repetitive political and social features of history. 

For example, the violence of rape, shaped by communal hatred in 1947, occurs again in 1971 

and is, in many ways, determined by the questions of race and religion. Another example can 

be the expression of the zeal of nationalism. Mistry shows in Such a Long Journey how the 
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effigy of the then Chinese leader is burnt in 1962 during the India-China war. In 2020, the 

event of effigy burning repeats itself as zealots in India, driven more by emotion than 

accuracy of judgement this time, burn an effigy of North Korea’s supreme leader Kim Jong-

un instead of the Chinese President Xi Jinping (“Asansol BJP Workers Burn Kim Jong-un’s 

Effigy instead of Xi Jinping at China Protest”). This political event, also at a deeper 

psychological analysis of racism, interjects how semblances of facial features determine the 

image of an East Asian in the mind of a group of Indians from the state of West Bengal. In 

their anger “confused BJP supporters” burn the effigy of North Korea’s supreme leader 

instead of the Chinese President (“Asansol BJP Workers Burn Kim Jong-un’s Effigy instead 

of Xi Jinping at China Protest”). 

     3. To many critics, the elephant in Orwell’s essay metaphorically represents the state of 

colonized India which has been wounded by the forces of occupation. In the essay, the 

elephant is repeatedly shot by a police officer, the author himself, in Burma, now Myanmar, 

which was a province of British India. The elephant meets a very slow and agonizing death. 

Some other critics think of the elephant as a representation of British colonial rule in India. 

To me, allegorically, this elephant epitomises Partition. The elephant is shot multiple times 

since the officer is unprepared when he encounters the animal and did not have a gun that 

could kill the great beast. This is very much akin to the unpreparedness of the British during 

Partition, which I discuss several times in my thesis. Hiding nearby the police officer could 

hear the heartbeat of the dying animal. The British also hid themselves when the Partition 

massacre went on. The elephant takes a very long time to die and once it is dead the 

colonized Burmese population turns into a frenzy to collect the meat of the animal. In many 

ways this symbolizes the frenzy of the political parties of the Indian subcontinent, generally 

speaking, since each of them want to exploit their land and resources, enacting some primal 

hunger. The British systematically destroyed the social structure of the Burmese population. 
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To me, this is another reason that led to the precarious state of the Rohingya in Myanmar. 

Now, Bangladesh has become a dumping ground for millions of the ethnic Rohingya 

population that practices Islam.   

     4. Smita Tewari Jassal and Eyal Ben-Ari, anthropologists, observe that “Partition and its 

repercussions continue to shape societal contours and concerns within the context of India, 

Pakistan, and Bangladesh” (19). 

     5. The iconic anti-colonial leader Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi is adoringly called the 

Mahatma. Henceforth, in the Introduction he is addressed as the Mahatma.  

     6. For the historian and political theorist Ayesha Jalal, the relationships between the newly 

formed states and communities that existed in the Indian subcontinent long before the 

emergence of the concepts of a modern state, in a way explain the volatility within 

authoritarianism and nationhood in India, Pakistan, and Bangladesh. Jalal thinks that 

“Discrepancies between colonial theory and practice were to have grave ramifications for the 

nationalist struggle whose promise of individual citizenship rights after the winning of 

independence had to contend with an assortment of communitarian forms of social 

organization and expression” (11). 

     7. I was quite young when I heard stories about the brutalities during Partition. These 

sketchy stories often made me feel, later when I got older, that I could ask for more details if 

my paternal grandfather was alive, who saw Partition unfolding. My father was born after the 

Partition. He tells me that none in our family got hurt during Partition. My family also did not 

experience the crises that refugee families experienced in 1947 and in the aftermath of 

Partition. The writer and publisher, Urvashi Butalia, belongs to a family of “Partition 

refugees” (4). Her family did not undergo anything “as cruel and bloody” (5) that Butalia 

records in her book (2000). When Butalia was working “on a film about Partition for a 

British television channel” she collects stories of horror “of a kind” of “women jumping into 
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wells to drown themselves so as to avoid rape or forced religious conversion” and “fathers 

beheading their own children so they would avoid the same dishonourable fate” (5).       

     8. The literary critic Debali Mookerjea-Leonard records that “in 1950, and again in 1964, 

communal violence flared up in East Bengal, Pakistan and spilled over to West Bengal, 

India” and “both occasions led to large-scale migrations of Bengali Hindus from East 

Pakistan to India. The Bangladesh Liberation War in 1971 also caused an estimated ten 

million people, mostly Hindus, to migrate into India” (7). 

     9. Haq comments that “Dhaka was a particularly volatile city” (220). 

     10. Suraj Kunnath Shankar documents that post-Partition “religious violence” and “anti-

Muslim sentiment” compelled “many major Muslim performers in Bollywood” to adopt 

“Hindu names: icons like Dilip Kumar, Meena Kumari and Ajit (real names Muhammad 

Yusuf Khan, Mahjabeen Bano, and Hamid Ali Khan) superficially ‘passed’ as Hindus by 

changing the names that marked their minority status” (53). This reveals the plight of the 

minorities in India. Nostalgic, melodramatic, sentimentally Marxist, Mughal-e-Azam, a 

mushy musical film, salutes pre-colonial Hindu-Muslim harmony during the rule of Emperor 

Akbar.     
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Chapter I: Allegory, Hybridity, Immigration, and Colonial/Postcolonial Artefacts: 

Refracted Silhouettes of the Partition of 1947 in Rohinton Mistry’s Tales from Firozsha 

Baag  

In the middle of an ongoing conversation, Daddy, Kersi’s father, looks at him and tells him 

that Kersi “‘must go, too, to America. No future here’” (“Of White Hairs and Cricket,” Tales 

from Firozsha Baag 116). Issues of immigration and tribulations of a dysfunctional state, 

India, are brought in the middle of the short story, “Of White Hairs and Cricket,” during tea 

and toast by Daddy who “laughed” as he mentions: “The British left seventeen years ago, 

time for their stove to go as well” (Tales from Firozsha Baag 116). This is how Rohinton 

Mistry unpacks politically charged and culturally significant themes in his short stories. His 

treatment of such themes is subtle, unsensational, and tragic. The violent event of Partition 

happened seventeen years before the timeline, 1964, of this short story. India has already 

fought with Pakistan over Kashmir and China over its troubled borders.1 Can there be a future 

in a country whose borders are drawn by a foreigner?2 The stove of the British is one of the 

many colonial and post-Partition cultural artefacts that Mistry records in his short stories 

collected in Tales from Firozsha Baag—his first major book-length publication as a creative 

writer, a major contribution to the production of fiction in Canada. An immigrant 

contributing to the cultural and intellectual terrain of his host country Canada, Mistry is 

highly regarded as a fiction writer who is originally from South Asia, India.3 Mistry is also 

well-known as a writer from the Parsi diaspora.4 The “stove” in “Of White Hairs and Cricket” 

is also a metaphor for burning issues that are still unresolved so many years after 1947 (Tales 

from Firozsha Baag 116). Stove is related to other metaphors in the short story, for example, 

“kerosene,” “smell,” and “flame” (“Of White Hairs and Cricket”, Tales from Firozsha Baag 

116). All of them create an extended chain of metaphors that can be understood in relation to 
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the allegorical mode in Mistry’s fiction, which I discuss more fully later in this chapter. 

Diaspora, the contribution of immigrants to the host culture, hybridity, allegorical 

representations of politics, communalism, racism, and the culture and history of India 

represented by life in Bombay in the aftermath of Partition are a few of the many themes that 

can be found in the short stories. I argue that at the backdrop of the blood-curdling events of 

Partition, post-Partition political tumult in India, and a growing consciousness of us versus 

the Others dichotomies, Mistry examines topics of cultural “essentialism and assimilation,” 

which the scholar Ajay Heble pertinently discusses in his essay (58). I investigate how Mistry 

weighs the viability of pluralism in a world that aspires to be multicultural, but is afflicted by 

regionalism, nationalism, communalism, and class discrimination. I ask whether Bombay 

might be seen as a gallery of postcolonial artefacts that come alive as a reminder of the 

colonial past and the troubling event of Partition which does not seem to have ended. I also 

argue that Mistry’s fictional world is multicultural, multi-ethnic and multireligious with 

special attention to the Parsi minority in India.  

          Tales from Firozsha Baag, an anthology, offers 11 short stories. In alphabetical order 

these short stories are “Auspicious Occasion”, “Condolence Visit”, “Exercisers”, “Lend Me 

Your Light”, “One Sunday”, “Of White Hairs and Cricket”, “Squatter”, “Swimming 

Lessons”, “The Collectors”, “The Ghost of Firozsha Baag”, and “The Paying Guests.” Since 

this chapter is a detailed but not exhaustive study of these short stories, I capture snippets of 

other themes, also unfurled by the author, that may not fall into the central investigation. To 

avoid digression, I use the notes section to mention those details that need to be looked at to 

understand the range and breadth of Mistry’s vision, and the historical, cultural, and political 

contexts of his short stories.   

          As to the critical approaches deployed for the analyses, I opine here that the short 

stories in Tales from Firozsha Baag can be read both outside and inside the orbit of 
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postcolonialism. Critical investigation demands theoretically informed reading of the texts 

and I apply concepts relevant to postcolonialism, not exclusively, to examine the short 

stories. I start with the understanding that the short stories can be read as objective 

representations of the real. Here, the word objective does not carry the baggage of 

enlightenment. The scholar Charles E. May notes how the genre of the short story 

transformed itself “from a folktale or romance genre to a realistic form” (62). I argue that 

there is no aporia in Mistry’s short stories as long as the form and themes are concerned. It is 

generally understood that postcolonial theory has a problematic relationship with Realism 

with a capital R. The short stories fall beyond the purview of Realism as well if we regard the 

historical, economic, socio-political, and cultural contexts of the literary movement that is 

widely known as the realist movement.5 The historical timeline, the cultural aspects, and the 

geographical locations of the short stories demand scrutiny via the route of theoretically 

informed critical analysis that has postcolonial, postmodern, and Marxist leanings since the 

overlap among these is not new. The postcolonial critics Vijay Mishra and Bob Hodge, with 

reference to Edward Said’s “links between postmodernism and postcolonialism” (375), 

comment that “History is not some contingent, endlessly deferred, and nonfoundational 

language game; it has real, foundational value in the lives of the recently emancipated” (375-

376). Postcolonialism deals with representations of the historical and the real through certain 

modes of theoretical frameworks that aim at certain political endgames. Since the recognition 

of the past, that is historical, is very important in the present, that is real and needs to be 

questioned, and the future, for the emancipated people since neo-colonialism is a reality, I 

read the short stories, as well, in relation to a selection of studies relevant to the disciplines of 

history, political science, cultural studies, and anthropology. Mistry, via his short stories, asks 

questions about the present that are relevant to the past (colonialism) and the future as 

imperialism keeps reinventing itself. The convergence between the representations of the real 



30 

 

 

and themes that are inspired by creative resistance towards neo-colonialism is not aberrant. In 

Mistry the allegorical mode negotiates and aids such convergence. I reiterate that Mistry’s 

short stories are fresh as they blend postmodern and realist elements of fiction that are 

determined by the spirit of postcolonialism with Marxist leanings. Throughout my thesis, in 

short, I am in favour of more than one critical possibility while engaging with the works of 

Mistry. 

          Not leaving aside the investigation of topics of violence, environment, hybridity, 

migration, and racism in Tales from Firozsha Baag, I intend to explore allegory and the 

allegorical mode in relation to the rich history of post-Partition-India in Mistry’s short stories 

in this chapter. I do so with caution since in their “Introduction” to The Cambridge 

Companion to Allegory (2010), scholars Rita Copeland and Peter T. Struck note that “. . . any 

theoretical statement about allegory that seeks to capture its essence can only be as good as 

the historical understanding on which it is founded” (1). Aside from being cautious in this 

chapter and elsewhere in my thesis regarding any references to allegory, I mention the term 

sparsely and where relevant. This is determined by the scope of my thesis and the necessity to 

understand the role played by allegory/the allegorical in Mistry since, so far as my knowledge 

goes, there is a dearth of scholarship on allegory in Mistry’s fiction.6  

          The logic of allegory in Tales from Firozsha Baag, Such a Long Journey and A Fine 

Balance is not obtrusive; but allegory, rather, grows in an organic manner in conjunction to 

the progression of the narratives. Allegory in Mistry is not a structure of set pieces outside the 

realm of fiction. The allegorical is always present in the seamless events that populate 

Mistry’s stories. The allegorical representation of the departure of the British is suggested in 

“Of White Hairs and Cricket” without break in the continuance of Kersi’s reflections on his 

father who seems to age through his silent frustrations at the lack of prospects in post-

Partition India. One of the last remnants of the colonisers, the stove must go but that would 
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not make any qualitative difference in Daddy’s life as the “wave of optimism,” “making 

plans and dreaming” will always be “crashed” (“Of White Hairs and Cricket,” Tales from 

Firozsha Baag 116). This scene allegorically reminds us of the sense of disillusionment for 

many in the aftermath of Partition, especially, for the Parsis of Bombay, as the short story 

suggests, who were economically and politically thriving during the colonial rule.7 This brief 

and apparently unsuspecting episode documents the predicaments of the minorities in India 

who face many challenges as the old status quo is dissolved in August of 1947. This shows 

Mistry’s ability to critically analyse the societal changes in post-Partition India going against 

the tide of fervent nationalism. It needs to be understood that the disillusionment, violence, 

and the rise of the ultra-nationalists that the Parsis face are not Parsi problems alone—these 

affect all who are dispossessed in India. The minorities in India are the wretched of the earth 

in a Fanonian sense. In Mistry’s depiction, these problems become the new phenomenon in 

India. Also, it would be myopic to assume that the post-Partition issues in Bombay are city 

specific. That is why, rather than seeing Mistry’s works as novels and short stories on 

Bombay, critics would do well to see the works of the author in connection to the larger 

contexts of India and the history of Indian subcontinent.    

          The allegorical mode in Mistry’s works generates possibilities that help the reader to 

see the issues that the individuals face in the fictional world in relation to the unresolved 

problems of Partition. A correspondence of themes can be noticed in the series of short 

stories that Mistry weaves together into a whole in Tales from Firozsha Baag. While 

critically commenting on Walter Benjamin’s study of Baudelaire, the critic Susanne Knaller 

states that the “intention of” the “allegorical technique” employed by the poet “is by no 

means to confirm and abandon the things in their decay, in their fragmentation, but rather, to 

lead them toward a whole” (87). Each of the short stories in Tales from Firozsha Baag can 

work as individual short stories as well as they can be read together since, among other 
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elements, the setting, the city of Bombay, is roughly the same in all of them. “Swimming 

Lessons” is one of the exceptions where the narrator straddles over two cities: Bombay, 

which represents India, and Toronto, which represents Canada. On the other hand, “Squatter” 

starts in Bombay, tours England briefly via the narrative of Nariman Hansotia, and provides 

glimpses of the protagonist’s experience in Canada before he returns to Bombay. Also, we 

see a number of characters grow old through the stories and some characters become adults in 

the course of the short stories in Tales from Firozsha Baag. For instance, Kersi is in his early 

teens in “One Sunday,” the second short story in the collection, and he is an adult immigrant 

staying in Toronto in “Swimming Lessons,” which is the last short story in the collection.   

          The presence of the logic of allegory in the first two novels of Mistry, that I examine in 

my thesis, can also be explained in almost the same way. In the case of Such a Long Journey 

and A Fine Balance, where stories of different spaces (geographical locations) coalesce 

together to make a whole uniform novel, the allegorical mode does not demand an imposed 

structure and can be enjoyed as the narratives progress. That is why in Mistry the elements of 

realism and history are always conjoined with the metaphorical and there is no contradiction.8 

This can be further explained by a comment made on the allegorical form in general by 

Knaller with reference to Benjamin’s explication of Baudelaire’s work: “If the critical force 

of the text lies in its homology with what it attacks, then the work of art is attributed with a 

magical capacity to unite object, method, and content” (85). Before engaging more with the 

idea of allegory and its execution in Mistry, I elucidate that I do not intend to follow a 

particular theory of allegory that is European or North American in origin for my thesis since 

that would jeopardise the idea of seeing Mistry’s fiction as a work of art that upholds the 

spirit of resistance. Mistry’s postcolonialism not only questions imperialist and global 

agendas but also subverts the continuum of such capitalist, elitist, and hegemonic regimes in 

new shapes and forms in the post-Partition Indian subcontinent. This spirit can be seen 
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reflected in the writings of the postcolonial critic Stephen Slemon: “. . . post-colonial 

allegorical texts inherently historicise the conditions of their own possibility and reinstate the 

sphere of the political as paramount over the individualistic or private by virtue of its 

discursive productivity within the material condition of post-colonial existence” (13). 

          It is also important to see these works in the context of literary criticism and cultural 

criticism and that necessitates seeing Mistry through the prism of critical scholarship on 

allegory. The idea is to read the allegorical aspects laid out by Mistry to understand the 

historical and political implications of his short stories and novels. For doing so, I have been 

eclectic with my selection of critical approaches, although I explain why I see Mistry’s works 

as political allegory and postcolonial allegory throughout my thesis. Also, from the beginning 

to the end of my thesis, I see allegory or the allegorical mode in Mistry as what can be 

understood as a combination of a mode, a trope, and an “extended metaphor” at work.9 By 

extended metaphor here I mean a network of events, scenes and episodes, and, sometimes, 

characters that can be seen as symbolic, which refer systematically to, mostly, the political, 

and at times, the real, the uncanny, and the accidental. According to the postcolonial critics 

Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths and Helen Tiffin, the “simplest definition of allegory is a 

‘symbolic narrative’ in which the major features of the movement of the narrative are all held 

to refer symbolically to some action or situation” (10). The critics add that “Allegory . . . 

becomes particularly significant for post-colonial writers for the way in which it disrupts 

notions of orthodox history, classical realism and imperial representation in general” (10). 

          I contend that allegory in Mistry’s fiction, in its structural exposition, puts forward an 

analysis of the real and the contemporary, be it historical, political, societal, cultural, or 

related to the economy. Since I initiate the discussion of allegory in Mistry in Chapter I with 

reference to “Of White Hairs and Cricket,” it would make more sense to expand on those 

ideas at this juncture. The allegorical representations of British imperialism in Mistry are 
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further extended with the description of the stove, which bears the name Criterion. The stove 

“had a little round glass window in one corner of its black base, and I would peer into the 

murky depths, watching the level rise as kerosene poured through the funnel; it was very dark 

and cool and mysterious in there . . .” (“Of White Hairs and Cricket,” Tales from Firozsha 

Baag 117). The black base contrasts with the diminutive glass, just at one corner of the 

colonial artefact, allegorically representing the diffused darkness10 and horror11 that British 

colonialism brought with itself to the Indian subcontinent. The miniature glass mirrors 

cultural elements that fall beyond the physicality of the “very dark and cool and mysterious” 

base of the colonial artefact (“Of White Hairs and Cricket,” Tales from Firozsha Baag 117). 

The ambivalence towards British colonialism, or perhaps, the west, in the imaginary of the 

first-person narrator, Kersi, is clear since the “very dark” aspect of colonialism/neo-

colonialism is accompanied by “cool and mysterious” (“Of White Hairs and Cricket,” Tales 

from Firozsha Baag 117). Kersi’s ambivalence can be understood in relation to his statement 

in “Swimming Lessons”: “The Parsi community . . . claims to be the most westernized 

community in India” (Tales from Firozsha Baag 234-5). This is a significant detail since in 

the final story of the collection Kersi is a mature narrator—an adult who has successfully 

emigrated to Canada. I discuss the issue of the westernization of the Parsis again later in this 

chapter.  

          The importance of the English language and the currency of cricket are perhaps the two 

“cool” aspects, in the imaginary of an already westernized teenager Kersi, that Mistry 

showcases in relation to the colonial legacy of the Indian subcontinent (“Of White Hairs and 

Cricket,” Tales from Firozsha Baag 117). With reference to “Squatter,” I discuss the 

representation of the enigma of the west on Parsi teenagers like Kersi later in this chapter. 

Kersi would find cricket cool and there is nothing surprising about it. There is no internal 

contradiction here in the development of this character in Tales from Firozsha Baag. The 
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English language and cricket are no longer regarded in general as foreign. English and cricket 

have become part of the fabric of the everyday culture of hundreds of millions of people in 

the Indian subcontinent. The passage related to Criterion, the stove that bears the legacy of 

the British, in “Of White Hairs and Cricket,” is a significant example of the juxtaposition of 

the allegorical mode and realism in Mistry. The episode of the stove in the short story, in 

addition to being an allegorical reminder of the troubling past of colonization, shows the 

everyday chores of an ordinary Parsi housewife, Kersi’s mother, and the struggle of an almost 

middle-aged Parsi man, Kersi’s father, whose desires of upward social mobility are a failure 

in post-Partition India. Later in this chapter, with reference to “Swimming Lessons,” I discuss 

again such balanced juxtapositions of the allegorical mode and the sketches of the real in 

Rohinton Mistry. In the mid- and late sixties, Kersi is a teenager who lives with his parents 

and brother in one of the flats in Firozsha Baag. The flats in this otherwise ordinary 

neighbourhood in Bombay offer turbulent stories of the then India. With reference to 

“Auspicious Occasion,” I discuss these flats again as we go forward in this chapter.         

          The dwellers of Firozsha Baag, trapped in the parochial(ness) of their flats, are affected 

and afflicted by the cultural confusion amidst the infringement of neo-colonial forces, choices 

of economic migration, and separatist regionalism. The riots of Partition are a terrifying 

reminder of violence in “Auspicious Occasion,” an ironical title since the short story begins 

with an allegorical mnemonic of physical impurities and ends in terrorising murder inside a 

temple—a location of worship and devotion. We are not told if Partition brings violence to 

the doors of the compound of Firozsha Baag, but the rise of the Shiv Sena after Partition does 

incite violence near the premises of Firozsha Baag: “And although Dr. Mody would be dead 

by the time of the Shiv Sena riots, the tenants would remember him for the gate which would 

keep out the rampaging mobs” (“The Collectors,” Tales from Firozsha Baag 86). This 

reminds us of the presence of the authoritarian regimes and disciplinary forces, in a 
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Foucauldian sense, that are at large in the Indian subcontinent after the departure of the 

British. This also points at the nexus of the chaotic forces and the authoritarian regimes, the 

deceptive alliances between forces of anarchy and disciplinary regimes which are depicted in 

Such a Long Journey.12  

          The short stories explore the persistence of an enduring reality in the aftermath of 

Partition. Emboldened by militant nationalism, a particular group of the Hindu majority in 

India become intolerant of the other Indians, the minorities, and the Parsis, who were a well-

to-do community in the past, in the days of colonialism, are targeted. In “Auspicious 

Occasion,” the protagonist becomes the target of ethnic banter which quickly takes the shape 

of almost a mob violence as Rustomji calls them “sisterfucking ghatis” (Tales from Firozsha 

Baag 17). In Mistry’s earnest analysis, Parsis are also susceptible to the us versus the Others 

dichotomies. As a violent crowd gathers, Rustomji, as if an experienced chameleon who has 

access to the age-old knowledge of Parsi survival, a collective unconscious that teaches 

hybrid existences to adapt, diffuses tension with a timely reference to infirmity: “‘Arré please 

yaar, why harass an old man? Jaané dé, yaar. Let me go, friends’” (“Auspicious Occasion,” 

Tales from Firozsha Baag 18). The critic Peter Morey presents an analysis of the superiority 

complex in the Parsis of Bombay in relation to their westernization:  

The Parsi sense of separateness from, and superiority towards, other Indians is 

represented by Rustomji’s nonetheless ambivalent attitude to the Indian servant who 

comes to clean their flat. He thinks of Gajra as a gunga, the generic and somewhat 

patronising name bestowed by some Parsis on their non-Parsi servants, a racialised slur 

anticipating his hurling of the pejorative ‘ghatis’ at the crowd that surrounds him later 

(26).    
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Interestingly, to Morey, Rustomji’s confrontation with the crowd exemplifies deep-rooted 

ethnic divisions in India. I discuss this idea later in this chapter in relation to Jaakaylee’s 

treatment in “The Ghost of Firozsha Baag.” 

          It has been judicious on the part of the author to have this system of allegorical 

properties at work in his fiction since Mistry portrays a fictitious world that is shaken by the 

event of Partition in 1947. Allegory works for Mistry as he composes fiction that is political 

in nature and postcolonial in purpose since his works question the colonial and imperialist 

agendas. Unlike its depiction in A Fine Balance, Partition does not have a manifest presence 

in Tales from Firozsha Baag. In Such a Long Journey we see Partition as a causal force that 

keeps spawning wars and violence. But that is not the case with the theme of Partition here in 

Tales from Firozsha Baag. In the short stories Partition has more of an epiphanic presence. 

Epiphany, here, does not bear the ideas of Christian theology and is not used in the Joycean 

sense. Partition is more an insight, a hidden but strongly felt circumstance, in Tales from 

Firozsha Baag. Partition is not an overpowering event in the short stories in the same way 

that it is in A Fine Balance. We feel the traces of colonial hangover through the cultural 

artefacts shelved in the short stories. The stories are filled with characters who are ambivalent 

towards the colonial past—a bygone world that would never return in its old shape. They also 

signal at the advance of a globalised world where loyalties to the land of birth and families 

back home are tested and issues like nationalism become highly contentious and divisive. 

          The juxtaposition of the political and allegorical brings to mind Fredric Jameson’s 

widely debated essay “Third-World Literature in the Era of Multinational Capitalism” (1986). 

In Chapter III of my thesis on A Fine Balance, I state why Jameson’s essay does not put 

forward a theory of national allegory that fits my enquiry. I also argue that the economic and 

political contexts that support Jameson’s idea of the national allegory do not represent the 

political and economic backdrop of Mistry’s works. I lay out the reasons behind not choosing 
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to employ the theoretical concepts of Jameson’s 1986 essay to critically analyse A Fine 

Balance. Here, I begin with Thomas Palakeel’s essay, “Third World Short Story as National 

Allegory?” (1996), since the critic not only adds to the debate on Jameson’s essay but also 

puts the genre of the short story, not the novel this time, under the critical focus.       

          Palakeel thinks that “the short story is the most energetic literary activity in the Third 

World which is still alive in the wake of multinational television culture” (98). I want to 

clarify that I consider Third World to be a derogatory phrase, a reductive category that adds 

to the myth of the superiority of the imperial powers of Europe and North America. Mistry, 

an immigrant from India, emerges on the literary scene in Canada with the publication of his 

short stories. Indeed, Mistry chooses the liveliest literary activity of writing short stories that 

offer scenes after scenes of the vibrant drama of Indian life to the reader as if to compete with 

the overpowering new media endlessly circulated on TV in Canada.  

          According to Palakeel, “the many regional literatures” (98) in India “are so removed 

from the national consciousness that they seldom acknowledge nationalism as an issue” (99). 

He also adds that “regional struggles” “have not yet been manifested in literature” (99). 

These are, among others, some of the reasons Palakeel maintains to contest Jameson’s 

concept of national allegory. Unlike the regional literatures Palakeel mentions, Mistry’s short 

stories do not shy away from tackling regional political issues. For example, the divisive, 

chaotic, and militant nature of the Shiv Sena is mentioned in the following short stories from 

Tales from Firozsha Baag: “The Collectors” (pp. 86) and “Swimming Lessons” (pp. 235). I 

tackle this issue later in this chapter.  

          The intellectual force of Jameson’s essay categorising fiction from Asia, Latin 

America, and Africa with the intriguing coinage of national allegory inspired strong 

responses from Marxist critics such as Aijaz Ahmad. With an experience of reading 
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Jameson’s work for “fifteen years” (3) with a lot of comradery, Ahmad realises that Jameson 

is his “civilizational Other” (4). At the heart of Jameson’s essay, Ahmad detects the same 

misconstrued “procedures” of “orientalist scholars” (4) making us feel once again the debt of 

postcolonial studies to Edward Said’s Orientalism (1978). Ahmad comments that Jameson 

prefers to see “societies” through the “relations of intra-national domination” over the oft 

travelled Marxist path of defining societies by “relations of production” (9). For Ahmad, 

Jameson’s theory of Third World national allegory not only avoids focusing on “class 

formation and class struggle” but it is also devoid of the “multiplicities of intersecting 

conflicts based upon class, gender, nation, race, region” and such variant degrees of diverse 

struggles (9). Mistry’s texts, on the other hand, bring forth internal conflicts of the society 

where class, gender, nation, race, region, and religion play their parts at the backdrop of the 

troubled history of pre-Partition and post-Partition India impinged on by globalisation and 

international conflicts. Mistry’s texts are not only an allegorization of the conflicts within a 

nation, but they are also allegorization of the conflicts within a society, community, and an 

individual character. And often times, the conflicts of the individual play a role in intra-

national conflicts that are influenced by the questions of class, caste, gender, nation, race, 

region, and religion.13  

          Another important voice in this debate around Jameson’s theory of Third World 

national allegory is that of cultural theorist Imre Szeman. In Jameson’s defence, Szeman 

observes that “almost without exception critics of Jameson’s essay have willfully misread it” 

(804). By utilising Jameson’s theorisation of national allegory, Szeman deploys his “implicit 

argument on behalf of totality” as a “metacommentary” on the “relationship” between 

“allegory (as a mode of interpretation)” and “nation (as a specific kind of sociopolitical 

problematic)” and what such a “relationship entails for a global or transnational literary or 

cultural criticism” (805). Intriguing indeed, Szeman clearly sifts away the local through 
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global and the national through transnational. Moreover, Szeman’s acceptance of Jameson’s 

categorisation of developed and underdeveloped worlds exposes the vulnerability of 

Szeman’s critical properties to certain preconceived notions—notions that are burdens of 

European colonialism. Simply, the progress of a nation measured only by the yardstick of 

material wealth is myopic. The deterministic yardstick of materialism and the excuse of being 

a Marxist seem to inspire ideas in Jameson and Szeman that are, in my estimation, bereft of 

the sense of justice and equity.  

          Jameson perceives entire continents as developed and underdeveloped. Perhaps, 

expecting rigorous academic criticism, Jameson puts forward a variant of the “mode-of-

production theory” which he considers as “widely debated” (86). But the “literary and 

cultural comparatism of a new type,” explained in the note section of Jameson’s article, does 

not present precise methodologies for the interpretations he provides (86). Also, Jameson’s 

list leaves out so many other markers of sophistications of non-western civilizations. That is 

why, while commenting on Jameson’s essay, Palakeel remind us of Thomas Babington 

Macaulay’s notorious “Minute on Education” that perceives eastern languages and cultures as 

(un)modern and proffers “intrinsic superiority of the Western literature” (70). At this 

juncture, to imagine the result of an analysis done on the subtext of Jameson’s essay would 

be interesting. What, precisely, are the features of the developed and underdeveloped worlds 

in Jameson’s psyche and imagination? Such questions are beyond the purview of my thesis, 

although the binding theme of Partition certainly makes discussions related to colonisation, 

decolonisation, and nationalism relevant. It needs to be stated that Ahmad finds the presence 

of “ideologically felt hierarchy of value” in Jameson’s categorisation of the so-called Third 

World and its cultural productions (6). Undoubtedly, such hierarchies are dredges of a 

bygone colonialism that keeps surfacing via neo-colonial designs in the era of late capitalism. 

The political scientist Partha Chatterjee opines that “The process of economic and strategic 
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control over foreign territories and productive resources was transformed from the old forms 

of conquest and occupation to the new ones of informal power exercised through diplomatic 

influence, economic incentives, and treaty obligations” (14). In the face of such neo-imperial 

forces, Mistry’s texts show paths of allegorical recognitions of the colonial past and the 

postcolonial present as they consider themes of immigration and hybridity that negotiate 

individual existence at the backdrop of the dark history of Partition.     

          Szeman reiterates that Jameson does not incline himself to accept an allegorical mode 

that is an imitation of the seventeenth century English writer John Bunyan. Jameson clearly 

shows his weariness of “stereotypes of Bunyan” and their “one-dimensional view” (73). 

Szeman explains that by allegory Jameson considers a mode that is “not limited to the 

production of morality tales about public, political events” (808). The hybridised forms of 

Mistry’s short stories and the ambivalent positions of the characters in these stories regarding 

issues of immigration to the west, bigotry, and the colonial past of India clearly suggest 

absence of truth claims and grand schemes that offer to pose a discourse on nationalism in the 

Jamesonian sense. While my inclination to the spirit of resistance to dominant world views 

that postcolonialism proclaims as one of its objectives rejects Jameson’s notion of a 

homogenous Third World national allegory, especially, in relation to Mistry, the Marxist 

political theorist’s definition of the function of allegory as a literary mode seems to resonate 

with some of my notions of the allegorical mode in Mistry. According to Szeman, Jameson 

devises an idea of allegory in which “the text speaks to its context” and of “the struggles for 

national independence and cultural autonomy in the context of imperialism and its aftermath” 

(808). Tales from Firozsha Baag speaks to its cultural, national, geographical, and political 

context without putting forward a teleological scope. Mistry achieves this by placing 

ambivalent subject positions and culturally hybrid artefacts in the allegorical mode of his 

short stories. This, partially, resonates with the sense of the allegorical mode’s connection 
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with its context, but refuses any premeditated goal that would prescribe a form of nationalism 

for the consciousness of a nation.  

          Such grand schemes are not present in Mistry’s short stories that represent 

cosmopolitan cities like Bombay and Toronto where the meaning of culture is accented by 

diversity and pluralism. Especially, in “Swimming Lessons,” the old man in the wheelchair, 

the Portuguese woman, Yugoslavian Berthe and her son, the woman in a pink swimsuit, and 

the women in the laundry room present a diverse demographic identity of Toronto. The 

academic Vijay Mishra reflects that “Swimming Lessons” “does say something about life in 

Canada, about the bleak life of immigrants living in low-rise flats in Don Mills, Toronto” 

(175). Aside from allegorically referring to the diversity of Toronto and its immigrant 

population, Mistry gives a cogent example of how on the structure of a real and throbbing 

city life a rich amalgam of fact and fiction can be constructed. In the denouement of 

“Swimming Lessons,” Kersi’s father and mother ponder their son’s literary merit to draw 

fiction out of his observations of facts/real-life situations: “fiction does not create facts, 

fiction can come from facts, it can grow out of facts by compounding, transposing, 

augmenting, diminishing, or altering them” (“Swimming Lessons,” Tales from Firozsha 

Baag 256). Mistry, by employing the narrative perspective of two characters in his short 

story, gives us here some tricks that creative writers may learn. The trick is to create fiction 

that sounds like fact. In a way of caution, the reader is told that he/she “must not confuse 

cause and effect” and “must not confuse what really happened with what the story says 

happened” (“Swimming Lessons,” Tales from Firozsha Baag 256). If we consider this theory 

of writing fiction it would be clear that Mistry has no intention of creating any myth that can 

serve as the national allegory of India. This argument also serves against the case that Mistry 

writes to create a myth for the Parsi diaspora. The reader and the critic are also cautioned in 

“Swimming Lessons” not to label the works of the writer Kersi, as facts/evidences of 
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objective reality, although his fiction, often allegorical, draws from the real world that we 

inhabit. Kersi’s fiction, written by Rohinton Mistry, quite unambiguously, tells the reader and 

the critic about how they might approach the short stories in Tales from Firozsha Baag. 

          At this juncture, I would like to mention briefly and in passing that Mistry’s concern 

for the conservation of nature surfaces in his short stories as well. The environment is very 

much a part of the real world that Mistry chooses to portray in his short stories. In Chapter II 

and III, I comment on Mistry’s preoccupation with environmental degradation that is 

illustrated respectively in Such a Long Journey and A Fine Balance. In “Swimming Lessons,” 

Kersi is interested in the environment that surrounds him. Although he has learned to identify 

only maple leaves Kersi plans to “buy a book of trees” (Tales from Firozsha Baag 255). He 

feels bad because “the deep blue sea of Chaupatty beach,” which tells the reader about 

Bombay’s distinctive character, “was grey and murky with garbage” (“Swimming Lessons,” 

Tales from Firozsha Baag 238). Mistry’s concerns regarding the environmental degradation 

in India, particularly here, are portrayed without any element of apparent allegory: “The sea 

of Chaupatty was fated to endure the finales of life’s everyday functions. It seemed that the 

dirtier it became, the more crowds it attracted: street urchins and beggars and beachcombers, 

looking through the junk that washed up. (Or was it the crowds that made it dirtier? . . .)” 

(“Swimming Lessons,” Tales from Firozsha Baag 239). Although themes pertaining to 

ontology, in this passage, can be read via the path of allegory, I am more interested in literal 

reading as that opens so many possibilities of understanding the environmental crisis of the 

sea and the city, Bombay.  

          The crowds that Kersi notices are the results of departed colonialism. Ashcroft thinks 

that “during and after the period of European imperialism” “postcolonial cities” experience 

“intense demonstration of the diasporic movement of populations, microcosms of the global 

flow of peoples” “so sudden that it quickly outstrips services and generates a sudden rise of 
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shanty towns and a poverty-stricken city fringe” (“Urbanism, Mobility and Bombay: Reading 

the Postcolonial City” 498). Tales from Firozsha Baag, like Such a Long Journey and A Fine 

Balance, flags the issue of the scarcity of water in Bombay: “The quota of tap water had been 

curtailed . . .” (“Exercisers” 208). Mistry’s realistic representations of the outstripping of 

services in the postcolonial city Bombay/Mumbai are present in all the texts of my thesis. 

Also, the theme of environmental crisis in India is allegorically portrayed in Such a Long 

Journey and A Fine Balance. I discuss these topics in Chapter II and III.       

          The allegorical mode in Tales from Firozsha Baag is also significant for understanding 

the topics of cruelty towards animals14 and culturally nuanced analysis that can be deemed 

significant for anthropological research.15 The themes of romantic (between Jehangir and 

Behroze in “Exercisers”), homoerotic (between Jehangir and Eric in “The Collectors”), and 

heterogenous sexual encounters (through the complexities of Rustomji’s male gaze and 

Gajra’s exhibitionist performance underpinned by abject poverty in “Auspicious Occasion”) 

do not qualify as elements for Jamesonian national allegory. The other themes that fall 

beyond the range of Third World national allegory are litigations that go beyond the juridical 

structures left by the British (the rites and the superstitious practices in “The Paying Guests”), 

and analysis of emotional (the complexities of Daulat’s emotions after the untimely death of 

her husband in “Condolence Visit”) and psychological (the weight of carelessly spoken 

words on Sarosh as he struggles to prove his capacity of adapting himself as an immigrant in 

Canada’s host culture in “Squatter”) aspects. These examples from Tales from Firozsha 

Baag, simply, cannot be analysed by deploying Jameson’s theory of Third World national 

allegory. Also, the allegorical mode in Mistry is not always exclusively political in 

temperament and postcolonial in ambition. The concepts of hybridity and ambivalence from 

the theoretical receptacle of postcolonialism, however, can be significant in grasping the 

deeper meanings of the allegorical mode in Mistry’s short stories.  
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          Characters like Jehangir, Behroze, and Sarosh, like a number of other characters, play 

analogously important roles in revealing the distinctive and, simultaneously, hybridised 

cultural spaces and artefacts that Mistry represents through allegorical narratives that need to 

be unpeeled. For the critic Heble, such narratives offer “problematic interplay between two 

positions” offering what he “loosely” calls “essentialism and assimilation” that reverberate 

“in the very language of these stories” (58-59). By this comment, Heble not only signals the 

hybridised cultures, characters, and locations in Mistry’s short stories but he also calls the 

forms of these stories hybridised as they straddle over and concurrently reveal spaces and 

cultures that are in the borders of past and present, influenced by the local and global, and 

tugged between essentialisms and assimilations. Academics Joel Kuortti and Jopi Nyman 

argue that “the critical power of hybridity is in its ability to question what appears natural and 

complete, to problematize naturalized boundaries” (1). As a genre, the short story does not 

present a completely resolved denouement. The enjoyment of a short story is in its lingering 

complexities because brevity is integral to its form, as author Clark Blaise tells us (190). 

Allegory, on the other hand, helps to unveil the layers of meanings in those apparently 

natural and complete aspects of literature. India, a seat of hybrid postcolonial culture, is 

represented mostly by Bombay after Partition—a city that becomes very much alive in the 

prose of Mistry. The characters in Tales from Firozsha Baag cannot simply just be identified 

as Parsis, although there is no denial that most of the characters in these short stories belong 

to the Parsi diaspora. But it would be significantly insular to see them only as Parsis. These 

Parsis in Mistry are citizens of a partitioned India. Allegory teaches us to look at what has not 

been said about the past of a number of these characters who have witnessed the last days of 

British colonialism and the violence of Partition.  

          The in-betweenness of the Parsis is clearly delineated by Mistry in his works.16 The 

Parsi diaspora carries in its genes the unconsciously collected traces of knowledge that can 
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only be gathered through the journey that was taken from Iran to India.17 The construction of 

a hybrid identity, a Parsi identity as the short stories show, is moulded by pre-colonial, 

colonial, and post-Partition historical processes, and through the influences of much larger 

communities and overpowering cultures—Islamic and Hindu being the two dominant cultures 

alongside considerably influential Buddhist, Christian, Sikh, and other communities in India. 

Parsis, although a minority in independent India, are mostly middle-class English-speaking 

folks.18 Regarding the relationship of the Parsis with the British, Hinnells and Williams 

document: “Parsis . . . became perhaps the most westernized community in all of South Asia” 

(2). In Mistry’s short stories, Parsis read English newspapers,19 listen mostly to those radio 

stations that deliver news in English, and hum English tunes. For a moment, if we want to see 

the in-between in a character, the individual in whose identity shades of the orthodox and the 

non-orthodox glimmer together, we have Rustomji, “a successful Bombay lawyer” 

(“Auspicious Occasion,” Tales from Firozsha Baag 3). He “secretly enjoyed most of the age-

old traditions” of Zoroastrianism “while pretending indifference” (“Auspicious Occasion,” 

Tales from Firozsha Baag 4).  

          Rustomji learns to enjoy “his first sip of Scotch and soda from his father’s glass” when 

he was quite young (“Auspicious Occasion,” Tales from Firozsha Baag 11). “Mehroo,” on 

the other hand, seems “oblivious to the bustle and meanness of lives on these narrow streets” 

with the certainty of a devotee anticipating “serenity” and “perfect peace and calm” “inside 

the fire-temple” (“Auspicious Occasion,” Tales from Firozsha Baag 12). The internal-

contradictions of the family are also refracted through the individual’s loyalties and 

disloyalties. In “his college days,” as a “volunteer with the Social Service League,” Rustomji 

contemplates “he had thought differently” in the past (“Auspicious Occasion,” Tales from 

Firozsha Baag 9). In the exuberance of pre-Partition fervour, Rustomji’s decision to 

voluntarily participate in digging “roads and wells,” and building “schoolhouses,” and 
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teaching “the villagers,” reflect a generic sense of Mahatma-style socialism in the educated 

middle-class youth in the Indian subcontinent (“Auspicious Occasion,” Tales from Firozsha 

Baag 9).20 Many Indians, like Rustomji, believed that colonialism will be a thing of the past 

soon. In his present, post-1947 India, Rustomji is disillusioned. The forces of neo-

colonialism, in the shape of capitalism, are the new reality in mid-sixties India. Not only the 

scenario of Partition is complex in Mistry, the view of his characters on Partition are also 

quite complicated. Through Mehroo’s fear, Mistry allegorically reveals that the conflicts of 

Partition are becoming ever so complex and unavoidable.  

          The violence of Partition is beyond the imagination of activists such as Rustomji. His 

post-Partition disillusionment allegorically represents the disillusionment of a billion people 

in the Indian subcontinent. Rustomji, a character who personifies in-betweenness in so many 

ways, is torn between his nostalgia for resistant activism and his money-making pursuits.21 

People like Rustomji thought that violence, injustice, poverty, and inequality would be all 

over when the British leave for good. Unlike Rustomji, Mehroo faces a different set of 

challenges in post-Partition India. Her serene state of mind is shaken by the reality of “two 

police cars and a police van” blocking the gates of the fire-temple (“Auspicious Occasion,” 

Tales from Firozsha Baag 14): a sad reminder that colonial-style disciplinary regimes still 

loom at large. For a moment, Mehroo is shaken fearing that the “Hindu-Muslim riots 

following partition” have erupted again (“Auspicious Occasion,” Tales from Firozsha Baag 

14). The epiphanic presence of Partition here draws the reader face to face with the reality of 

burgeoning religious intolerance in India. Such portrayals of India by Mistry tell us that 

Partition is far from being over. This episode in “Auspicious Occasion” is a succinct example 

of the juxtaposition of the elements of realism and allegory. Mistry employs the allegorical to 

remind the reader of communal violence during Partition, and the reality check is also 
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provided here by the portrayal of the real presence of violence in a place of worship, the fire-

temple, in post-1947 India.         

          It would not be outlandish, at this juncture, to see the Parsis in the short stories as 

postcolonial citizens who are aware of their colonial past and are under the influence of the 

neo-colonial present. Perhaps, the emblem of the janus-faced represents some, if not all, of 

the characters in Mistry’s short stories. Homi Bhabha painstakingly describes the janus-faced 

emblem as he refers to its evolution and, what I would like to describe as, theoretical 

adaptability and adoptability.22 A number of the characters in the short stories can be seen as 

“janus-faced to east and west” (Bhabha, “Introduction: Narrating the Nation” 6). While 

adapting this emblem for my analysis of the short stories, I have been innovative with the 

idea of the two-faced figure. For Nairn, the “Roman god Janus gazed into both past and 

future” (73). I admit that I am not using the janus-face with reference to the state of 

nationalisms that Nairn extensively discusses in relation to Marxism, capitalism, and the 

political landscape of England in his The Break-up of Britain: Crisis and Neo-Nationalism. I 

am interested in the janus, a god like human, who can be locked into his/her past and who can 

also be lured by future possibilities. For me the janus-faced is not located on the border of the 

east and west and the janus-faced person does not straddle over the east and the west at the 

same time. But, the janus-faced can be physically located in either east or west while longing 

for what is diametrically opposite and/or opposed to his/her present location. While one of 

the faces of the janus-faced is fixated with(fixed in) his/her current cultural/geographical 

location the other face longs for the Other’s world. The janus-faced is a creature of in-

betweenness. The janus-faced struggles with his/her hybridised identity but stays with it.  

          In “Squatter,” Kersi and Viraf “are planning” to go abroad (Tales from Firozsha Baag 

156). They are in the east but their faces are towards the west: “Kersi and Viraf did talk a lot 

about America and Canada. Kersi had started writing to universities there since his final high-
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school year, and had also sent letters of inquiry to the Canadian High Commission in New 

Delhi and to the U.S. Consulate at Breach Candy” (“Squatter,” Tales from Firozsha Baag 

156). Here, Mistry informs the reader about the reality that Parsi teenagers like Kersi and 

Viraf are lured by the prospects of an imagined better life in the west.23 This allegorically 

tells us about the lack of prospects for young people in India after Partition. Nariman decides 

to tell these boys the story of Sarosh “‘[e]specially since’” some of them “‘are planning to go 

abroad’” (“Squatter,” Tales from Firozsha Baag 156). Nariman begins Sarosh’s story of 

failed immigration to Canada to the surprise of his audience.  

          Before beginning the story of Sarosh, Nariman was telling the story of Savukshaw who 

“saved the Indian team from a humiliating defeat when they were touring in England” 

(“Squatter,” Tales from Firozsha Baag 150). Savukshaw’s story is the story of Indian 

nationalism. Such stories are also popular in the Indian subcontinent since they are not 

complicated at all. The approach is quite straightforward: beating the English in their game, 

beating them at cricket. But the dichotomies of them (the English) versus us (Indians) are not 

at all that melodramatic in the post-1947 context.24 Nariman, perhaps, understands the 

complexities of the ideas of national identities and belongingness. I would not go that far here 

to state that he understands the multiplicities of the troubling nationalisms in post-Partition 

India. Nariman feels strongly that the story of Savukshaw’s nationalism can be interrupted to 

tell the teenagers a story about immigration and belongingness. Savukshaw, a patriot, is the 

reason behind the glory of the Indian cricket team against the team of the colonisers from the 

past—the English cricket team. The story of Savukshaw’s nationalism, the nationalism of a 

Parsi cricket player who brought glory to his community and to the Indian nation, is 

important. But to Nariman, the more important story is the story of Sarosh’s return to his 

home in Bombay, India, from Canada, since Sarosh’s story is about the lures of a global 

world and its neo-colonial contexts.  
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          Sarosh returns after a failed attempt to settle in Canada as an immigrant. So, the janus-

faced are not always successful. While in India, Sarosh used to long for the west. When he 

makes it to the west, Sarosh is preoccupied with what his family and friends in India would 

think if he fails at settling in Canada. Sarosh tries his best to make Canada his new home and 

“began calling himself Sid after living in Toronto for a few months” (“Squatter,” Tales from 

Firozsha Baag 157). But, as Nariman explains, there was one problem: he could not master 

the art of defecating the local way. Heble analyses this situation for us: “Unable to pass a 

motion Western style by sitting on the toilet seat, Sarosh repeatedly finds himself climbing up 

onto the seat and simulating the squat of Indian latrines in order to achieve the desired 

catharsis” (52). While admitting that this scene offers “a rather unconventional and 

incommodious point of departure for a scholarly paper,” Heble thinks that Sarosh’s inabilities 

at adapting to the way toilets are in Canada “describe a signally pragmatic instance of cultural 

dislocation” (52). Heble adds that it “bespeaks an uneasiness which can only be the result of 

the problematic relationship between interlocking cultural landscapes, between an ethnic 

heritage and a new life in the West” (52). Clearly, Heble suggests a distinctive in-

betweenness that characterises Sarosh’s state in Toronto.     

          Failure at this one culturally specific act, as Sarosh deems it, has a chain reaction of 

events that he fails to control. The consequence is collateral damage—Sarosh’s professional 

performance is affected. Conversely, it can also be said that Sarosh, all these years when he is 

in Canada and is struggling to overhaul his Indian identity and embellish it with his new 

Canadian identity, is, in fact, anchored in India so strongly that he fails to re-invent himself in 

Canada. He makes it to Canada but has never negotiated, entirely, with the new cultural 

context. Miles away from his home in Bombay, Sarosh is ill at ease in revamping an 

everyday necessity that is natural. Sarosh, in that sense, is not complicit in what Byrne would 

describe as “cultural compromise” with reference to Bhabha (11).25 Heble’s “signally 
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pragmatic instance” can be extended to include, allegorically, the idea that Sarosh is naturally 

programmed by the environment of the place of his birth (52). While immigration is a choice, 

biological behaviour is not, at least for Sarosh. His ethnic body rejects to function inside “‘the 

stall’” (“Squatter,” Tales from Firozsha Baag 160). In the in-betweenness of the “private and 

at the same time very public” location of the “washrooms” the locals notice the 

unconventional practices of the “foreign presence” and the cultural and racial Other. On the 

other hand, Sarosh, who is always, already anxious in Canada, constructs “‘the presence of 

xenophobia and hostility’” (Tales from Firozsha Baag 160). I do not question the existence of 

social and cultural displacements, xenophobia and hostility that Heble discusses with 

substantial references to Nariman’s representations of Sarosh (52-53). Indeed, Nariman is one 

of the narrators in “Squatter.”         

          Heble urges us “to keep in mind” that “Sarosh’s story is framed by Nariman, a 

storyteller with a penchant for unpredictability and ambiguity” (53). At this juncture, we 

should realize that Sarosh’s biological incompetency “to pass a motion Western style by 

sitting on the toilet seat” can also be seen as a real, factual element of his life (Heble 52). 

Mistry is offering us here a biological reality. Sarosh’s suffering inside “‘the stall’” is an 

allegorical representation of such small but significant details of the lives of the immigrants 

that social and biological scientists may need to consider (“Squatter,” Tales from Firozsha 

Baag 160). The relocation of an immigrant from home to the host country is very much a 

cultural as well as a geographical and biological relocation. I am more interested, however, to 

see how meanings are constructed, and, perhaps, innovated in relation to the specificity of 

location which has a culture that it calls local. My statement here does not call into question 

hybrid formations of culture. Common sense tells us that, invariably, for a community that 

has been resident of a certain geographic location for a long period of time, there is a culture 

that the community labels as its own, thus, local. This is no way related to the Jamesonian 
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idea of national culture which sounds very much like a grand narrative of a culture that 

overarches and overcasts the so-called Third World (which is itself a term of denigration) in 

its entirety. I also recognise that local cultures are not always native, and often distinctive 

native cultures are wary of local cultures.  

          Interestingly, the grown up Kersi of “Swimming Lessons” is a foil to Sarosh. The adult 

Kersi successfully adapts to his life as an immigrant in Canada. The teenage Kersi of 

“Squatter” is janus-faced. Kersi of “Swimming Lessons” overcomes this phase of being 

janus-faced and represents a hybrid persona that can be described as a state of openness to 

positive cultural influences. Nariman manifests the idea of ambivalence on the other hand. 

Although Nariman feels compelled to narrate the story of Sarosh’s failed emigration to the 

young boys who are located in the east but are looking towards the west, he himself, in a 

manner of self-contradiction, leads life in a confused adoration of the colonial past. I illustrate 

this topic later.   

          Regarding the story telling techniques, Nariman tells two stories in “Squatter.” The 

third-person narrator in “Squatter” allows Nariman to narrate two very different stories that 

represent two very different personas, Savukshaw and Sarosh. Nariman believes that it is 

important for the young of the Parsi diaspora to know both Savukshaw and Sarosh. Mistry 

uses two different narrators in “Squatter,” the third-person narrator and Nariman, to render 

the stories of Savukshaw and Sarosh, which can be seen as a political act of doubly 

distancing himself from the reader. This self-effacing position allows Mistry to be 

unassuming. Also, Nariman’s decision of interrupting Savukshaw’s story to tell Sarosh’s 

story indicates the importance of Bombay to the Parsi diaspora. The interruption seems to 

imply that Nariman is telling the youth of the Parsi community to stay home. Such a 

conclusion would, however, be problematic as Heble rightly points out that Nariman himself 

also offers “the counter-example of Vera and Dolly” (52). Nariman tells the boys that “Those 
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two girls went abroad for studies many years ago, and never came back. They settled there 

happily” (“Squatter,” Tales from Firozsha Baag 157). As I have already noted, Kersi of 

“Swimming Lessons” is another successful example of immigration. The difference is that 

unlike Najamai’s daughters, Kersi has not totally abandoned India. But Sarosh returns to 

India for good. Perhaps Nariman feels that immigration en masse is not the right choice for 

the Parsis. That would make the community in Bombay, now Mumbai, more vulnerable. 

Parsis are already facing the growing militant nationalism(s) of post-Partition political parties 

like Shiv Sena. At this point, it should be registered that “Squatter” is not just a cautionary 

tale for the young Parsis. The epiphanic message of the story is for all the young people in the 

Indian subcontinent who want to emigrate. Young people across the Indian subcontinent are 

affected by post-Partition economic challenges and for many, emigration is a solution. 

However, there is no denial that the afflictions of such a prolonged and protracted Partition 

affect minorities much more severely than majorities in the Indian subcontinent.26              

          Since we have discussed Mistry’s use of multiple narrators to manipulate the narrative 

perspectives and shifts of meanings in “Squatter,” it would be relevant to discuss the author’s 

ideas of metafiction as well. “Squatter” is, perhaps, the only short story in Tales from 

Firozsha Baag that invites the reader, overtly, to think critically about the form of the short 

story.27 “Squatter” is also about multiple, intertwined, stories that seem to give lessons on 

creative writing strategies and the how to do of literary criticism. Moreover, “Squatter” is also 

about narrative techniques. Mistry does not just stop at offering more than one narrator in 

“Squatter” and placing a story within a story. Jehangir is positioned in the story as an erudite 

literary analyst. He comments on Nariman’s story telling techniques. Via Jehangir, Mistry 

provides lessons on literary analysis. According to Jehangir, the “unpredictability was the 

brush” Nariman “used to paint his tales with, and ambiguity the palette he mixed his colours 

in” (“Squatter,” Tales from Firozsha Baag 151). This apparently abstract and baffling 
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explication of Nariman’s storytelling technique urges the reader to read the story against its 

grain—the way Heble does via the path of deconstruction as he shows that meaning in 

Nariman’s tales are not stable. The formation of meaning in Nariman’s tale is not only related 

to its context but also to the choice of the reader who would subjectively prefer one semantic 

possibility over the other.   

          Nariman knows that Jehangir is more of an educated listener to his stories in 

comparison with the other boys in Firozsha Baag. Jehangir is an audience member with 

whom Nariman is able to intellectually communicate. Jehangir satisfies the interactive 

storyteller, Nariman, by presenting an analysis of Savukshaw’s character. Jehangir mentions 

Tolstoy in response to Nariman’s epigrammatic story of “‘Wonder Bread,’” which is a 

“‘Canadian bread which all happy families eat to be happy in the same way; the unhappy 

families are unhappy in their own fashion by eating other brands’” (“Squatter,” Tales from 

Firozsha Baag 162). This allegorically tells the boys and the reader that the idea of 

immigration to a foreign place like Canada comes with a certain price.  

          Canada offers certain choices like Wonder Bread. While Wonder Bread does not 

guarantee happiness, since it is one of the choices, some immigrants can be content with it 

and some can face post-immigration disillusionment. Through placing this tiny tale within the 

ongoing plot focusing on Sarosh, Mistry makes Nariman refute the assumptions of people 

like Daddy (“Of White Hairs and Cricket”) who thinks that there is no future for his son, 

Kersi, in India. Kersi represents middle class young men who are potentially resourceful (in 

both “Of White Hairs and Cricket” and “Squatter”). Immigration cannot be a one-track 

answer to all the discontents and disillusionments of the postcolonial/post-independence 

world. Immigration is a choice that works for Kersi but does not benefit Sarosh. Immigration 

to the west alienates Jamshed and makes Sarosh, apparently, a failure. By rendering the story 

of Sarosh, Mistry, perhaps, tells the immigrants in Canada that it is not the end of the world if 
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the choice of immigration does not finally work out. There is no harm in trying though. The 

preferred path is demonstrated by Kersi of “Swimming Lessons.”  

          As an immigrant, Kersi learns to get himself involved completely in the culture of the 

host country in “Swimming Lessons.” He tries learning swimming, an important life skill, 

and shows empathy to his neighbours. Kersi genuinely cares for the old disabled man who 

reminds him of his own grandfather. His correspondences with his parents keep him inspired 

as his father tells Kersi to “take some courses at night school” since “that’s how everyone 

moves ahead over there” (“Swimming Lessons,” Tales from Firozsha Baag 241). Kersi starts 

writing on a regular basis and becomes more aware about the environment around him, both 

human and natural. Kersi’s engagement with the Zoroastrian Society of Ontario allows him a 

cultural and spiritual balance. Via his mother’s letter to Kersi, his father reminds him that he 

is a “Zoroastrian” who should remember “manashni, gavashni, kunashni, . . . good thoughts, 

good words, good deeds” (“Swimming Lessons,” Tales from Firozsha Baag 241). These 

allow him to keep a mental balance between the phases of his loneliness and fantasies of “a 

gorgeous woman in the class . . . at whose sight I will be instantly aroused, and . . . she will 

come home with me” (“Swimming Lessons,” Tales from Firozsha Baag 240). The route of 

immigration which seems to have made Kersi more responsible and observant does not, 

however, bring any positive changes for Jamshed.  

          Jamshed becomes a hater of his native country and constantly criticises his own people. 

Heble explains that “a member of privileged class in India”, Jamshed “adopts the behaviour 

and values of Western culture” (59). A scrutiny of Jamshed’s lexicon makes Heble conclude 

that Jamshed “cannot simply deny his ethnic heritage” (59). For Jamshed, being a member of 

a privileged minority in India comes with a cost since he has lived his life in a cocoon of self-

denial. The “leather-upholstered luxury” of an “air-conditioned family car” saves Jamshed 

from the heat and dust outside when he is young (“Lend Me Your Light,” Tales from 
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Firozsha Baag 178). Such luxuries make people like Jamshed deny what Kersi sees after 

landing in Bombay, “naked children emerged from the corrugated metal and cardboard and 

ran to keep up with us, screaming for money” (“Lend Me Your Light,” Tales from Firozsha 

Baag 191). After two long years, Kersi takes a flight from Canada, via London, to Bombay. 

Even the green of urban gardening in London seems much better than “the parched,” 

“unhappy” “land,” India (“Lend Me Your Light,” Tales from Firozsha Baag 190). Sadly, this 

makes Kersi ashamed of himself and his country. Here, aside from the feelings of Kersi, 

Mistry allegorically suggests an Indian subcontinent that became a wasteland of unhappiness 

after being looted by British colonialism.28  

          Such dirty, unhappy, and naked realities of his birthplace make Jamshed deny his 

origins. In Bombay Jamshed lived in a posh neighbourhood away from his community in 

Firozsha Baag which creates a distance between him and the other Parsis. Such 

circumstances deny Jamshed the chance of learning from the stories of Nariman. Sarosh’s 

rich experience abroad is perhaps not known to Jamshed. Mistry shows the element of self-

denial in Kersi as well when London seems “green and hopeful” (“Lend Me Your Light,” 

Tales from Firozsha Baag 190). Kersi forgets that the precolonial Indian subcontinent, during 

the time of Mughal emperor Aurangzeb, was far wealthier than all of Europe.29 Kersi also 

fails to realise that the resources in India still attract foreigners: “four businessmen” who 

“sounded Australian” (“Lend Me Your Light,” Tales from Firozsha Baag 191). As we 

analyse three distinctive stories of immigration, the stories of Sarosh, Jamshed, and Kersi, we 

need to realise that Sarosh could return to India because he has his family waiting for him. 

Sarosh has a place in Bombay he could call home. Perhaps Mistry advises immigrants not to 

totally slash ties with their home countries. That is why Kersi stands as an exception for 

whom Tales from Firozsha Baag may roughly qualify as a coming-of-age story. At this 

juncture, Sarosh’s last words are important. He tells Nariman not to call him Sid anymore. 
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Sarosh also requests of the storyteller, “‘Tell them,’ . . . ‘that the world can be a bewildering 

place, and dreams and ambitions are often paths to the most pernicious of traps’” (“Squatter,” 

Tales from Firozsha Baag 172). Again, this is an example of allegory in Mistry which is open 

to interpretations for the reader, regardless of the historical and geographical contexts of 

“Squatter.”           

          At this point, Nariman’s attempt at influencing the youth of the Parsi community as he 

tells the story of immigration of Sarosh, that can be deemed as unfavourable to the idea of 

immigration itself, can be elaborated with reference to other short stories in the collection. As 

we proceed, we should remember that Sarosh, the protagonist of “Squatter,” himself requests 

Nariman to tell the story. This further complicates the idea of Mistry’s double self-

effacement. Making Sarosh tell Nariman that his story should be told to the boys who want to 

settle abroad and Nariman following suit, Mistry draws himself away, totally, from letting the 

reader know his own judgements about the successes and failures of immigration.  

          Jamshed of “Lend Me Your Light” is an extreme example of an Indian who emigrated 

to the U.S. To illustrate, Heble explains that “Jamshed speaks here as a proponent of 

assimilationist theory. As an immigrant in the United States, he has willingly renounced his 

ethnic heritage and taken on the value of Americans. As far as he is concerned, he has 

become one of them” (57). Jamshed studies at St. Xavier’s with Kersi and his older sibling 

Percy and is friend to Percy. The presence of St. Xavier’s in Mistry’s India is yet another 

epiphanic reminder of the rupture between the colonial history of India and its legacy. How 

does Partition affect, if at all, institutions like St. Xavier’s that reminds of the British, and 

perhaps follows the traditions of the British, and is now run by post-1947 Indians? I would 

very much like to know answers to this question, but, at this point, it is necessary to examine 

the presence of this educational institution in Mistry’s short stories. St. Xavier’s, a 

colonial/postcolonial artefact, allegorically represents the massive changes in the education 
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system in India that the British initiated. I alluded to the pervasive effacing of systems of 

education in India earlier in this chapter with reference to Macaulay’s “Minute on 

Education.” Mistry himself studied in St. Xavier’s and I point out in the Conclusion of my 

thesis that the young leader of Shiv Sena, who leads the mob that burns copies of Mistry’s 

Such a Long Journey, also studied in St. Xavier’s. Mistry could have chosen another 

institution in Bombay for his characters. The characters in Mistry’s “Lend Me Your Light” 

go to St. Xavier’s since it provides an education that follows the colonial tradition. Jamshed, 

an anglophile, grows up in an environment that is far away from the life of the ordinary in 

India. St. Xavier’s is an institution that reminds us of India’s colonial past and it represents 

such colonial establishments in the Indian subcontinent that are adapted to the 

postcolonial/post-Partition present without, apparently, raising issues of complicity and 

resistance. St. Xavier’s allegorically represents an elite cultural history of Bombay on which 

I found little anthropological research. About Bombay, Ashcroft comments that the “city has 

been largely ignored in postcolonial studies” (“Urbanism, Mobility and Bombay: Reading the 

Postcolonial City” 497). Postcolonial studies perhaps need to do more to investigate 

establishments like St. Xavier’s and interrogate their impact on people like Jamshed. For 

Ashcroft, “Bombay is the sine qua non of the postcolonial city because in every respect it 

encapsulates the processes of postcolonial movement and settlement that come to extend 

globally” (“Urbanism, Mobility and Bombay: Reading the Postcolonial City” 498). The 

Indian subcontinent does not seem to have any lacuna of postcolonial theorists and critics and 

I imagine that the education system at St. Xavier’s, along with its archive of colonial 

traditions, have been seen through the prism of postcolonial theories.  

          As establishments, cultural artefacts like St. Xavier’s have a colonial past, a 

postcolonial present, and a future with its fair share of intimations. Led by Catholic priests 

from the days of British colonialism, St. Xavier’s offers education to the Indian elite.30 St. 
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Xavier’s can be seen as a colonial cultural artefact that sustains its presence in post-Partition 

India by bridging its colonial history to the present. It can be assumed that the traditions of 

British colonial education play a significant role in the institution. An alumni of St. Xavier’s, 

Rustomji is a successful lawyer in cosmopolitan Bombay. Another student of St. Xavier’s, 

Jamshed has “a steady diet of foreign clothes, shoes, and records” and “itinerant aunties and 

uncles” “smitten by wanderlust” who “purchased during” their “business trips to England or 

the U.S” foreign items, residues of exotic culture, for him (“Lend Me Your Light,” Tales 

from Firozsha Baag 179). St. Xavier’s architectures, established in the heydays of Empire, 

are a contrast to the dilapidated flats of Firozsha Baag, home to the modest and middleclass 

of the Parsi diaspora in Bombay:  

these flats had been erected in an incredibly short time and with very little money. 

Cheap materials had been used, and sand carted from nearby Chaupatty beach had been 

mixed in abundance with substandard cement. Now during the monsoon season beads 

of moisture trickled down the walls, like sweat down a coolie’s back, which 

considerably hastened the crumbling of paint and plaster. (“Auspicious Occasion,” 

Tales from Firozsha Baag 7)  

Corruption in post-Partition India is thus documented in the short stories. In “Auspicious 

Occasion,” Mistry shows how the architectural faults in Rustomji’s flat regularly ruin his 

mornings. The wholesale malpractice in India after 1947 is signalled here by the author as he 

shows how “sand” is “carted from nearby Chaupatty beach” and is mixed with “substandard 

cement” to build the flats in Firozsha Baag (“Auspicious Occasion,” Tales from Firozsha 

Baag 7).31 The alliance of corruption with greed, violence, and the political culture in India is 

further depicted when Percy’s friend Navjeet is killed by the village goons (“Lend Me Your 

Light,” Tales from Firozsha Baag 195).               
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          Unlike his brother, Percy is dedicated to his role of active resistance to the culture of 

repression of the poor in India. After settling in the U.S. and finding out that Kersi also 

emigrated to Canada, Jamshed sends a letter from New York to Kersi. Jamshed complains, 

somewhat in the same vein as Daddy in “Of White Hairs and Cricket” and Gustad in Such a 

Long Journey, that Percy is unwilling to accept the “reality” (“Lend Me Your Light,” Tales 

from Firozsha Baag 185). It can be said that Jamshed shares the frustration and 

disillusionment of post-Partition India with these two other characters in Mistry, Daddy in 

“Of White Hairs and Cricket” and Gustad in Such a Long Journey. Jamshed, unlike those 

two, also considers India “dismal,” “horrible,” and “dirtier than ever” (“Lend Me Your 

Light,” Tales from Firozsha Baag 185). Jamshed is not at all janus-faced. He has always 

avoided “the air redolent of nauseous odours” (“Lend Me Your Light,” Tales from Firozsha 

Baag 178). In contrast, Kersi is ashamed of the “oozing” “stench of bigotry” regarding the 

“ghatis” who “were flooding the banks, desecrating the sanctity of institutions, and taking up 

all the coveted jobs” (“Lend Me Your Light,” Tales from Firozsha Baag 180). Mistry shows 

that bigotry can be a double-edged sword. Parsis like Jamshed hate the cultural, regional, and 

ethnic Other. The politics of Shiv Sena is based on regionalism and the hegemony of Marathi 

Hindus over the cultural, regional, and ethnic Other.32 Whereas the Shiv Sena take a militant 

role, Jamshed, a member of the minority, resorts to immigration. In Such a Long Journey, 

Shiv Sena’s politics of violent nationalism affects the Parsis, Jamshed’s diaspora, which I 

discuss in Chapter II.   

          In the age of global late capitalism, some members of the young Parsis in Bombay, as 

the short stories demonstrate, seriously consider immigration to the U.S. and Canada.33 

Jehangir’s mother wants him to go to America for higher education and, eventually, settle 

there. She tells her son that Behroze’s scheme is to get Jehangir to “sponsor her” for entry to 

America (“Exercisers,” Tales from Firozsha Baag 211). Unlike his contemporaries, Percy of 
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“Lend Me Your Light,” like Dr. Shroff in A Fine Balance, dedicates his life to protect the 

villagers of poor but independent and partitioned India.34 These villagers suffer at the hands 

of the upper class and upper caste. Foreshadowing A Fine Balance, “Lend Me Your Light” 

shows how the poor in the villages of India become prey to the corrupt and violent political 

culture in India. A small number of poor, non-Parsi characters also populate Tales from 

Firozsha Baag. Existence of these characters make the setting of Mistry’s fiction, Bombay 

and its suburbs, a multireligious, multi-ethnic and multicultural city.    

          In “Swimming Lessons,” Kersi mentions the observance of the “Ganesh Chaturthi” 

festival in Bombay that marks the birth of the elephant-headed deity Ganesha along with 

“Parsi religious ceremonies” (Tales from Firozsha Baag 239). As much as this allegorically 

represents the multicultural aspect of Bombay, discriminations on the basis of ethnicity, 

region, and religion are also exposed in the short stories. The complex processes of Othering 

in post-Partition India are succinctly portrayed in “The Ghost of Firozsha Baag” through the 

narration of Jacqueline, a Catholic from Goa whose identity is smothered at the first instance 

by the modification of her name. Jacqueline’s name becomes Jaakaylee in a Parsi household 

where she works as a maid since the mistress of the house does not feel like making enough 

effort to pronounce her name correctly. Jaakaylee feels lucky because she could become 

“ayah,” maid, in a “Parsi house, . . . Especially because” she is “Goan Catholic and very dark 

skin colour. Parsis prefer Manglorean Catholics, they have light skin colour. For themselves 

also Parsis like light skin . . .” (“The Ghost of Firozsha Baag,” Tales from Firozsha Baag 46). 

Racism is thus portrayed with subtle humorous irony through broken English. This also 

makes Mistry’s short story realistic. The fascination with fair-skinned people in India cannot 

only be explained in relation to British colonialism since that would be oversimplification of 

a complex topic of research. A number of ethnicities in India are light skinned. It is a general 

assumption, with racist undertones, that people from the northern states of India are relatively 
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fairer than people in the southern Indian states: “‘very dark skin colour is common in 

Bombay, so many people from south are coming here, Tamils and Keralites, with their funny 

illay illay poe poe language. Now people more used to different colours’” (46). This 

statement signals that Bombay was a city of, mostly, light skinned inhabitants before people 

started to move into Bombay in search of work from the southern states in India. Apart from 

skin tones, Jaakaylee mentions a linguistic variety that she finds funny. Jaakaylee does not 

know that Malayalam, not Tamil, is widely spoken in Kerala. The scholar Margaret Steffler 

thinks that for Jaakaylee such “linguistic tension” and “difference increases the numbers of 

those who belong to the group who do not speak like the Parsis” (356). This is a welcome 

news for a subaltern like Jaakaylee who is from the fringes of the society in Bombay. The 

arrival of more people from the states in the south of India increases the number of Others in 

Bombay. And in Bombay Jaakaylee is also an outsider. But such opportunities of letting 

multiculturalism thrive in India face unique real challenges. In “The Ghost of Firozsha 

Baag,” light skin also signals at the Parsi diaspora’s relationship with the colonisers from 

England.  

          Light skin colour, acquisition of the English language by the Parsis to the degree that it 

becomes regarded as their first language, and success in personal finance made Parsis a 

“colonial elite” in India (Genetsch 137). Jaakaylee offers a firsthand account of the cultural 

superiority projected by the Parsi diaspora in Bombay: “They thought they were like British 

only, ruling India side by side” (“The Ghost of Firozsha Baag,” Tales from Firozsha Baag 

46). Thus, Mistry provides scathing testament to the Parsi-British alliance that seems to 

continue in the imaginary of the Parsi diaspora in Bombay even after Partition since the 

majority of young Parsis are all planning to settle in the west and the adults are obsessed with 

English music, English newspapers, and cricket. To Genetsch, “Parsis qualified as 

Macaulay’s ideal mimic men” (137). This interpretation involving themes of racism and pre-



63 

 

 

colonial/postcolonial cultural history can be seen in connection to literary studies. As I 

discussed earlier in this chapter Mistry conflates the realist and the allegorical together as he 

portrays, through Jaakaylee’s perspective, the hybrid identity of the Parsis in India who still 

think that they are like the “British only, ruling India side by side” (“The Ghost of Firozsha 

Baag,” Tales from Firozsha Baag 46). The realism in Mistry points out that the Parsis fail to 

accept the post-Partition truth that British colonialism is a thing of the past and they, the 

Parsis as a community, can no longer expect the special treatment by the other ethnicities in 

India which the Parsis enjoyed because of the presence of the British. Such societal changes, 

which are not overt, and can only be understood through contemplative observations, make 

Mistry a narrator of real stories that have deep allegorical meanings. Mistry does not tell us 

that Partition causes such social and economic upheavals. The reader, who is aware of the 

contexts of Mistry’s short stories, would realize the epiphanic presence of Partition in “The 

Ghost of Firozsha Baag.”      

          In “The Ghost of Firozsha Baag,” Jaakaylee is a subaltern who consciously decides to 

hybridise her identity. She is a female Catholic from a lower stratum of economic class 

whose existence depends on the whims of her Parsi employers who are themselves part of a 

small minority in India facing precarious challenges after Partition. Jaakaylee came to 

Bombay for work when she was only fourteen. Bombay was still under colonial rule at that 

time. The short story starts in the aftermath of Partition when Jaakaylee is 63 and we get to 

know about Jaakaylee’s arrival in Bombay through flashback. Jaakaylee is molested on a 

regular basis and faces ethnic banter as “Marathi people in low class Tar Gully made fun of” 

her and would call her “Blackie, blackie” (“The Ghost of Firozsha Baag,” Tales from 

Firozsha Baag 46). Two issues need to be noticed here. First, the Marathi people here are 

labelled as low class. The Marathis, from the late sixties onwards, consolidated their power 

base in Bombay, now Mumbai. Arjun Appadurai, an anthropologist, provides a detailed 
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account of Shiv Sena as he records that the “process began to take its toll on all but the 

wealthiest” of Bombay and “the groundwork was laid for the birth of the most markedly 

xenophobic regional party in India—the Shiva Sena—which formed in 1966 as a . . . 

movement for ethnic control of Bombay” (629). It is clear from this evidence that the 

Marathis retaliated with violence to the Parsis and other wealthy inhabitants of Bombay. 

Appadurai adds that “the Shiva Sena controls the city” (Bombay) and “the state” 

(Maharashtra) (629). He also documents that Shiv Sena “has a significant national profile” 

and influences “the Sangh Parivar (or coalition of Hindu chauvinist parties) . . . combines 

language chauvinism (Marathi), regional primordialism (a cult of the regional state of 

Maharashtra), and a commitment to a Hinduized India (Hindutva, the land of Hinduness)” 

(Appadurai 629). Ghoulish accounts of Shiv Sena appear in all of the texts of my primary 

research. Appadurai adds that a “high point of this ethnicization of the city” (Bombay) took 

place “in late 1992 and early 1993, when riots broke out throughout India after the 

destruction of the Babri Masjid in Ayodhya (in the state of Uttar Pradesh in north India) by 

Hindu vandals on 6 December 1992” (630). This again proves that Partition is a process that 

continues to scar India.  

          The second issue of note in Jaakaylee’s statement, that Marathis call her blackie, 

subverts the idea that only pale skinned Europeans racially abuse dark skinned people and 

that racism in India is exclusively a colonial project. Jaakaylee is from Goa which has a 

Portuguese colonial heritage. She is an outsider in Bombay. Although a subaltern, 

Jaakaylee’s agency is strengthened by her hybridised identity in Bombay. Slowly she starts to 

take an active role in redefining her relationship with her Parsi mistress. The absence of the 

ghost molester, to her relief, allows Jaakaylee to re-invent a spectral figure for establishing 

her agency. Mimicking her Parsi masters, Jaakaylee’s linguistic self-consciousness registers 

her efforts to maintain superiority in her own economic class. Jaakaylee manifests her 
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linguistic superiority to the people of her own class, other maids: “And I talk Parsi-Gujarati 

all the time instead of Konkani, even with other ayahs. Sometimes also little bits of English” 

(“The Ghost of Firozsha Baag,” Tales from Firozsha Baag 44). In her estimation language 

plays a role in defining hierarchy in a society. At the end of the short story she is no longer an 

ordinary subaltern who is doubly silenced, in Spivakian terms. Towards the end of the short 

story the Parsi mistress offers Jaakaylee tea. The Parsi household cannot have enough of 

Jaakaylee’s “Goan curry” (“The Ghost of Firozsha Baag,” Tales from Firozsha Baag 57). 

This is a happy ending. It reflects harmony between individuals from very different cultural 

and ethnic backgrounds—an example of a multicultural, multi-ethnic and multireligious India 

in Mistry if we see the microcosmic universe of the Parsi household as an allegorical 

representation of a macrocosmic universe. I discuss this issue more elaborately in Chapter II 

with reference to Such a Long Journey. All the short stories in Tales from Firozsha Baag do 

not, however, offer such happy endings.   

           In “Squatter,” we see Nariman tell the story of Sarosh who returns from Canada to 

India after ten years of failed attempt and anxiety at becoming a successful immigrant. This 

cautionary story does not influence Kersi. But nothing can be said with certainty about Percy, 

who pursues self-less activism to change the fate of the poor, of course, without any hubris 

since his fight is against a corrupt political system. We also do not know why Jehangir, timid, 

withdrawn and self-absorbed, does not land a scholarship in an American university. The 

reader is not told if Jehangir, the unusual namesake of a Mughal emperor, ever tried to make 

practical use of his intellect. Dr. Mody’s legacy, his albums filled with captivating stamps, 

are left in a trunk lest one night “clusters of cockroaches” and “white ants” disturb Jehangir’s 

meditative contemplations (“The Collectors,” Tales from Firozsha Baag 107). Jehangir closes 

the lid to his once passionate engrossment that is now infested. Does this event allegorically 

tell us that his intellectual prowess will be wasted? Another allegorical possibility is the slow 
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demise of contemporary cultural artefacts, stamps, after a certain period of time. Insects, 

agents of the environment, play their role in the process of expiration.    

          We should also enquire about the storyteller Nariman since his stories have the 

potential to change the course of people’s lives. Nariman clings to an old and luxurious 

European car. He called his “1932 Mercedes-Benz” the “apple of his eye” (“Squatter,” Tales 

from Firozsha Baag 149). In the aftermath of Partition, Nariman’s colonial hangover is quite 

evident. Nariman whistles American country singer Slim Whitman’s hit song “Rose Marie” 

as he raises the hood of his German-made car and leans “his tall frame over the engine” 

(“Squatter,” Tales from Firozsha Baag 149). I argue that Mistry consciously chooses “Rose 

Marie,” a cultural artefact, as the operetta of the same name in which the song appears, set in 

pristine Canadian mountains and plains, was composed “to appeal to US audiences’ taste for 

the exotic” (Dorith Cooper). Besides the importance of the burgeoning American market at 

the advent of visual culture, the movement of Canadian migrant workers to the south of the 

border for better opportunities is allegorically implied. The performance of Nariman also 

demonstrates his affection for the American musical signalling to the cultural hegemony of 

the new empire—the U.S. The problematic aspect surfaces in the short story when the 

narrator talks about the whistling of Nariman modulating “into the march from The Bridge on 

the River Kwai” (“Squatter,” Tales from Firozsha Baag 149). Heble suggests that “these 

allusions to Western popular culture are important for the subtle and intriguing ways in which 

they remind us that post-colonial identity is always already a hybridized formation” (53). The 

Bridge on the River Kwai, released ten years after Partition of the Indian subcontinent, tells 

the tragic story of Thailand and Burma (now Myanmar) getting caught between the power 

struggles of empires during the Second World War. Although Mistry’s inclination to tell sad 

stories of war becomes more dominant in Such a Long Journey, these subtle suggestions tell 

us that imperialism, except its corporeal form, is unwilling to quit. Shot in the lush green 
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locations of Sri Lanka, a Third World country in the Jamesonian sense, this film, a neo-

colonial artefact, tells the story of the empires’ trampling of Burmese nationalism which, 

interestingly indeed, qualifies as one of the national allegories of England.  

          Mistry’s short stories also portray the plights of people like Francis, a Christian, short 

but “built like a bull,” who is willing to slave himself for a little bit of food in Bombay (“One 

Sunday,” Tales from Firozsha Baag 27). He is also considered by the Parsis as “a homeless 

beggar” (“One Sunday,” Tales from Firozsha Baag 30). The mob violence that has Francis 

severely injured represents a culture of voluntary participation in mass violence. Communal 

violence in India is represented in “Auspicious Occasion,” which is a reminder of riots that 

the Indian subcontinent witnessed during Partition. Riots have not ended in India, and in 

February 2020 we witnessed another spate of mass killing.35 “One Sunday” offers two 

Muslim characters, members of minorities in India. A Muslim servant participates in the 

congregational act of beating up Francis. This is not an example of communal violence that is 

mentioned in “Auspicious Occasion” in relation to Partition. The Muslim servant taking a 

chance to hit Francis with everyone else in the crowd demonstrates the culture of voluntary 

participation in mass violence in India.  

          At the end of this episode of violence, a Muslim neighbour starts a small talk with 

Tehmina, a Parsi. Both of them are uncomfortable, perhaps, representing mutual suspicion 

with regards to their identities impinged by ethnicity and religion. Mistry also tells the stories 

of Ardesar and Khorshedbai, who would qualify as senior citizens in Canada and would 

receive benefits after retirement had they been immigrants in Canada. But they return to India 

with so much bitterness that Khorshedbai simply loses her sanity. Ardesar and Khorshedbai 

are “mistreated in Canada” by their own son and such humiliation and sorrow are very 

difficult to forget (“The Paying Guests,” Tales from Firozsha Baag 134). These examples 
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show a wide range of character portrayals in Mistry, across gender, religious, and regional 

affiliations. 

          The vision of multiculturalism and pluralism in Mistry is pitted against the reality of 

violence that is embedded in the fabric of racism and caste. The cultural and regional Other 

also faces discrimination. The Other does not always need to be an alien although someone 

from another part of the globe is not always tolerated as we see with the protagonists of 

“Swimming Lessons” and “Squatter.” The Other, sometimes, can be a citizen of the same 

country, India, as demonstrated in “The Ghost of Firozsha Baag.” In the anthology, Partition 

of 1947 and British colonialism provide a riveting history as background of a fascinating 

cultural canvas and socio-political contexts that create the foundation of the short stories. The 

short stories in the collection are important cultural productions that tease the problematic 

convergence of hybridity and diaspora in the face of ultra-nationalism and post-Partition 

troubled geographies and document the psychological, emotional, and biological behaviour of 

the immigrants. The allegorical mode negotiates artefacts of the colonial past with their 

current locations of the postcolonial present in Mistry to evince the impact of historical 

events like Partition that continue to problematise the existence of ordinary Indians who 

should not be seen just as members of the Parsi diaspora in Bombay but as representative 

characters from India, and perhaps, in some contexts, the Indian subcontinent.  
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Notes: 

     1. Cyril Radcliffe, a British judge, was chosen by the last Viceroy of British India, Lord 

Louis Mountbatten, for drawing the maps of India and Pakistan in 1947 (West Pakistan and 

East Pakistan were hundreds of miles apart with India, geographically located in between). 

Anyone with a little political foresight would understand that such maps would incite trouble 

and the Indian subcontinent witnessed thousands of rapes. The genocide of hundreds and 

thousands of people and displacements of millions ravaged the Indian subcontinent. They 

who became refugees overnight wanted to go across borders to reside in imagined 

communities, literally, if I may borrow the title of Benedict Anderson’s 1983 publication, 

Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism, a seminal work 

on nationalism, to explicate the situation of the refugees and their new home “incarnated” out 

of their old home, the Indian subcontinent (A Fine Balance 203). Two nations were cut out of 

the Indian subcontinent and in the process nationalisms of all sorts, radical, moderate, pro-

Hindu, pro-Muslim, regional, communal, etc. remained displeased, disconcerted. The 

imagined communities for Muslims and Hindus are still not fully realised for many. 

Gyanendra Pandey, a founding member and leading theorist of the Subaltern Studies project, 

thinks that “there were at least three different conceptions of ‘partition’ that went into the 

making of the Partition of 1947” (25). Pandey’s three ideas of partition blame the internal 

political rift in India and a large portion of that culpability is directed towards the Muslim 

League. The historian documents that “just ten weeks before” 15 August 1947, “in early June 

1947,” “the formal, constitutional partition of British India was finally decided upon” (39). 

The terror of 1947 still razes the Indian subcontinent as the wars and border conflicts, riots, 

and nuclear arms race show. In 1971, through a nine-month long war that claimed millions of 

lives and saw thousands of rapes again, East Pakistan became Bangladesh. Radcliffe, the man 

with the mission for drawing the maps of India and Pakistan, had never visited the Indian 
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subcontinent before 1947 and on “8 July” of that year he arrived (Yasmin Khan 3). For more 

on Radcliffe and his project of map-making see Khan (2017). The historian Ian Talbot notes 

that alongside the demarcation of the “boundaries” of “the partitioned provinces of Bengal 

and the Punjab,” “the Indian Army had to be divided” and arrangements needed to be “drawn 

up regarding the future of the 600 or so Indian Princely States following the lapse of British 

paramountcy” (405). He points out that “Mountbatten controversially brought forward the 

date for the British departure from June 1948 to August 1947” (405). 

     2. In Such a Long Journey, a similar situation takes place as the protagonist of the novel, 

Gustad, wants his elder son Sohrab to study in an “engineering college in America” (32). In A 

Fine Balance, the “pale conjuror’s wand” is singled out as an instrument with which the 

colonisers transformed the lives of the people in the Indian subcontinent (203). In Mistry’s 

second novel, the cartographical job of the British is allegorically rendered with scathing 

criticism.  

     3. The scholar Neil ten Kortenaar suggests that Mistry is “probably the most read 

Canadian writer” (557). To know about the reception of Mistry outside Canada see Pilar 

Somacarrera (2013). Somacarrera’s book is a study on South Asian Canadian writers 

published and translated in Spain.  

     4. For discussions on the idea of Mistry as a diasporic author and the ramifications of such 

categorisation, see Nilufer E. Bharucha (1995), Mariam Pirbhai (2004), Sharmani Patricia 

Gabriel (2004), Chandrima Karmakar (2015), and Rituparna Das (2019). 

     5. For the historical context and critical overview of Realism see Literary Movements for 

Students: Presenting Analysis, Context, and Criticism on Literary Movements (2009).  

     6. Kelly Anne Minerva’s PhD dissertation considers novels that focus on the city of 

Bombay, which is the setting of Salman Rushdie, Rohinton Mistry, and Vikram Chandra. 

Minerva discusses allegory only in relation to Rushdie. To Minerva, Mistry’s Bombay is 
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mainly about the struggle of the Parsi diaspora. Suraj Kunnath Shankar’s PhD dissertation 

tackles the plight of minorities in India in the context of Hindutva, the history of Partition, 

and the destruction of the Babri Masjid, a 500-year-old mosque, on December 6, 1992. In the 

context of the “impact” of the Parsi community on “Indian and Pakistani art, literature and 

the sciences,” Shankar finds Mistry’s message limited and does not note the allegorical 

representation of Partition in Mistry’s works (75).  

     7. Parsis forged very good relationships with the colonial rulers of India and were often 

favoured with financially, politically, and administratively important roles. See Martin 

Genetsch (2007) and John R. Hinnells and Alan Williams (2008) for detailed documentation. 

     8. I want to clarify that in Mistry’s short stories, unlike his first two novels, the Partition of 

1947 has an epiphanic presence. Thus, Partition’s presence is more of a deep understanding, 

a strong feeling of realisation in Mistry’s short stories in contrast to Saadat Hasan Manto who 

is known as one of the foremost authors and thinkers on Partition and its literary 

representation. According to the scholar Shuchi Kapila, “Manto is the much canonized and 

exemplary instance of the realist impulse in partition writing” which is “driven by the 

powerful social and political experience of the sundering of cultures, societies, and ways of 

being that existed prior to the partition” (261). With regards to Manto, Kapila comments that 

“the voice of the partition writer becomes the voice of moral authority, which is absolutely 

essential as a mediator between reality gone mad . . .” (262). The short stories of Mistry, I 

suggest, make no such claim to moral authority and do not impose an imaginative sanity over 

a world that is chaotic and anarchic. I also do not suggest that Manto, radical that he was, 

would accept, if he was alive today, labels like “the voice of moral authority” (Kapila 262).  

The allegorical mode in Rohinton Mistry, in contrast to the ideas of moral authority and 

imaginative sanity, induces the reader to think deeply and aids the insight in the reader that 
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makes connections between the historical event and its consequences, between the 

predicaments and the unuttered reasons behind it.     

     9. Definition of allegory as “‘extended metaphor’” occurs in The Routledge Dictionary of 

Literary Terms (2006) pp. 4.   

     10. To know about the crimes committed by British colonialism see Shashi Tharoor 

(2017) and Jason Hickel (2018).   

     11. Here, horror signifies what Joseph Conrad’s protagonist Marlow realised witnessing 

the dirty works of Belgian colonialism, another European imperialist power.  

     12. With reference to the historian and social theorist Michel Foucault, I contend that 

Mistry’s representations of authoritarian regimes and disciplinary institutions in India, can be 

expanded to understand regimes of such nature in the post-1947 Indian subcontinent. The 

“network” of these regimes, as represented in Mistry, infiltrates and reinforces “all the 

disciplinary mechanisms that function throughout society” (Foucault 298). The ideas in 

relation to disciplinary regimes, in Chapters II and III, and in the Conclusion of my thesis, are 

developed in connection to Foucault’s “most striking thesis of Discipline and Punish” (Gary 

Gutting 81). 

     13. In “The Collectors,” intra-national conflicts in relation to police brutality and 

aggressive policy decisions to “eradicate poverty” are shown in tandem with internal conflicts 

of individuals like Dr. Mody and Jehangir (Tales from Firozsha Baag 102-103). In Such a 

Long Journey, Mistry suggests that the internal conflicts of the First Prime Minister of India, 

Jawaharlal Nehru, impact his political decisions during “the China war” (Such a Long 

Journey 12-13). This example shows how the internal conflicts of an individual can influence 

international relations. I discuss the case of Nehru elaborately in Chapter II.  

     14. The game of “stoning-the-cats” takes place under the leadership of Pesi paadmaroo, 

the disgraced son of Dr. Burjor Mody, the principal of Bombay Veterinary College in “The 
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Collectors” (Tales from Firozsha Baag 85). Pesi is known for disruptions and chaotic 

behaviour in the flats of Firozsha Baag. He personifies chaos in his neighbourhood and leads 

a band of boys who have sadistic fun torturing pariah cats. Until Pesi is sent off far away 

there is no peace for humans and for the animals in Firozsha Baag.      

     15. See, for example, the “assaults on scheduled castes in one village and murders of 

harijans by brahmins in another” in “Exercisers” (Tales from Firozsha Baag 208).   

     16. Eleanor Byrne thinks that “Mistry’s explorations of cultural compromise do seem 

amenable to Bhabha’s view of culture as a strategy of survival” (11). By putting forward the 

exploration of Mistry’s Family Matters (first published in 2002) as the Parsi novel, Byrne 

answers those who accuse Homi K. Bhabha of being complicit with a “Westernised 

postcolonial elite” (11).     

     17. This journey can also be seen symbolically as what Bhabha explains as “hither and 

thither of the stairwell” (The Location of Culture 5). Here, my interest in Bhabha, while 

examining the works of Mistry, stems not only from the fact that he is regarded as one of the 

foremost thinkers of postcolonial theory, after the meteoric advent of Said, alongside Gayatri 

Chakravorty Spivak, but also because of Bhabha’s Parsi heritage. In his “Preface to the 

Routledge Classics Edition” of The Location of Culture, Bhabha ponders “Growing up in 

Bombay as a middleclass Parsi—a member of a small Zoroastrian-Persian minority in a 

predominantly Hindu and Muslim context” (X).  

     18. In Such a Long Journey, Dinshawji expresses his dismay regarding the loss of the past 

glory of the Parsis due to the policies of Indira Gandhi and the rise of the Shiv Sena (44). 

This also signals the beleaguered fate of the Parsis in post-Partition India. I want to point out 

that although other minorities like the Muslims and the Dalits were not as lucky as the Parsis 

during the British Raj, the end of colonialism has made little difference to their fate in India. 
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The fate of minorities (including the Parsis), as it is clearly depicted by Mistry in his first two 

novels and Tales from Firozsha Baag, is beleaguered in India.  

     19. English newspapers are integral to the life of the Parsis staying in the flats of Firozsha 

Baag. So significant is the presence of newspapers that the word is mentioned 16 times. In 

“Of White Hairs and Cricket,” we see the father (Daddy) of Kersi and Percy with a 

newspaper most of the times. Daddy does not go with the cricket enthusiasts of Firozsha 

Baag on Sunday mornings to the field anymore. Kersi realises that Daddy “looked” tired and 

“how his shoulders drooped; his gait lacked confidence” (Tales from Firozsha Baag 124). 

Even stories of spite are strewn with shredded newspapers: “She crumpled up the newspaper 

and turned to leave, then stopped. Another afterthought—she raised her eyes heavenward in 

thanks and shredded the pages of The Indian Express into tiny pieces. She scattered them, 

tossed them, hither and thither, little paper medallions gently falling, to decorate the floor and 

window ledge and door” (Tales from Firozsha Baag 124).  

     20. The writer R. K. Narayan, in one of his most critically acclaimed novels, Waiting for 

the Mahatma, represents such activism in details. The political leader Mahatma Gandhi is 

also the title character, the Mahatma, in Narayan’s novel. In Waiting for the Mahatma, young 

Indian men and women are trained by the Mahatma to self-discipline themselves and are 

asked to devote their lives for the improvement of the poor and the backward. A few among 

these young people are disillusioned as India wins its freedom. After the Partition, the 

Mahatma, a symbolic character in the novel, is shot dead.  

     21. This is another example from Mistry on how the resonance of the past can be felt in 

the present. The present cannot be understood without understanding the past. This logic 

becomes significant to understand a character like Rustomji. This concept is also unavoidable 

if we want to understand Partition in Rohinton Mistry. I mention this idea, explicitly and 

implicitly, throughout my thesis. In Mistry, Partition is not only an event of the past. Partition 
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is inescapable in the present. And Partition clearly prophecies the future of the Indian 

subcontinent.     

     22. See Bhabha’s analytical account of the importance of the idea “Janus face” in relation 

to nationalism, hybridity, ideology, and ambivalence (“Introduction: Narrating the Nation” 

3). Bhabha provides a list of scholars and thinkers who contributed to the growth of the idea 

of the janus-faced starting with Tom Nairn’s book and ending somewhat inconclusively, 

signalling at its continuity though, with Timothy Brennan’s “The National Longing for 

Form.”  

     23. A great deal of anecdotal evidence is available on the fact that educated young people 

from middle class families in the Indian subcontinent would like to land in developed 

countries. This phenomenon of trying to make it to the economically developed world is a 

fact across the board and it does not just apply to Parsis.   

     24. Here, melodrama suggests the conventional and simplistic fight between good and 

evil.  

     25. See note no. 16.  

     26. The historian and writer Vazira Fazila-Yacoobali Zamindar develops the idea of 

“long” Partition in her book (27). In the Introduction of my thesis, I discuss how my readings 

of Partition in relation to Rohinton Mistry’s fiction offer ideas that share similar features with 

Zamindar’s theory of “long” Partition (27). 

     27. I clearly state at the beginning of Chapter I that it is about Mistry’s representations of 

myriad themes that are relevant to the history of Partition and its impact on the present state 

of nationalisms in India. My chapter also discusses themes of emigration, environmental 

degradation, postcolonial cultural artefacts, and so on. Since my thesis also critically analyses 

Mistry’s fiction, it would not be irrelevant to discuss at least most of the major formalist 
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aspects of one of his short stories. I chose “Squatter” for this purpose because Mistry is quite 

unreserved in telling the reader how this short story can be approached.     

     28. The author and politician Shashi Tharoor makes emphatic use of the word loot in 

“Looking Back at the British Raj in India,” a lecture delivered at the University of Edinburgh. 

It is available on YouTube.   

     29. See Tharoor’s lecture, “Looking Back at the British Raj in India,” on YouTube, as it 

explores the topic of India’s precolonial wealth and its maladies during colonial plunder and 

loot.   

     30. My research on St. Xavier’s, via websites and personal experience of India and similar 

institutions in Bangladesh, is very limited. I am not aware whether low-income groups are 

able to afford the education offered by St. Xavier’s or not.  

     31. This is another example of how environmental degradation is caused by corruption in 

India. I discuss this issue in Chapter III of my thesis again.   

     32. I discuss this with reference to the work of Gérard Heuzé, a sociologist, in the 

Conclusion of my thesis. 

     33. Although many Parsis made Britain (now UK) their home, many of them as early as 

the nineteenth century, Mistry mentions the U.S. and Canada as destinations for immigration 

in Tales from Firozsha Baag. The reason behind this is perhaps the fact that “Mistry opted for 

Canada” instead of “England” which was “in the midst of race riots” when the author decided 

to immigrate “after the Indian Emergency was declared” in 1975 (Genetsch 119).      

     34. Dr. Shroff meets untimely death “from a cobra’s bite, far from the lifesaving reach of 

antivenins” (A Fine Balance 17).  

     35. See Ravi Agrawal (“Why India’s Muslims Are in Grave Danger”) and Hannah Ellis-

Petersen and Shaikh Azizur Rahman (“Delhi’s Muslims Despair of Justice after Police 

Implicated in Riots”). 
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Chapter II: A Postcolonial Allegory of Prolonged Partition: Wars, Violence, Pluralism, 

Environmental Concerns, and Resistance in Rohinton Mistry’s Such a Long Journey 

I begin Chapter II by suggesting that Rohinton Mistry considered it of utmost significance to 

anchor his first novel, Such a Long Journey, in the history of the Liberation War of 

Bangladesh in 1971, primarily, to address the gap in literary responses, especially in the 

context of novels written in English, to the nine-month long bloody war that caused 

thousands of rapes and another holocaust, a holocaust perpetrated by South Asians on South 

Asians—a genocide that shed more blood than, perhaps, any other post-Partition wars fought 

in South Asia. Such a Long Journey, which dedicates a significant portion of its narrative to 

the Liberation War of Bangladesh, was first published in 1991. The novel precedes Kamila 

Shamsie’s Kartography (first published in 2002), Sorayya Khan’s Noor (first published in 

2003), and Tahmima Anam’s A Golden Age (first published in 2007), three other novels that 

can be argued to have dealt significantly with the Liberation War of Bangladesh in 1971. 

Salman Rushdie’s Midnight’s Children, first published in 1981, is another novel that 

significantly responds to the Liberation War of Bangladesh. The war that liberated 

Bangladesh should be seen in the historical and political contexts of Partition, which did not 

end in 1947. Partition, in Mistry’s fiction, disrupts and inundates the confines of the temporal 

moment of 1947, the year when the British quit India. The tectonic tremors of Partition can 

be felt even today as they were felt, perhaps most strongly, in 1971—this time the Partition of 

East Pakistan (which became Bangladesh) from West Pakistan (now Pakistan). In 1971, 

through the post-Partition war that witnessed a genocide and hundreds and thousands of rapes 

perpetrated by the then West Pakistan army and their collaborators, East Pakistan became the 

People’s Republic of Bangladesh.1 In this chapter, I demonstrate how Mistry suggests the 

continuance of Partition in his fiction. I need to clarify that the word continuance in relation 

to Partition should not be confused with the idea of progress; rather, continuance of Partition 
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in Mistry suggests a menacing presence of the past in the present as contemporary political 

turbulences in the Indian subcontinent can be seen in relation to Partition.  

          I argue in this chapter that Mistry allegorically suggests in Such a Long Journey that 

the Liberation War of Bangladesh is an effect that follows the course of its historical cause, 

which is the Partition of 1947. The Liberation War of Bangladesh needs to be seen in 

connection to the contexts of the mayhem, displacements, and genocide that took place in 

1947. The war of 1971 is also a colossal reaction to the political, societal, and regional crises 

that the British created when the colonial rulers departed in a hurry abandoning their 

responsibilities.2 In 1947 the British rushed out of the Indian subcontinent with the 

announcement of cartographic arrangements that created two new states, India and Pakistan.3 

The map, designed by the colonisers, placed two halves of Pakistan in two extreme corners of 

India.4 Such a Long Journey makes use of such a problematic political and historical 

backdrop to show that the wars after 1947 are all connected to the political, geographical, and 

historical blunders of Partition. I also investigate in this chapter the representations of 

communal riots, violence against animals and insects, and jingoism, in connection to the 

Partition of 1947 in Mistry’s Such a Long Journey, to ask: Does Mistry envision India 

inculcating political, religious, and cultural pluralism? Is a multicultural, multi-ethnic and 

multireligious India tenable in the face of wars, refugee crises, state-sponsored terrorism, 

racial hatred, and violence against the environment and humans? Chapter II charts how 

Mistry’s Such a Long Journey, as a postcolonial allegory, measures the plight of the people in 

India in connection to the aftermath of Partition and pre-Partition cultural history. 

          It will not be outlandish at all to argue that in Mistry’s first novel West Pakistan is the 

colonial force. In Such a Long Journey, General Yahya and Bhutto of West Pakistan possess 

the colonial mentality reminiscent of the British and “‘would not let’” Sheikh Mujibur 

Rahman “‘form the government,’” although he “‘won’” with “‘Absolute majority’” (Mistry 
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319).5 In Such a Long Journey, Gustad Noble, an Indian who belongs to the Parsi diaspora of 

the then Bombay, a member of the minority, discusses the context of another post-Partition 

war with his friend Major Jimmy Bilimoria who in his “disconnected, rambling fragments” 

accuses the Prime Minister of India for “using RAW like her own private agency” (Mistry 

318-319). In the novel, the Liberation War of Bangladesh is a clear continuation of the 

tragedy of Partition as Mistry powerfully portrays the acutely distressing repetition of 

genocide, rapes, displacements, and the refugee crisis.6 In Mistry, the idea of post-Partition is 

suspect in the sense that the date and time of Partition, August 14, 1947, (independence of 

Pakistan) and August 15, 1947, (independence of India), suggest a historical break from the 

colonial rule, perhaps, only symbolically, since the governments in post-independence India 

and Pakistan operate with the same Euro-North American colonial mentality. Through the 

portrayal of such autocracies in India, Mistry reminds us of the perpetuity of Partition in 

Tales from Firozsha Baag, Such a Long Journey, and A Fine Balance.  

          Mistry’s India, in many ways, represents the whole Indian subcontinent which chokes 

from the dispersed presence of imperialism. In Such a Long Journey, the unresolved political 

issues of Partition clearly impact policy decisions at the highest level of the state as India 

finds itself in shambles during the India-China war in 1962, which I discuss elaborately later 

in this chapter. In Such a Long Journey, the unresolved issues of Partition also affect the lives 

of ordinary individuals in India. Gustad fails to accept the intrusion of light in his flat after 

living in one of the “blacked out-cities” of India during the war, not very long after everyone 

thought that Partition and its conflicts are all over (Mistry, Such a Long Journey 13). The 

darkness in his house is an allegorical reminder of the fear of the wholesale violence that 

starts with Partition in India. Gustad’s unwillingness to remove “his blackout paper” from the 

“doors and windows” of his house indicates not only the trauma of a war-time survivor but 

also his fear of getting entangled in another conflict soon (Mistry, Such a Long Journey 13). 
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The perpetual fear of experiencing another Partition violence in Gustad can be explained with 

reference to the sociologist and philosopher Zygmunt Bauman’s work on fear (2006). 

Bauman contends that “Fear is at its most fearsome when it is diffuse, scattered, unclear, 

unattached, unanchored, free floating, with no clear address or cause; when it haunts us with 

no visible rhyme or reason, when the menace we should be afraid of can be glimpsed 

everywhere but is nowhere to be seen” (2). The fear of violence that started with Partition and 

which continues to date in India is also devoid of any clear “rhyme or reason” and it is “free 

floating” since communal riots can erupt anytime and anywhere in India as they did again at 

the beginning of 2020 (Bauman 2).7  

          The fear of the repetition of the violence of Partition is diffused and “scattered” too as 

so many people die in border skirmishes between India and Pakistan and many more are shot 

dead along the borders of Bangladesh and India (Bauman 2).8 Such deaths indicate such a 

long Partition, which, as it seems, is not going to end soon. Gustad’s fear is proved right 

when “the Pakistanis attacked to try to get a piece of Kashmir as they had done right after 

Partition, and blackout was declared once again” (Mistry, Such a Long Journey 14). Gustad’s 

obsession with “blackout paper” also allegorically represents the dark history of violence, 

corruption, and intolerance in India, which the country wants to cover up (Mistry, Such a 

Long Journey 13). In Such a Long Journey, violence is intertwined with the idea of 

corruption. In his first novel, Mistry investigates two post-Partition Indian governments, the 

Nehru era and the Indira era; although both of them continue with the colonial legacy of 

corruption, violence, and injustices, the Indira era receives more of an extended and detailed 

examination.  

          The cobweb of corruption, violence, and injustice in India seems stronger than the 

“undisturbed” mess of “blackout paper” that makes the house of Gustad “dark and 

depressing” (Mistry, Such a Long Journey 13). Here, it can be argued that Mistry 
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allegorically suggests the dark networks of corruption that criss-cross India creepily through 

the portrayal of the spiders that “spin their webs” and the cockroaches that “lay their eggs” 

underneath the black papers on the windows (Mistry, Such a Long Journey 13). In Mistry’s 

postcolonial allegory the blackout paper also suggests the repetitive occurrences of post-

Partition wars, which overcasts the Indian subcontinent’s progress. During the China-India 

war in 1962, nine years before the novel begins in 1971, Gustad, for the first time, covers the 

windows of his flat with black papers. The fear of Chinese bombers compels him to do so. 

However, Gustad “left his blackout paper undisturbed” (Mistry, Such a Long Journey 13), 

even after the war ended. Here, as is usually done in allegories, the novelist employs an 

interconnected chain of metaphors, the conflict between light and darkness, to exemplify how 

series of wars, displacements, and border skirmishes cover momentary peace, presence of 

light, in the Indian subcontinent. The house of Gustad and Dilnavaz here needs to be seen as 

a microcosmic representation of not only India but also the Indian subcontinent. In Such a 

Long Journey, Dilnavaz keeps complaining about the lack of light. Light, here, symbolises 

change/peace/liberation. But, for the Indian subcontinent the light of peace is yet to come. 

Dilnavaz fails to dissuade Gustad, who thinks that the blackout paper will be needed again. 

The darkness will continue for years to come. In 1965, the “Pakistanis” prove him correct as 

they “attacked . . . and blackout was declared once again” (Mistry, Such a Long Journey 14). 

This proves that Gustad in his dark visions is right about the importance of keeping his flat in 

darkness lest the Pakistani bombers take advantage of the light in the flat. 

          Mistry delineates a dismal, divided, corrupt, and terror-stricken post-Partition Indian 

subcontinent in Such a Long Journey. I argue that the coinage, post-Partition, perhaps, does 

not exist in the world of Mistry as the author suggests that the people of India suffer from 

wars, riots, displacements, and terrorism that can all be traced back to one single historical 

event, Partition of 1947. As I suggest earlier in this chapter and discuss elsewhere in my 
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thesis, the prefix post in post-Partition does not indicate the end of Partition in Rohinton 

Mistry’s fiction, rather, the post necessitates a rereading of Partition which concludes that the 

historical event continues to make its presence feel through violence, riots, wars, and rapes in 

the Indian subcontinent, which did not end with the departure of the British and the division 

of the subcontinent in the name of religion in 1947. In his award-winning book Midnight’s 

Furies: The Deadly Legacy of India’s Partition, Nisid Hajari comments: “Nearly seventy 

years later, Partition has become a byword for horror” (xviii). Hajari elaborates: “British 

soldiers and journalists who had witnessed the Nazi death camps claimed Partition’s 

brutalities were worse: pregnant women had their breasts cut off and babies hacked out of 

their bellies; infants were found literally roasted on spits” (xviii). In Mistry, almost similar 

graphic description of violence can be found. Indeed, in Such a Long Journey, published 

approximately more than 20 years before Hajari’s historically researched account, Mistry 

represents the violence and terror of the post-Partition war in Bangladesh in 1971: “women in 

ditches with their breasts sliced off, babies impaled on bayonets, charred bodies everywhere, 

whole villages razed” (14). In the fiction of Mistry, Partition can be seen as the cause of more 

human suffering to the people of the Indian subcontinent than, perhaps, any other historical 

event that is the legacy of the British colonialism.  

          Through Partition the British nation saved itself from the well-expected perpetual 

disasters of an ethnically, racially, culturally, and geographically divided Indian 

Subcontinent: “The onus was on the South Asian leadership to take control and in the 

detached official colonial mind, Partition violence was perceived as their problem . . .” 

(Yasmin Khan 103). While analysing “a frank and astonishing exchange” between American 

diplomats and Sir Paul Patrick of the India Office, the historian Khan proves that the British 

official clearly anticipated apocalyptic bloodshed (Khan 103). Khan also reports that the 

“British official admitted” that the British colonial rulers cannot avoid legal responsibility for 
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the bloodshed (Khan 103). Khan opines: “It is difficult to avoid the damning conclusion that, 

in the minds of British policy-makers, the duty to protect the lives of South Asians had 

already ended” (103). As I go forward tracing the representations of violence in Mistry, I 

point out how Mistry envisions co-existence of Indians despite religious and ethnic diversity 

and economic disparity. I need to clarify that in the Introduction of my thesis I already 

provided a brief account of how Indians were divided in communal lines by the British and 

how hatred was spread in the name of caste and religion. These issues are also discussed 

elsewhere in my thesis. At this juncture, it would be relevant to discuss briefly the historical 

transformation of Bengal since the main plot of Such a Long Journey draws so much on 

Bangladesh’s journey to freedom.   

          On 23 June 1757, the forces of Nawab Siraj-ud-daula were defeated in the battle of 

Plassey by the British East India company (Metcalf, Barbara D. and Thomas R. Metcalf 51-

52). Thus, in South Asia, the ominous colonial British rule began. The case of Bengal is 

unique since it was “India’s richest province” (Metcalf et al 55). In 1905, viceroy George 

Nathaniel Curzon divided Bengal into two geopolitical halves: Western Bengal and Eastern 

Bengal. Although Bengal was unified later the divisions between the two parts remained.9 

The Eastern part being a Muslim majority and the Western part of Bengal having 

predominantly Hindu population failed to reconcile. The political and cultural divisions 

between Calcutta and Dhaka (the then Dacca) remained conspicuous. Interestingly, such 

divisions were a far cry before 1905. This division of Bengal in communal lines took an ugly 

turn during Partition. Kaiser Haq, a scholar who fought in the Liberation War of Bangladesh, 

registers that “the so-called Great Calcutta Killing” “in August 1946” “seemed to make the 

political divorce between the Hindus and Muslims irrevocable” (220). Haq indicates that the 

“knock-on effect was immediate” in Noakhali, a district in Bangladesh, where “Hindu houses 

were burned, women raped, several thousand killed” and “Mahatma Gandhi went on one of 
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his most famous peace missions to bring back a semblance of normalcy” (220).10 After the 

partition of 1947, the Eastern part of Bengal became East Pakistan while the Western part of 

Bengal became a state located in the eastern part of India. Forced displacements of Partition 

resulted in a lasting impact on the new East Pakistan, which was East Bengal before Partition. 

Haq notes that in Bihar “widespread communal conflagration with mainly Muslim victims” 

“was the preliminary act of terrorizing” that “brought about an exodus of Bihari Muslims in 

1947, mostly to Bangladesh, where they eventually ran into fresh troubles” as “they 

collaborated with the Pakistan Army in 1971 and became victims of reprisals before being 

interned in Red Cross camps” (220). East Pakistan became Bangladesh through a nine-month 

long freedom fight in 1971, which in Such a Long Journey draws Major Bilimoria in as he 

suddenly disappears from Bombay to help the Bangladeshi freedom fighters while leaving 

Hercules XXX as a “final gift” for Gustad, the protagonist of the novel (41). Gustad and his 

colleague Dinshawji, convinced by Bilimoria’s project to help stop the aggression of the 

West Pakistan army, deposit money in a fraudulent bank account for the cause of the guerrilla 

war in Bangladesh.    

          Such a Long Journey starts against a dark and an almost austere backdrop. India in 

1971, approximately 24 years after the Partition of 1947, is on the brink of another war with 

Pakistan as hundreds and thousands of refugees, emaciated and mutilated, pour into India 

through the porous border of India and East Pakistan (now Bangladesh). India also suffers 

from internal strife, corruption, and political instability. The novel ends in utter 

disillusionment for Gustad, his family, and his friends. Liberty from the clutches of 

colonialism makes little sense if there is no hope for future generations. Gustad wants his son 

Sohrab to go to an “engineering college in America” (Such a Long Journey 32). Gustad’s 

concerns for his children are a reminder of Jamshed’s views in Mistry’s short story “Lend Me 

Your Light” as Jamshed considers post-Partition India dysfunctional and settles in the US.11 
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Such a Long Journey, therefore, further illustrates themes of economic migration, 

discrimination against the minority, political corruption, and violence (targeted towards 

humans and the environment) that receive so much attention in the short stories in Tales from 

Firozsha Baag. Mistry further develops the theme of India being a dysfunctional state in A 

Fine Balance.    

          Peace in Gustad’s life, a middle-class Parsi clerk in a bank in Bombay, is shattered as 

he receives a letter from his retired military officer friend Major Bilimoria to deposit money 

in a fraudulent bank account for the cause of Bangladesh. Gustad cannot do this alone and he 

ropes in his friend Dinshawji. Gustad and Dinshawji are in favour of the independence of 

Bangladesh against Pakistani aggression, which reflects the sentiment of many ordinary 

Indians since India’s conflicts with Pakistan seem unrelenting since Partition. Gustad and his 

family are under the constant surveillance of Ghulam Mohammed, Major Bilimoria’s loyal 

henchman as Gustad expresses his reluctance to get involved in dishonest money laundering. 

As the main plot progresses a newspaper report appears: ““CORRUPTION RIPE IN RAW”” 

(Such a Long Journey 231). Major Bilimoria is charged with conspiracy to defraud the State 

Bank of India. This is the climax of the novel and it also divulges corruption—rife in post-

Partition India.12 Major Bilimoria thinks that he has been deceived by the then Prime Minister 

of India, Indira Gandhi.  

          As Major Bilimoria dies in custody and Dinshawji dies of illness, Gustad’s family life 

is yet to get over its trials. There are a number of subplots that shed light on father-son, 

father-daughter, and husband-wife relationships in the novel. Tehmul-Lungraa’s relationship 

with Gustad also constitutes a considerable portion of the narrative.  Gustad is also an avid 

observer of mundane life and takes interest in helping a visionary but poor artist. Gustad’s 

wife Dilnavaz is dedicated to their relationship and their three children: Sohrab, Darius (the 

second son and child of Gustad and Dilnavaz), and their only daughter Roshan. Gustad’s 
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public life and his estranged relationship with Sohrab, and Roshan’s illness make Dilnavaz 

interested in superstitious Miss Kutpitia’s “curses and spells: both to cast and remove; about 

magic: black and white; about omens and auguries; about dreams and their interpretation” 

(Such a Long Journey 5). On the other hand, Dilnavaz’s husband is busy witnessing the 

resistance of ordinary people against the corruption of the government.  

          Mistry’s representations of such movements, which are not organized by any political 

party in the then Bombay or groups having vested interests, allegorically signal at the 

existence of post-Partition social movements in India. The resistance movement in the novel 

is led by characters who live at the fringes of Indian society: Peerbhoy Paanwalla (a small 

businessmen who sells betel leaves and aphrodisiacs to regular customers to a brothel), Dr 

Paymaster (a medical doctor who is famous for his treatment of poor patients), and the 

voluptuous prostitute, Hydraulic Hema, a set of characters that also represents the rich 

amalgam of characters in Mistry’s India. Long after the departure of colonial masters, the 

social movements in the aftermath of Partition against routine inefficiency of government 

offices and endemic corruption, bear the seeds of resistant activism. Such activism even 

draws in voluntarily participants like Tehmul-Lungraa who has a disability. Allegorical 

portrayal of such resistant activism makes Such a Long Journey a postcolonial allegory. I 

discuss the theme of resistance more fully later in this chapter. The novel also draws heavily 

on customs, rites and rituals unique to the Parsi minority in India.  

          Critical responses to Such a Long Journey are varied. Nilufer E. Bharucha subjects 

Such a Long Journey to a feminist reading. Bharucha emphasizes the “marginality and 

haplessness” of “Parsi women from behind the veil of patriarchy” in her article (133). 

Bharucha demonstrates that “mindless drudgery is the destiny” of Dilnavaz (132). I argue that 

Bharucha overlooks the autonomy of Dilnavaz in two cases: first, Dilnavaz decides to try 

alternative strategies, superstitious methods which are no way close to alternative medicine, 
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for the cure of her daughter Roshan. Dilnavaz’s decisions to take this path for finding cure for 

her daughter are solely her own and are clearly without the knowledge of Gustad, which puts 

forward Dilnavaz as an independent woman. This decision does not elicit from helplessness 

as Bharucha suggests. I argue that the decision of trying the path of superstition gives 

Dilnavaz agency to operate according to her own choice as she creates her own world—a 

parallel world where men, including her husband, are not allowed. It would be significant to 

consider that Dilnavaz’s alternative choice in favour of superstition positions her against the 

practices of Zoroastrianism—at least in this instance.  

          The second case in point is the authority Dilnavaz has in the kitchen. Dilnavaz decides 

whether a live chicken enters her kitchen or not: “Dilnavaz decided to be of no help to 

Gustad” (Mistry, Such a Long Journey 21). The strength of a household Parsi woman during 

British colonialism is demonstrated in Mistry through the character of Gustad’s grandmother 

who is “an ardent wrestling fan” and is “very knowledgeable about the sweaty sport” (Mistry, 

Such a Long Journey 48). It will not be an overstatement to opine that Gustad’s grandmother 

does not fall into the stereotypical category of a woman who belongs to the so called third-

world in a Jamesonian sense.13 Gustad’s grandmother is no way a member of the generically 

subaltern as well given the financial status of Gustad’s family, a well to do Parsi family in 

colonial India. The postcolonial thinker Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak contends that in “the 

context of colonial production, the subaltern has no history and cannot speak, the subaltern as 

female is even more deeply in shadow” (83). Spivak points this out to contest the wholesale 

categorisation of so called third-world woman, not only by the “phallocentric tradition” of 

“colonialist historiography” but also by feminist critics who are inspired by Eurocentric 

feminism (82). Bharucha, as I have shown so far, misreads the representations of women in 

Mistry. In the novel, Parsi women are in no way in a shadow “behind the veil of patriarchy” 

as Bharucha suggests (133). The signifier of Parsi women facing atrocities, of colonialism 
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and patriarchy, does not represent Gustad’s grandmother, Dilnavaz, and Miss Kutpitia. And 

in no way is Gustad’s grandmother or Dilnavaz a voiceless subaltern. Thus, Mistry subverts 

the Western construct of a silenced third-world woman. However, reviews of Such a Long 

Journey do not consider Mistry’s portrayal of powerful female characters or comment on the 

significance of the Partition of 1947 as the historical backdrop of the novel (see Michael 

Thorpe, 1992 and Tarun Tejpal, 1991).   

          While discussing post-Independence Indian English creative writing and emphasizing 

“the key trends, conflicts, and issues that shape” (1050) such literary works Makarand 

Paranjape mentions Mistry in passing twice in his article. Paranjape mentions Mistry as one 

of the “important male novelists of the 1980s” alongside names like Partap Sharma, Farukh 

Dhondy, Hanif Kureshi, Boman Desai, Firdaus Kanga, Upamanyu Chatterjee, Shashi 

Tharoor, Gurcharan Das, Ranga Rao, Gopal Gandhi, Anurag Mathur, and Amit Choudhury 

(1053). It is interesting that Paranjape mentions that many of these writers live in North 

America and Europe (1053). Canada is mentioned by Paranjape only while talking about 

Bharati Mukherjee. It is quite surprising to see that Mistry is not mentioned as an important 

Canadian author of Indian origin. Is this an oversight? The other contestable issue in 

Paranjape is that the critic assumes that “the impact” of Partition is less appealing to the 

writers of “the new generation” (1056). Paranjape states that the metaphors relevant to 

Partition mentioned by Adil Jussawalla in New Writing in India (first published in 1974) are 

not to be found in the works of later generations of writers (1056). How, I want to ask, could 

Paranjape miss the significance of Partition in Mistry’s Tales from Firozsha Baag, Such a 

Long Journey, and A Fine Balance?    

          Peter Morey published his book-length study on Mistry’s works in 2004. A great deal 

of the book provides descriptive analysis of what happens in Mistry’s short stories and 

novels. In this chapter, I examine Morey’s analysis of Such a Long Journey. I focus on 
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aspects that are relevant to the scope of my argument about the book. Morey’s perfunctory 

mention of Partition occurs twice in his book chapter: first, as he briefly mentions election 

results in East Pakistan and West Pakistan (42); second, as he mentions that Major Bilimoria 

tells stories of post-Partition conflicts to children (50). His reading of Such a Long Journey 

does not weigh the clear importance of Partition and the Liberation War of Bangladesh in the 

novel.       

          Morey thinks that there is “something of the political thriller about” Such a Long 

Journey and A Fine Balance (41). Morey’s reading of Mistry is somewhat typical of the 

detached Western scholar who, perhaps, finds the description of “soldiers using Bengali 

babies for bayonet practice” thrilling (Mistry, Such a Long Journey 8). The war is far away 

and in a distant land. Thus, untouched by the ramifications, the story of war remains a 

story—somewhat sentimental and thrilling. Darius is just a child and in first-standard when 

India’s war with China makes him imagine Chinese soldiers as some cannibalistic predator: 

“the yellow fellows who collected children to make a stew, along with rats, cats, and puppy 

dogs” (Mistry, Such a Long Journey 11). The thrill of war and the thrill of the political leaves 

an indelible imprint on the psyche of children like Darius in the Indian subcontinent. What is 

thrilling for Morey is traumatic for a child in India who experiences the fear firsthand. It is 

also easy to surmise that the prejudice about the Chinese soldiers gobbling up a stew of rats, 

cats, puppy dogs, and children may stay with Darius and perhaps would incite racial hatred 

against a people who have Mongoloid features.   

          In Morey’s book length study of Mistry’s works, a misreading appears with regards to 

Gustad’s assessment of the policies of nationalisation heralded by the then Prime Minister of 

India Indira Gandhi. Morey falsely declares that at the beginning of the novel Gustad is a 

“Parsi loyal to Indira Gandhi’s government” (41). Towards the beginning of the novel, during 

Roshan’s birthday party, Dinshawji, while drinking, points how Indira’s policies of 
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nationalisation are making Parsis lose work in the banking sector in India while the Shiv 

Sena, a political party known for its radical policies, is on the rise. In response to Dinshawji, 

Gustad tops up his glass and comments: “‘Nowhere in the world has nationalization worked. 

What can you say to idiots?’” (Mistry, Such a Long Journey 44). Here, Gustad’s disapproval 

of Indira is unequivocal. The birthday party in the novel takes place before Gustad reads 

Major Bilimoria’s letter (Mistry, Such a Long Journey 63-64) which is the first twist in the 

plot. Gustad’s criticism of Indira is in a way reflective of the narrator’s disapproval of Indira 

which I will deal with later in this chapter along with the role of Shiv Sena in the novel.  

          Perhaps, Morey’s ahistorical statement regarding the Liberation War of Bangladesh in 

1971 attests to why Mistry’s novel feels like “something of the political thriller” (41). Morey 

refers to the war as “the turbulent year of the struggle between what were then East and West 

Pakistan” (42). He seems to deliberately avoid the fact that Mujibnagar government 

proclaimed the independence of Bangladesh. The military of the then West Pakistan, like an 

invading army, launched Operation Searchlight on March 25, 1971, against unarmed 

Bangladeshi civilians. Morey also seems not to grasp the importance Mistry gives to the 

Liberation War of Bangladesh in 1971. Morey thinks that “the most important background 

feature of all, described in the latter part of the novel, is the Indo-Pakistan War of December 

1971” (42). This statement is untrue for three reasons: First, the Liberation War of 

Bangladesh is first mentioned on page 8 in the novel not towards the “latter part” (Morey 42).  

Second, the active involvement of Gustad, Dinshawji and Major Bilimoria in what they knew 

as their campaign against Pakistani atrocities in Bangladesh cannot be devalued as some 

background action. I weigh the importance of their involvement later in this chapter where I 

claim that these three characters can be seen as freedom fighters on the side of Bangladesh. 

Third, the involvement of India is much bigger in the liberation of Bangladesh. The 

infiltration of Indian troops in 1971 through the East Pakistan border is one part of many 
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campaigns that India launched to support the freedom fight of Bangladesh. Recall also the 

brief oral history of a Bangladeshi freedom fighter, my father, that I recounted in the 

Introduction of my thesis regarding the Indian intervention in Bangladesh’s war against 

Pakistan in 1971.  

          Such a Long Journey puts forward an adroit depiction of the great historical changes 

occurring in India in the aftermath of Partition which demonstrates the novel’s postcolonial 

vision. These tumultuous historical events are stitched within the fabric of the narrative that 

tells us about the issues that affect Gustad’s family. In this way Mistry evokes the macrocosm 

of the history of Partition, and subsequent political turmoils that can all be traced back to 

Partition, through the microcosmic world of Gustad and his family. The inclusion of the 

stories of the people on the fringes of the society, characters like Peerbhoy Paanwalla and 

Hydraulic Hema, who can also be seen as the dispossessed in Bombay, allows Mistry to pen a 

postcolonial allegory. Interestingly, Mistry’s allegory is based on real historical events which 

are not only about 1970s India facing a phase of increasing political and ethnic tensions as 

regionalist and ultranationalist political parties like Shiv Sena resort to violence, but are also 

about the India-China war, the freedom of Bangladesh, and corrupt political practices in 

which Major Bilimoria finds himself caught unawares.  

          Mistry’s novel, a postcolonial allegory based on political events that point at the 

continuance of Partition, also employs tragedies of human existence to make the reader see 

the real conditions of humans on earth, since “Measles, chicken-pox, bronchitis, influenza, 

pneumonia, gastro-enteritis, dysentery” are “the things” revolutionaries like Dr Paymaster 

want to treat (Such a Long Journey 192). A medical doctor dedicating his life for the cure of 

diseases is a recurrent image in Rohinton Mistry and can also be found in A Fine Balance. 

Such a Long Journey does not also lose sight of the mundane as the narrator offers the images 

of “Leaking, broken water pipes. Sewer overflowing” in Bombay. On the same instance, Dr 
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Paymaster discusses India’s war strategy in Bangladesh with Gustad (360). Such 

juxtaposition of international affairs and waste-management of Bombay, in the same breath, 

tells us that the author carefully avoids offering a nationalist or emotional narrative when it 

comes to war. Mistry, I argue, is more interested in the representation of what is historic than 

shocking the reader with satire as well, which employs humour for the purposes of correction. 

Papiya Bhattacharjee thinks that Mistry is “ruthless” in “satirizing” the Nehru family (293). 

Bhattacharjee’s paper falls short of following standard practices of documentation and 

employs literary terms without clearly making connections to the primary text. In the 

historical context of Partition and its aftermath, Nehru, whose portrayal is quite complex in 

Mistry, is by far one of the most important political personas whose legacy of nationalism, in 

many ways, resonates even today in India.  

          The war between India and China in 1962 reveals the sad state of the Indian army. The 

defeat of India in the war and Nehru’s failure to diplomatically negotiate with the Chinese 

represent the morally impoverished state of Indian politics—both in local and international 

spheres. In Such a Long Journey the stories of the exploitation of the nationalistic fervour of 

ordinary Indians, suspicion of the enemy/Other/Chinese/Pakistani that invariably assumes the 

shape of xenophobia, and Nehru’s political failure to rise above narrow ambitions as he 

decides to make his daughter, Indira Gandhi, the future Prime Minister of India, foreshadow 

Mistry’s second novel, A Fine Balance. Mistry documents that in the way of Chinese advance 

the Indian Army retreats “as though” the Indian Army “consisted of tin soldiers” (Mistry, 

Such a Long Journey 11). Mistry shows how Nehru tries to proceed with his damage control:  

“Especially Jawaharlal Nehru, with his favourite slogan, ‘Hindi-Chinee bhai-bhai,’ 

insisting that Chou En-lai was a brother, the two nations were great friends. And 

refusing to believe any talk of war, even though the Chinese had earlier invaded Tibet, 

positioning several divisions along the border. ‘Hindi-Chinee bhai-bhai,’ all the time, as 
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though repeating it often enough would verily make them brothers” (Mistry, Such a 

Long Journey 11). 

This shows the cunning statesmanship of Nehru who knew that the post-Partition Indian army 

does not have the capabilities of fighting a conventional war with the Chinese. The Indian 

rhetoric has changed now as India is a nuclear power. Indian political leaders, especially after 

the political rise of BJP, in contemporary times deliver defiant speeches targeting China. Not 

war but appeasement was one of the strategies of Nehru during the post-Partition India-China 

war in 1962. However, the charismatic Nehru fails to understand the moves made by the 

Chinese. The India and China war, in Mistry’s novel, comes at a high cost for Nehru, 

politically and personally. Nehru is often hailed for his charisma during Partition. His 

charisma almost outmanoeuvred Jinnah, the founder of Pakistan, and bypassed Mahatma 

Gandhi’s morally upright stance. Such charisma, as Mistry demonstrates, fails poorly in 

dealing with the Chinese. Indeed, war with China comes with huge political loss for India’s 

hero of Partition, Nehru. Mistry recalls:   

But everyone knew that the war with China froze Jawaharlal Nehru’s heart and then 

broke it. . . . The country’s beloved Panditji, everyone’s Chacha Nehru, the unflinching 

humanist, the great visionary, turned bitter and rancorous. From now on, he would 

brook no criticism, take no advice. With his appetite for philosophy and dreams lost for 

ever, he resigned himself to political intrigues and internal squabbles, although signs of 

tyrannical ill temper and petulance had emerged even before the China war. (Mistry, 

Such a Long Journey 12-13) 

India’s Prime Minister Indira Gandhi, perhaps, epitomises the most important political and 

personal legacy of Nehru. In Such a Long Journey Indira Gandhi, like her father, is a 

complex character who, as Major Bilimoria tells Gustad, is corrupt and runs her autocratic 
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government by manipulating the intelligence agencies of the state as if they are “her own 

private agency” (Mistry 318-319). In the eyes of Dinshawji, Indira Gandhi is responsible for 

the rise of separatist regionalism. Indira Gandhi is more of a viciously autocratic persona in A 

Fine Balance. Mistry’s narrative of the India-China war evokes themes of virulent but 

morally hollow nationalism, Othering, and Nehru’s test of statesmanship. Mistry also probes 

the fear of the unknown with regards to this post-Partition war. Additionally, the graphic 

description of war-time violence in Such a Long Journey is mentioned in relation to Kashmir 

and the freedom fight of Bangladesh.  

          I argue that violence has four different dimensions in the novel: first, violence between 

rival states that take the shape of wars, border clashes, insurgencies, refugees of war pouring 

in through borders; second, state-violence against citizens in India that emerges through 

torture, police brutality, infringement of civil rights; third, violence inspired by various 

discriminations that evolve as communal violence, racism, jingoism, inter-class conflicts, 

regionalism, and terrorism; and fourth, violence of humans against other species that are 

portrayed through the massacre of the butterflies, scalding of rats, and decapitation of a rat 

and a cat. Violence spilling over the domain of the human species and affecting the survival 

of other species shows an underlying pessimism characteristic of a post-Partition India that 

fails to live up to the dreams of the anti-colonial leader Mahatma Gandhi. Although I already 

mentioned the anti-colonial leader earlier in this chapter it would be worth recalling here that 

Mistry allegorically tells the reader about the complexities of many forms of nationalisms in 

India by showing that “Framed pictures of Mahatma Gandhi and Jawaharlal Nehru hung on 

the wall behind the desk” on “the third and final floor” of the House of Cages, a brothel in 

Bombay, where Gustad goes to meet Ghulam Mohammed after reading about Major 

Bilimoria’s arrest in the newspaper (Such a Long Journey 239). Both Mahatma Gandhi and 

Jawaharlal Nehru, who are icons of nationalism against British colonial rule in the Indian 
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subcontinent, are idolized in India. The photos of Mahatma Gandhi and Jawaharlal Nehru 

inside the brothel allegorically project the broad stroke acceptance of these two leaders 

among ordinary people. The presence of Ghulam Mohammed suggests that even though 

Major Bilimoria’s initiative to help the freedom fighters in Bangladesh is mired by the 

allegedly corrupt and autocratic practices of Indira Gandhi, the legacy of her father, Nehru, is 

still not overshadowed. Later in this chapter, I discuss that the occupants of the brothel join a 

social movement that turns bloody. This again shows how different postcolonial resistances 

to autocracies in India endure to subvert the official nationalist projects of the state.       

          Ghulam Mohammed is certain that “they,” the disciplinary forces of the Indian 

government, will “‘finish him [Major Bilimoria] off’” (Mistry, Such a Long Journey 277). 

Gustad disagrees thinking that “‘This is not Russia or China’” (Mistry, Such a Long Journey 

277). As the main plot of the novel progresses, Gustad’s faith in post-Partition Indian 

democracy shatters when he goes to meet his old companion who has been incarcerated by 

the autocratic Indira Gandhi government. Major Bilimoria’s death in custody of the 

government tells Gustad clearly that he is experiencing an autocratic India—twenty-four 

years after 1947. Major Bilimoria seems to work as part of the propaganda machine of his 

government while spreading stories of nationalism, which are about India’s military moves in 

Kashmir. In his stories the villain is Pakistan. Major Bilimoria tells Sohrab and Darius “tales 

from his glorious days of army and battle” (Mistry, Such a Long Journey 15). For the 

unassuming young children of Gustad and even for a grown woman like Dilnavaz, Major 

Bilimoria’s stories are about the defeat of Pakistan which is not surprising since Pakistan is 

shown as a culprit in the Indian media. Major Bilimoria states that the “cowardly Pakistanis” 

“turned tail and ran in 1948, when confronted by Indian soldiers in Kashmir” (Mistry, Such a 

Long Journey 15). Interestingly, the plight of the Kashmiris is not even mentioned. In Major 

Bilimoria’s stories Pakistan is the bad guy. It is not difficult to imagine that in Pakistani 
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media India would be the villain when Kashmir is the issue. Since Major Bilimoria worked 

for the Indian army his loyalty is intact even after his retirement. His statements about 

Kashmir are the official version. Ironically, Major Bilimoria pays the price for such 

propaganda and falsehood with his life. The fact that Major Bilimoria is tortured and drugged 

to death in captivity is not known by ordinary Indians.  

          Only Gustad and Ghulam Mohammed seem to know what happens to Major Bilimoria. 

It is a pertinent question to ask if Major Bilimoria’s death can be seen as state-sponsored 

terrorism. According to Charles Townshend, during the “Reign of Terror” “the accused” was 

deprived of “the right to counsel or to call witnesses” with the application of “the truly 

terrifying law of 22 prairial Year II (1794)” which empowered “the revolutionary tribunal to 

execute suspects on the basis of moral conviction” (38-39). I suggest that Major Bilimoria’s 

case is not that different from the victims of the Reign of Terror since he is subjected to 

torture and death without a fair trial. It is claimed that Sedition laws of colonial times are 

being used in Kashmir from August 2019 onwards and, nowadays, the protesters against the 

Citizenship Amendment Act (CAA) in 2020 are subjected to police brutality and arrest with 

the application of Sedition laws.14   

          Such a Long Journey suggests that the journey that started with Partition did not end. 

The journey continues and after more than 70 years of Partition freedom from riots, terrorism, 

curfews, wars, border disputes and economic disparity is a long shot. In Mistry’s fiction 

Partition continues. That is why in Such a Long Journey everything is falling apart as they 

fall apart in the Igbo community which finds itself suffocating in the terror-embrace of the 

tentacles of imperialism in Things Fall Apart (first published in 1958). It can also be said that 

A Fine Balance portrays an India where everything is falling apart. Partition in Rohinton 

Mistry goes way beyond August 1947 and the author delivers us the stories of the continuity 

of the great historical event through intimate and allegorical stories of his characters.15 It 
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seems that Partition reshapes and reinvents itself through one disaster after the other, the 

latest being the curfew in Kashmir (August 5, 2019) and the threat of an all-out nuclear war 

between India and Pakistan.16  

          In Mistry’s allegorical postcolonial narrative, Such a Long Journey, Gustad’s life is 

symbiotically connected to the history of India. The India-China war of 1962 is not only 

turbulent for India as a nation, but 1962 is also a year when Gustad and his family have been 

through so many events, both good and bad. It is the year when Gustad’s third child Roshan 

is born and it is also the year when Gustad suffers a road accident while saving his first child 

Sohrab. In Such a Long Journey, 1962 is the year of “riots in the city—curfews and lathi 

charges and burning buses everywhere” as Gustad remembers as he is in “bed for twelve-

weeks, with the broken hip between Madhiwala Bonesetter’s sandbags” (Mistry, Such a Long 

Journey 11). Here, the term riot is mentioned in connection to violent and anarchic protests. 

Riot in Mistry is also mentioned in relation to racism and communalism. Dinshawji is invited 

to dinner by Gustad to “celebrate Roshan’s birthday and Sohrab’s admission to IIT” (Mistry, 

Such a Long Journey 23). While drinking in the party Dinshawji points out to Gustad that 

Indira Gandhi is “‘a shrewd woman’” (Mistry, Such a Long Journey 44). In Dinshawji’s oral 

history, Nehru makes his daughter the president of the Congress Party. Dinshawji reflects that 

“‘much bloodshed’” and “‘much rioting’” are caused by Indira Gandhi’s “‘demands for a 

separate Maharashtra’” (Mistry, Such a Long Journey 44). He links Indira Gandhi’s demand 

to the rise of “‘that bloody Shiv Sena, wanting to make the rest of us into second-class 

citizens. Don’t forget, she started it all by supporting the racist buggers’” (Mistry, Such a 

Long Journey 44). Shiv Sena is a leading political party in today’s Mumbai (Mistry’s 

Bombay). Shiv Sena propagates the supremacy of the Maratha race. Shiv Sena also projects 

itself as the purest Hindu party. Mistry makes a cursory reference to the “Shiv Sena riots” in 

his short story “The Collectors” from Tales from Firozsha Baag (86). Conflation of racism 
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and communalism by Shiv Sena is sure to petrify the minorities, Parsis, Muslims, Christians, 

Sikhs, and Jews in Bombay.  

          The fault lines across religious affiliations, communal riots and intolerance, are oft-

repeated topic in Rohinton Mistry. The acute awareness of the partitioned Indian of a world 

that is no longer under the rule of foreigners is often paranoiac in Mistry. Gustad is paranoid 

in the bus, amidst “vegetarian passengers” who may start “angry protests,” if they find out 

that Gustad is carrying in his basket “something deadlier than a bomb” (Mistry, Such a Long 

Journey 24). Gustad is not even carrying beef. He has a live chicken in “the throbbing, 

unquiet bulge” of “his shopping bag” (Mistry, Such a Long Journey 21). The basket can be 

“the potential source of Hindu-Muslim riots . . . which often started due to offences of the 

flesh, usually of porcine or bovine origins” (Mistry, Such a Long Journey 24). The 

consumption of beef in Mumbai (which was Mistry’s Bombay in the past) is a hugely 

debated issue (Aamir Khan, “What the Bombay High Court Verdict on Beef Ban Means”). 

Gustad and his Catholic friend Malcolm Saldanha are beef connoisseurs. Gustad recalls that 

Malcolm, his musician friend taught him to eat beef: “‘Lucky for us,’ Malcolm always said, 

‘that we are minorities in a nation of Hindus. Let them eat pulses and grams and beans, . . . 

The modernized Hindus eat mutton. Or chicken, if they want to be more fashionable” 

(Mistry, Such a Long Journey 27). Malcolm continues to encourage Gustad: “‘But we will 

get our protein from their sacred cow.’ At other times he would say, mimicking their 

economics professor, ‘Law of supply and demand, always remember. That’s the key. Keeps 

down the price of beef’” (Mistry, Such a Long Journey 27). Malcolm does not end here as he 

brazenly adds: “‘And it is healthier because it is holier’” (Mistry, Such a Long Journey 27). 

The it here is beef. It feels quite curious to observe if such defiance on the part of Mistry, 

who is simply telling a story, is behind the burning of his novel Such a Long Journey by Shiv 

Sena. The burning of such a celebrated novel is significant to understand how Rohinton 
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Mistry is read by the militant Hindu communalist and regionalist party. I return to this 

incident in the Conclusion of my thesis.   

          In the name of Hinduism, the burgeoning militancy is making so many headlines 

recently in India—the latest being the lynching of 24-year-old Tabrez Ansari on June 22, 

2019 (Kamaljit Kaur Sandhu). The cultural, the ethnic, and the religious other is not tolerated 

anymore it seems. Arundhati Roy portrays such incidents of lynching in her second novel. In 

The Ministry of Utmost Happiness, in front of police, the Dalits, taken for Muslims, are 

dragged out of the police station and lynched by a mob that is returning from the Ramlila 

festival. The mob has just enjoyed the theatrical burning of Ravana, the mythical villain in 

the epic Ramayana. Interestingly, Ravana represents negative attributes, as well as violence 

and tyrannical and demonic forces. Opposed to Ravana’s hatred and hubris stands Lord Ram 

who represents good. The burning of Ravana allegorically suggests the victory of good over 

evil. With reference to the scenario of contemporary intolerance in India that started with the 

communal divide during the British regime and got further reinforced during the holocaust 

and rapes of Partition, Roy points out in her novel that “regardless of what may or may not 

have been meant in the scriptures, . . . the evil demons had come to mean not just indigenous 

people, but everybody who was not Hindu” (The Ministry of Utmost Happiness 87).17 In 

Roy’s novel, the ecstatic Hindu mob turns to aggression, which coincides with the burning of 

the effigy of Ravana, as actors paint their faces black to represent demons, against the Dalits 

who are at the mercy of the corrupt policemen. The Hindu mob kills the Dalits, the low 

caste/scheduled caste/untouchables, thinking that those men are Muslims since they found the 

carcass, a rotting dead cow, in their “Tempo,” a three-wheeler (The Ministry of Utmost 

Happiness 86-89). Muslims do not collect carcasses of cows, nor are they allowed to eat the 

meat of an animal which is already dead, since eating dead animals is considered haram, 

which may cause diseases. It is really deplorable, if for a moment we drop the idea of 
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ultranationalism and communal hatred, that after living side by side in India for centuries 

Hindus do not know this simple fact about the diet of the Muslims. It is, in fact, a complex 

recipe of biased propaganda against Muslims in popular media that is creating such 

ignorance, which eventually takes the shape of pogroms. Also, the carcass of a dead animal is 

collected by the Dalits who are Chamaar (tanner) by profession, not because it is a profession 

the Dalits are passionate about. For centuries, the upper caste in India have maintained such a 

social hierarchy that the Dalits are not allowed upward social mobility. In Roy’s novel, this 

incident happens in the “the year 2002,” the year of riots in Gujarat (The Ministry of Utmost 

Happiness 86).18 In Such a Long Journey, Gustad, a member of the minority in post-Partition 

India, is aware of such dangers. That is why, even a live chicken in the basket feels like 

“something deadlier than a bomb” (Mistry, Such a Long Journey 24).   

          The systemic violence against the Dalits, which Arundhati Roy portrays in The 

Ministry of Utmost Happiness, is cogently documented in Rohinton Mistry’s A Fine Balance, 

which I discuss elaborately in Chapter III. Mistry’s second novel also draws on the historic 

relationship between the Dalits and Muslims in India. In this novel, as if to recall Mulk Raj 

Anand’s novel Untouchable (first published in 1935), Mistry portrays the state of Dalits and 

Muslims in India. In Such a Long Journey, however, issues around class, ethnicity, and faith 

are given prominence over the debates surrounding caste in India.    

          The issue of class is deftly touched upon in Such a Long Journey. The physical 

appearance of the Hindu milk man in Such a Long Journey incites scornful amusement in 

Dilnavaz. She “couldn’t help thinking that” the hair “resembled a grey rat’s tail. On mornings 

when he oiled his scalp, the tail glistened” (Mistry, Such a Long Journey 4). The milk man is 

poor. His clothes and appearance clearly indicate that he is from the fringes of society—the 

poor slums of Mumbai (Bombay of Mistry) as it is realistically shown in Danny Boyle’s film 

Slumdog Millionaire (released in 2008, the screenplay was based on Q & A: a Novel by 
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Vikas Swarup). As the milk man rubs his bare knees “Flakes of dry dead skin fell from his 

fingers” (Mistry, Such a Long Journey 2). He is also occasionally verbally abused. Miss 

Kutpitia calls him thief and threatens to hand him over to the police. Given the rise of Hindu 

nationalism in present-day India, it is Miss Kutpitia, a Parsi woman, a member of the 

minority, who should be shaking in fear. Gone are the days of British colonialism when the 

Parsis thought that “they were like British only, ruling India side by side” (Mistry, “The 

Ghost of Firozsha Baag,” Tales from Firozsha Baag 46). “The Ghost of Firozsha Baag” 

portrays mid-sixties India, when Shiv Sena was just coming into existence in Bombay, and 

Parsis retained some of their old glory. Such a Long Journey portrays the beginning of the 

seventies, a political climate when Indira Gandhi’s government is not doing enough, as 

Dinshawji complains, to stop the Shiv Sena which agitates in favour of regionalist 

nationalism everywhere in Bombay. In the novel, examples of what can happen in a 

partitioned India when Hindu nationalism is on the rise is shown later when Hindu 

nationalists attack a bank where members of the minority, Gustad and Dinshawji, work.  

          In the post-Partitioned world, the woebegone Gustad does not feel at home in Crawford 

Market anymore. Unlike his father he does not have a lot of money in his wallet. The 

“sinister flash of a meat cleaver or butcher’s knife which, more often than not, was 

brandished in the vendor’s wild hand as he bargained and gesticulated” cowed Gustad 

(Mistry, Such a Long Journey 25). In most cases the butcher or “goaswalla” is a Muslim. 

Gustad’s grandmother, “in milder tones, less terror-striking but more pedagogic,” cautions a 

little boy summoning a monstrous and brutal image of a Muslim butcher: “Bismillah, he says, 

that is all, and the knife descends” (Mistry, Such a Long Journey 25). Aside from the humour, 

the stereotypical portrayal of a Muslim butcher is presented here. Bismillah means in the 

name of Allah, the most beneficent and merciful. Muslims are advised to say Bismillah 

before beginning anything; for example, the act of opening a door or even tying a shoe lace. 
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With the beautiful assertion of Bismillah, the slaughtered animal meat becomes halal or 

edible for Muslims. However, the practical aspect of the cutting and slicing of meat or beef is 

juxtaposed here with the typical humour Mistry brings to the dull and mundane. I suggest that 

Mistry deliberately mentions “Bismillah” in the novel to reinforce the idea that India is home 

to multiple faiths (Mistry, Such a Long Journey 25).     

          As I have noted, Such a Long Journey draws on a time when the Shiv Sena is on the 

rise in Maharashtra (the state in India that includes the city Bombay) and when Hindutva, the 

predominant form of Hindu nationalism, is coming to the fore.19 Undoubtedly, Mistry vexes, 

perhaps unintentionally as his fiction is based on historical reality, the reactionary Hindu 

nationalists by bringing up the issues of beef many times in the novel.20 The political climate 

of India is precarious in Such a Long Journey as Mistry documents that Indira Gandhi of the 

Congress Party, the Prime Minister of India, is fanning the rise of ultra-nationalism by the 

nationalization of private financial institutions. Mistry deals with this phenomenon again in A 

Fine Balance.  

          In Such a Long Journey, the Parsi community is hit hard as Nehru’s daughter Indira 

Gandhi “nationalized the banks” (Mistry, Such a Long Journey 44). In Chapter I of my thesis 

on Tales from Firozsha Baag, I discuss the historical connection of Parsis with Banks in 

India. Dinshawji recalls that during the pre-Indira times “Parsis were the kings of Banking” 

(Mistry, Such a Long Journey 44). The influence of the community starts to diminish with 

Indira’s populist moves. The portrayal of Indira Gandhi is dark throughout the novel. The 

Nehru family looks like post-Partition political oligarchs ready to do whatever it takes for 

holding on to power, which makes them hardly different from colonisers. In Chapter III of 

my thesis, I will discuss this issue again, but this time in relation to A Fine Balance. 

Dinshawji’s analyses that Indira Gandhi’s policies for short-term gain give political 

legitimacy to the rise of militant Shiv Sena and its violence are troubling (Mistry, Such a 



103 

 

 

Long Journey 44). It is troubling for historical, political, and personal reasons to me. First, it 

is a historical fact that the Congress Party played, perhaps, the most significant role in India’s 

fight for self-governance against colonialism. Second, in Indian politics the Congress Party 

poses itself as a minority-friendly party. My personal reason for unease here is that I grew up 

listening to the glorious role of Indira Gandhi during the Liberation War of Bangladesh. The 

personal-diplomacy of Indira Gandhi is popularly known in Bangladesh to have wielded huge 

impact in the international arena to give legitimacy to the freedom of Bangladesh in 1971. 

Also, millions of refugees from Bangladesh were given shelter in India in 1971. Even today, 

Indira Gandhi is highly regarded as a friend of Bangladesh.    

          The fleeing refugees from East Pakistan recall the border-crossing frenzy of Partition. 

It needs to be mentioned, at this juncture, that the presence of such carefully placed 

allegorical suggestions of the repetition of Partition is not recognised by many scholars while 

interpreting the works of Rohinton Mistry. In her nuanced work on Indian English novels, 

Priyamvada Gopal considers the following works of fiction as “sustained novelistic 

engagement with the horrors of the moment” (8) of Partition: Midnight’s Children and Shame 

by Salman Rushdie, A Suitable Boy by Vikram Seth, Khushwant Singh’s Train to Pakistan, 

The Heart Divided by Mumtaz Shah Nawaz, Amitav Ghosh’s The Shadow Lines and In an 

Antique Land, Ice-Candy-Man by Bapsi Sidhwa, Mukul Kesavan’s Looking Through Glass, 

and Noor by Sorayya Khan. Gopal also includes English translations of other works of fiction 

on Partition in her book. For Gopal, Such a Long Journey “is about fraught family ties and 

male friendships, as the promises of independence begin to show clear signs of corrosion 

under Indira Gandhi’s increasingly authoritarian rule” (119). Gopal does not mention 

Mistry’s treatment of the Liberation War of Bangladesh in 1971 and, consequently, fails to 

appreciate the historical backdrop of Such a Long Journey, which is the Partition of 1947. 

Gopal thinks that A Fine Balance is “a powerful literary rendition of ordinary lives in the 



104 

 

 

metropolis” (121), “[t]hough its historical canvas spans the period from just before 

Independence and Partition to the 1984 assassination of Indira Gandhi, which was followed 

by pogroms against Sikhs” (122). Gopal, afterwards, does not build on Partition in A Fine 

Balance, and focuses on categorising Mistry’s second novel as a quintessential work of 

“compellingly realist” fiction that renders “Bombay’s fantastical contradictions” (122). In 

Chapter III of my thesis, I argue why A Fine Balance needs to be seen not only as a 

postcolonial allegory of Partition but also as a significant novel on Partition in relation to 

India’s troubles with democracy, environmental degradation, and violent nationalism.   

          I need to emphasize that Partition, unlike Gopal’s suggestion, is not considered as a 

moment in history in my thesis. In Mistry, Partition is a sustained event that makes its 

presence known even today. During the apocalyptic violence of Partition thousands of rapes 

were perpetrated. Troubling “tales of slaughter and rape” emerged from Noakhali, a “lush, 

remote area” in East Bengal during Partition (Hajari 53). Rape, as it is perpetrated alongside 

war and on the stage of history, seems to work as a preferred weapon for hatred mongers in 

South Asia who want to inflict trauma in the name of communal revenge and jingoism. In the 

post-Partition era, thousands of rapes were committed again in East Pakistan.21 Although 

Such a Long Journey does not clearly mention incidents of the terror of rapes committed in 

1971, violence against women is suggested in the novel. The headlines, photos, and captions 

that appear in the newspaper Gustad reads are almost the same every day “in the past few 

weeks” (Mistry, Such a Long Journey 8). Gustad “ignored the grim headlines about Pakistan, 

barely glanced at the half-naked mother weeping with a dead child in her arms” (Mistry, Such 

a Long Journey 8). Mistry’s portrayal of a distraught mother with a dead child eerily reminds 

us of similar photos that appeared in electronic and print media as the Rohingya fled violence 

in Myanmar and entered through the borders of Bangladesh in 2018/19. The Rohingya issue 

in Myanmar is another example of the feuds caused by imperialism.  
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          Mistry’s novel, in this particular case, almost feels like a tale offered by a prophetic 

storyteller who is well informed about the historical hereafter of the Indian subcontinent. The 

atrocities on women and babies during 1971 in Bangladesh are deftly documented in Such a 

Long Journey. Gustad reflects: “The photo caption, which he did not stop to read because the 

picture looked the same as the others that had appeared regularly in the past few weeks, was 

about soldiers using Bengali babies for bayonet practice” (Mistry, Such a Long Journey 8). 

During the Liberation War of Bangladesh, as I have already noted, thousands of women were 

raped and countless babies were murdered. Nayanika Mookherjee focuses her book-length 

anthropological research on “wartime rape perpetrated by the West Pakistani army and local 

Bengali men in East Pakistan (now Bangladesh) during the Bangladesh war of 1971” (6). 

Whereas rape is perpetrated by the enemy during the post-Partition war in 1971, in Mistry’s A 

Fine Balance, rape is a coercive measure to perpetuate upper caste dominance, which I 

discuss in Chapter III with reference to the anthropologist Veena Das. Mistry’s second novel 

shows, as representations of reality, that rape is perpetrated by the upper caste against the 

Dalit woman in colonial India, which clearly incriminates the colonial rulers. Rape, a brutal 

form of violence, against the Dalits whose fate changed little even after the departure of the 

British, is part of age-old injustices and discriminations in the Indian subcontinent. In relation 

to the four dimensions of violence that I mention earlier in this chapter, the violence of rape is 

entangled in the conflicts between nations as well, for instance, the rape of Bengali women 

by the West Pakistan army and their collaborators in the Liberation War of Bangladesh, 

which is a post-Partition war.   

          While discussing the four different dimensions of violence in Such a Long Journey, I 

have suggested that violence does not only affect humans, but the animals, the plants, and the 

environment are also susceptible to the dispersed presence of violence in the novel. In Such a 

Long Journey, Tehmul-Lungraa, a disabled person, is often harassed and mistreated in his 
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own neighbourhood. Mistreatments harden Tehmul as he carries a cage to collect live rats 

caught in his neighbourhood. Tehmul would inflict sadistic torture on the rats before killing 

them: “A bucket of water was filled and the rats ducked one by one” (Mistry, Such a Long 

Journey 38). Another of Tehmul’s methods is to boil “a large kettle of water” and pour “it 

over the rats . . . a little at a time” (Mistry, Such a Long Journey 38). Tehmul would giggle as 

the rats “turned from grey to pink, and then red” (Mistry, Such a Long Journey 38). Tehmul 

would also receive money from the Pest Control Department of the corrupt municipal ward 

for catching the rats (Mistry, Such a Long Journey 38). These depictions in the novel 

allegorically represent an indiscriminate presence of violence in post-Partition India where no 

one is safe—not even a disabled person like Tehmul or the house rats. The relentlessness of 

wars, ultranationalist agitations, and communal violence after 1947 create a paranoia, an 

incomprehensible climate of fear, which I discuss earlier with reference to Bauman’s theory 

of fear. In such a climate of fear, an innocent live chicken in “the throbbing, unquiet bulge” 

of Gustad’s “shopping bag” (Mistry, Such a Long Journey 21), brings to mind “something 

deadlier than a bomb” (Mistry, Such a Long Journey 24).  

          Shiv Sena represents fear, intolerance, and militant nationalism in the novel. The rise of 

Shiv Sena in Bombay seems to coincide with environmental degradation and chaotic violence 

in the city. Tehmul is recruited by the Shiv Sena for distributing “racist pamphlets aimed 

against minorities in Bombay” (Mistry, Such a Long Journey 102). As I have suggested, 

Dinshawji incriminates Indira Gandhi for fanning the far-right political policies of Shiv Sena 

(Mistry, Such a Long Journey 44). The racial violence towards other ethnicities by the 

dominant Maratha caste is highly problematic in Mistry. Incidents like the rise of the militant 

Shiv Sena thwart the multicultural, multi-ethnic, multi-lingual, and multireligious identity of 

India. In his short story, “The Ghost of Firozsha Baag,” Mistry points out how the linguistic 

and regional other, “Tamils and Keralites,” are becoming seen more in Bombay (46). Such 
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diversity is what Shiv Sena is against. The dismay on such a state of affairs in India is spelled 

out in Mistry as “‘the rest of us’” (Mistry, Such a Long Journey 44). Here, the ethnic, the 

linguistic, and the religious minorities are huddled together under the umbrella of “‘the rest of 

us’” coinage (Mistry, Such a Long Journey 44). I suggest that Mistry’s Such a Long Journey 

puts forward its author’s prophetic concerns about the future of India at the far end of 20th 

century.22 

          Mistry’s work is replete with examples of mutual respect between people from 

different faiths, which is opposed to the regionalism and othering of Shiv Sena. A grief-

stricken Gustad is “overwhelmed” to find out that the funeral of Major Bilimoria, a Parsi, is 

arranged by Ghulam Mohammed, a Muslim (Mistry, Such a Long Journey 379). Thus, Mistry 

provides an example of mutual respect between the affiliates of two different faiths. The 

nature of a funeral between both communities (Parsis and Muslims) is very different. Also, 

Major Bilimoria is officially disgraced and Ghulam Mohammed worked as his henchman. 

Connections with Major Bilimoria, someone who has become a prey to the highest authority 

in the government, can make Ghulam Mohammed the next target. Loyalty to the friend and 

leader, Major Bilimoria, however, becomes more important to Ghulam Mohammed as he 

makes sure that the allegedly disgraced war veteran receives a proper burial. Another 

important instance with regards to mutual tolerance appears in the novel when Gustad’s old 

friend Malcolm invites him to visit a church in Bombay (Mistry, Such a Long Journey 267-

274). By stating these examples from the novel, I argue that Mistry deliberately presents the 

stories of inter-faith and inter-ethnic tolerance to emphasize the intrinsic Indian value of 

harmony. There is no doubt that the majority of India appreciates diversity as one of the 

integral aspects of India’s identity. This case is proved by the recent protest of millions of 

Indians against the contentious CAA.   
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          The coexistence of people from different faiths and ethnicities is allegorically rendered 

by Mistry through the artistic expressions of the pavement artist who has a “BA in World 

Religions” (Mistry, Such a Long Journey 217). Mistry’s novel thus becomes meta art—art 

about art. The pavement artist, a subaltern who is harassed by a colonial-style post-Partition 

Indian policeman earlier, is given shelter by Gustad. The boundary wall of Khodadad 

building becomes the canvas of the artist. This wall becomes allegorically a microcosmic 

exhibit of world religions: Islam, Judaism, Hinduism, Buddhism, Christianity, Sikhism, 

Zoroastrianism, etc. find their voices through a wall which was subjected to human waste just 

a few days before. To stop the violence of rampant human waste and to save the 

environmental sanctity of Khodadad building the pavement artist, protected by Gustad, 

evokes a diverse array of religious figures, stories, deities, and architectures on the black wall 

of the Parsi compound in Bombay. Swami Dayananda, Swami Vivekananda, Our Lady of 

Fatima, Zarathustra, Gautama Buddha in Lotus Position under the Bodhi Tree, Christ with 

Disciples at the Last Supper, Karttikeya (God of Valour), Haji Ali Dargah (the beautiful 

mosque in the sea), Church of Mount Mary, Daniel in the Lions’ Den, Sai Baba, Manasa (the 

Serpent-Goddess), Saint Francis Talking to the Birds, Krishna with Flute and Radha Holding 

Flowers, Dustoor Kookadaru, Dustoor Meherji Rana, and many other artistic expressions of a 

diverse range of religions are painted on the wall. Inspector Bamji expresses his delight to 

Gustad by saying the following: “‘More the merrier. A good mixture like this is a perfect 

example for our secular country. That’s the way it should be’” (Mistry, Such a Long Journey 

253). 

          A combined effort of the middle-class Parsis and the subaltern artist to appreciate and 

preserve the multireligious, multi-ethnic and multicultural identity of India through street art, 

in addition to the conservation of environment by the management of human waste, come 

under attack when the residents of Khodadad Building receive a notice from the corrupt 
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municipal authorities. The corrupt municipality of Bombay proposes to demolish the robust 

wall that surrounds the premises of Khodadad Building, the canvas on which the artist brings 

together the icons of India’s multiculturalism, and widen the streets in the name of 

development. Such schemes of development projects, spearheaded by the autocratic 

government and its neo-colonial partners like IMF, during the Emergency in India, make 

pristine hills in A Fine Balance a site of pillage, which I discuss in Chapter III. In Such a 

Long Journey, the residents of Khodadad Building are enraged by the proposal of arbitrary 

land acquisition.   

          In Gustad’s flat, like the other flats in Khodadad Building, shortage of water is an 

everyday concern. Land, water, and power are three scarce resources in Such a Long Journey. 

Mistry repeatedly draws attention to the scarcity of water in Tales from Firozsha Baag and A 

Fine Balance. Insufficient power (electrical) and water supply are constant problems faced by 

Gustad’s family. One of the recurrent images in Mistry is the “plastic hose to fill the water 

drums” (Mistry, Such a Long Journey 8). In a country of great rivers like the Ganges and 

Brahmaputra, it is quite mind-boggling why would it be necessary for Dilnavaz to get up 

early in the morning to fill water drums. Why is such a natural resource like water not 

available to ordinary people when India is a country that suffers from inundation and flooding 

every monsoon? I argue that the lack of natural resources, for example water, can also be 

traced back to Partition, since, as historical evidence shows, the cartographers did not do 

adequate research when they divided water bodies of the Indian subcontinent between two 

new countries (India and Pakistan) and three different parts (West Pakistan, East Pakistan, 

and India).    

          The last Viceroy of British India, Lord Louis Mountbatten’s choice of Cyril Radcliffe 

for the job of map-making indicates the disloyalty of the coloniser towards the occupied land. 

The British judge, Radcliffe, responsible for the map-making of India and Pakistan had never 
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been to India before and arrived in India only on “8 July” in 1947 (Khan 3). Adil Najam 

attests that “Despite his protestations, Mountbatten gave” Radcliffe “just five weeks to 

complete the job” of map-making (“How a British Royal’s Monumental Errors Made India’s 

Partition More Painful”). The hurried departure of the British appears in Mistry’s fiction in 

the following way: “Consolation, as always, was found in muddled criticism of the colonizers 

who, lacking the stomach for proper conclusions, had departed in a hurry, though the post-

mortem was tempered by nostalgia for the old days” (A Fine Balance 207). I turn to Khan 

again for the details of how Radcliffe approached his work: “The border had to be decided 

against the clock” (105). “The Bengal Boundary Commission and the Punjab Boundary 

Commission” for the purposes of map-making came “under the chairmanship” of Radcliffe 

who “had none of the requisite technical skills for drawing a border” (Khan 105). Moreover, 

the “census the commissions worked with was six years out of date” (Khan 105). Absurdly, 

indeed, the commissions “retreated behind closed doors, working from maps using pen and 

paper, rather than walking the land and grasping for themselves the ways in which vast rivers, 

forests . . . interlocked and could best be separated” (Khan 106). As clear evidence shows, the 

shortage of water in Mistry’s India is not caused only by the corruption of post-Partition 

governments. Shortage of water in the Indian subcontinent, known for its numerous rivers, is 

also the result of negligent map-making during Partition by careless colonial officials, which 

the historian Khan documented so deftly in her book. In A Fine Balance, Mistry deals with 

such arbitrary Partition of lands, forests and orchards and the eventual impact of this on 

human lives and the environment. Further ahead, I expand on the idea that in Mistry the 

human is interrelated with the non-human, which is the environment. That is why, during the 

war Darius’s “little fish tank” is “empty” like the “birdcages” (Mistry, Such a Long Journey 

8). I suggest that in Mistry’s postcolonial India the relationship between humans and the 

environment is noteworthy.    
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          Upamanyu Pablo Mukherjee says that the “intertwining of the terms ‘postcolonial’ and 

‘environment’ as conceptual tools in our understanding of the state of the subcontinent” is 

“unavoidable” (5). Mukherjee suggests that environment should be understood as “an 

integrated network of human and non-human agents” (5). The environment of Khodadad 

Building starts becoming uninhabitable because of urination on the boundary walls of the 

premises. Gustad encourages a pavement artist to use the wall as his canvas and people, 

voluntarily, stop defiling the site. This sudden change in the behaviour of humans affects the 

population of mosquitoes and flies. Environmental concerns in Mistry’s Such a Long Journey 

are directed to making life habitable in post-Partition India. In Mistry, the mosquitoes, flies, 

and human waste are considered a nuisance. The interdependence of the human world and the 

surrounding environments is further probed when Ghulam Mohammed destroys Gustad’s 

garden to threaten him. As I have discussed so far, Mistry’s novel not only draws our 

attention to the detrimental impact of humans on the environment but also poses significant 

questions regarding the identity of India as a nation. The novel shows that India’s identity is 

under threat by the rise of ultranationalism. The portrayal of such issues would perhaps make 

the reader think that Mistry offers a pessimistic vision of India. On the contrary, I argue that 

Such a Long Journey offers a complex amalgam of optimistic examples of the endeavours of 

the ordinary Indians who want to preserve a multireligious, multi-ethnic, and multicultural 

India. The street art is one such example. But such endeavours come under attack. The forces 

of corruption, violence and regionalism stand in the way of India’s celebration of diversity. 

The history of the popularity of anti-colonial movements evinces that the ordinary Indians 

will always rise against injustice. Mired in the divisive environment of post-Partition India, 

ordinary people rise again in Mistry’s novel. Such a Long Journey suggests that the ordinary 

citizens of India, regardless of class, caste, and religious affiliations, should rise against 

corruption, authoritarianism, and violence. As an example, the “morcha” is summoned by the 
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novelist (Mistry, Such a Long Journey 386). In Mistry, the morcha is a day of protest of the 

ordinary people (the mechanics, the barbers, the prostitutes, and the lottery-ticket vendors) to 

occupy the office of the corrupt municipal authorities as the gutters are kept unclean and the 

pavements are never repaired.  

          The resistance movement of the dispossessed in Mistry’s India allegorically represents 

the desire of ordinary Indians to live peacefully in the aftermath of Partition in a state that 

does not discriminate in the name of religion, ethnicity, caste, and class and that provides 

basic necessities to each and everyone. But, the day of protest turns violent, allegorically 

indicating the dispersed presence of violence that I discuss earlier in this chapter, and, in the 

commotion, Tehmul loses his life. It needs to be understood that the morcha, the resistance of 

ordinary citizens in a postcolonial state against corruption and autocracy, is diametrically 

opposed to the Shiv Sena agitations in the then Bombay. The morcha wants to unhinge 

corruption, empower the ordinary Indians, and give them back their rights to access safe 

drinking water and proper sanitation. On the contrary, Shiv Sena agitations, in the name of 

the superiority of a particular ethnic group, continue aiding the hegemony of the upper caste 

and the corrupt regime. These groups that enjoy power in India are not very different from 

the colonial masters who physically departed. This scenario allegorically signals, also, at 

India’s struggles with the processes of decolonization.     

          Well-meaning efforts of the pavement artist and Gustad to preserve an Indian identity 

that brings to mind diversity and multiculturalism fail at the end of the novel. The secular 

exhibit on the wall that surrounds the premises of Khodadad Building cannot sustain for long 

even after receiving the wholehearted support of people like Inspector Bamji, a member of 

the corrupt postcolonial police. The wall is destroyed and the morcha, the resistance 

movement of ordinary citizens, is also crushed. From the beginning of such allegorical 

renditions of secularism, as Inspector Bamji suggests, which, I argue, means pluralism and 
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diversity in Mistry, the reaction of the ordinary people in Bombay is ecstatic. The proof of 

such enthusiasm is demonstrated by “agarbatti holders, sending up their fragile wisps of 

white” (Mistry, Such a Long Journey 338), and smouldering “loban” in “earthen thurible” 

(Mistry, Such a Long Journey 339). It is Malcolm who, unfortunately, has to supervise the 

destruction of the marble wall that became a congregation of world religions in Such a Long 

Journey. Malcolm, an Indian Catholic, is a member of the minority in India too. Malcolm is 

the friend of Gustad who took him to the Church that becomes a site of pluralistic values in 

Bombay on a regular basis. Malcolm is, perhaps, a recalcitrant agent of a corrupt government 

that decides to kill its own foot soldiers like Major Bilimoria. The value of war veterans like 

Major Bilimoria is impermanent in post-partition India. That is why the resistance of 

subalterns fails to stop the destruction of the wall that became a symbolic representation of a 

pluralistic and diverse India. By having the wall destroyed, by demonstrating a crushing 

defeat of the morcha, and through the murder of Tehmul, a disabled person, Mistry suggests, 

allegorically, that a post-Partition India has a long and difficult uphill journey ahead. Mistry’s 

multicultural, multi-ethnic, and multireligious India is yet to become a reality.  
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Notes: 

     1. The postcolonial studies scholar Priyamvada Gopal thinks that “Partitions happen over 

and over again: once difference is privileged as the basis for nationhood, there open up 

endless possibilities for fissure” (81). Gopal contemplates that the division of the Indian 

subcontinent after the departure of the British in the name of two different nations for two 

different religious communities, Muslims and Hindus, in 1947 is followed by another not so 

(un)natural division in 1971 as “Pakistan” “undergoes yet another division into two nations, 

generating Bengali Bangladesh” (81). Gopal mentions Bengali to perhaps emphasize that in 

1971, instead of communal difference, linguistic difference intensified the division between 

West Pakistan and East Pakistan, and as a result Bangladesh is created. I do not entirely agree 

with Gopal’s theory of Partition for two reasons. First, she is not correct in suggesting that 

linguistic difference is the only reason behind the war in 1971. Linguistic difference is the 

main but not the only reason behind the creation of Bangladesh. A prominent Bangladeshi 

political scientist, Talukder Maniruzzaman, explains that when Pakistanis wanted Urdu to be 

the only “state language of Pakistan,” even though the language “was not read by even one 

per cent of East Bengalis,” “a movement for recognition of Bengali as one of the state 

languages of Pakistan” was launched in “the beginning of February 1948” (20). Here, by East 

Bengalis Maniruzzaman means East Pakistanis. The “movement for recognition of Bengali,” 

immediately after Partition, “spearheaded” other movements in East Pakistan that spawned 

from the discriminatory policies and governmental practices of the West Pakistani regime 

(Maniruzzaman 20). The political scientist rightly observes that the suggestions of Urdu 

being the only “state language of Pakistan” “heightened” in East Pakistanis/Bengalis the 

“feeling of being colonised” again, this time by the West Pakistanis (Maniruzzaman 20). The 

people of Bangladesh, the then East Pakistan, felt that they are independent after the 

departure of the British in 1947. But they realized soon that West Pakistanis are behaving like 
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neocolonisers. The Liberation War of Bangladesh in 1971 was fought under the leadership of 

Sheikh Mujibur Rahman to secure an independent country, Bangladesh, that the people of the 

region, Bangladeshis, can govern by and for themselves without the intervention of any 

foreign powers. Second, Gopal’s theory of Partition happening “over and over again” is 

based on the notion that the first Partition ended in 1947 (Gopal 81). On the contrary, people 

of the Indian subcontinent experience a prolonged and protracted Partition as Mistry 

demonstrates in his fiction. This phenomenon, which Mistry allegorically suggests in his 

works, has been discussed and analysed elaborately by the historian Vazira Fazila-Yacoobali 

Zamindar. She develops the paradigm of “long Partition” to refer to the characteristic 

longevity of Partition (13). I discuss this idea again in relation to A Fine Balance in Chapter 

III.  

     2. Later in this chapter, with reference to historians and political scientists, I discuss the 

hurried departure of the British in 1947 more fully.   

     3. The political scientist Ayesha Jalal presents a comprehensive analysis of the political, 

administrative, and economic plight of India and Pakistan when the British abandon their 

former colony in 1947. Regarding the unpreparedness of the two new states, India and 

Pakistan, the historian Ian Talbot points out that “Mountbatten controversially brought 

forward the date for the British departure from June 1948 to August 1947” (405).   

     4. The critic Ananya Jahanara Kabir reflects that “The Muslim majority regions of Punjab 

and Bengal were divided, with west Punjab and east Bengal forming West and East Pakistan 

and India sandwiched in the middle” (178). Such a Partition created widespread discontent and 

confusion even among people in the Indian subcontinent who were not directly affected by the 

insurmountable violence and forced migration in 1947 and after. To know more about how 

Pakistan dealt with the reality of such map-making, it would be significant to bring the 

Bangladeshi writer and scholar Niaz Zaman into the conversation whose A Divided Legacy: 
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The Partition in Selected Novels of India, Pakistan, and Bangladesh is a critically acclaimed 

study of Partition literature. Zaman writes that “Even though the Governor-General of the new 

nation of Pakistan, Quaid-i-Azam Mohammad Ali Jinnah, had been critical of the moth-eaten 

and truncated Pakistan that he was getting, the euphoria of victory, however blighted, made 

many forget that the part of India that had seen the glories of Muslim rule had been appointed 

to India. Nor did many ask what had happened to the ‘states’ that had been mentioned in the 

Lahore Resolution, the resolution passed by the Muslim League at their congress at Lahore in 

1940 that had, for the first time, formally demanded the creation of a separate homeland for the 

Muslims” (2).      

     5. For a brief and accessible note on the leader see “Who is Sheikh Mujibur Rahman, 

Whose Birth Centenary Bangladesh Is Observing Today.” 

     6. Urvashi Butalia, the writer and publisher, states that she belongs to a family of 

“Partition refugees” (4). As Butalia worked “on a film about Partition for a British television 

channel” and collected stories of the history of the horror of Partition from the survivors 

regarding what happened to their families, Butalia realized that “Partition was not” “a closed 

chapter of history” (5). I argue throughout my thesis that in Mistry’s fiction Partition is a 

prolonged, protracted event that continues.  

     7. Hannah Ellis-Petersen reports that “Muslims were burned alive in their homes or 

dragged out into the streets and lynched” since “Violence has been a stain on India’s history 

since partition in 1947” (“Inside Delhi: Beaten, Lynched and Burnt Alive”).  

     8. See “Indian Border Forces Killed 25 Bangladeshis This Year: Report.” 

     9. The historian David Ludden discusses the implications of such a divide in relation to 

nationalism and communalism in the region.   

     10. The novelist R. K. Narayan portrays a character, Jagadish, who speaks critically about 

the role of Mahatma Gandhi during the riot in Noakhali, ‘He is walking through villages, 
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telling people not to run away, to be brave, to do this and that. He is actually making the lion 

and the lamb eat off the same plate’ (Waiting for the Mahatma 231). In Such a Long Journey, 

unlike A Fine Balance, there is just one reference to the leader where he is mentioned as 

Mahatma Gandhi. Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi, the anti-colonial leader, is adoringly 

called Mahatma and in this chapter, henceforth, I mention the leader as Mahatma Gandhi.  

     11. I discuss these themes elaborately in Chapter I. 

     12. Corruption is much more of a well-developed theme in A Fine Balance. In Chapter III, 

I discuss the far-reaching influence of corruption as represented by Mistry.  

     13. Chapters I and III includes a substantial discussion on why Fredric Jameson’s Third-

World Literature is a misnomer when we consider the fiction of Rohinton Mistry.  

     14. See the journalist Anumeha Yadav’s “How India Uses Colonial-Era Sedition Law 

Against CAA Protesters.”  

     15. In Mistry, the personal stories of Partition are significant. Butalia tells us that when 

she began her research on Partition, she realized that the “‘human dimension’” of the history 

of Partition, which lives so “vividly” in “individual and collective memory” “somehow 

seemed to have a ‘lesser’ status” in the conventional history of Partition that was available 

(6). Butalia published her book in 2000. In my thesis, I consulted a considerable number of 

scholarly publications that appeared after 2000 on the history of Partition.     

     16. See the journalist Caitlin Hu’s report (“Imran Khan and Narendra Modi Address the 

UN, as Thousands Protest Outside”). 

     17. The political scientist Ayesha Jalal discusses the compartmentalization of people in 

communal lines in British India in her book Democracy and Authoritarianism in South Asia: 

A Comparative and Historical Perspective. The literary critic Rituparna Roy maintains that 

“the main current of Indian nationalism blamed Imperialism for tearing the two communities 

apart” (14). By the two communities Roy means Hindus and Muslims.  
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     18. See Sanjoy Majumder’s report “Narendra Modi ‘Allowed’ Gujarat 2002 Anti-Muslim 

Riots.” 

     19. Jalal, the historian and political scientist, analyses how Shiv Sena infiltrates important 

institutions in post-Partition India to consolidate its power: “The salience of the non-elected 

institutions in India’s state structure was not lost on the BJP and its even more 

extremist allies such as the Bombay-based Shiv Sena whose sympathizers have been 

systematically infiltrating not only the civil bureaucracy and the police but also the judiciary 

and the army. It is this communalization of state institutions that has transformed what used 

to be periodic outbreaks of communal riots into vicious and organized pogroms against 

members of India’s religious minorities, Muslims in particular. The nexus between the 

forces of Hindutva and segments of India’s non-elected institutions represents on the one 

hand a conservative reaction along religious, caste and class lines in northern and parts of 

western India. On the other the discourse of national unity articulated by these regionally 

grounded forces of communalism claims that they would be more effective and ruthless 

defenders of the Indian centre against recalcitrant peripheries and suspect religious minorities 

than the politically bankrupt Congress” (99). 

     20. Rohinton Mistry perhaps had little inkling that years after the publication of Such a 

Long Journey, and its global reception as one of the great novels in English on Bombay and 

the Parsi diaspora, which are two among many other significant themes, of which Partition is 

perhaps the most important theme in the novel that most critics have missed, copies of his 

book will be set alight by the Shiv Sena. I discuss this incident in the Conclusion of my 

thesis.    

     21. The Eastern part of Pakistan was East Bengal during the British Raj and became a new 

country, Bangladesh in December 1971, the history of which I note earlier in this chapter.  
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     22. The Citizenship Amendment Bill (CAB) of 2019, brought by the Bharatiya Janata 

Party (BJP), led by Prime Minister Modi, seems to validate the concerns of Dinshawji and 

proves the currency of Mistry as an author who could see the changes that were going to 

become a reality in India in the 21st century. Observers fear that CAB can potentially make 

millions of Indians stateless and repeat the bloodshed and forced displacements of Partition.   
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Chapter III: Envisioning Balance in Partition(ed) India: Violence, Chaos, and the 

Environment in Rohinton Mistry’s A Fine Balance 

Rohinton Mistry’s A Fine Balance, as a postcolonial allegory, reassesses and represents the 

Partition of the Indian subcontinent in 1947. I investigate the depictions of communal riots, 

caste violence, and environmental degradation in connection to Partition in the novel, to ask: 

Does Mistry envision a multicultural, multi-ethnic and multireligious India? Is a 

multicultural, multi-ethnic, democratic, and multireligious India tenable in the face of border 

skirmishes, nuclear arms races, ethnic cleansing, and religious pogroms? Despite his global 

readership, scholars have been relatively silent about Mistry’s contribution to literature 

written in English on Partition. I address this gap and reevaluate Mistry’s second novel in 

connection to the historical, cultural, and political contexts of the Partition. A Fine Balance 

explores the complex entanglements of societal, environmental, and political issues to raise 

concerns about multispecies relationships and the interconnectedness between humans and 

the environment. A Fine Balance puts forward the case of the Partition of nature (agricultural 

lands, forests, hills and orchards) in 1947 as well as the human trauma during the violent 

breaking up of the Indian subcontinent. Violence engulfs the animal world in the novel and 

deeply scars the human psyche. The post-Partition scene in the novel projects India’s troubles 

that take colossal proportions after the hurried departure of the British. The divide et impera 

policy of the British, which Edward Thompson and G. T. Garratt, historians, suggest as 

something that can be seen as “statesmanship’s normal aim” (214), created communal hatred 

and deepened caste and class divisions in British India.1 The eruption of communal violence 

between Hindus and Muslims, the rape of the untouchable woman, which represents the 

cases of sexual assault of thousands of lower caste women in India, the torture of the Dalits, 

and the culture of corruption in all spheres of life in post-1947 India are delineated in A Fine 

Balance alongside the degradation of the environment.2 These depictions portend the current 
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environmental crisis in India and evince a deeply entrenched suspicion that a multicultural, 

multi-ethnic, and multireligious India is far away from reality.3 I argue that A Fine Balance 

allegorically represents the rise of totalitarian regimes in post-Partition India that do not stop 

only at strangulating dissent4 but, in connection with global economic powers, also put in 

place systemic corruption in the name of development that keeps the poor below the poverty 

line, grinds the middle class through struggles for economic independence, creates a small 

percentage of wealth mongers who are out of touch with reality and humanity, and invests in 

extracting natural resources regardless of its impact on the environment.    

          Apparently, the novel, over 600 pages, is a story of struggle, suffering, and survival. 

Dina Dalal is a Parsi widow who can barely make ends meet. Her struggle for survival, for 

getting herself educated, starts early as her father, Dr. Shroff, meets untimely death: “Three 

weeks into the medical campaign he was dead, not from typhoid or cholera,” from which Dr. 

Shroff was trying to protect ailing dirt-poor villagers in the days of pre-Partition India, “but 

from a cobra’s bite, far from the lifesaving reach of antivenins” (A Fine Balance 17). Dina’s 

father was the only one who would understand her. Dina’s mother, Mrs. Shroff, unlike Daulat 

of “Condolence Visit” from Tales from Firozsha Baag who fought against odds after her 

husband’s death, slowly succumbs to dementia and dies leaving Dina at the mercy of her 

sibling Nusswan, a stereotypical portrayal of a middle-class Indian man, self-absorbed as he 

wants to be rich by quickly adopting whatever means possible. Nusswan does not care much 

about the poor and becomes rich pretty soon, which signals at the endemic economic 

corruption in India in the aftermath of Partition. Nusswan maintains the façade of a caring 

brother in public behind which he hides his barely disguised misogyny. Dina’s happy 

marriage with Rustom is short-lived as he gets runover by a lorry. At the backdrop of such 

personal disasters, India experiences terror and violence both during Partition and during the 



122 

 

 

State of Emergency in the seventies as the country, which already has fought three wars with 

Pakistan and one war with China, tries to clamp down on Kashmir.  

          But the novel is also about a fine balance which is more like a fine line between 

democracy and authoritarianism, tolerance and hate, and pluralism and the dominance of 

upper caste Hindus.5 The novel is, too, about environmental disasters and the suffering of the 

people in India who pay the price of uneven development, as India follows the instructions of 

the IMF and the World Bank, in a so called Third World country (much of the setting of the 

novel is the then India of the 1970s which has become in the 21st century one of the largest 

economies in the world with millions of its population still below the poverty index).6 The 

repression of the ordinary Indians, as portrayed in the novel by Mistry, caused by late 

capitalism, as Fredric Jameson would call it, can itself be the topic of a separate study. But 

for my thesis, I deal with Mistry’s fiction as an investigation of Partition and its inescapable 

spectre in Indian politics and the impact of Partition as a prolonged and protracted event on 

the lives of ordinary Indians in postcolonial India.  

          There is no way one can ignore the clear and often allegorical links Mistry makes 

between the persistent history of Partition and the political, socio-cultural, and economic 

context of the Indian subcontinent. Allegory is intricately woven in the fabric of the narrative 

of A Fine Balance through a system of extended metaphors.7 Allegory grows organically 

through the development of the stories in the novel and does not make a pronounced 

presence. Scholar Lynette Hunter’s observation about allegory fits my approach of reading 

the novel: “Allegory fascinates those who want to explore the complexities and difficulties of 

speaking about the not-said, or more interesting, the not-yet-said” (266). My reading of the 

novel is more of an investigative exploration of the themes that are impregnated with multiple 

layers of meanings. Allegory and the allegorical in Mistry significantly generate deep 

exploration of the historical and the real as I demonstrate in this chapter.  
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          At this juncture, it would be pertinent to state why I am not employing the theory of 

allegory of any Western critic and, especially, Jameson, in all its conceptual formations to 

examine A Fine Balance. Here, I am referring to Jameson’s “Third-World Literature in the 

Era of Multinational Capitalism”. In Chapter I of my thesis, with reference to Jameson and 

his interlocutors, I extensively discussed why Jameson’s concepts of national allegory would 

not be helpful to understand allegory, nationalism, and Partition in Rohinton Mistry. 

Published in 1986, Jameson’s article positions itself close to the historical timeline that 

Mistry’s novel engages with since A Fine Balance extensively draws on India’s tryst with 

capitalism, during the 1970s and 1980s, and the regime of Indira Gandhi when multinational 

corporations were having trouble spreading their tentacles all over the country.8 Jameson’s 

“gradual expansion of capitalism across the globe” does not quite explain, in all its 

complexities, India’s struggles with multinational corporations (68). The broad strokes of 

Jameson’s category of national allegories as “third-world cultural productions” (69) fail to 

provide fitting conceptual tools for reading A Fine Balance since the cultural and economic 

contexts of the novel do not entirely match with the economic contexts cited by Jameson. It is 

also evident that Jameson refers to India inadequately. Moreover, Jameson does not make 

clear distinctions, except general remarks in passing, among the economies spread across the 

continents of Africa, Asia, and Latin America. Furthermore, Jameson assimilates the nature 

of capitalism in China with that of India as an “Asiatic mode” (69). This is misreading.9 I also 

do not want to employ Jameson’s concepts since Western theories of allegory, if deployed to 

read A Fine Balance, may occlude the appreciation of the text as postcolonial fiction that 

resists confining categories like “national allegory” (Jameson 69). Without any degree of 

obtrusiveness, the networks of extended metaphors and tropes in the allegorical modes of A 

Fine Balance blend in the narrative modes of the novel. Therefore, allegory in relation to 



124 

 

 

Mistry’s fiction is explored loosely in Chapter III of my thesis following the suggestions of 

Tambling:  

The introduction concludes with the question of the difference between reading for the 

literal sense and reading allegorically. Perhaps giving a definition of allegory may be 

misleading: perhaps there is no definite thing called ‘allegory’, only forms of writing 

more or less ‘allegorical’. What is meant by ‘allegory’ within the discourses included in 

the ‘new critical idiom’ ranges, perhaps, from defining certain specific texts or types of 

texts, to claiming that all literature, and all writing, is allegorical. (2) 

In A Fine Balance, allegory and the allegorical mode unmask the nature of Partition, 

communal violence, caste-violence, environmental degradation, and chaotic corruption in 

India. I point out in my Introduction that Partition can be seen as the unavoidable causal force 

in the legacy of wars, riots, and the rise of violent nationalism in India, which I also 

demonstrate with reference to Such a Long Journey in Chapter II. In Chapter I, I discuss the 

epiphanic presence of Partition. I want to note in this chapter that in A Fine Balance Partition 

manifests its overarching presence. 

          The historical pre-Partition and post-Partition timeline informs the setting of A Fine 

Balance unlike Such a Long Journey in which Partition is the unresolved historical reason 

behind post-Partition wars, communal riots, and the rise of ultra-nationalism. In Tales from 

Firozsha Baag, Partition and British colonialism are part of the backdrop of the stories 

providing rich cultural history and socio-political context. Mistry chooses to call Partition the 

“gorier parturition, when two nations incarnated out of one” as a “foreigner drew a magic line 

on a map and called it the new border; it became a river of blood upon the earth” (A Fine 

Balance 203). Allegorically, indeed, Mistry informs the reader that the births of India and 

Pakistan were premature. The births were not events of joy as a birth of a baby usually is in 
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normal circumstances. In Mistry’s fiction, the births of the two nations are sheathed in blood 

that caused millions of deaths, thousands of rapes, and contamination of the environment.   

          Mistry points out how human blood soiled the earth: “it became a river of blood upon 

the earth” (A Fine Balance 203). Thus, with the historical event of Partition, Mistry connects 

the idea of the human blood corrupting the environment. I elaborate on the connection 

between Partition and the degradation of the environment and the earth later in this chapter. 

The word “parturition” points to the idea that the Indian subcontinent was not yet ready for its 

Partition in 1947 in the name of separate lands for the Hindus (India) and the Muslims (East 

Pakistan which became Bangladesh in 1971 and West Pakistan which is Pakistan now). 

While discussing the “Partition historiography” (77), which according to Kaushik Roy can be 

divided into three waves that have their unique characteristics, the historian states that 

“Indian and Pakistani political parties had almost no power over the Boundary Commission” 

(80) headed by Cyril Radcliffe.10 Radcliffe, a British judge, was, as I have already mentioned, 

the choice of Lord Louis Mountbatten, the last Viceroy of British India, for the map-making 

of India and Pakistan. Radcliffe, responsible for drawing the maps of India and Pakistan, had 

never set foot in the Indian subcontinent before 1947 and only arrived on “8 July” (Yasmin 

Khan 3). A prominent historian, Khan, discusses in her book how the British separated 

themselves from the clearly anticipated spate of violence in a communally, racially, 

culturally, ethnically, and geographically divided Indian subcontinent: “. . . in the detached 

official colonial mind, Partition violence was perceived as their problem, . . .” (Khan 103). 

The slapdash creation of the map at the eleventh hour and the hurried departure of the 

colonisers, to avoid the responsibility of stopping the bloodshed, have been discussed 

elaborately by historians like Khan and Nisid Hajari (2016). In Chapter II of my thesis, I 

discuss this topic as well. 
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          Mistry signals how a “foreigner,” Radcliffe, made “the cartographic changes” and 

“drew a magic line” to reinforce the divisions among the multi-faith and multi-lingual people 

of the Indian subcontinent (A Fine Balance 203). Since I discuss the fact that the British 

colonial officials were completely unprepared for drawing up the maps of Pakistan and India 

with reference to historical documentation in Chapter II, in this chapter, I want to illustrate 

the allegorical aspect of the Partition and the emotional repercussions of the event as 

portrayed in A Fine Balance. Mistry allegorically draws the attention of the reader to the 

illegal aspect of the event by stating that the “magic line” was drawn by a “foreigner” (A Fine 

Balance 203). The deceptive and misleading job of the drawing up of the map is clearly 

indicated by Mistry as he uses the word “magic line” as if the fate of a billion South Asians 

can be subjected to the whims of an illusion artist (A Fine Balance 203). Another novelist, 

Amitav Ghosh, in his The Shadow Lines, compares the borders of the divided Indian 

subcontinent with shadow lines. In The Shadow Lines, borders are like shadows and, thus, 

gloomy, imprecise, and evidence of the travesty in 1947.  

          Mistry indicates, incorporating allegory, how such “parturition” caused the birth of 

“two nations incarnated out of one” as so much of blood was shed that “it became a river of 

blood upon the earth” (A Fine Balance 203). The deaths of the millions during Partition, the 

rapes of hundreds and thousands of women, and the trauma thereafter still reverberate in 

India as the people of the Indian subcontinent live under the threat of nuclear war between 

India and Pakistan and witness political repression and terrorism in Jammu and Kashmir (as 

the British left the issue of Kashmir unresolved during its departure), the upsurge of refugees 

migrating from Myanmar to Bangladesh, thousands of Indians becoming illegal in Assam, the 

issue of terrorism in Pakistan, and the political debate over the Citizenship Amendment Act 

(CAA) in India, which I discuss in my Introduction. To the affected families of 1947, the 

month of August every year brings sadness.11      
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          A Fine Balance examines the life of Indians before the Indian subcontinent is divided 

into two halves to project the upheaval that affected the lives of ordinary Indians, cobblers 

and tailors. The timeline of the novel encompasses more than four decades. Farokh Kohlah 

(who will be hitherto mentioned as Mr. Kohlah) is young when Partition takes place. His son 

(Maneck Kohlah), born after Partition, goes to study in a college in Bombay (now Mumbai). 

Thus, Maneck’s relationship with his house, situated in a hill-station near the cantonments, is 

torn. This allegorically marks the severance between humans and the environment. At the end 

of the novel, Maneck commits suicide as communal violence against the Sikhs is taking place 

across India.  

          Earlier in the novel, Maneck experiences state terrorism. Indira Gandhi’s 21-month-

long state of emergency (June 1975 to March 1977) suppresses voices of dissent12 in India as 

if to echo the legacy of colonialism.13 I also discuss the Partition of the nature and the earth14 

later in this chapter in relation to Mr. Kohlah’s emotional outburst and peculiar behaviour. A 

Fine Balance also portrays the stories of the family of Dina from the pre-Partition period. The 

novel focuses on how Dina’s family in Bombay breaks into fragments under economic 

pressures as her father dies. The novel also follows the history of Dukhi Mochi and his 

family, a Dalit family, from the pre-Partition period to Dukhi’s grandson Omprakash in mid-

seventies India. Mistry, in A Fine Balance, again stands true to his vision of the co-existence 

of multiple faiths, classes, and castes. It is important to regard A Fine Balance for its 

depiction of the trauma of the Dalits in pre-Partition and post-Partition India. The novelist 

reiterates the idea of a multi-ethnic and multi-religious India which is so cogently developed 

in Such a Long Journey. Here in the later novel, Dukhi, who belongs to the Chamaar (tanner) 

caste, a Dalit,15 sends his two sons, Ishvar (which means God in English) and Narayan (which 

stands for the supreme being in Hinduism as Narayana is identified with the God Vishnu), to 
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the city to become tailors under the mentorship of a Muslim named Ashraf, which is the 

Arabic equivalent of the phrase most noble in English.  

          Patricia Goldblatt sees the suffering of the two tailors, Ishvar Darji and Omprakash 

Darji, as the “microcosm for all the suffering” of the poor “in India” (94). I ask if it is 

possible to consider something as abstract as suffering itself, suffering that is a unique 

experience since every human suffers differently, as representative of the suffering of the 

people in India. Certainly, Mistry’s India can be seen as a microcosm where the state of 

suffering does not discriminate people in relation to their class affiliations and religious 

identities. The novel deals with a particular historical time-frame, as I mentioned earlier in 

this chapter, and the suffering of the two tailors should be seen in relation to the historical 

backdrop of the novel (pre-Partition and post-Partition India, from the days of Mohandas 

Karamchand Gandhi’s16 anti-colonial movements to the days of anti-Sikh riots after the 

assassination of Prime Minister Indira Gandhi in 1984).  

          Mistry significantly adds the surname Darji to both the tailors to point out the journey 

of these two characters from one economic class to another—a journey that may obliterate 

the caste affiliations of the two as Dukhi Mochi, the father of Ishvar and the grandfather of 

Omprakash, envisions. In Urdu, Hindi, and Bengali (three major languages in the Indian 

subcontinent) darji means tailor. Mochi in Bengali, Hindi, and Urdu, means cobbler. For 

subverting the caste-bound prescriptions and for raising their voice against caste-violence and 

injustice, Dukhi and his entire family, except Ishvar and Omprakash who were in the city 

with their Muslim mentor Ashraf, pay the ultimate price as they are killed by upper caste 

Hindus.  

          Violence is an important theme in A Fine Balance and Such a Long Journey, as I 

discuss in Chapter II. Violence takes new dimensions in A Fine Balance as the novel not only 
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focuses on communal violence in connection to Partition but it also prods the age-old stories 

of violence perpetrated on Dalits in India. Thus, A Fine Balance, as a postcolonial novel, 

emphasizes the discussion of the repression of the Dalits—a legacy of colonialism that the 

post-Partition Indian subcontinent is living with today. Ayesha Jalal, a historian and political 

scientist, points out: “Recent historical scholarship has clarified, however, that the Indian 

caste system in the singular was largely a late nineteenth-century colonial reinvention of 

tradition” (203). The deft use of local pejoratives of pre-Partition rural India in the novel, for 

instance, “achhoot jatis,” helps us understand how social groupings known as jati bind 

characters like Dukhi to his occupation singularly labelled by his birth (A Fine Balance 102). 

A Dalit is not allowed to have an occupation that is not designated for him/her. Aspiring to 

subvert the confines of jati, in the British colonial Indian subcontinent, incites murder 

instincts and the Dalit family is killed.    

          Mistry puts forward the case of the Dalit woman, Roopa, whose body is doubly 

violated: first, she is subjected to rape. Second, Dalit men and women, including Roopa, are 

indiscriminately persecuted as their bodies are mutilated and set on fire. Rape is an act of 

coercion in the novel. When raped, Roopa is a young mother foraging for fruits for her child 

(A Fine Balance 98-99). A Fine Balance considers the theme of the fear of rape when Ashraf, 

his wife Mumtaz, and their four daughters, Muslims, tremble in fear as a Hindu mob tries to 

break into their house during the Partition of 1947 (128-131). I discuss in Chapter II the 

theme of rape in Mistry in relation to Mookherjee’s anthropological research on the rape of 

thousands of women during the Liberation War of Bangladesh. Anthropologist Veena Das 

also explores the terror of rape during the volatile event of Partition in her works. Later in this 

chapter, in connection to Das’s seminal work, Critical Events: An Anthropological 

Perspective on Contemporary India (1995), I investigate the portrayal of the horror of rape 

during Partition in A Fine Balance.  
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          In A Fine Balance, rape is perpetrated by the upper caste Hindus as a tool/a method of 

silencing their victims. When Dalit women are raped the men in the families of the victims 

are incapable/powerless to retaliate. Thus, the burden of the shame of inaction and 

powerlessness is inscribed on the whole family and, perhaps, the entire people who are 

known as Dalits. The rape of Roopa represents the suffocating defeat of the Dalit on whose 

body the upper caste inscribes his dominance. The hegemony of the upper caste prevails 

through the rape of the Dalit women. Dalit men are also humiliated into silence.  

          Roopa is raped in the darkness of night as she is caught in an orchard owned by the 

upper caste. The terror Roopa experiences is unfathomable as she freezes with the menacing 

warning: ‘“I only have to shout, and the owner and his sons would be here at once. They 

would strip you and whip you for stealing”’ (A Fine Balance 98). Her husband, Dukhi, 

realises what happened to Roopa when she returns home but he “wept silently, venting his 

shame, anger, humiliation in tears; he wished he would die that night” (A Fine Balance 99). 

An overwhelming sense of powerlessness spawns Dukhi’s inaction. The emotions of 

humiliation, guilt, and powerlessness affect the Dalits and, thus, the status quo becomes an 

inviolable logic—a matter of common sense. In relation to affect theory, scholar Karen 

Simecek comments that “The feeling of powerlessness is closely connected to the state of 

anxiety since anxiety emerges in the face of risk, where it is not clear how to assess such risk 

in the present” (219). Dukhi, Roopa, and other Dalits in India live every day with the risk of 

getting murdered, mutilated, and raped. Roopa takes the risk to steal a handful of fruits for 

her malnourished baby at night as she traces her way through the curtain of darkness in the 

fear of getting caught, in the anxiety of not returning home, in the unassessed risk of getting 

murdered by the marauding upper caste.    

          The hegemony of the upper caste is so overpowering that the Dalits in India remain 

silent even when faced with such traumatic injustices. This incident narrated in the novel 
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happens during the pre-Partition era when the British government held power.17 

Indiscriminate rape of the Dalits, among other practices of injustices and persecutions, 

continue in India even today. In 21st century India, the situation for the Dalits, for people like 

Dukhi and his family, has not changed a lot. Scholar Debjani Ganguly documents the “gang 

rape and mutilation” of “Surekha and Priyanka” on “29 September 2006” (430). Ganguly 

states:  

nearly sixty years after the nation’s dramatic transformation from abjection under the 

British in 1947 to one of the world’s economic powers, one incontrovertible fact 

remained: the persistence of violence against the Dalits, the 170 million ex-untouchable 

castes, the detritus of subcontinental history for over two millennia. (430) 

Dukhi’s fear and silence permeate from the rules that go back countless centuries, learnt 

unconsciously: “He felt the urge to go to her, speak to her, comfort her. But he did not know 

what words to use, and he also felt afraid of learning too much” (A Fine Balance 99). 

Although Dukhi wants to turn a blind eye as to what happened to Roopa he makes sure that 

Ishvar and Narayan learn new skills of trade and make progress at least financially. Dukhi 

sends his sons off to learn tailoring at Ashraf’s house when they are young boys. Ishvar and 

Narayan stay with Ashraf and his family, and the portrayal of this communal harmony is just 

one of many examples of the co-existence of people from different religious and ethnic 

backgrounds that Mistry collates in his second novel.  

          Ishvar and Narayan are staying at the house of Ashraf when the bloodbath of Partition 

begins. The sons of Dukhi, two young Dalit men during the Partition riots, stand facing the 

mob of Hindu rioters who “had some sort of crude weapon, a stick or a spear; others had 

swords. A few men were wearing saffron shirts, and carried tridents” (A Fine Balance 129). 

With staunch support from local small businessmen and neighbours, who are Hindus as well, 
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Ishvar and Narayan manage to persuade the Hindu mob that there is no Muslim inside their 

house. The mob inspects the private parts of Ishvar and Narayan holding a lantern close to 

their bodies. The trial ends with the hardware-store owner shouting: ‘“What’s going on? Why 

are you harassing Hindu boys? Have you run out of Muslims?”” (A Fine Balance 130). With 

the help of Ishvar, Narayan, and their neighbours, Ashraf and his family change the signboard 

outside Ashraf’s shop, as they give it a Hindu name, to save their life and honour. Pictures of 

prominent Hindu deities are also strategically placed inside the shop. Indeed, the novel 

allegorically represents the precarious state of the Muslims in an independent and post-

Partitioned India (A Fine Balance 127). The hardware-store owner’s statement is very 

significant as it demystifies the mindset of the Hindu rioter—harassing and harming Muslims 

go unpunished in India.18    

          As the Hindu mob sneaks away Mumtaz “fell on her knees before” Ishvar and 

Narayan, the two apprentices of Ashraf as her “dupatta slid from around her neck and draped 

their feet” (A Fine Balance 130). Mumtaz, “weeping,” clings to the ankles of two young Dalit 

men who are like her own children (A Fine Balance 130). Mumtaz says: ““Forever and ever, 

my life, my children, my husband’s life, my home—everything, I owe to you!”’ (A Fine 

Balance 130). This episode expresses Mumtaz’s overwhelming gratitude. It also represents 

the vulnerability of the Muslims in post-partition India. The body of the Muslim women is 

perhaps doubly vulnerable as the violence of rape is not usually perpetrated on Muslim men. 

Mumtaz is torn between leaving her neighbourhood, for the imagined safety of a foreign 

location (Pakistan) that is designated for the Muslims, and staying at her own house that is 

under the threat of being burnt. Mumtaz knows that a Hindu mob will not stop only at killing 

her and her family but there are high risks of undergoing rape and mutilation before the final 

enactment of slow torturous death.  
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          Mumtaz frantically holds on to the ankles of the Dalits, whose people have also been 

persecuted for centuries. Here, Mistry puts forward an example of inter-communal/inter-faith 

harmony. This can also be seen as an incident when minorities put together a resistance 

against the violence of the hegemony. Das’s work documents that during the horrid event of 

Partition, Muslim women were raped by Hindus and Hindu women were raped by Muslims. 

Das explains the psychology behind these rapes that the Indian subcontinent witnessed during 

Partition:  

The woman’s body . . . became a sign through which men communicated with each 

other. The lives of women were framed by the notion that they were to bear permanent 

witness to the violence of Partition. Thus, the political programme of creating the two 

nations of India and Pakistan was inscribed upon the bodies of women. (56) 

In her seminal work, Das seeks to understand the suffering of Indians, “women abducted 

during the riots of 1946-7” and “the victims of the Bhopal tragedy” (20). Das tries to unearth 

the meaning of such suffering that can only be witnessed in India. I would like to observe that 

such suffering, day in and day out for ordinary people, taken into consideration its nature and 

peculiarity, can also be seen in other parts of the Indian subcontinent (Bangladesh and 

Pakistan). Das observes that “In the case of victims of industrial disasters, militant violence 

and police atrocities, life appears not to be guided by laws of history and society but by a 

series of contingent events” (19). There is an uncanny similarity between the states of 

suffering documented by Das in India and the suffering of characters, sometimes 

inexplainable, strange, and accidental, that Mistry allegorically represents in his novel. 

          Certain sufferings in the novel seem to evade the processes of making sense; such 

sufferings elude cognition and any rational justification as if the tragic destiny of Indians is 
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locked with the destiny of India where disasters happen on a regular basis. This argument can 

be exemplified by considering the words of Das:  

the lives of slum dwellers in Bhopal are suddenly shattered because of the location next 

to their homes of a multinational factory in which lethal methyl isocyanate is stored in 

large quantities. Exposure to this has meant, for those slum dwellers who survived, an 

apocalyptic relocation of their lives in hospitals and law courts. (5) 

The human and environmental cost of such disasters can hardly be estimated, and no 

compensation would be sufficient for families that have been disintegrated and lost their 

loved ones. Would looking at the Bhopal disaster as postcolonial disaster help to make 

meaning/sense of the incident? Partition, in its colossal magnitude, if compared to the Bhopal 

disaster, had hundreds and thousands of families disintegrated and displaced, millions killed, 

hundreds of women raped, mutilated and abducted, and thousands of children forced out of 

their innocence. Is Partition an apocalyptic postcolonial disaster? To salvage what could be 

possible, because overnight properties and agricultural lands have been partitioned by the 

decree of the departed colonial rulers, people of the subcontinent had to visit law courts, for 

instance, the situation of Mr. Kohlah (A Fine Balance 203). A Fine Balance offers to 

allegorically represent such disasters that happened in pre-Partition and post-Partition India.   

          A Fine Balance seeks also to comprehend such disasters. These personal disasters and 

sufferings can be seen outside any political or historical contexts. A few examples of such 

sufferings in A Fine Balance include “a dog in the road” “squashed” by a lorry (571), 

Rustom’s death as he is hit by a lorry on the third marriage anniversary of Dina and Rustom 

(45), and the death of Shankar, the amputated professional beggar (487). Again, I quote Das 

here for a succinct contextualization: “Life was experienced by them as, essentially, a 

configuration of accidents” (20). By “them” here, Das means ordinary Indians (20). Ordinary 
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Indians also populate A Fine Balance. The chaos and anarchy are not just accidents in the 

novel. Chaos, anarchy, and violence are intertwined and can be seen playing out together in 

India as events that unfold in the volatile world of the novel that examines the relationships 

between totalitarianism and capitalist ventures, globalization and torture, and environmental 

degradation and development.  

          It can be easily gauged that in the novel inter-caste violence and hatred are norms. Such 

violence takes place in pre-Partition India, and it seems that the colonial regime is absent 

from the scenes of repetitive events of violence. In A Fine Balance, the Dalits experience 

humiliation everyday as “Beyond the bank, cooking smoke signalled hungry messages while 

upper-caste waste floated past on the sluggish river” (A Fine Balance 96). The birth of two 

sons to Dukhi and his wife Roopa “created envy in upper-caste homes” (A Fine Balance 99). 

The pent-up hatred surfaces as Dukhi’s sons were horribly thrashed by a village school 

teacher as “the Thakurs and Pandits,” allegorically indeed, “tried to whip the world into 

shape” (A Fine Balance 101). The upper caste in the novel does not stop here and 

Omprakash, the grandson of Dukhi, is castrated (A Fine Balance 525-530). Thus, the 

bloodline of non-conformist Dalits is halted. Dukhi, his son Narayan, and his grandson 

Omprakash, do not accept the order maintained by the upper caste and pay the ultimate price 

for resistance.  

          The novel, additionally, explores the struggles of the Mahatma who wanted to create a 

more inclusive and tolerant India, and who dedicated himself to refashion Hinduism as the 

leader clearly understood the importance of a unified India. Tolerant to the lower caste and 

minority religious groups, Gandhi believed that a pluralistic India could have been an 

exemplary force in favour of decolonization: ““We have been slaves in our own country for 

too long”” (A Fine Balance 107). Mistry allegorically represents the Mahatma’s ideas 

regarding caste discrimination: “Gandhiji says, that untouchability poisons Hinduism as a 
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drop of arsenic poisons milk” (A Fine Balance 107). Mistry characterises the Mahatma as 

someone who considers untouchability a disease that is “ravaging” Hindus “for centuries, 

denying dignity to . . . fellow human beings” (A Fine Balance 107). The Mahatma’s efforts to 

erase caste violence is recorded in A Fine Balance alongside the theme of pluralism. The 

Indian National Congress (INC) spreads the messages of the Mahatma: “. . . we are all 

children of the same God” (A Fine Balance 107). Ashraf, a Muslim, and Dukhi, a Dalit, stand 

shoulder to shoulder amid an applauding crowd as the leaders of the INC promise to take the 

“message across the nation” and ask their audience “to unite and fight this ungodly system of 

bigotry and evil” (A Fine Balance 107). It can be observed that today’s India seems to have 

come far away from the messages of the Mahatma.19 And of course, even in the timeframe of 

the novel we seem worlds away from the ideals that the Mahatma had hoped for in his 

struggles.  

          Forces of chaos and disharmony in A Fine Balance are not happy with the vision of 

pluralism in Mahatma’s India. They start their conspiracy “as the country’s Partition became 

a reality” (A Fine Balance 122). These forces gather strength. “Strangers belonging to a 

Hindu organization that wore white shirts and khaki pants, and trained their members to 

march about like soldiers” start visiting remote villages (A Fine Balance 122). These 

strangers have a particular agenda; they “brought with them stories of Muslims attacking 

Hindus in many parts of the country” (A Fine Balance 122). The agenda of these strangers in 

the novel resembles the agenda of the Bajrang Dal, which any observer of recent Indian 

politics would be able to easily guess.20 “Strangers belonging to a Hindu organization that 

wore white shirts and khaki pants” can also be identified with the Rashtriya Swayamsevak 

Sangh (RSS),21 because of their capability to organise gatherings in a remote village in India 

during the days of Partition and also because of the training of “their members to march about 

like soldiers” (A Fine Balance 122). Abigail Fradkin, who studied and taught in India, sees 
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Narendra Modi, the current Prime Minister of India, as someone who manifests the 

harrowing coupling of the rise of Hindu nationalism and rapid corporatization (“Modi’s 

India: Caste, Inequality and the Rise of Hindu Nationalism”). Fradkin records how the RSS 

provides for Modi when he was young as Modi belongs to the low caste and comes from a 

modest background (“Modi’s India: Caste, Inequality and the Rise of Hindu Nationalism”). 

According to Fradkin, Modi’s India has failed to reinvent the position of the Dalits who still 

suffer in the traditional social hierarchy of materialist India (“Modi’s India: Caste, Inequality 

and the Rise of Hindu Nationalism”). The precarious state of Muslims in India and the 

systemic discrimination against Dalits in India make Fradkin question the nature of 

democracy in the Indian polity (“Modi’s India: Caste, Inequality and the Rise of Hindu 

Nationalism”). In many ways, Fradkin’s study resonates with the allegorical representations 

of the state of Muslims and Dalits in A Fine Balance. India, it seems, is becoming the seat of 

a postcolonial democracy where nationalism, a driving force against imperialism, is 

contaminated by communalism and caste violence.      

          It is important to note that the forces of chaos and anarchy, as I mention here, should be 

seen in connection to Partition. The targeted propaganda against Muslims by the RSS, in A 

Fine Balance, does not gather momentum in Dukhi’s village as the Muslim minority lives in 

harmony with the Dalits. But in the cities, suburbs, and borders riots take place between 

Muslims and Hindus in the volatile political context of Partition. It can be imagined what 

would have happened if Partition had not taken place. Indeed, hypothetically, in an 

independent, undivided, and utopian Indian subcontinent, under the leadership of Mahatma 

Gandhi, Muhammad Ali Jinnah, Jawaharlal Nehru, Vallabhbhai Patel, Maulana Abul Kalam 

Azad, Subhas Chandra Bose, Abdul Ghaffar Khan, Bhimrao Ramji Ambedkar, Huseyn 

Shaheed Suhrawardy, A. K. Fazlul Huq, Akram Khan, and Lal Bahadur Shastri, perhaps the 

nation would have been governed democratically.    



138 

 

 

          But as Partition happens and stays an issue that has not been resolved with genuine 

political will and wisdom, a relentless and repetitive routine of chaos in India takes its toll on 

every sphere of life. In the novel, anarchy takes hold of the political and economic realms in 

India as the country, liberated from the clutches of British colonialism, struggles to cope with 

World Bank funded development projects. In the name of a “Beautification Programme” 

(Mistry 365), during “Emergency measures” (Mistry 366), the beggars of the city are 

abducted and forced to work for irrigation projects that herald the advent of an industrialised 

India. Very much in the throes of late capitalism, post-Partition India succumbs to 

globalisation. In support of the “true spirit of renaissance” led by the Prime Minister, 

Nusswan considers the value of “lazy, ignorant millions” (Mistry 365). He represents people, 

the rich, who support forced population control through a discriminatory Family Planning 

Programme (Mistry 529). While the humans, “surplus to requirements,” “should be 

eliminated” (Mistry 366), the fate of pariah dogs and monkeys, held in unsanitary conditions 

for performance in circus, can be easily gauged. 

          The extraction of resources in the novel can be looked at allegorically, as violence 

against the environment. Mistry considers the detrimental impact of development projects on 

the environment and shows how Mr. Kohlah takes “a perverse satisfaction at nature’s 

rebellion” (Mistry 215). The severance between humans and nature is a major reason behind 

the climate crisis in India: “Stomach churning, Mr. Kohlah was absorbed in watching the 

growth of development in the hills . . . it was a malevolent growth” (A Fine Balance 214).  

The novel tackles issues related to the severance between humans and the natural world and 

the advent of the forces of globalisation in the name of development in the aftermath of 

Partition. Animals, forests, and the poor humans, all except the powerful are crushed under 

the wheel of India’s development. Mr. Kohlah’s favourite dog, one of the pariahs he used to 

feed, suffers from rapid growth of mange. Here, the mange allegorically represents the 
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“destitute encampments” of the jobless, on the pristine hillside, who are “drawn from every 

direction by stories of construction and wealth and employment” (A Fine Balance 215). 

Mistry puts forward scathing criticism of the typical tactics of the government as, invariably, 

“the ranks of the jobless always exponentially outnumbered the jobs” (A Fine Balance 215). 

The drift of the jobless thousands who arrive in Mr. Kohlah’s neighbourhood in the hopes of 

survival can also be seen as a strategy by the government to keep the unemployed moving 

from one city to the other, from township to township, from forests to hills since keeping 

people at bay helps to quell energy—even if that comes at the cost of the environment:     

The forests were being devoured for firewood; bald patches materialized upon the body 

of the hills. Then the seasons revolted. The rain, which used to make things grow and 

ripen, descended torrentially on the denuded hills, causing mudslides and avalanches. 

Snow, which had provided an ample blanket for the hills, turned skimpy. Even at the 

height of winter the cover was ragged and patchy. (A Fine Balance 215) 

The promises of massive development and the availability of jobs for everyone are classic 

election promises that fail to become a reality. 

          The scarcity of water and the insufficient power (electrical) supply are day-to-day 

worries that Indians suffer from in Tales from Firozsha Baag, Such a Long Journey, and A 

Fine Balance. In Chapter II of my thesis on Such a Long Journey, I unravel the idea that in 

Mistry humans are interrelated with the non-human—the environment and the animals. I 

discuss in Chapter II how political turmoil and war can be seen in parallel to the cruelty 

shown towards animals and insects as environmental degradation impacts the lives of all 

species. In Mistry, multispecies relationships and the interconnectedness between humans 

and the environment that surrounds them are far more than just allegorical. In Such a Long 

Journey, a clear connection is made between the increase in the population of mosquitos and 
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gutters that are used as open latrines when Mistry writes about “the mosquito clouds that rose 

from Khodadad Building’s urine-soaked wall” (185). A Fine Balance draws connections 

between historical events like the Partition of 1947 and the environment as demarcation lines 

are drawn to divide agricultural lands and orchards that are considered privately owned 

property. In A Fine Balance, Mistry deals with the arbitrary partition of privately owned 

agricultural lands and orchards and the detrimental impact of these on humans and the 

environment. It seems that the novel, indeed allegorically, questions the legitimacy of the 

authority of the state in the distribution of forests and mountains. It would require a separate 

study to investigate more fully the legal implications of the partition of the natural resources 

between India and Pakistan and the way such divisions are questioned by Mistry.   

          By telling the story of the inheritance of Mr. Kohlah, Maneck’s father, Mistry points to 

the injustices and whims of the British colonial authority. In the name of the map-making of 

India and Pakistan, the imperial power largely bypassed the issues of individual ownership of 

land and properties. In a matter of just a few days, the ordinary people of the Indian 

subcontinent witnessed the tearing apart of their families. Properties (agricultural land, 

orchards, water bodies, houses, businesses, and factories) changed hands all of a sudden. Mr. 

Kohlah “had been extremely wealthy. Fields of grain, orchards of apple and peach, a 

lucrative contract to supply provisions to cantonments along the frontier—all this was among 

the inheritance . . .” (A Fine Balance 203). But with the advent of Partition, Mr. Kohlah’s 

inheritance becomes The Inheritance of Loss, literally, if I may borrow the title of Kiran 

Desai’s novel to explicate Mr. Kohlah’s situation. 

          Mr. Kohlah “tended” his inheritance “well, making it increase and multiply for the wife 

he was to marry and the son who would be born. But long before that eagerly awaited birth, 

there was another, gorier parturition . . .” (A Fine Balance 203). Mr. Kohlah’s story 

allegorically represents the fate of thousands of others in the Indian subcontinent whose 
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“orchards, fields, factories, businesses, all on the wrong side of that line, vanished with a 

wave of the pale conjuror’s wand” (A Fine Balance 203). The “pale conjuror’s wand” is 

clearly the instrument with which pale skinned people transformed the lives of a billion 

people in the Indian subcontinent (A Fine Balance 203). Mr. Kohlah, indomitable, perhaps, 

like many others whose stories are similar, and who are “trapped” “by history,” tries his best 

to salvage whatever he can (A Fine Balance 203). So, Mr. Kohlah “was still travelling 

regularly to courthouses in the capital, snared in the coils of the government’s compensation 

scheme, while files were shuffled and diplomats shuttled from this country to the other” (A 

Fine Balance 203). Here, the countries that are mentioned are Pakistan and India.    

          The loss of the properties can perhaps be calculated but it is not possible to measure the 

loss in the animal world and the environment as the Indian subcontinent is divided. Mistry 

shows allegorically how the environment of a pristine hill-station is degraded in the name of 

development and global-scale corporatization. In his book Ecocriticism, environmental 

scholar Greg Garrard comments that the “relationship between globalisation and 

ecocriticism” “has barely been broached” (178). I argue that Mistry has explored the 

relationship between globalization and ecocriticism in his fiction, which can be seen as 

philosophically-minded literary pieces of writing because of the commentary on complex and 

interconnected societal, cultural, environmental, and political issues. Such societal, cultural, 

environmental, and political concerns make A Fine Balance so topical as more and more 

citizens of the world are engaging in the debate on environmental pollution and the loss of 

local culture and life-style. A Fine Balance forges a clear link between the arbitrary and 

violent act of Partition and ecocritical concerns and issues posed by globalization.  

          I argue that Mistry, a postcolonial fiction writer, not only questions the injustices of 

Eurocentric colonialism towards the other—that is, people from a different cultural and 

ethnic background, the residents of the Indian subcontinent prior to the arrival of the 
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Europeans—but also puts forward the issues of injustices towards the natural world which 

can be seen through the prism of environmental/social justice. Postcolonial critics Graham 

Huggan and Helen Tiffin succinctly remind us of the environmental disasters caused by the 

colonial powers of Europe:  

Under European colonial rule, the resources of the invaded, conquered and settled 

territories were exploited for imperial profit; and cash cropping and other European 

agricultural practices usually replaced hunting and subsistence farming, thereby 

damaging established ecosystems, reducing soil fertility, or even, as in the case of the 

Sahara, resulting in desertification. (1) 

At this juncture, I clarify that I consider Mistry as a postcolonial author not only because he 

questions the injustices of the colonial powers and the governments in India that continued 

the legacy of the colonisers but also because he is committed to weigh the impact of the new 

and ongoing form of colonization, in the name of globalisation and late capitalism, of the 

environment and the people of the geographies that underwent colonization through a 

network of militarization and administration.  

          This necessitates the reading of Mistry’s India, divided during the Partition of 1947, 

through the conceptual framework of what Huggan and Tiffin call “green postcolonialism” 

(9). Huggan and Tiffin, however, admit the following: “What is green postcolonialism? Of 

course there is no simple way of answering this” (9). Following the path suggested by these 

critics, I avoid the “definition-mania” that “plagues postcolonialism” (10). In the context of 

Mistry’s fiction and its historical backdrop, cultural landscape, political resonance, and 

environmental concerns, green postcolonialism, in my thesis, is a critical tool of analytical 

reading that brings together concepts that are relevant to postcolonialism and ecocriticism. In 

relation to this perspective it can also be said that the sufferings of the people that Mistry 
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portrays in his fiction and the degradation of the environment that he delineates, perhaps, can 

also be seen in relation to geographies other than the Indian subcontinent. My ideas, at this 

point, can be explained through the argument of Bonnie Roos and Alex Hunt. They write,  

Though postcolonial green scholarship must be understood to signify different things in 

different geographical and cultural contexts, we recognize that our world is locked in a 

dance of cultural, economic, and ecological interdependence. This interdependence 

calls for a multiplicity of voices to address the problems that our world faces today. (3) 

 I argue that Mistry addresses the division of forests and agricultural lands during the 

Partition of 1947 and shows the continuity of environmental degradation of greater 

magnitude as he brings to the notice of the reader deforestation and the scraping of hills and 

mountains during the regime of Indira Gandhi.  

          In the name of development, post-Partition India under Indira Gandhi’s regime 

experiences vicious cycles of destruction of hitherto pristine forests and mountains: 

“Engineers . . . arrived with their sinister instruments and charted their designs . . . These 

were to be modern roads, . . . to replace scenic mountain paths too narrow for the broad 

vision of nation-builders and World Bank officials” (A Fine Balance 213). The nexus 

between globalization and the nascent Third World visionaries trained via the Euro-American 

system of education can be easily seen in Mistry’s tale as the World Bank dictates the way 

forward for a nation that struggles to cope with fresh and burning scars of Partition and the 

economic challenges of an unapologetic capitalism. Mr. Kohlah and his neighbours, 

including the retired Brigadier Grewal, very much in the spirit of today’s Greenpeace 

activists and Greta Thunberg and countless other environmental activists, “signed petitions, 

lodged their protest with the authorities” as “their little heaven” is scathed through the loss of 

trees and deliberate destruction of mountains (A Fine Balance 213).    
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          Mistry here allegorically represents the repetitive stories that happen in countries like 

Bangladesh, Pakistan, India, and in countless other countries in the African continent and 

East Asia which were colonized by European forces. In the name of poverty alleviation and 

creation of jobs, “unemployed villagers” are brought to the pristine hill-station of Mr. Kohlah 

and his people (A Fine Balance 213). The global economic forces, like the World Bank and 

the IMF, are responsible as much as the post-Partition governments in India for the poor 

conditions in which these villagers, cheap labourers, live in the “spread of shacks and 

shanties” (A Fine Balance 215) as the massive development projects “gashed and scarred” 

the “sides of their beautiful hills” (A Fine Balance 213). Mr. Kohlah and his neighbours 

watch as “the advancing tracks looked like rivers of mud defying gravity, as though nature 

had gone mad” with the “distant thunder of blasting and the roar of earth-moving machines” 

(A Fine Balance 214). In Mistry, the economic globalism of the post-Partition Indian 

government alongside the foreign powers that dictated its moves are directly responsible for 

the casualties: “as the asphalting began,” we are told, “the brown rivers” changed “into black, 

completing the transmogrification of [Mr. Kohlah’s] beloved birthplace where his forefathers 

had lived as in paradise” (A Fine Balance 214).  

          Mr. Kohlah’s helplessness in the face of watching his birthplace get ruined and 

butchered is not unique. It is the same sense of helplessness that every South Asian felt when 

their land was transformed by foreign powers. Mistry shows how environmental degradation 

is not just detrimental to the environment but it is very much a destruction of a local culture 

and life-style of the local people. Very soon, Mr. Kohlah and his neighbours see their 

relaxing evenings change, and, very soon, the economic impact can be felt as local businesses 

are threatened by global corporations. Mr. Kohlah watches “powerlessly while, for the 

second time, lines on paper ruined the life of the Kohlah family. Only this time it was an 

indigenous surveyor’s cartogram, not a foreigner’s imperial map” (A Fine Balance 214). 
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Here, Mistry draws a line of continuity from the pre-Partition history to post-Partition reality 

today. In A Fine Balance, the impact of imperialism is very much a part of reality Indians live 

with everyday. The physical departure of the coloniser is replaced in Mistry’s second novel 

with neo-imperial forces like the IMF. The corrupt and oppressive political practices that the 

people of the Indian subcontinent resisted and moved against have not ended at all. When the 

“foreigner’s imperial map” affected the fate of millions of people like Mr. Kohlah ordinary 

Indians could not do anything to change the course of their destiny (A Fine Balance 214). 

Many years later, in an independent India, an Indian citizen like Mr. Kohlah is affected by the 

same sense of helplessness he felt in 1947: “Only this time,” as the narrator emphasizes to 

make the reader note the significance of the event, “it was an indigenous surveyor’s 

cartogram” (A Fine Balance 214). Nothing could be done against such policies of the 

government in India where a citizen, in a supposedly post-Partition era, fails to make his 

voice heard and sees everything in his world getting wrecked and transformed. Mistry here 

indicates the sense of loss ordinary people like Mr. Kohlah feels during Partition (past) and 

after Partition (present). The situation has not changed at all for the ordinary person in India 

after Partition, when it is about their rights, since ordinary people were not consulted whether 

they wanted Partition or not and, in independent India, again, if we consider the example of 

Mr. Kohlah as a case in point, ordinary people are not consulted when the government 

suddenly decides to change the geography of their home town in the name of development.  

          At this point, I want to reiterate one of the central ideas of the thesis that Partition, 

which is a historical past to many, continues to impact the present and thus, makes its 

existence and significance known, and also, signals the predicaments of the future. I argue, 

throughout the thesis, that one of my central arguments is the perpetuity of Partition. There is 

no way one can say that Partition has ended. It is very much alive in the threat of nuclear war 

between India and Pakistan, police brutality and rapes in Kashmir, the refugee crisis in 
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Bangladesh, and the fear of millions of Muslims and Dalits becoming homeless in their own 

country (India). The body of humans suffers alongside the body of animals in postcolonial 

India in the aftermath of Partition. I elaborate on this idea in relation to the idea of the 

prevalence of anxiety in A Fine Balance. It is important to point out here that the political 

situation in India can be seen as a reflection of the political situation in Bangladesh and 

Pakistan. India, Pakistan, and Bangladesh all experience the State of Emergency and 

autocratic regimes in the aftermath of Partition.22 This should be seen as a continuation of 

sedition, emergency measures, and martial law introduced to the Indian subcontinent by 

British colonialism.23  

          In addition to the Partition and post-Partition political chaos and anarchic hostilities in 

the name of religion and caste, the state of anxiety is a repetitive idea throughout A Fine 

Balance. The affect of anxiety can be gauged in the lives of Indians across the lines of class, 

caste, gender, and religion. No one seems safe or unaffected. The Prime Minister Indira 

Gandhi herself and her charismatic son Sanjay Gandhi, who, as it is a well-circulated story, 

advised his mother to persuade the then Indian President Fakhruddin Ali Ahmed to declare a 

State of Emergency, are portrayed as disoriented actors taking part in a show full of, as the 

onlooker Rajaram comments, “‘clowns, monkeys’” and “‘acrobats’” (A Fine Balance 261). 

This political circus that the slum-dwellers are forced to watch foreshadows the circus put on 

by the Monkey-man in which performers, child labourers, take part in high risk acts. Such 

performances make the beggars and street dwellers, forced to slave as labourers at the 

irrigation project, “anxious and uncertain” (A Fine Balance 355). 

          No reassurance offered by the people in power helps, and nationalism seems 

ineffective, quite contrary to the zeal of nationalism in Such a Long Journey. The clapping of 

the sycophants around the Prime Minister is so loud that her “speech seemed in danger of 

being strangled” (A Fine Balance 262). Very poor ordinary people are literally hijacked from 
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their slums by the police and taken to the venue of the meeting. The disciplinary regime 

exacts a carrot and stick method on the audience at the meeting of the prime minister: “an 

audience-monitor came over to investigate” and “threatened to withhold their money and 

snack if they did not behave themselves and pay attention to the speech” (A Fine Balance 

263). The prime minister, at that moment, says that the “need of the hour is discipline—

discipline in every aspect of life” if Indians want to “reinvigorate the nation” (A Fine Balance 

263). In the eyes of the autocratic prime minister in A Fine Balance, discipline enforced on 

the mass, the poor and powerless, is integral to nationalism. The nation-building plan of the 

prime minister promises to “catch the gold smugglers, uncover corruption and black money, 

and punish the tax evaders who keep our country poor” (A Fine Balance 263). This perhaps 

sounds like a great plan, but its hollowness is portrayed allegorically when over a hungry and 

captive audience helicopters drop rose petals and hot-air balloons appear in the air. Here, 

Mistry allegorically signals at the paradox in India as the lack of basic necessities at the great 

slums in Bombay, now Mumbai, is juxtaposed with the shows of hot-air balloons and 

helicopters at the prime minister’s party. The government money is spent without any 

accountability and for personal political gain. The titles of “Mother India” for the prime 

minister and “Son of India” for her son signal at a form of family oligarchy (A Fine Balance 

264).   

          As the most powerful family consolidates its authority, the hegemonic rulers and the 

merciless upper caste of the suburbs and villages follow suit. Before analysing how Mistry 

captures such incidents in post-Partition India of the mid-seventies, it is important to see 

similar enactments earlier. In A Fine Balance, approximately, “twenty years” after 

“independence” “parliamentary elections were being conducted” (A Fine Balance 143). 

Narayan, a Dalit, attempts to exercise his right to vote. He is brutally killed in Mahatma 

Gandhi’s India. The village goons of “Lend Me Your Light,” a short story in Mistry’s 
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collection Tales from Firozsha Baag, are no match for the upper caste “Thakur Dharamsi’s 

goondas” (A Fine Balance 146). Six members of Narayan’s family are burnt to death along 

with his mutilated body (A Fine Balance 147). The postcolonial body of the victim in Mistry, 

violated and mutilated, can be seen as a site of anxiety and conflict that demonstrates 

violence and lawlessness at the heart of a partitioned India. As Ashraf, a Muslim, 

accompanies Ishvar, a Dalit, to “the police station to register a First Information Report,” the 

police “with great reluctance” “went to the house to verify the allegations” and “reported that 

nothing was found to support charges of arson and murder” (A Fine Balance 148). This 

proves again that Dalits are not given any protection by the state and its apparatuses like the 

police even after 1947. This also allegorically urges the reader to consider the extent of 

corruption and bribery in postcolonial India.  

          As Ashraf questions the conduct of the police he is reminded that “‘[t]his matter,” 

meaning the torture and killings of the Dalits, should not “‘concern your community,’” the 

Muslim community, since “‘[w]e,’” meaning the police officers who are Hindus, “‘don’t 

interfere when you Muslims and your mullahs discuss problems in your community’” (A Fine 

Balance 148). Twenty years after 1947, as the protracted impact of Partition continues and 

demonstrates its longevity, a Muslim is told not to intervene in the affairs of Hindus—an 

affair in which a family of Dalit Indians are mutilated, murdered, and burnt alive by upper 

caste Hindus. I discuss earlier in this chapter, with reference to Jalal and Roy, how communal 

divisions established by the British colonialism are still the determining factors between 

Hindus and Muslims in India. This is yet another example of the continuance of the violence 

of Partition that is represented by Mistry in his fiction. A citizen of the supposedly free and 

democratic India, Ashraf, since he is a Muslim, does not qualify to question the ongoing 

investigation of corrupt police officers—an investigation that clearly silences the voice of the 

Dalits in India twenty years after 1947.      
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          In the aftermath of the Partition, the situation in India for the lower caste and the 

people trapped in the lower economic class changed little. Perhaps their position in post-

Partition India, as the novel projects, deteriorates as the country journeys from the colonial to 

the postcolonial era. In the novel, the administrative and law enforcement machineries of the 

state are increasingly controlled by the upper caste Hindus as Thakur Dharamsi decides who 

should be dragged to the birth control clinics. For a middle-class woman, Dina, who belongs 

to the minority Parsi community, life seems more of a downward spiral. Dina, who is always 

a rebel, is defeated by the corrupt judiciary system, police, and local thugs in such a way that 

she has to return to his brother’s home and become a domestic servant again. The lower 

middle class rent collector, a Muslim, another minority, becomes a beggar at the end of the 

novel. Thakur Dharamsi, the upper caste corrupt strongman, on the other hand, becomes 

more powerful with the police and health professionals working for him during the state of 

emergency. Thakur Dharamsi gets to decide who is (and who is not) allowed to father a baby 

in post-Partition India. During the imposition of a forced birth control programme by the 

Indira government, Omprakash, a Dalit who dares to show his disgust as an act of resistance, 

is castrated forcibly. Thakur Dharamsi controls disciplinary institutions like the hospital and 

the police. Omprakash makes the mistake of showing his revulsion in public against Thakur 

Dharamsi who murdered his entire family earlier. In a state of uncontrolled anger, 

Omprakash demonstrates his hate to the modern state and the position of power this state 

gives to people like Thakur Dharamsi. Omprakash’s resistance is crushed with excessive 

force as the disciplinary forces, police and the clinic, at the disposal of the upper caste Thakur 

Dharamsi, manage to cull any future hope of Dalit resistance as Omprakash is castrated. This 

event in A Fine Balance allegorically shows how the future of the Dalits in India, including 

their autonomy to procreate, is controlled by the upper caste after 1947.    
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          These examples in the text unequivocally show that the members of the minority in 

India, the Dalits, Muslims like Ashraf, and single Parsi women like Dina, are in great danger. 

At the end of the novel, Dina, who was far smarter than her brother, has to become a house 

maid in her own house, Omprakash is a beggar since after castration he cannot work as a 

tailor and has to take care of his uncle Ishvar who lost his leg because of faulty medical 

treatment, and Ashraf is killed by the police. In A Fine Balance, Mistry’s idea is to explore 

the possibilities of a fine balance between tradition and change, compliance to religious 

practices and secularism, economic prosperity and greed, and political control and 

democracy. However, Mistry’s vision of a pluralistic and tolerant India for Indians, for 

people from a diverse background of religions, ethnicities, and languages, faces major 

setbacks as totalitarianism, corruption, and chaos become prevailing forces to replace 

colonial powers after Partition. As big corporations creep close to pristine hills and the 

activities of Naxalites, labelled as insurgents, inspire Omprakash, the teenage son of Narayan, 

Dina is consumed by her losses and struggles in the city. Bombay, the city, symbolises the 

chaos in India which suffers from environmental degradation, lawlessness, communal 

violence, political anarchism, and abject poverty. In A Fine Balance, Mistry portrays heroes 

of indomitable strong will out of ordinary Indians. They keep their hopes up and try to 

measure their days in tea spoons.24 In contrast to the heroic characters in Such a Long 

Journey, Mistry’s characters in A Fine Balance are often depressed, anxious and defeated.  

          I have been suggesting that it is important that critical attention is given to the political, 

cultural, and environmental concerns that Mistry raises in his fiction. And there is already a 

range of engaging scholarship on Mistry that considers issues around Parsi identity. I have 

argued here that Mistry’s concerns regarding the history of Partition also deserve enthusiastic 

engagement. Despite the lures of the much-travelled path of identity politics, I advocate 

engagements with other fascinating themes in Rohinton Mistry. I acknowledge that some 
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critical works on Mistry pivot beyond the topic of diaspora. A Fine Balance not only focuses 

on the germination of the divisions incited by colonialism but also shows how such divisions 

are still creating conflicts and ruptures as Partition makes itself felt as an unresolved problem 

with dire consequences. Coupled with violence on the environment and militant nationalism, 

the tightening grip of corporations and corruption make suffering unbearable, especially, for 

the dispossessed in India, and A Fine Balance offers a deeply reflective narrative on such 

topics. 
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Notes: 

     1. Ayesha Jalal, a political scientist, discusses the British colonial state’s 

compartmentalization of the Indian subcontinent in the name of religion, caste, class, and 

region in her book Democracy and Authoritarianism in South Asia: A Comparative and 

Historical Perspective. Jalal’s book focuses on the historical contexts of Partition (pp. 9-16), 

its administrative legacies (pp. 16-22), and the economic liabilities of Partition (pp. 22-28). In 

short, Jalal’s book powerfully argues that Partition, as a single historical event, is responsible 

for authoritarianism, lack of democratic practices and equity, jingoistic nationalism and the 

chaotic outpouring of communal violence in India, Pakistan, and Bangladesh. The scholar 

and writer Rituparna Roy states that “the community of historians belonging to the main 

current of Indian nationalism blamed Imperialism for tearing the two communities apart 

[Hindus and Muslims], disrupting the bonds that had joined them together for centuries. 

According to this perspective, the Partition of the Indian subcontinent was the logical 

conclusion of the ‘divide and rule’ policy of the British by which they had insidiously played 

off the Hindus against the Muslims in India” (14). 

     2. In Mistry’s A Fine Balance, “an untouchable” (96) and the “untouchable castes” (101) 

are broad categories. Although Mistry does not mention the word “Dalit” in A Fine Balance it 

is important to see the novel in relation to the critical scholarship that uses the term as a social 

category while addressing the state of the lower caste in India.     

     3. In “Gandhi, Religion and Multiculturalism: An Appraisal,” Siby K. Joseph notes the 

widespread concern among Indians over growing intolerance in India. 

     4. Avinash, a student leader well-respected among his peers for his integrity and nuanced 

political views, disappears. The police, months later, reports that he fell off a train. It is not 

difficult for Avinash’s parents to understand that their son was abducted, tortured and 

murdered by the operatives of the government: “We saw burns on many shameful parts of his 
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body, . . . his fingernails were gone” (A Fine Balance 489). Major Jimmy Bilimoria’s death in 

the custody of police in Mistry’s Such a Long Journey, which I analyse in Chapter II of my 

thesis, needs also to be seen as the representation of state-sponsored terrorism.     

     5. According to the political thinker Hannah Arendt, “Authority,” “as a term,” is “most 

frequently abused” (45). In the footnote to this statement, Arendt adds “There is such a thing 

as authoritarian government, but it certainly has nothing in common with tyranny, 

dictatorship, or totalitarian rule” (45). This is a sweeping statement by Arendt. To me, an 

authoritarian government reinforces dictatorship, which demands a total (totalitarian) control 

of all the operative apparatuses in a state via imposition of tyrannical power/force/violence. 

In Rohinton Mistry’s A Fine Balance, by the imposition of the Emergency, the government 

emerges as an authoritarian force that imposes a totalitarian control over each of the 

individuals in India through oppressive means of violence. As “a rather sad reflection on the 

present state of political science,” Arendt comments that the “terminology does not 

distinguish among such key words as ‘power,’ ‘strength,’ ‘force,’ ‘authority,’ and, finally, 

‘violence’—all of which refer to distinct, different phenomena . . .” (43). Douglas B. 

Klusmeyer, a scholar, comments that “For Hannah Arendt, one of the hallmarks of thinking is 

the capacity to draw distinctions, but she found this capacity badly eroded in contemporary 

discussions among social scientists (Arendt [1961] 1968:15, 95)” (138). Klusmeyer explains 

that concepts like violence and authority “are most typically defined abstractly in terms of the 

functions that they are purported to serve,” by contemporary social scientists today, unlike 

Arendt, “without any sense of the history behind their linguistic meanings or their 

connections with the political experiences in which these meanings originated” (138). In my 

thesis, unlike Arendt, I go with the generic sense of the terms violence, totalitarianism, 

tyranny and authoritarianism. I do not follow Arendt’s theory of violence and totalitarianism, 

here, since they are embedded in the history of the Second World War and Nazi Germany.   
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     6. According to Navin J. Antony, more than “36 crore Indians still cannot afford three 

square meals a day” (“Poverty index: India rank 49”).  

     7. See Bo Pettersson (2011) for an extensive study on the formation of extended metaphor 

in literary studies, the definitions of extended metaphor, and its correlations with allegory. To 

cogently state my understanding of the relationships between extended metaphor and allegory 

I quote the writer and critic Jeremy Tambling: “If the words indicating that a comparison is 

being made are discarded, that is a metaphor. A metaphor sustained, and developed, is 

allegory. Allegory describes one thing under the image of another, or speaks one thing while 

implying something else” (6).    

     8. See Rahul Mukherji (2009) for a comprehensive analysis of India’s policies with 

regards to multinational corporations. 

     9. For the distinctive differences between Chinese and Indian engagement with 

multinational corporations see Rahul Mukherji (2009).   

     10. Roy not only tries to look at Radcliffe through new perspectives but he also discusses 

the advent of fresh historical works on Partition that the historian considers significant. 

     11. “Between India and Pakistan—the Sikhs,” a YouTube video, explores the feelings of 

ordinary Sikhs regarding the Partition of 1947. As the Independence Day is celebrated, they 

suffer from memories of loss and terror.     

     12. See “Indira Gandhi” (2009).  

     13. For the historical record on police brutality and deportation of political leaders who 

took part in anticolonial campaigns during British colonial rule see D. R. Sardesai (2008, pp. 

251, 269, 275, 276, and 277). 

     14. In the national anthem of India, composed by the Nobel laureate Rabindranath Tagore, 

India is addressed not only as mother earth but also as the maker of fate. It is a well-known 

cultural norm in India, and perhaps also in other parts of the Indian subcontinent, to compare 
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desh or country with mother. To understand the subtle differences between the 

country/land/earth as mother in India and the earth mother trope in Indigenous cultures see 

Laura Wright (2010). 

     15. Henceforth in this chapter, the term Dalit will be used instead of low-caste/lower caste 

or untouchable. The term Dalit, for all its compelling and complicated features, reminds of 

the multifarious political, economic, and social struggles and resistance movements of lower 

caste Indians. Dalit, as a term, is incorporated in so many critical discourses that subsume the 

discursive frameworks of the backward and scheduled castes, Mohandas Karamchand 

Gandhi’s movement for the inclusion of the Harijans in mainstream Indian society, the trope 

of the untouchable in poetry, fiction, and films, and the work of the anti-colonial Indian 

politician, Bhimrao Ramji Ambedkar who is known as the father of the Indian constitution, 

that it is important to see the representation of the lower caste Indians in Mistry in the context 

of the discourses relevant to Dalits. I acknowledge that Beverly Schneller (2001), Ian 

Almond (2004), Peter Morey (2004), and Stephanie Yorke (2011) mention issues around 

lower caste, caste-system, and low-caste with reference to A Fine Balance in their critical 

works. To position Mistry’s novel in the context of the critical scholarships on Dalits, 

reiteration of the social category (Dalit) is significant as the term itself succinctly denotes the 

repressions perpetrated on Dalits and their resistance against those systemic repressions. To 

know more about the evolution of the term see “Dalit” by Christophe Jaffrelot (2015). 

     16. Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi is adoringly called the Mahatma. Henceforth in this 

chapter, I mention the leader as the Mahatma or Mahatma Gandhi. 

     17. For a comprehensive discussion on the state of the Dalit during British rule, see P. 

Muthaiah (2004).  

     18. For a detailed discussion on the state of Muslims in India, see Arundhati Roy (2019). 
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     19. See “‘Would Mahatma Gandhi be in Jail if Alive?’ Historian Ramachandra Guha on 

Arrests of Activists,” a YouTube video on what the anticolonial leader Mahatma Gandhi 

would have done in response to the recent political scene in India. Ramachandra Guha is a 

renowned biographer of the Mahatma.  

     20. For a sense of recent Bajrang Dal activities see “Why Bajrang Dal is Organising 

Commando-Style Training Camps in UP?” (India Today Web Desk). 

     21. Eliza Griswold explains the relationship between RSS and Bajrang Dal. 

     22. See Jalal (1995) for a detailed discussion of the similarities and dissimilarities of 

authoritarian regimes in Bangladesh, India, and Pakistan.  

     23. See Nasser Hussain (1999) regarding emergency measures and martial law in the 

British Empire. Also, see Sugata Bose and Ayesha Jalal (1998) on “laws of sedition” (108).  

     24. I state this emulating T. S. Eliot’s “I have measured out my life with coffee spoons” 

(“The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock”) since tea, mostly, instead of coffee, makes the 

morning and afternoon drinks in India. In A Fine Balance, tea is mentioned many times as the 

favourite choice of beverage among Indians.   



157 

 

 

Conclusion 

In September 2010, in the humid heat of Mumbai, a city renamed from the formerly 

cosmopolitan Bombay, Shiv Sena activists burn copies of Rohinton Mistry’s Such a Long 

Journey, which was first published in 1991. What leads to the burning of the novel 19 years 

after its publication? Answers to this question would lead us to understand how Mistry’s 

interrogation of a desired multireligious, multi-ethnic, and multicultural India is fraught with 

problems of ultranationalism right from the moment of India’s independence through the 

unresolved traumatic event of Partition in 1947. I begin the conclusion of my thesis with the 

analyses of the burning of the copies of Such a Long Journey by Shiv Sena’s youth activists 

because allegorically this real event signals at the continuation of the culture of intolerance 

towards minorities in Hindu nationalist thought from Partition to this day. In 2019, Meena 

Menon, a journalist, recounts that the copies of Mistry’s novel were set on fire by the 

Bharatiya Vidyarthi Sena, which can be translated as Indian Student Soldiers. The existence 

of militancy can be clearly fathomed in the vision of the leaders who would name the student 

wing of their party thus. Patently, Mistry’s ideas of a diverse and tolerant India are in stark 

opposition to the ideologues of Shiv Sena. Students are imagined as soldiers in a supposedly 

decolonized—which is obviously questionable—India, allegorically signalling violence and 

aggression.  

          Menon traces the transformation of the then fearsome student leader, Aaditya 

Thackeray, who led the burning of Mistry’s novel at the gate of the University of Mumbai, 

into a “modest” Member of the Legislative Assembly (MLA) (“The Importance of being 

Aaditya Thackeray”). Menon cites a “late editor and writer Aroon Tikekar” who wonders at 

how a twenty-year-old appears on the scene and gives a “24-hour ultimatum” to the vice 

chancellor (VC) of the University of Mumbai “to withdraw” a celebrated novel “from the 

syllabus” (“The Importance of being Aaditya Thackeray”). For me, this act of burning 
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Mistry’s books and making sure that the novel is taken off the syllabus have more 

implications than just the worries about freedom of speech and preservation of intellectuality 

which, as we all know, come under attack in every corner of the world when there is a fascist 

regime calling the shots. I explain these implications and their connections to Mistry’s fiction 

and Partition here. But first, Menon’s analysis needs some attention. 

          Aaditya’s abominable attitude, which may have been seen as youthful flamboyance by 

his supporters, intoxicated with Hindu nationalism, is not shocking to perhaps an ordinary 

observer of desi politics in the Indian subcontinent. Student leaders, trained in ruthlessness, 

are capable of doing much worse. For Menon, this act of targeting Mistry and compelling the 

VC to remove the book from the reading list should be seen in relation to Aaditya’s 

grandfather and Shiv Sena founder Bal Thackeray’s “remote control actions” (“The 

Importance of being Aaditya Thackeray”).1 Undoubtedly, by 2010 Thackeray is a force to be 

reckoned with, not only in Mumbai but also in India. His grandson Aaditya experiences a 

smooth sailing unlike Thackeray who fought his way up. Presumably, Aaditya needs to shock 

and shake the world. The journalist Jason Burke reports that analysts observe Shiv Sena to be 

“using the issue” of the burning of Mistry’s novel “to launch Aditya Thackeray’s political 

career” (“Mumbai University Drops Rohinton Mistry novel after Extremists Complain”). 

Presumably, the best bet for him would be to walk on the same path paved by his 

predecessors—the path of violent aggression and bullying. And perhaps, that is what his 

supporters want from him.  

          Mistry gets it all. He writes a letter in response to the burning of his book.2 Mistry 

writes, “Twenty years old, in the final year of a BA in history, at my own alma mater, he is 

about to embark down the Sena’s well-trodden path, to appeal, like those before him, to all 

that is worst in human nature” (“From the Archives: A Letter on Censorship from Rohinton 

Mistry”). Is it expected of Aaditya? Mistry reaches out to the young politician who clearly 
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seems to be on the track of violence and hate. Should not Aaditya represent change for the 

new generation? Mistry thinks that young politicians like Aaditya should work for the benefit 

of all Indians, regardless of caste, creed, and class, and provides guidance: “He is clearly 

equipped to choose for himself. He could lead, instead of following, the old bankrupt regime. 

He could say something radical—that burning and banning books will not feed one hungry 

soul . . .” (“From the Archives: A Letter on Censorship from Rohinton Mistry”). It is not 

possible to speculate if Mistry’s strong words have only met deaf ears or not.  

          But certainly, the drug of bigoted nationalism is a much-consumed potion. Ultra-

nationalism helps to take the attention away from the plights of hungry souls who live in 

slums in India and are homeless in North America. Mistry advises his alma mater to take the 

side of the subaltern and wretched in India, regardless of their ethnic, regional, and religious 

backgrounds. Shiv Sena’s politics brews on regionalism and the hegemony of the Marathi 

Hindus.3 Such a Long Journey explores how Shiv Sena’s politics afflicts minorities in 

Bombay. Bill Ashcroft, a major thinker in postcolonial studies, contends that “the horror of 

Hindu fundamentalism under Shiv Sena” “attacked the very identity of Bombay” (503). In 

the primary texts of my thesis by Mistry, in all three of them, Shiv Sena is a monster in the 

making in India that is about to choke Bombay out of its multicultural, multireligious and 

multi-ethnic character in the post-Partition era. When Mistry’s works intellectually and 

imaginatively question the role of Shiv Sena and totalitarian regimes, and the Congress Party, 

which calls itself secular, in Bombay Thackeray was consolidating his power.4 Mistry does 

not mention Thackeray’s name in Tales from Firozsha Baag, Such a Long Journey, and A 

Fine Balance. But years later, his capable and educated grandson Aaditya, who is into music 

and poetry, burns Mistry’s books.  

          Is Mistry the only high-profile target of Shiv Sena? Burke reports that Shiv Sena “tried 

to stop the” release of the “Bollywood blockbuster My Name Is Khan” in Mumbai “on the 
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basis that the main actor, Shahrukh Khan who is Muslim, had said that Mumbai was for ‘all 

Indians’ and backed Pakistani cricketers playing in India” (“Mumbai University Drops 

Rohinton Mistry novel after Extremists Complain”). Mistry’s novel became the target of Shiv 

Sena 10 years after “the set” of Deepa Mehta’s Water is “destroyed” by “about 500 

supporters of Sangh Parivar, the alliance of Hindu fundamentalist organisations” “aligned 

with the Bharatiya Janatha Party (BJP)” (Richard Phillips and Waruna Alahakoon, “Hindu 

Chauvinists Block Filming of Deepa Mehta’s Water”). The writers Phillips and Alahakoon 

report that the mob “were members of the Rastriya Swayangsevak Sangh (RSS), Vishwa 

Hindu Parishad (VHP or World Hindu Forum), Shiva Sena (Shiva’s Army) and the Kashi 

Sanskriti Raksha Sangharsh Samithi (KSRSS), an amalgam of several Hindu fundamentalist 

organisations” (“Hindu Chauvinists Block Filming of Deepa Mehta’s Water”). This list of 

violent attacks can get longer. The attacks on such internationally acclaimed artists and 

voices show a disturbing pattern. Mistry states:  

In this sorry spectacle of book burning and book banning, the Shiv Sena has followed 

its depressingly familiar, tediously predictable script of threats and intimidation that 

Mumbai has endured since the organization’s founding in 1966. But it is the 

expeditious decision by Mumbai University that causes profound dismay. After his 

long silence, the Vice-Chancellor has now stated that he, in fact, followed the correct 

procedures, and the decision was taken by the Board of Studies. The outgoing Board of 

Studies, to be precise. (“From the Archives: A Letter on Censorship from Rohinton 

Mistry”) 

It seems that twenty-first century India, at least the India that Shiv Sena projects to the rest of 

the world, does not care at all about the violence of Hindu nationalists.5  

          During Partition, with riots, rapes, and arsons going on amuck, it could not have been 

difficult to imagine the future of the new countries, India and Pakistan (both East and West 
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Pakistan). Violence and violent streaks continue after 1947. Perhaps, the most troubling 

moment for India and the whole Indian subcontinent, immediately after Partition, is the 

murder of Mahatma Gandhi.6 Ramachandra Guha, the historian, writes that “on the evening 

of 30 January,” in 1948, “a man in a khaki tunic advanced towards Gandhi” as “he climbed 

the steps to the platform from where he would speak” (881). The man in khaki tunic 

assassinated Mahatma Gandhi then and there. Guha documents that the “assassin . . . said his 

name was Nathuram” (882). Guha tells us that “Nathuram Vinayak Godse” who murdered 

Mahatma Gandhi “met Savarkar” “in Ratnagiri” (896). Guha explains that “V.D. Savarkar” 

“propounded a philosophy he called ‘Hindutva,’ which saw Hindus, and Hindus alone, as the 

true and proper inhabitants of India” and “Godse worked to further a militant, muscular form 

of Hinduism” (896). Godse “formed rifle clubs, and ran a newspaper. He joined the Rashtriya 

Swayamsevak Sangh, then left it. He also met many leaders of the Hindu Mahasabha, and 

retained a veneration for Savarkar himself, visiting him often in Bombay, where Savarkar 

now lived” (Guha 896). The historian chronicles that in “1946 and 1947, Godse was the 

editor and publisher of a Marathi magazine called Agrani,” which “compared the leaders of 

the Muslim League to Nader Shah and Genghis Khan, and attacked the Congress (and Nehru 

and Gandhi personally) for not protecting the interests of Hindus” (Guha 897-898).7 With 

reference to Guha, I show here that forces that killed Mahatma Gandhi, who epitomized 

communal harmony, deploy propaganda and murderous violence not only against the 

communal and ethnic Other but also against anyone who fosters political views that are not 

affiliated with xenophobic nationalism.    

          Against such xenophobia, Mahatma Gandhi is a huge powerhouse who, if he had 

remained alive, would definitely not allow hate to sustain. Against xenophobic nationalism, 

the eloquence of Such a Long Journey is the other name of peril. Earlier, I cite reference that 

establishes the network of RSS, BJP and Shiv Sena. In his letter condemning the actions of 
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the University of Mumbai, Mistry points out that “The mob leader,” Aaditya, “speaking in 

Hindi to a television camera, says: The author, Mistry, is lucky he lives in Canada—if he 

were here, we would burn him as well” (“From the Archives: A Letter on Censorship from 

Rohinton Mistry”). The gruesomeness of intolerance in India is poignantly portrayed in 

Mistry’s second novel as the Sikh taxi driver tells Maneck: “‘Today it is Sikhs. Last year it 

was Muslims; before that, Harijans. One day, your sudra and kusti might not be enough to 

protect you’” (A Fine Balance 573). The nature of violence has changed little in twentieth 

century India.8 The violence that started with Partition, as millions were massacred, and took 

the life of the Mahatma, is still very real and tangible in post-Partition India.  

          There is staunch resistance against the attack on Mistry’s book though from India to 

Canada. Dr. Frazer Mascarenhas, principal of St. Xavier’s College in 2010, who thinks that 

the novel is “one of the best on Mumbai,” questions the decision of the University of 

Mumbai’s scrapping of Such a Long Journey as the institution succumbs to the pressure of 

Shiv Sena (“Mumbai College Teacher goes by the Book, stands up to Shiv Sena”). Mistry 

and the man who led the mob that burned his book, Aaditya, studied in St. Xavier’s College. 

The book-burning kindled discussions in Mistry’s Bombay and beyond its borders regarding 

censorship, the role of universities on preserving and safe-guarding freethinking, and the 

nature of democracy in post-Partition India. In very strong terms, PEN Canada cautions the 

University of Mumbai that “peremptory censorship” has “no place in a modern democracy” 

and the “board of the University” should “revisit Vice Chancellor Welukar’s decision” (“PEN 

Canada Concerned at Book-Burning and Censorship at the University of Mumbai”). Toronto 

Public Library, in its condemnation of the banning of Mistry’s book, points out that “book 

burning” is “emblematic of the destruction of knowledge and culture,” and the University of 

Mumbai did not raise any concerns against the novel when it became part of the “curriculum 

in 2007” (Michelle Leung, “Canada’s Largest Public Library Condemns Banning of Mistry 
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Book”). In the aftermath of Partition, clearly, there is concerted and sustained effort to 

rewrite the culture and history of India by disciplinary regimes like the Shiv Sena. A 

university is also a disciplinary institution in the Foucauldian sense. In this particular case, 

the university falls prey to the domination of forces of Hindu nationalism.9  

          Freethinking and free speech are forces of resistance against such disciplinary regimes 

and corrupt political practices.10 That is why books that inculcate ideas that challenge the 

hegemony become target. Such a Long Journey is not a political tract, and it is also not a 

scholarly socio-political criticism of contemporary politics in India. Such a Long Journey is a 

postcolonial allegory that represents contemporary India through Partition and post-Partition 

history to show how the real events of the colonial past and neo-colonial present reverberate 

across India and impact its relationships with its neighbours and set the context in which 

bigoted nationalism furthers its agenda. Since Such a Long Journey, like Tales from Firozsha 

Baag and A Fine Balance, questions issues that are contemporary and relevant to history, it 

would be judicious to bring in the thoughts of another contemporary racialized Canadian 

author who received threats about having his books burnt to understand the affective jolts of 

the burning of books on the author and his readers.  

          Scholar and creative writer Lawrence Hill comments on his point of contact with 

Mistry by stating that: “Although we never had a proper conversation, I felt an additional 

kinship to Rohinton Mistry when I learned that his writing, too, had been burned overseas” 

(9). Regarding Hill’s thought-provoking essay, originally delivered at the University of 

Alberta as the annual Kreisel Lecture, the Director of Canadian Literature Centre, Marie 

Carrière writes, the “Kreisel Series confront the important questions of our time, those that 

touch us deeply as . . . contemporary social individuals” (VI). No doubt, Mistry’s 

representation of the contemporary situation made so strong an impact on social individuals 

across continents that Shiv Sena could not stop itself from the path of violence. In his essay, 
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Hill delves into what happens to an author who experiences such attacks and assesses what 

led to Shiv Sena violence: “The leader of the book burners complained of ‘obscene and 

vulgar language’ in the novel and of negative references to India’s nationalist politicians” (9-

10).11 Journalists expose that such accusations are baseless. Burke writes that Shiv Sena 

official Mohan Rawale said that “the book was full of ‘very bad, very insulting words’, 

especially about Bal Thackeray, 83, the group’s founder and leader” (Burke, “Mumbai 

University Drops Rohinton Mistry Novel after Extremists Complain”). Although Rawale 

“admitted not having read the book,” he comments, “It is our culture that anything with 

insulting language should be deleted. Writers can’t just write anything. They can’t write 

wrong things” (Burke, “Mumbai University Drops Rohinton Mistry Novel after Extremists 

Complain”). Shiv Sena seems confused as their policy decision is apparently based on 

rumours and not on intelligent analysis of Mistry’s novel.  

          Hill argues that in the face of such attacks writers should unite: “if writers bond to talk 

business, or to oppose the incarceration of our peers, or to argue for better royalties for our e-

books, perhaps we should also be gathering to form a support group for those who have had 

their books burned” (10). In relation to the threat he received, Hill contemplates that “it hurts, 

frankly, when your own people reject you, or tell you that you don’t belong, or challenge 

the very identity that you have shaped for yourself” (11). It is strange that Indians burnt 

books of an author who originates from India and writes, by far, three of the most riveting 

books on India and its continued struggles with Partition. This in a way, perhaps, partially 

answers one of my central queries in this thesis: Why there has been such relative silence 

from scholars regarding Mistry’s allegorical, mostly, and realist, sometimes, representations 

of Partition?  

          Scholars outside India also did little to probe Mistry’s evaluation of Partition and issues 

relevant to Dalits and Muslims in India. The scholarship I refer to in my thesis shows that 



165 

 

 

interest in Mistry’s writing keeps growing. But there has been a tendency to read him 

primarily as a Parsi author. This tendency partially answers why we see considerable 

engagement of scholars to portray Rohinton Mistry only as a diasporic author—an author 

who writes just about Parsis and Parsi rituals and the myth around it.12 Later, I explain how 

labelling Mistry just as another diasporic author, engrossed with liminality, serves the 

purpose of postcoloniality. In this thesis, I demonstrate, on the other hand, that Mistry’s 

postcolonialism informs us allegorically about the continuity of Partition, the nationalist 

politics of intolerance against minorities (Dalit men and women, Muslims, Sikhs, Parsis, and 

Christians) in India, and the continued melee of the Indians with a capitalist economy 

fashioned after forces of imperialism and regulated by autocratic elements.         

          I suggest earlier with regards to Aaditya’s leadership in book-burning that Shiv Sena 

needed to tell the world that violent domination of Bombay will continue regardless of the 

existence of aging old guards because this is how ultranationalism can be sustained in India 

against the country’s age-old identity of multiculturalism. In 2010, during the burning of the 

book, Thackeray is 83 years old as Burke’s report says with reference to Rawale. Thackeray 

is clearly almost as old as his grandson Aaditya, twentyish, when Partition razes the Indian 

subcontinent. The culture of setting fire seems to have continued with the new generation of 

leaders in India. It would be interesting to find out more about the role of Thackeray during 

Partition since the founder of Shiv Sena seems to occupy in-between spaces. In one hand, his 

politics denies the religious, cultural, regional, and ethnic Other equal rights in Bombay. 

Thackeray’s party propagates the purity of the Marathi Hindu people.13 On the other hand, 

the leader seems to have enjoyed spending time with Indian and international celebrities. A 

google search of Thackeray offers plenty of photos of the leader with celebrities. These 

deliver quite a conflicting image of Thackeray, a post-Partition politician who “called on 

Hindus to form suicide squads to attack Muslims” in “2002 and again in 2008” (“Bal 
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Thackeray Funeral: Thousands Mourn Right-Wing Leader”) and spent time with Michael 

Jackson in 1996 when the King of Pop visited India and performed in Mumbai (“When Bal 

Thackeray Met Michael Jackson”). Such in-betweenness reminds me of a postmodern 

sensibility which celebrates a lack of narrative coherence. The narrative of the purity of 

Marathi Hinduism by Shiv Sena seems incoherent in the face of the corrosive influence of 

popular culture. Can this be seen as a celebration of aporia? Such in-betweenness also 

indicates the oscillation of values, which again reminds me of a postmodern sensibility. 

Aaditya, like his grandfather, also indulges in a postmodern cultural hybridity.14 The persona 

of Aaditya is a riddle too: “On Jackson’s 59th birth anniversary in 2017, Thackeray’s 

grandson Aditya shared photos of his visit on Instagram” (“When Bal Thackeray Met 

Michael Jackson”). Aditya, like his grandfather, carries in him contradictions. On one hand, 

his panache for writing poems is well-known. On the other hand, he burns books that he finds 

offensive.  

          The purview of my thesis does not allow the analysis of Thackeray’s role during 

Partition, but his hate for minorities seem unreserved. I explained earlier in my thesis that 

Partition made Muslims a minority in post-Independence India and Hindus a minority in 

post-Independence Pakistan. The hate towards minorities took the lives of millions and 

resulted in the rape of hundreds and thousands of women. At this juncture, a scrutiny of 

Mistry’s postcolonialism in relation to his treatment of Partition, a recapitulation since I 

engaged with this idea earlier in my thesis, would help to gauge how labelling the author only 

as a Parsi author adds to the politics of postcoloniality which can be contested as another 

strategy to curb significant investigation of neo-colonialism in the Indian subcontinent.  

          I mention earlier that Mistry’s delineation of the Parsi diaspora receives a lot of 

scholarly attention, sadly, to the extent that Mistry’s works become labelled just as Parsi 

literature.15 Mostly, critical reception of Mistry considers his fiction as an intimate look into 
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Parsi family drama. Seeing Mistry as synonymous with the Parsi diaspora is so prevalent that 

the academic Vijay Mishra thinks that the novelist recalls India through memories of the past 

“from the point of view of a community,” by which he means “the Parsis,” “that is even more 

a minority in India than the Muslims” (172). Memories of the departure of the Raj, memories 

of killings during Partition, memories of the rise of ultranationalism cannot only be “from the 

point of view of a community” (172). In my thesis, with reference to historians, political 

theorists, sociologists, journalists, and anthropologists, I demonstrate that Rohinton Mistry’s 

narratives of colonial and postcolonial India are not just accented by the Parsi perspective as 

critics like Mishra try to assert. Such criticism runs the risk of being myopic and of occluding 

intelligent analyses of Mistry’s socio-political and cultural scope. As if, Mistry takes the 

occupation of writing as a process of healing. For Mishra, “writing” by Mistry is “once 

again” a “cure for (traumatic) loss” (172). Mishra continues, “In remembering, in recalling, 

one heals, one triumphs, one fills the ego up; the world may be empty but the ego no longer 

is” (172). On the contrary, I suggest in my thesis that Mistry writes because he has a 

philosophical responsibility that drives him to write about India’s past and its contemporary 

political and cultural history.  

          Mistry’s engagement with his own Parsi diaspora and his past in India constitute just 

one, and the same time, a unique aspect of his intellectual engagement with the themes of his 

fiction.16 For critics like Mishra, Rohinton Mistry’s fiction is an act of coming to terms with 

his personal loss and at best, the loss of the Parsi community. As superficial as it seems 

apparently, the politics of critiquing Mistry through the lens of postcoloniality is to dislodge 

the novelist from his major concerns regarding history, culture, and society of the Indian 

subcontinent—concerns that make Mistry the target of forces like Shiv Sena. Mistry’s 

intellectual engagement with the world, as I show in my thesis, is much broader and is 

articulated through the themes of communal riots between Hindus and Muslims, the 
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persecutions of Dalit men and women, the environmental crisis in India, the rise of 

totalitarian regimes in post-Partition India, the manoeuvres of global economic powers in 

India’s development projects, the struggles of the middle class and misery of the poor in 

cities, the network of corruption reaching the nooks and crannies of India, Gestapo-style 

crushing of the voices of dissent, murder of political prisoners, and forced population control. 

It is clear that Rohinton Mistry makes conscious ethical choices when he decides to tackle 

these themes. I also discuss in my thesis Mistry’s representations of the considerable drive 

among the youth in India to emigrate and their encounter with racism abroad, and Canada’s 

relationship with its immigrants. Furthermore, I investigate a number of other themes related 

to the Indian subcontinent, and its present and past. In my thesis, I actively try to disengage 

my analysis from focusing primarily on issues that would seem a repetition of the portrayal of 

the Parsi diaspora in Bombay and Toronto. In that way, my thesis is not a survey of critical 

works that focus on Parsi identity and Parsi customs in Mistry.  

          While reading scholarship on Mistry I felt, especially with regards to critical works that 

are like Mishra’s typology, that postcoloniality, and not postcolonialism, has been the mode 

of engagement for some of the critics. The scholar Graham Huggan’s book (2003), in which 

he explains “two regimes of value,” distinctive but interconnected, postcolonialism and 

postcoloniality, (5) proves quite handy for my purpose here. Huggan’s expansive definition 

of postcolonialism and postcoloniality forms the basis on which I develop my analysis of the 

structure of Mistry’s postcolonialism as a form of resistance. I argue that Mistry’s 

postcolonialism is heavily informed by pre-Partition, Partition, and post-Partition history, 

which is a potent backdrop for deploying features of resistance. Therefore, I am more 

interested in Mistry’s postcolonialism and less interested to repeat what some scholars have 

done already—seeing Mistry as another author who straddles over the borders of 

ambivalence and liminality.     
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          Huggan explains the differences between postcolonialism and postcoloniality. The 

critic highlights that the idea of resistance is integral to postcolonialism, and not to 

postcoloniality. Mistry’s politics of resistance is an important theme in my thesis and it is 

resistance to intolerance in India that makes him a target of totalitarian regimes and 

disciplinary forces like the Shiv Sena. Huggan states that he “teases out the distinction 

between postcolonialism and postcoloniality” since postcolonialism “concerns largely 

localised agencies of resistance” and postcoloniality “refers to a global condition of cross-

cultural symbolic exchange” (ix). Mistry’s portrayals of agents of resistance, situated in the 

locale, which is India, energises my interpretations of the texts. In my thesis, A Fine Balance 

is about the resistance of Narayan and Omprakash against the age-old caste system in India. A 

Fine Balance is also about the resistance of Ashraf against the terrorized exodus of Muslims 

from their own neighbourhoods during Partition. The novel is also about Dina’s resistance 

against male chauvinism and growing economic disparity in India. Thus, the focus is not on 

the identity politics of Parsi characters who can be marketed as marginalized others for 

consumption in a Western and a cosmopolitan market.  

          Although Huggan admits that “postcolonialism and postcoloniality are inextricably 

interconnected” (ix) he, with reference to authors Ella Shohat and Sara Suleri, explains that 

postcolonialism “becomes an anti-colonial intellectualism that reads and valorises the signs 

of social struggle in the faultlines of literary and cultural texts” (6). Undoubtedly, Mistry’s 

postcolonialism demonstrates his anti-colonial intellectual engagement with Partition that 

needs to be read in relation to neo-colonial forces at work globally and the rise of intolerance 

in India manifested through continued attacks on minorities in recent times.17 In Mistry’s 

short story “Squatter,” Sarosh is a member of the minority in India as he is Parsi and a 

member of the minority in Canada as he is a racialized immigrant. While discussing 

“Squatter,” I investigate Sarosh’s in-betweenness. Sarosh’s hybrid existence can be seen as 
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an example of postcoloniality in Mistry. Sarosh’s struggle to adapt to and get adopt(ed) by 

the host culture in Canada can also be seen as an example of “signs of social struggle in the 

faultlines of literary and cultural texts” (Huggan 6). According to Huggan, postcolonialism is 

also about “anti-colonial intellectualism” (6). I suggest that Mistry’s portrayals of such social 

struggles, for instance, the struggle of Sarosh, exemplify his “anti-colonial intellectualism” 

and, in this way, it is also an example of postcolonialism in Mistry’s fiction (Huggan 6). 

Mistry’s resistant intellectualism against the onslaught of neo-colonial forces emerge through 

his portrayals of post-Partition social struggles in his fiction.  

          Critics like Mishra, perhaps, would argue that Rohinton Mistry is in the 

cosmopolitan/metropolitan centre (Toronto) and is thus prone to a positionality that can be 

described as hybridity. The answer to such an argument and the idea that Mistry writes about 

India to heal himself through memories of the past is given by a character in one of Mistry’s 

short stories. In the short story “Swimming Lessons,” Mother, a character, asks if Kersi’s 

stories on India reflect his unhappiness. Father, another character, answers this question by 

stating that it is not “a sensible question” (“Swimming Lessons,” Tales from Firozsha Baag 

248). Father explains that “all writers worked in the same way, they used their memories and 

experiences and made stories out of them, changing some things, adding some, imagining 

some, all writers were very good at remembering details of their lives” (“Swimming 

Lessons,” Tales from Firozsha Baag 248). Moreover, Mistry’s short stories are not just on 

India. Three of his short stories critically engage with the lives of immigrants abroad 

(“Squatter,” “Lend Me Your Light,” and “Swimming Lessons”). Taking the idea from the 

subtitle of Huggan’s seminal book it can be safely said that Mistry is not marketing the 

margins from the Indian subcontinent as subject positions that can be read as the postcolonial 

exotic. On the contrary, as I discuss in my thesis, a number of Mistry’s characters should be 

seen as agents of resistance.  
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          Reading Mistry primarily as an author of and about Parsi diaspora, as many scholars 

have done, has the potential to make Mistry’s philosophical position ineffectual. That is why 

issues like Partition, riots, violence on Dalits, ecocritical concerns, the ideas related to 

nationalism(s) in relation to India, Pakistan, and Bangladesh, refugee crises, immigration, and 

themes around racism become largely overshadowed by the prominence of one theme in 

much of the critical scholarship on Mistry—the Parsi diaspora. That is why, in my thesis, I 

seek to reposition Mistry in the realm of his critical reception. In no way I am trying to say 

that issues around the Parsi diaspora should be overlooked. But Mistry deserves to be 

recognized for saying a lot more that seems particularly relevant to current, and urgent, 

debates that involve resistance against imperialism, the refugee crisis, rise of 

ultranationalism, attacks on religious and ethnic minorities in India, and the fate of the people 

of Kashmir and Dalits in India. Mistry accomplishes all of these in relation to the history of 

Partition, which is an ever-present reality in India.    

          Mistry’s fictional world aspires to portray a multicultural, multi-ethnic and 

multireligious India. A clear thematic connection can be seen in Mistry’s Tales from Firozsha 

Baag, Such a Long Journey, and A Fine Balance as Mistry tries to achieve through his 

fictional renditions a desired India where there is balance between diversity and celebration 

of unique cultural traditions. Mistry’s desired India is not culturally exclusivist, nor does it 

insulate itself from cultural pluralism. But in reality, as Mistry’s fiction conveys, post-

Partition India has failed its citizens. India is not at all tolerant or democratic in the ideal 

sense of these terms. Divisions and violence since Partition continue in India in the name of 

caste and religion. India seems to have become more authoritarian than ever before.     
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Notes: 

     1. Bal Thackeray is mentioned as Thackeray and Aaditya Thackeray is mentioned as 

Aaditya in rest of the text.  

     2. PEN Canada published Mistry’s letter in response to Shiv Sena’s violence. The letter 

first appeared in the October 20, 2010 issue of the Globe and Mail. 

     3. Gérard Heuzé, a sociologist, provides a brief but accessible history of Shiv Sena politics 

(“Shiv Sena and ‘National’ Hinduism”).  

     4. Historians Barbara D. Metcalf and Thomas R. Metcalf comment that the “Shiv Sena, 

initially a Maharashtrian party,” “virulently opposed” “labour immigration from other states” 

of India in Mumbai and “by the end of the 1990s loosely linked” itself “to the Parivar as 

well” (278). They explain that the “cluster of Hindu nationalist organizations that emerged 

into public view around the Ram temple issue was known as the Sangh Parivar, the Sangh 

‘Family’ of organizations. At the core was the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh, the 

Association of National Volunteers (RSS), the cadre-based paramilitary organization founded 

in 1925, whose branches (shakhas) trained youth in physical strength and self-discipline and 

fostered a resurgent Hindu ideology” (277).  

      5. In her celebrated book (2000), the writer and publisher Urvashi Butalia comments that 

“Partition stories and memories” are “used selectively by the aggressors” to mobilize 

“militant Hindus” “using the one-sided argument that Muslims had killed Hindus at Partition, 

they had raped Hindu women, and so they must in turn be killed, and their women subjected 

to rape” (6). Butalia points out that “a Muslim and a Hindu in independent India could not 

easily choose to marry each other without worrying about whether one or the other of them 

would survive the wrath of their families or communities” (6).  

     6. The anti-colonial leader, Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi, is adoringly called the 

Mahatma. Henceforth, I mention the leader as the Mahatma. 
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     7. It is well-known that Shiv Sena propagates itself as the preserver of the rights of the 

Marathi people. I discuss this, by citing references, in Chapter I. 

     8. See Alasdair Pal and Danish Siddiqui (“Gunman Fires at Indian Protesters after 

Threatening ‘Final Journey’ Live on Facebook”). 

     9. In Chapter III, I discussed myriad connections between disciplinary regimes and the 

corruption in political institutions.   

     10. In Chapter III of my thesis on A Fine Balance, I discuss how voices of dissent are 

crushed by totalitarian regimes and disciplinary forces. 

     11. It would be quite significant to allude here that Saadat Hasan Manto, a journalist and a 

screenplay writer, and the Muslim author who wrote perhaps the most well-known short 

stories on Partition, was charged, also, with obscenity. Manto, unlike Mistry, was known 

during his lifetime for being a radical. Like Mistry, Manto interrogates the sudden 

cartographic scheme of the British and the element of divisiveness in the Indian subcontinent.      

     12. Since research on Mistry’s representation of Parsi identity and rituals have been 

explored by many researchers, I have refrained from producing another survey of the 

portrayals of Parsis in Mistry and focused on topics that make a very powerful identity of 

Mistry as an author who provides considerable and valuable material for commentary on 

India’s history, culture, politics (both national and international), economy, and society. 

Mistry’s contribution to the representation of the birth of Bangladesh, the relationship 

between Pakistan and India in relation to Kashmir, and India-China conflicts are also very 

significant.  

     13. It needs to be clarified that in no way I mean that the pure Marathi Hindu culture 

denies the existence of people who affiliate themselves with faiths and cultures other than 

Hinduism. With reference to scholarly studies and journalistic reports, I state that it seems 

that Shiv Sena’s interpretation of pure Marathi Hindu culture rejects cultural practices of 
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people who do not accept the domination of what the political party circulates as the 

ascendency of pure Marathi Hindu culture. In addition to that, Shiv Sena’s treatment of the 

Dalits and other political leaders who inculcate differing opinions is interrogated by 

commentators of Indian politics (Prakash Bal, “Driven to the Wall: Dalits under Shiv Sena-

BJP Rule”).   

     14. On postmodern sensibility, I consulted the scholar Gary Aylesworth’s 

“Postmodernism.” 

     15. In Chapter I, I suggest that post-Partition disillusionment, violence, and the rise of 

ultranationalism are not just Parsi problems. 

     16. See Nilufer E. Bharucha (1995) and Sharmani Patricia Gabriel (2004).  

     17. Burning of Mistry’s book is not only an attack on an Indo Canadian author and agents 

of dissent but it is also an attack on minorities whose lives in India are the subject of Mistry’s 

books. Burning of the copies of Such a Long Journey helps stopping Indians from knowing 

about other Indians. Burning of Mistry’s book stops Indian Hindus from appreciating the 

diversity in India. Burning of Such a Long Journey deters the reader in India from knowing 

more about India’s role in the birth of Bangladesh. Such a Long Journey could inform BA 

students in the University of Mumbai about Kashmir and why it is still an unresolved issue 

and why China’s dispute with India’s borders continue.    
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