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For all their permeability, the borders snaking across the world have never been of greater importance. This is the dance of history in our age: slow, slow, quick, quick, slow, back and forth and from side to side, we step across these fixed and shifting lines.

 

-Salman Rushdie
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Foreword

The world has never been more mobile, more connected, never more characterised by the movement of refugees and asylum seekers and as nation states move hysterically to protect their borders from this mobile precariat, borders have become the most significant and most questioned phenomenon in the globalised world. So what would the world look like without borders? How might the utopian dream of a borderless world come about? Could rich nations open their borders with no regard for the control of migration? Could some nations and not others open their borders? These questions make us realise how recalcitrant borders are in political life. The ideology of the nation and the rigidity of its borders often preclude us thinking of any alternative. In the words of a US President who wants to build a wall along the Mexican border, “if you don’t have borders you don’t have a nation.” The apparent impossibility of a borderless world is due not only to the spectre raised by this mobility of people, but to the most destructive force of modern times, the force that keeps borders in place—nationalism. Nationalism is always complicated by ethnocentrism, racism and populism and as nationalism proliferates, violence increases.

Borders could only be dissolved if the distinction that holds them in place—between rich and poor nations, democratic and undemocratic, colonised and colonising, the nation and its others, us and them—was itself dissolved. In other words borders maintain the system of inequality without which modern global capitalism (and national antipathy) could not function. If rich nations opened their borders the poor would flood in putting untenable demands on resources. Like a racial melting pot “big enough to take the world and all it’s got” as the song goes, a borderless world might lead to equality, increase the wealth of the poor, and reduce the wealth of the wealthy. But at what level of economic and cultural security would it settle? 

Borders exist because of fear and that fear is increasing. At the end of World War II, there were seven border walls or fences in the world. By the time the Berlin Wall fell in 1989, there were 15. Today, there are at least 77 walls or fences—half of which were erected since 2001. But the interesting thing about walls throughout history, the Great Wall of China, Hadrian’s Wall, the Berlin wall, is that they all eventually failed. While these contemporary boundary fences may be seen as a terrified response to the phenomenon of global mobility they may also be seen in a different way as a sign of the productive force of border crossers. 

As Salman Rushdie says “The frontier is an elusive line, visible and invisible, physical and metaphorical, amoral and moral.” So there are many frontiers, many boundaries that we cross every day. But there is, of course, a deeply psychological dimension to boundaries: we understand who we are by determining who we are not. Our ‘others’ define us. Although borders go hand in hand with the emergence of nations they go deep into the history of Western modernity and its notions of space and time. Boundaries and ocularcentrism became inextricable in Western epistemology. As works in social theory, philosophy and human geography make abundantly clear western thinking proceeds according to the metaphors of visuality. The ocularcentrism of western thought is inseparable from the notion of boundaries.

The central issue of transnational/diasporic studies as many of the following essays reveal, is the crossing of borders, a crossing that leads to various kinds of conflicts and tensions. In Step Across This Line (2002), Salman Rushdie says: ‘Good writing assumes a frontierless nation. Writers who serve frontiers have become border guards.’ The literary accounts of journeys across national boundaries belong with these stories of the journey of becoming. “In our deepest natures,” says Rushdie, “we are frontier-crossing beings. We know this by the stories we tell ourselves; for we are story-telling animals, too.” (76)

What is a border? We tend to think of borders as geographical, as outlining territory, particularly the territory of a nation. The wall and the fence appear to embody them completely. But boundaries are profoundly ideological. A border is not a thing but a practice, a practice that produces power relationships, and establishes inequalities between those who are in and those who are not. Most importantly, perhaps, borders are synonymous with global capitalism and the precarity it constructs by constituting migrants as exploitable workers and individuals with low status and limited rights. Borders are both a consequence and a production of power relationships. And the process of othering on which they are based is fundamental to the fiction of identity produced within those borders. The practice of bordering answers that perennial question “Who are we?” How else can we discover who we are than by determining who is other? As Saussure made clear, signs signify not by referring but by their difference from other signs. How else can we discover who we are than by determining who is other than by establishing borders of difference? Bordering practices, whether carried out by the hegemonic activities of the state, or the cultural bordering that sets up borders of ethnicity, sexuality, class, satisfy the myriad ways in which subjects might determine their ‘others’. The scope and variety of theses bordering practices are explored in this volume. 

 

Bill Ashcroft

Professor Emeritus
School of the Arts and Media
UNSW

 


Preface

The volume contains sixteen essays on various aspects of thinking border as well as border-thinking: as we find in literature, philosophy, historiography, strategic and area studies, film and TV series. Such diffusion and diversity only reinforce the idea that borders, and especially the more unfathomable bordering, are omnipresent in almost all discursive practices: be it in discourses which are considered “normative” and/or in the discourses which are now being called “precarious”. Border and bordering are forms of world-making. Border and bordering are knowledge and sites of knowledge production, at the same time. The phenomena have become so pivotal to our understanding of the contemporary world that these have ceased to remain mere an episteme and become a method in itself. The volume contains essays which are about these precarious entanglements between thinking border and border-thinking. The work is also aware of the fact that there is no water tight compartment and more often than not the poetics, politics and precarity leak into each other. The poetics of border and border in poetics are not free from the politics of border and border in politics, and vice-versa in every possible way. Precariousness, on the other hand, and especially the spectral aspects of precariousness haunt the poetics and politics of border and, in general, the ontology of any being (including the concept of nation-state) in a quite Freudian/Derridean way. 

This making and unmaking of borders would not have been possible without the support of the contributors from all over the world. It is mostly with their support and cooperation that we have been able to deliver a collection like this. We are grateful to Prof. Bill Ashcroft for writing a generous foreword for the volume. We thank Jakob Horstmann, the commissioning editor and the series editors of Beyond the Social Sciences: Michael Kuhn, Hebe Vessuri, and Shujiro Yazawa at ibidem for helping us to shape and materialize this project. We would also like to thank the members of the Department of English, Raiganj University for their help. We are also indebted to Prof. Himadri Lahiri, Prof. Pramod K. Nayar, Prof. Swatahsiddha Sarkar, Prof. Ranjan Ghosh, Prof. Nandana Dutta, Prof. Anindya Sekhar Purakayastha and Prof. Swargajyoti Gohain for their constant support and encouragement. A section in the Introduction was published earlier in The Himalayan Miscellany: An Area Studies Journal in Social Sciences Vols. 28 & 29 (2017-18). We are especially thankful to the editor of the journal for allowing us to republish it. We are also grateful to our friend Jagannath Basu for his relentless assistance and vital suggestions. And, last but not the least, our respective friends and family members for being so considerate and for extending their support when needed.

 

Jayjit Sarkar

Auritra Munshi

Raiganj University

March 18, 2020

 


Introduction

I’ve been a crime reporter for many years, and I’ve seen a lot of bodies—and a lot of drowning…. You get numb to it, but when you see something like this it re-sensitizes you. You could see that the father had put her inside his T-shirt so the current wouldn’t pull her away.

He died trying to save his daughter’s life.

Will it change anything? It should. These families have nothing, and they are risking everything for a better life. If scenes like this don’t make us think again—if they don’t move our decision-makers—then our society is in a bad way.

Julia Le Duc to The Guardian (Wednesday, 28 June 2019)

 

One of the most incredible experiences of my and @vasfsf‘s career bringing to life the conceptual drawings of the Teetertotter Wall from 2009 in an event filled with joy, excitement, and togetherness at the borderwall. The wall became a literal fulcrum for U.S.—Mexico relations and children and adults were connected in meaningful ways on both sides with the recognition that the actions that take place on one side have a direct consequence on the other side. Amazing thanks to everyone who made this event possible like Omar Rios @colectivo.chopeke for collaborating with us, the guys at Taller Herrería in #CiudadJuarez for their fine craftsmanship, @anateresafernandez for encouragement and support, and everyone who showed up on both sides including the beautiful families from Colonia Anapra, and 

@kerrydoyle2010, @kateggreen, @ersela_kripa, @stphn_mllr, @wakawaffles, @chris_inabox and many others (you know who you are).

#raelsanfratello #borderwallasarchitecture #teetertotterwall #seesaw #subibaja

Ronald Rael [@rrael] (2019, July 29) 

The first epigraph is an excerpt from an interview given by Julia Le Duc, the Mexican photojournalist, to The Guardian after she took the now-famous photograph of the bodies of a father and his daughter lying upside down on the banks of the Rio Grande near Matamoros, Mexico. The father, Oscar Alberto Ramirez, 23, and the daughter, Valerie, barely 2, drowned while crossing the US-Mexico border. This haunting image of the young girl tucked inside her father’s shirt as they both lie flat face down took the world by storm, created ripples around and quite naturally brought Julia Le Duc all of a sudden to the limelight. The photograph reminded us of how the borders have become ‘lines of death’, and of how brutal the borders are. The perils of international migration and at the same time the sheer desperation of the migrants in crossing the border into the Promised Land in search of better economic opportunities and a better life are some of the glaring aspects of contemporary politics, which this photograph highlights. The photograph also brought back the unsettling memories of little Aylan, the three year old Syrian boy, who got drowned and whose body washed up to the shores of the Mediterranean. Contemporary politics is increasingly becoming border politics as it is being performed on a daily basis at the borders. Border penetration and border management has turned into an everyday reality nowadays. The family of three, escaped from El Salvador, undertook a long journey, crossed borders, took desperate measures, and finally succumbed to the pressures of stringent immigration laws and border surveillance technologies. Such laws and technologies are often overtly hostile and violent to the immigrants and asylum seekers: the dehumanized ‘others’ of any modern nation-state. The large scale performance of violence at the international border is now quite rampant these days: an unprecedented phenomenon in the history of human civilization. 

The second epigraph is the Instagram post of Ronald Rael, Professor of Architecture at the University of California, Berkeley who along with Virginia San Fratello, Associate Professor of Interior Design at San Jose University, installed pink seesaws along the metal walls between the El Paso in Texas, the United States and Ciudad Juarez, Mexico. The installation of the seesaws, and that too pink seesaws (#universal love #friendship #affection), transformed for that moment the otherwise extremely serious and contentious US-Mexico border into something ‘kitschy’. The same border which saw the young Salvadorian family falling prey to its violent politics just a few months before transformed in this case into an objet d’art. This act of children coming from both sides of the border and playing together suspended momentarily, through its poetics, the immanent violence and hostility amongst the citizens on both the sides. The wall, as Rael himself points out through his post, became “a literal fulcrum” for US-Mexico relations: an embodiment of connection, hospitality and altruism. This performance filled with “joy, excitement, and togetherness” was certainly not an act of undermining the realpolitik: at the cost of any one of those ground realities of the immigrants. Instead, it transcended momentarily the boundaries of conventional politics—an act where a border frees itself from the politics of bordering, an act where a border ceases to remain a boundary and becomes a bridge, and consequently subverting the idea of ‘good fences make good neighbours’ into ‘good seesaws make good neighbours’. 

We are frontier-making and frontier-crossing beings: we make, break, cross, remake, break again and cross again the borders of the land and of the mind. Borders are equivocal. Borders limit, borders connect, but more importantly borders are omnipresent. Borders exist in the way we perceive the world, and there is an inherent politics as well as poetics in the manner a border exists. Border-politics and border-poetics are immanent to the way we understand border and its various incarnations. We all are in that way connected and disconnected. This (dis)connection may be based on causality or acausality or even complicated causality but the fact of the matter remains that we are all (dis)connected; and as Professor Rael attempts to make us realize how the actions that take place on one side have a direct consequence on the other. 

A border is not always a signifier of transcendental nihilism, rather, as Derrida understood, thinking and (de)creating at the threshold. It is not a telos or the Ultimate but a crossing over—keeping up strategically the possibility of overstepping, trespassing and transgression alive. Derrida, while referring to Seneca, writes: “… the border (finis)… would be more essential, more originary, and more proper than those of any other territory in the world” (1993: 3). A border is not the end but by the end. There is always a sense of possibility at the border. Border is death, in the Derridean sense. The French word for death, trépas, entails both passage and trespass at the same time. 

The work, as the readers will find, postulates a different take on border and bordering: different from that of critical border studies with its rigorous methodologies. It deals with the lived experiences—both epic and banal—at the borders. It is precisely for this reason that we have incorporated the word ‘bordering’ in the title itself as it signifies border as a ‘becoming’ or simply, a process. Bordering is spacing and timing. There is a sense of ‘world-making’ in bordering. Border makes and unmakes itself through bordering. The volume also makes an effort in this direction by trying to understand this making and unmaking of borders with the help of phenomena like bordering, debordering and rebordering. We have tried to capture all the three aspects of border(ing) here: the creative aspect (poetics), the debilitating aspect (politics) and the more perplexing, precariousness. The perspectives in the volume are different from the perspective of traditional methodological schemes of social sciences. Though not completely denying the former’s merit, the volume takes a different path altogether. For example, we have given equal importance to popular culture which for a long time traditional social sciences have ignored. Our take on border and bordering is more credible, grounded, and close to the lived realities of the time. Unlike other works which tend to overemphasize the abstract academic discourses and almost ruthless methodologies, free from the experiences at ground zero. It is indeed difficult to intellectualize through the prevalent methods of critical border studies of how the same border could entail two completely disparate experiences: the photograph of the bodies of a father and his daughter lying upside down on the banks of the Rio Grande near Matamoros, Mexico and the image of the children playing with the recently installed pink seesaws along the same metal walls.

The disparate chapters in the volume are symptomatic of the very interdisciplinarity of borders and the varied experiences of bordering as manifested in different modes of expression. This study of the multiplicity of experiences is intrinsic to our understanding of borders: so much so that the volume prescribes, that borders can only be read through an interdisciplinary approach. This interdisciplinarity is immanent to the concept of border and imminent (“to come”) to the phenomenon of bordering. Also, the volume quite explicitly deals with the metaphors of border or border as metaphor: as a border may not necessarily be always visible or tangible—that these can also be cognitive and metaphysical. The volume, therefore, intends to attract not only academicians but also common readers. This is the reason that it has been designed in such a way. Please note that this is not yet-another volume on critical border studies and area studies. In thinking border, we have moved beyond the boundaries of border studies and area studies—as we believe that nowadays ‘studies’ of border studies and area studies are as regimented as the borders of the nation-state. 

Border and Bordering focuses on the idea of border and its various geopolitical, sociocultural and cognitive incarnations. In recent times, border has emerged as a common trope in contemporary narratives with concepts such as ‘bordering’, ‘borderless’, ‘building borders’, ‘breaking borders’, ‘crossing borders’, ‘porous borders’ and ‘shifting borders’. Whether concrete or shadow, borders are omnipresent. They have been frequently erected and decimated in history and will be in future depending upon the need of the hour. Such ‘needs’, as this series has highlighted, are always generated from the above, by the above. It seems social sciences and humanities are obsessed with borders and the latter have been invoked intermittently to prove a point and also the opposite: that is, to negate a point. Even in the daily humdrum of life, we never fail to feel the eerie presence or rather absent-presence of border. At times, it is WE who knowingly or unknowingly create these building blocks: brick after brick piled upon each other and cemented together, so that we can keep the ‘other’, the ‘stranger’, the ‘foreigner’ at bay. Borders are important in keeping “us” safe and feel secure from “them”. Borders are in the air we breathe. Is it possible then to do away with borders altogether? But before coming to that we need to posit another question: is it possible to do away with modernity? Because, as the work suggests, the birth of modernity is also the birth of the borders. 

***

Modernity creates its own exceptions: spaces within a space, which, although counter-intuitive and counter-discursive to the project of modernity, are actually an integral part of the so-called project as anything else. Such spaces are deemed as “pre-modern” so that these can be claimed, shaped and with time subsumed under the category of the modern. These spaces are addressed as “alternative modernities” so that no matter what the narrative is, which is most often singular, modernity remains the protagonist. These are called “counter-modernities” so that the vantage point remains with that of modernity. Modernity includes; modernity excludes; but more importantly, modernity includes by excluding. The status quo of inclusion through exclusion is always meant to be partial inclusion and never complete; the realpolitik here is actually in this suspension and deferment. It includes the other by making it the ‘other’ in the first instance—modernity claims the other as other through the process of otherization; modernity also colonizes the other as other through the process of colonization. “The rhetoric of modernity”, as Walter Mignolo points out, “is that of salvation, whereas the logic of coloniality is a logic of imperial oppression. They go hand in hand, and you cannot have modernity without coloniality; the unfinished project of modernity carries over its shoulders the unfinished project of coloniality” (2006: 313). The other, thus, is suspended, entangled and eventually made a part of the habitat of the self: it can neither make itself completely free from the self nor is it allowed to become part of the self. Modernity is, at the same time, hospitable and hostile towards the other. Objects and beings, which in any case considered exotic and sacred implicitly, are made ‘exotic’ and ‘sacred’—the others of modernity—so much so that these ideas cease to exist altogether once modernity is bracketed out. The idea of the exotic and the idea of the sacred are among many such ideas which now cannot exist beyond the realm of modernity; the very meaning of the exotic and the sacred can now only be tweaked out of the dough of modernity. So, what remains at the end of the day are the pre-, the post-, the alternative, the sub-, and the counter- of that one all-encompassing “grand narrative” called modernity. The others of modernity are not modernity’s other, rather part of the same discursive practice. 

Modernity, hence, is an end in itself. It does not lead to anywhere. It is a project, an ever unfinished project: a journey whose marked destination is also modernity. It is a project of domination and colonization, of mind and body, of physics and metaphysics, of existence and essence. Unlike the modern, which is ideationally static and sedentary, modernity is constantly on the move. Modern is being; modernity is being and becoming at the same time. While hinting at the aspect of stasis and kinesis, Dilip Gaonkar in his ‘On Alternative Modernities’ lists some of the unforgettable figures of modernity: Marx’s “revolutionary”, Baudelaire’s “dandy”, Nietzsche’s “superman”, Weber’s “social scientist”, Simmel’s “stranger”, Musil’s “man without qualities” and Benjamin’s “flaneur”, and points out how “each is caught and carried in the intoxicating rush of an epochal change and yet finds himself and formulated by a disciplinary system of social roles and functions” (1999: 3). Modernity, as many have pointed out, was a reaction to a very specific socio-cultural, geographical and historical event; but what happened eventually is, because of colonization and later globalization, that it has turned into a phenomenon which is regarded as transcendental and universal. Therefore, what was primarily conceived as and meant to be local has, because of certain definite turns in world history and politics, turned out to be universal. This is what we call dissemination of modernity which has led to the rise of, what is often quoted now as, global modernity. Our argument is: there is nothing which we can call and point out as global modernity but rather globalization of a certain set of local modernities, a set of narratives which are overtly and covertly white, west European, masculine, and Christian. Modernity is a milieu of these modernities or narratives, which are mostly provincial, and which are more often than not considered and hailed as transcendental and disembodied. It is incorrectly believed to be atemporal and aspatial in characteristics and in function. The here of modernity in such scenario becomes the everywhere and the now of modernity, the always. This is what we describe as ‘modernity-history singularity’: the point at which the history of human civilization and the historical development of modernity turned into one and the same thing. Our effort here would be to look for those openings and prospects where we could disentangle the latter from the former—where history and historiography cease to remain mere discourses of modernity and affirm agencies of their own.

The dissemination of modernity across the globe started with those initial encounters and transactions between west European countries and new found lands; stratified with the imperial powers annexing those new found lands and turning them into new territories; and consolidated with the birth of modern nation-states in those new territories. Now, in the age of late capitalism, globalization and post-nationalism, it has more or less become the dominant worldview of the world—it even dictates the way the world looks upon itself. Even in several ongoing postcolonial studies across the world with its indulgence on non-hegemonic and non-Eurocentric understandings and strategies one can easily find traces of this trope and this kind of worldview. 

We would disagree with those who point out the plural nature of modernity and talk about different modernities which are absolutely discreet and different from each other. We would also, at the same time, disagree with those who suggest its singular and monolithic nature. Modernity, rather, is slightly more complicated than that. It is, we think, a complex wave of several attributes or narratives—it is neither singular nor plural in nature. It is certainly a grand narrative, consisting of much petit or micro-modernities. It is a whole: a summation of all such narratives and, more correctly, much more than the summation of those narratives. It is, for instance, white, Eurocentric, anthropocentric, capital driven, patriarchal and many others and yet, it is much more than that. These phenomena are certainly not petit or micro in their nature and function and have agencies of their own; but since they blend, add on to and eventually propel that one greater narrative called modernity, we have called these petit or micro-modernities. 

A modern nation-state—an embodiment of all that modernity is and stands for—can also prove for our study a laboratory where all these phenomena could be dissected and understood in a far effective and heuristic manner. A modern nation-state with its precise and well maintained geopolitical boundaries is a reification of this grand and yet, complex narrative of modernity. The edges of the nation-state are also the edges of modernity and the space between the two edges—the space where one political block ends and another begins—is what we understand as borderland. This space, which also has its own temporality, is also the space where one set of modernities ends and another begins. But we would here negate our own thesis if we consider this space to be a vacuum; we are not saying that borderlands are free of modernity, which obviously these are not in any case. We are also not naïve enough to point out here that borderlands are spaces or zones beyond modernity—pristine, untouched and untrodden—but rather have an ambiguous, often confusing and far more complicated sort of modernity. Like that of mainland, borderland modernity is also a complex; and yet a suture of several overlapping modernities whose agencies, as opposed to the former, are feebly and not so persuasively asserted. Borderland modernity is confused and convoluted kind of modernity: borderlands are where the narrative of modernity, which works quite succinctly in and around the mainland, covers the distance from the centre to the periphery, and in the process starts to lose its might and vigor. This already ‘weak’ modernity, when at an everyday level starts encountering with the other just on the other side of the border, becomes more, as we have already mentioned, confused and convoluted. It is at this stage/state that it starts contradicting and challenging itself in a more explicit manner: it is where it becomes a paradox of/in itself. Borderland modernity is the result of some of the inherent aporias in the system of modernity, understanding of which can enable us to use it as a strategic tool—a mode of deconstructing the hitherto ‘natural’ and transcendental aspects of modernity. 

In its day to day negotiation with the other and, here in case, in the physical presence of the other, modernity finds itself in a tricky position. Mainland modernity is more comfortable with homogeneity and generally thinks in terms of binaries (that is, either/or); but as soon as it hits the borderland, the ground becomes slippery. It finds itself difficult to stand on the ground which was hitherto solid and based on certain a priori principles, and now, has suddenly become unstable and unreliable. As opposed to the reliable topography of the mainland, borderland poses a lot of difficulties to the praxis of modernity. There occurs a sudden rupture between the theory and praxis of modernity which is hard to reconcile. It is at this juncture that the borderland, amidst this continuous and quite congested traffic between the self and the other, invents a sort of its own cult faintly different from that of modernity—faintly and not radical because a borderland still remains a part of the grand narrative called modernity. There is no outside here, or anywhere! This is what we can call borderland modernity, which is also in a way borderland-modernity: a continuous negotiation, an extremely volatile conflict-confluence dynamic.

The relationship between border, especially geopolitical border, and borderland is peculiar and, more than anything else, arbitrary. A geopolitical border may or may not entail borderland: the latter can exist anywhere in the system other than the centre. It is not necessary to have a physical border to be/become borderland: it is ‘free floating’ in that sense. More than the location, the factor which affects the most in this case is the locationality. And, the locationality of a borderland is very different from the location of a border; the former is more relational in nature. A borderland is where and when the system challenges itself. A border is where the system physically encounters the other; a borderland is where the system starts becoming its own other. The latter is more precisely where the system starts becoming its own other but never becomes one. A borderland, then, is a tensional space between becoming other and being other. It is associated more with an ‘opening’ as compared to a border which has a sense of ‘closing’. Borderlands are openings in the system through which the ‘other’ creeps in and starts haunting and, henceforth, create a lot of apprehension, uneasiness and nervousness within the system. Borderlands are where a system becomes more anxious to the imminent and immanent threat of dissolution and dissolving into the other.

A border “is a dividing line,” as Gloria Anzaldúa points out in her seminal Borderland/La Frontera, “a narrow strip along a steep edge. A borderland is a vague and undetermined place created by the emotional residue of an unnatural boundary” (1987: 3). As opposed to the act of border-making (the act of turning the more obscure frontiers of the empires into the rigid borders of the nation-states), which is comparatively a recent phenomenon and often a voluntary act dictated by the dominant political class of the day, borderlands are involuntary; the latter may clearly predate the border but in a different form altogether or emerge afterwards involuntarily because of the incessant negotiations and transactions across two or more edges. Border cuts anything into mita y mita—’half and half’—borderland is ontologically ‘half and half’, either-or, neither-nor, both. Like Mary Louis Pratt’s “contact zone”, borderlands also refer to social spaces where “cultures meet, clash, and grapple with each other, often in contexts of highly asymmetrical relations of power” (1992: 3); where all borderlands are contact zones but all contact zones may not necessarily transcend into and be-come a “borderland”. A borderland has its own ontology and comes with an agenda: it is more political as compared to a contact zone which is more social. Borderlands are more in the line of Edward Soja’s “thirding”, a conscious act in which “everything comes together… subjectivity and objectivity, the abstract and the concrete, the real and the imagined, the knowable and the unimaginable, the repetitive and the differential, structure and agency, mind and body, consciousness and the unconscious, the disciplined and the transdisciplinary, everyday life and unending history” (1996: 56-7).

But unlike politics where borderlands are conceived as spaces of fear and anxiety—as xenophobic and agoraphobic spaces; in poetics and aesthetics borderlands are celebrated as creative and ingenious spaces. The incessant tension between this side of the border and that side, which is often regarded as a problem in politics, becomes an important precondition in art and literature. The “other” is an important category in both politics and poetics so much so that one cannot do either of them without it. While in the former the other is envisaged with a lot of suspiciousness and as a threat to the self, in the latter, the other is instrumental in opening up a plethora of new possibilities. It is not through politics but through art and literature that the other speaks. Doing art and literature is one of the modes of conversation with the other. They serve as an important vantage point from and through which the other can speak to the self; as opposed to politics which is generally a monologue of the self. So, in order to understand borderland modernity, and concomitantly borderland, which is often conceived of as ambiguous and perplexing, borderland poetics can serve as a better means than borderland politics. Borderland poetics, as opposed to borderland politics, refuses to see borderland as a mere flat topography. The crests and troughs of the thousand plateaus of borderland can only justifiably be observed through its poetics. 

It must be understood here that we are, without doubt, not promulgating a strict binary understanding of poetics and politics. There is a certain amount of politics in poetics; and poetics on the other hand, has its own share of politics. But what is different here is the sense of alterity: compared to politics which is most of the time hostile towards the other, poetics thrives upon its hospitality towards the same. This does not mean a complete surrender, rather a tensional space of collaborations, convergences and contestations which is “neither the site of assimilation nor the making of an alien Other” (Singh and Schmidt, 2000: 6). The other is welcomed and made part of the “habitus” (see also Bourdieu, 1977) in poetics as opposed to the “will to power” in politics (see also Nietzsche, 1968). One must also note here that our understanding of borderland poetics is more in the vein of inherent poetics of the space and certainly not a perspective from the outside: the innate poetics which flows out of the lived-experience of being and becoming borderland. The poetics of and on borderland has always been dictated by these perspectives from the outside (of borderland) which are overwhelmingly and unapologetically centrist and mainland-ish. Our understanding of borderland poetics is rather more in the sense of borderland-poetics: which is less observational and more enlivened, a poetics which comes through and from borderland. This is the kind of poetics which makes possible for us for clearer ways of understanding borderland modernity which has its own share of complexities, different from that of mainland modernity. What Mary Louis Pratt proclaims in her formulation of “contact zone”, especially the literary part, can also very well be appropriated here in our understanding of borderland poetics:

Auto-ethnography, transculturation, critique, collaboration, bilingualism, meditation, parody, denunciation, imaginary dialogue, vernacular expression—these are some of the literate arts of the contact zone. Miscomprehension, incomprehension, dead letters, unread masterpieces, absolute heterogeneity of meaning—these are some of the perils of writing in the contact zone. (1999: 373) 

***

Maps shape our view of the world and mirror our cultures. They can chart us at the centre of the universe or make us disappear. Just as a writer may be described as a cartographer, a novel may be described as a map. Liminal spaces act as moments of interaction between the people and cultures of the world while at the same time performing an act of transition within the self. As the traveler leaves his or her place of origin he/she steps into the role of the other through both an internal and external process. Such moments are imagined and documented in literature. In the opening chapter, Emma Musty discusses the fractured lines and interspaces, the borderlands and borderlines depicted in two recent literary works, Signs Preceding the End of the World, by Yuri Herrera and The Gurugu Pledge, by Juan Tomás Ávila Laurel, two novels which are representative of a new trend in migration literature that reflects our atomised societies. The maps created by contemporary fiction are important interrogators of existing ideas of identity and culture in this time of globalization and migration. Driving the need for critical reflection on these cultural artefacts, which not only record the times we live in, but frame the questions we ask about our increasingly diverse and transient cultures.

In Chapter 2, Nicoletta Policek articulates a commitment to open borders which is compatible with a deep appreciation for the value of community and the importance of belonging as experienced by stateless children. Human beings need geographic ties to a physical dwelling, but also, and perhaps more importantly, they need spiritual ties to particular traditions, habits and practices that make up their sense of belonging. They also need legal ties which manifest in rights that come with nationality. This contribution calls for the need to deconstruct the importance of borders, to have margins without living at the margins, to claim citizenship and community for those who would be otherwise considered as redundant surplus.

In Chapter 3, Salvatore Perri has analysed the autobiographical writings of Grisélidis Réal (1929-2005), Swiss writer, painter and prostitute. The principal aim of his survey has been that of tracing the identity reappropriation path that has marked the life and, subsequently, the artistic expressions of the author. Starting with the principal instance in which Réal herself saw the matrix of the difficulties felt in recognizing her own physical and emotional individuality—namely the rigid interdiction toward sexuality imposed by her mother—he has identified and described the emergence of a complex and protean strategy of self-construction and affirmation, centred on the revindication of control over her own corporality and sexuality. In his study, Perri has largely analysed this gradual, and also violent, process of emancipation from a system of physical and psychological auscultation and sanction, that he has reconnected to the idea of ceremonial punishment theorized by Michel Foucault in Discipline and Punish. He has subsequently pointed out that, in order to release herself from the “cage” she felt to be trapped in, Grisélidis Réal has performed a concrete (and also textual) rejection of her social status (she was born in the cultivate and wealthy milieu of Swiss middle-class) and of all the moral values that characterized it, allocating her emotional and bodily self into the domain of abjection. Thus, Grisélidis Réal has conceived of herself—on the ashes of the renegade “native one”—a large and controversial axiological system, in which body and writing constitute a powerful device of intimate (and political) claim. The “Abject”, majorly represented by a borderless and feral idea of reality and a fetishized inclination for black men, is the antagonistic tool that the author has used to subvert the “white”, catholic and obscurantist narrative absorbed in the Swiss native context. The strategy of self affirmation of Grisélidis Réal, then, culminated in over thirty years of sex work, assumed as an act of self-determination that deserves social recognition and respect and, in the specific picture of Réal’s life and self-narration, as the ultimate way to be the “maîtresse” of a body on which, for years, a confining system of symbols had been engraved.

Non-citizens are a significant part of the contemporary population of Gulf Cooperation Council States. For instance, over 90 percent of the population in UAE and Qatar are emigrants primarily from neighbouring South Asian countries such as India, Nepal, Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, Philippines, and Pakistan. Such mass emigration has not only allowed for the rapid economic expansion of these Gulf countries, but at the same time they have also produced a number of cultural and socio-economic consequences for the Gulf states. Every year, the number of emigrants to the Gulf continues to rise. Why do so many seek expatriation; particularly, when the host country is partially hostile? More importantly, how do the emigrants disseminate information about their lives in the Gulf? How are these experiences registered in the literary fabric of the diasporic countries? Lack of institutional support from host and home countries contribute towards what Andrew Gardner calls “Structural Violence” that reveal a lack of emigrant agency. Using a representative novel, Benyamin’s Jasmine Days, winner of the inaugural JCB Prize in 2018, Priya Menon in Chapter 4 explores the bordered emigrant lives of different South Asian communities in the Gulf set against the backdrop of the Arab Spring. 

The commoners of the Indian subcontinent, in their pristine domesticity and rural bliss had never believed in Partition which had been clamped on them in 1947 and again in 1971, in the name of religion. Lamenting over the loss of unified idyllic space, sensitive artists like Jibanananda Das in Bengal and Amrita Pritam in Punjab have often painted a nostalgic world in their poems. Emulating a tradition of seeking support as in the epics, poets such as Rabindranath Tagore, Kazi Nazrul Islam and Amrita Pritam have invoked and amalgamated the Bhakti and the Sufi saints like Lalon Shah and Waris Shah to appeal to the spirit of harmony. While these artistic productions have at best remained confined in urban, intellectual congregations, the Baul and Marafati songs and tradition still continue to be practiced among rural illiterates, in pockets of India, thus veritably challenging the rationale of ‘bordering’. Lalon Shah, particularly, born at Kushtia in Bangladesh (1772), continues to combat the divisive forces of caste, creed, gender and religion through his unnumbered songs and eclectic rituals practiced by his followers in both Bengals till today. His songs, handed down orally and practiced in ‘Akhras’ at Kushtia and Nadia discuss an amalgamation of beliefs derived from Islam, Vaishnavite, Tantric and Buddhist Sahajiya tradition, thus attacking the very principle of ‘neatly drawn boundaries’. Hounded down as heretics, these marginalized people continue to challenge societal and religious domination by congregating yearly at ‘Dolpurnima’ in Kushtia, Joydev Mela at Kenduli or Poush Mela at Shantiniketan to spread the message of ‘Manab Dharma’ or ‘the religion of humanity’. Seeking to understand Sri Ramakrishna’s belief in his ‘Kathaamrita’ that the ‘Sain’ or the Baul Guru is a person of supreme perfection, Chapter 5 attempts to trace the impact of the Baul and Marafati songs and practices in Bengal—in creating a microcosmic, yet alternative ‘eutopia’ (the good world) which had existed and continues to exist as ‘unified Bengal’, utterly rejecting the state constructed borders and boundaries. Sharmistha Chatterjee Srivastav makes us aware that this Baul tradition has in contemporary times become a mode of fashion and a fusion art. Her search, however, has avoided such pitfalls and concentrate on the original philosophical objectives and the praxis of the followers at the grass root level.

In Chapter 6, Amanda Rutherford and Sarah Baker look at how contemporary film and television continue to expand on themes of borders and walls within their narratives, creating ever-growing interest in popular culture. These storylines delve into cultural anxieties surrounding ideas of the threat of war and terrorism, alienation and isolation, consumerism and loss of individualism, as well as religion and apocalyptic events. Film provides a visual platform to explore these concerns by utilizing boundaries and walls as separators between that which is deemed to be the safe and secure, from the unknown ‘other’ in the form of zombies, infected animals or humans, foreign species or those considered to be of lower class or social standing. This chapter investigates the trope of boundaries and walls found in film and television such as The Colony (2016-), Game of Thrones (2011-), The Walking Dead (2010-2018), The Hunger Games (2012-2015), the Jurassic Park films (1993, 1997, 2001, 2018), Zoo (2015-2017), Blade Runner 2049 (2017), The Maze Runner (2014), Mortal Engines (2018) and others where the threat of separation is at the forefront of human existence. These examples from popular culture are utilized as a means to explore the advantage given to those behind the wall or separation divider, as well as to showcase the alienated, viral, disadvantaged or poverty stricken who are often left behind. These fears are teased out and recreated into several genres such as horror, science fiction, post-apocalyptic, thriller and dramas with many receiving huge success and fame. The physical boundaries and barriers are examined and interrogated how they manifest into modern representation for everyday contemporary society. 

Although ‘prison show’ genres in recent years have increased portrayals of incarcerated women, criminal narratives, both in literature and media, have neglected women and their lived experiences. And sadly, such matters have received very less scholarly attention compared to the more rigidly academic contents. Chapter 6 attempts to analyze the Netflix original series Orange is the New Black (OITNB) that premiered in North America in 2013 and had the longest running span and portrayed the experiences of incarcerated women convicts. It is loosely based on a memoir of the same title by Piper Kerman (2010) in which she had documented her custodial experiences in a federal prison in Danbury Connecticut. OITNB had received massive viewership and critical acclaim and awards, and is often considered as an atypical feminist classic hiding as it does unsuspected depths of societal, racial, and gender complications, authenticated by the experiences of a white middle class woman convict. 

The prison space in itself is an intriguing metaphor that combines the ideas of loss of freedom and innocence, enforced obedience, an ostracized condition marked by ambivalence between hope and despair. It is an assumed correctional home that fosters empathy, apathy, and violence. Functioning as it does under a panoptical gaze and its ruthless official agents, the prisoners’ life and lived experience is paradoxically both, a warrant and a travesty of the notions of border and order. This (post)structural binary of border/chaos; subject/state vis-à-vis legal order(ing) provides a suitable paradigm to read this visual text. And, this chapter does so by deploying the theoretical framework of Intersectional Feminisms to analyse its characters and contexts focusing on the cross-referentiality of the themes of race, class, gender, and sexuality. As a concomitant issue, Sharmistha Das also tries to understand how this show aligns itself with the perspectives of criminalized, incarcerated woman; and as a cultural trope how far this representation challenges and reifies the hegemonic concepts of heteronormativity, race, class, and gender.

Train, as a marker of mobility appears in innumerable cultural texts where individuals and community are also placed in the context of modernity. In the Indian context, this however becomes concurrent with colonial modernity. The selected films of Apu Trilogy by Satyajit Ray have been analysed by Sandip Mondal as a site for the performance of several socio-cultural narratives seen in the first half of twentieth century Bengal. The reference of train and railways apart from forming visual metaphors discernible in all three films develop larger cultural narratives than merely contributing to the concerned stories of those films. But apparently conceived of as a mode of communication, railways can also function as an agency of emulating desire, memory, alienation and estrangement, of ideas amenable to the notions of border. This metaphorical track of railways developing the binaries of past and present, country and city, memory and desire continues to inform the culture of colonial Bengal more as a border. In Chapter 8, Mondal attempts to discuss the Apu Trilogy from this perspective.

The contemporary world has become “one marked by the globalization of markets, the privatization of the world under the aegis of neoliberalism, and the increasing imbrication of the financial markets, the postimperial military complex and electronic and digital technologies” (Mbembe, 2017: 3) in which the Zizekian paradigm that it seems easier to imagine the end of the world than the end of the capitalist system is more present than ever. Populist nationalist-infused politics of fear are on the rise which leads to a localization of borders and tough xenophobic immigration policies, not based on race or origin solely anymore, but on the purchase level of individuals. Bearing this in mind, the Earth is currently facing the Necrocene epoch, a geological age triggered by Capital mass-accumulation which “reframes the history of capitalism’s expansion through the process of becoming extinction” (McBrien, 2016), not only of species, but languages, peoples, resources and the (de)construction through pollution. The Necrocene is already affecting, amongst other entities, the peoples from islands and coastline areas. The current estimates of sea-level rise rates predict a human cataclysm by the end of the 21st Century which will change our perception of our global reality in a catastrophic event never acquainted before, devaluing the prediction of future events through previous knowledge. In Chapter 9, Oriol J. Batalla seeks to explore the conflict of the climate refugees from coastline areas and islands from a Political Ecology and Environmental Humanities perspective, related to the conceptualizations of (b)order and (b)ordering, and the dialectic it predicts between locality and globality amidst the ability to thrive amongst the different populations affected. This work also aims to produce alternative narratives towards a rethinking and reordering of the Contemporary and its politics regarding Environment, Politics, Culture and a Degrowth future.

The idea of nature has always been of central importance to the idea of what a human being is. Different images of nature have historically shaped different ideas of human society—a solid and dense background of our lives against which we have routinely defined ourselves. However, the current sense of global ecological disaster has seriously questioned our sovereign Romantic liberal-humanist concept of ‘Nature’ as some pristine and organic background of our lives. The threats of Global Warming, Climate Change, overpopulation and more explicitly our planet entering the Anthropocene era are issues that confound both Natural Sciences and the Humanities alike. All these factors have contributed to the birth of a new ‘Re-invented Nature’, a nature having its own agency as opposed to something seen solely as an object of human control and representations. The urgency of this kind of crisis is something that is without any historical precedence and as such disruptive of all our representational schematics with which the people in the Humanities feel familiar. Faced with such an unprecedented situation, we are forced to ask ourselves some uneasy and pressing questions like: Is there anything called ‘Nature’ exists today? Can the Humanities scholars have anything to offer to this crisis? If yes, then what will exactly be its own counter-text? Can we still talk about ‘the Humanities’ and ‘Natural Sciences’ in separate and monolithic terms, as in the past? In what follows, the chapter attempts to draw attention to new eco-logics of nature at a time of anthropogenic Climate Change that would lead to a Re-imagining of the humanities discipline in particular and human life in general. In Chapter 10, Ratul Nandi aims to build the responses towards the question of how to deal with this new ‘deconstructed nature’ and particularly to what possibilities are open to our arts and literature for dealing with this crisis.

The concept of a ‘border’ accommodates the contradictory connotations of ‘nearness’ and ‘separation’. As Derrida argues in relation to the ‘hyphen’, a demarcation line not only separates but always, already joins the entities on either side of it. Transgression is therefore structural to any (b)order, including that of self/other, home/abroad, human/nonhuman, etc. The ‘shadow lines’ of any border are always in motion, re-producing it as a liminal space which keeps-erasing itself. It is this operation of trace which makes every border a site of intense conflict and contestation, especially for those caught in the undecided in-between. Chapter 11 explores this onto-ethical and political implications of such a hyphenated existence, caught between moving (b)orders of nationality, race, class, and gender. If we consider the self to be our most intimate home, the discussion then spirals out to issues of roots and routes—to cultural hybridity, transnationality and the postcolonial condition at large. Rajarshi Bagchi thus, attempts a comparative study on selfhood and agency by taking up Homi K. Bhabha’s postcolonial idea of the culturally hybrid subject and juxtaposing it with the French feminist thinker Hélène Cixous’s anti-phallogocentric conception of feminine ‘self/s’. Finally, the chapter engages with Cixous’s diasporic auto-fiction, Reveries of the Wild Woman: Primal Scenes, in order to explore how a hyphenated existence affects one’s self-identity.

South Asia presents a peculiar yet spectacular mix of cultures, languages, religions, customs and traditions that have evolved over time to shape the distinctiveness that it possesses today. The Mauryans, the Mughals and the Cholas to name a few, along with the British East India Company and the subsequent British Raj have all contributed towards this shaping of South Asia as we know it today. Following the independence of India, new realities of ‘border-ism’ were born ending with the creation of Bangladesh in 1971. Furthermore, in the fast-paced and inter-connected lives of states, borders have come to be understood in many forms, one of them being the rising concept of border-lands. In the wake of the discipline of Area Studies in the United States, the term ‘South Asia’ was created, perhaps in an attempt to categorize the Asian sub-continent. The term however, is understood to be an anomaly due to the fact that South Asia with its ultra-wide selection of languages, cultures and customs is still categorized as one single region. The term ‘Indian Sub-continent’ is rarely used in academic parlance today and has largely given way to ‘South Asia’. It is with this idea that this chapter seeks to explore the various cultures, subcultures, languages, socio-economic and geopolitical aspects of South Asia and whether its borders have evolved over time to play an important role in connecting forces rather than dividing-lines in the region. For a detailed analysis of the region, the historical legacy of the South Asian borders cannot be overlooked. However, in the context of the tightly-knit multipolar global order of today, these perceptions need to be changed to adapt to the demands of economic globalization. In Chapter 12, Aditya Kant Ghising looks at how this may be achieved. Inter-state relations in South Asia have largely been guided by a sense of shared culture and historical background. This can further be given a positive direction amidst economic gains in today’s global order characterized by an increasing focus on connectivity. The study of borders and cultures has fascinated scholars for generations and his chapter aims to make a humble contribution to the existing literature.

Written in the wake of the Indian Rebellion of 1857, almost a decade after the events in India, Lost Links in Indian Mutiny by H P Malet opens up one such strange ‘diaspora space’. The novel begins with Yusuff’s sojourn to Mecca, for Hadj. In a weirdly episodic narrative it follows the strange tale of Hoossein ben Hassan, son of Yusuff’s friend and fellow pilgrim in Hadj, Hassan, who died during the pilgrimage. Dictated by strange talismanic scroll Hoossein joins an English family as a servant, subsequently he serves in the palace of the Mughal Emperor in Delhi, then joins the thugs in their flourishing business, nearly escaping the gallows by becoming an ‘approver’—a government spy and witness, against the thugs as the British administration put an end to this nefarious practice. With his scope as an approver shrinking with the sinking fortunes of the thugs, Hoossein plans to settle down in Calcutta by marrying Yusuff’s daughter Ameena. But strange circumstances lead him to be abducted by unknown goons to be transported to the West Indies as plantation labour. Hoossein subsequently comes back to India in the eventful year 1857, only to be drawn into the vortex of the storm and to be hanged by the victorious British, apparently fulfilling the destiny as it was dictated by the talismanic scroll in Hoossein’s possession. In Malet’s narration of Hoossein’s life from the point of view of a former British officer in India, the protagonist’s identity always remains steeped in an intersectional cusp. On one hand, there is the inscrutability of fate as it has been dictated by the scroll, on the other hand there is the openness and readiness to choose what comes in life. In Chapter 13, Debapriya Paul intends to investigate Hoossein’s sojourn to the West Indies, his journey overseas, how he fares in that strange climate, and what makes him come back. Pal treats Hoossein’s journey as one of the earliest examples of a fictional representation of the South Asian diaspora, namely the phenomenon of the indentured labour system, which has received a masterly treatment in recent years in Amitav Ghosh’s Sea of Poppies (2008). In the historiography of Indian Rebellion, it is noted that after the failure of the uprising a lot of rebels fled to the far away countries in order to escape the British wrath. But in Lost Links in Indian Mutiny we have a protagonist who does just the opposite. His study explores the very site of Hoossein’s diasporic commitment to his native land that propels him to sacrifice himself for a ‘just’ cause.

Against the sterile clichés of opinion (doxa), Matthew Arnold pitted culture for its fresh possibility of “fusing horizons''. Though commonly taken as an apologist for ‘high culture’ and Englishness as norms, Arnold found culture to be far from stabilizing and actually fissured with differences. Finding English culture ‘ambivalent’ and ‘antagonistic’ and Victorian ideologies barren, Arnold came to share actively the burgeoning interests in Gypsies in the 1850s and 1860s. Material realities of changing Victorian society had inspired in Arnold the creative process of ‘becoming different’ and ‘active individuation’ by wilful displacement to and fascination for peripheral locations. Arnold’s re-telling of Glanvil’s seventeenth-century story of a legendary scholar’s voluntary withdrawal from Oxford evinces how ‘nomadic multiplicities’ can offer a leeway to the tutelage of Victorian ideology and its closed and bounded horizon. In foregrounding mutation and creative transformation in the Gypsy life and its ‘wild brotherhood’, Arnold’s poem contravenes fixed ways of existing. Chapter 14 attempts to read how the contours of space and time are redrawn in Arnold’s poem; in charting the roving of a scholar in and around Oxford and its countryside where it extols the illegitimate presence of the ‘margin’ and its overhaul of culture’s homogenizing, nationalistic affiliation. With Deleuze and Guattari’s conceptual apparatus of ‘line of flight’ and ‘striated space’, Nirjhar Sarkar tries to understand the process of overcoming or transcending spatio-temporal belonging, hindrance of fixed and identifiable points which are germane to conventional mode of existence. As individuals create lines of flight from segmented life for them to unstructure the received ideas and de-throne ‘intellectual’ glory, Arnoldian hero in The Scholar Gypsy may said to have entered a passional ‘molecular’ phase of life. By creating and transforming the world, his story continues to be a bold antidote against blinding doctrines of border.

As political consciousness was gaining force in late nineteenth and early twentieth century colonial India, nationalistic concerns found its way into every aspect of social, cultural and materialistic existence. It is with the rise of such concerns that the segregation between public and private domains manifested itself in numerous ways to suit the nationalistic project. The effects of such compartmentalization was ubiquitous upon women who by now had become the most contested object of reform movements triggered by both the colonizing mission of ‘saving the brown woman from the brown man’ and the nationalistic mission of transcreating women as goddess/mother/nation. Within these contradictory pulls of the time, women found themselves trapped for a voice and a vocabulary which could give shape to their anxieties and misgivings while also allowing them to recognize the ways of moving out and identifying their subjectivities formed for themselves. It was the drive towards education of women which created the perforation in an otherwise claustrophobic existence within concentric borders of control. Education which was supposed to prepare women according to the nationalistic need, transformed them into subjects who now set out to remake, recast women into new roles. New, not adhunik, or modern as we know it now, but nabya was how change was understood then, which also would lead us to understand the indigenous parameters of modernity. It is this ‘new woman’ or nobeena, who constantly tries to move out from her constrictions, mainly using the tool of education. What then emerged was the ‘lekhika’, the phenomenon of the woman writer in the late nineteenth century and early twentieth century, who blurred the borders of private and public existence by writing about her private life for the public readers. While it would be too far-fetched to state that women writers were not implicit subjects of patriarchy, it is also true that it was through these writers that the patriarchal citadel of existence was rocked from within the very andarmahals of the bhadralok household. While concentrating on the very act of writing by women, Chapter 15 tries to understand how the idea of ‘new woman’ gained currency in the intellectual world of late nineteenth and early twentieth century colonial Bengal where the blurring of the private and public domains of existence for women became a consistent act of striking against the world, the bahir, while also trying to comprehend the meanings within the home, the ghar. In this respect, Priyanka Chatterjee refers to similar movements in England during the same time frame, the differences it posed against the indigenous counterpart and the impact the idea of ‘new woman’ had in the encounters of women regarding the public-private divide which led to complicated representations of the character of women detectives in fictions by women in both England and colonial Bengal. 

Children’s texts or primers are not as innocent as they appear to be. They often carry the ideology of the hegemonic groups and ruling class. Tagore’s Sahaj Path is a children’s text, but we may unravel the text to pick up threads of challenging interpretations. In Sahaj Path, the presence of some characters who may be called subalterns is consciously highlighted by Tagore. They are accorded a place of honour and importance. These people, as portrayed by Tagore, are not merely treated as adjunct to the upper class people, used as soft targets to be wished away at will, instead they play vital roles in the society. Sahaj Path endorses Tagore’s notion of meaningful negotiation between the rich and the poor and thereby attempts to erase the psychological margins between the economically weak working class and the members of the wealthy upper class. In a way, the two parts of Sahaj Path re-vision the prevalent social structure and inculcate in young learners a vision of an ideal society that honours the dignity of labour and recognises the status of all classes, castes and genders.

In the last chapter, Goutam Buddha Sural shows how the lessons, to a certain extent, oppose subalternization of ‘marginal’ characters, thereby challenging a hegemonic reading of the text(s). The primer opposes the disproportionate influence of the wealthy on the working class people who enjoy a space of their own in social life. Most of the members of the upper class society as represented in these texts do not believe and participate in the marginalization of people belonging to the lower social order and this mutuality helps in the establishment of a ‘felt-community’ by invisibilizing the psychological borders between the rich and the poor. 
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Contemporary Fiction as a Cultural Map of Migration

Emma Musty

We live in a world in which everyone seems to be constantly on the move. Even as I sit to write this chapter I am doing so in an airport. I would currently say that I actually travel too much, as many others also do. I travel because I am a writer, because I am an activist, because I am an academic and because my family is spread throughout the four corners of the world. But the reason I can travel so easily is because I am British, because the forces of colonialism, imperialism and capitalism have made it so. Freedom of movement in this context has become a privilege, one often abused, and which has come from a history of abuse, and not the human right it is so often purported to be. As Mimi Sheller notes in Mobility Justice: The Politics of Movement in an Age of Extremes:

Freedom of mobility may be considered a universal human right, yet in practice it exists in relation to class, race, sexuality, gender and ability, exclusions from public space, from national citizenship, from access to resources, and from the means of mobility at all scales. (Sheller 2018, p. 20)

I come from one of the countries that drew many of our maps and created many of the borders contained within them. My freedom of movement exists in relation to this history and affords me a privileged access to the world not enjoyed by all. 

To understand contemporary literature as a cultural map of migration one must draw upon similar areas to that of mobility justice, those of “colonial, corporeal and planetary histories and interrelations” (Sheller 2018, p. 21). To this end I will argue that not only can a writer be described as a cartographer, but that a novel may thus be described as a map which exists in relation to the cultural and political history of both the writer and that which is written; the characters, landscapes and intervals exposed through the narrative. As examples I will use two recent literary works, Signs Preceding the end of the World, by Mexican author and political scientist Yuri Herrera and The Gurugu Pledge, by Equatoguinean author and activist Juan Tomás Ávila Laurel, novels that reflect our atomised societies. 

Maps created by contemporary fiction such as these are important interrogators of existing ideas of identity and culture in this time of globalization and migration. Driving the need for critical reflection on these cultural artefacts, which not only record the times we live in, but frame the questions we ask about our increasingly diverse and transient cultures. Reece Jones (2018, p. 162) in Violent Borders asks, “Are humans defined by our attachment to place or by movement?” It seems it is increasingly the latter. The literature of migration allows us to view maps and the borders etched upon them in a different light. It shows the human impact of border systems reflects our colonial past and elucidates our mobile present.

Though there has been much research into negative and harmful aspects of migratory discourse in recent years (Greussing and Boomgaarden 2017; Matar 2017; Volpicelli 2015), few possible alternatives to these dominant narratives have been brought to light. In the area of critical migration research it has been noted by Dr Kerry Moore that, “…migrants are rarely afforded a voice in the news…” (Moore 2015, p. 1), that although they are often cited as statistics, the discourse is depersonalised and emotionally removed. Contemporary fiction can, I will argue, fill this gap and by doing so re-humanise the migration debate, furthering the discourse surrounding mobility justice while highlighting the hybrid nature of our cross border cultures. 

In The Rise of Trapped Populations, April T. Humble also raises concerns, highlighting the role of the border in creating new and informal spaces, prompting the need for further academic research into the impact of border security on migrant populations:
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