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Minority Subjectivities in Kunal Simh’s Hindi Novel
Romiyo Jiliyat aur Amdbera

Alessandra Consolaro

1. Introduction

The short novel/long story Romiyo Jiliyat aur amdhera (Romeo, Juliet and Dark-
ness, Simh 2008) by Hindi writer Kunal Simh draws its title from the novel Romeo,
Julie a tma (Romeo, Juliet and Darkness, 1958) by Czech novelist and playwright
Jan Otéendsek (1924-1979). It was made available in Hindi in 1964 by Nirmal Varma
(1929-2005), and its translations have been highly influential on many Hindi writ-
ers of the next generations." The Indian remake introduces a geographical deterri-
torialization: from the original setting in Prague during the Nazi occupation, the
story is transferred to early 21st century Assam, in north eastern India. In the for-
mer narration, there is an open war, in the latter, no war is declared, but an armed
conflict has been going on for decades. The time frame of the Hindi story is 2003,
during the anti-Bihari and anti-Hindi violence that led to the death of up to 200
people. The impossible love story of a young couple is maintained. Manoj, a Hindi
teacher from Bihar — the only non-Assamese staff member at a school in a gasba on
the mountains — often visits Ramdahin, a Bihari friend who puts him up in Guwa-
hati. There he meets Anubha, an Assamese college girl studying music and dance.
At first, she distrusts him, but they eventually fall in love, and secretly marry. In
the midst of rising violence in an apparently normal climate, Ramdahin is attacked
and killed. Eventually, the couple are victim of an assault by a group of youngsters,
who leave a dying Anubha in the room and drag Manoj outside. A badly wounded
Manoj recovers on a deserted road, in the company of a stray dog who, after being
initially aggressive, sits beside him, as if to console him. Manoj springs at the dog,
beating the animal wildly. The text closes in the darkness of this blind violence.

1. Since I cannot read Czech, I refer to both the Italian translation of the novel (Otéendsek 1960)
and the Hindi one (Otcenasek 2010).



240  Alessandra Consolaro

2. A Minor Literature for Hindi

The focus of this article is on the deterritorialization of language as it appears in
Romiyo Jiliyat aur amdhbera. The destabilization of the traditional concepts of ter-
ritory in the process that Guattari and Deleuze call becoming-minor is here exem-
plified with regard to Hindi, a language that apparently has a status of prominence
vis 4 vis other Indian languages, both in numbers and in prestige. Talking of Hindi
as a «minority language» in India might sound odd, as Hindi is the official major-
ity language by constitutional decree. Yet, the definition of «minority language»
should be given not in relation to the whole Indian territory, but rather as «a lan-
guage that is spoken by the minority population in a geographic area or location>».

In Assam, the state where 74 % of the total North Eastern population live, As-
samese and Bodo — the major indigenous languages — are official languages; Bengali
is the second most widely spoken language in the state (27%). There has been a
traditional opposition to Hindi, considered as an imposition by India. Actually,
language may assume a secondary role as an identity marker, because caste, reli-
gion, attire, food habits, and even personal names may often provide important
identities for the individual, the family or society. But the emphasis on Assamese
has highlighted the contraposition between this language and others. Even if Hindi
is a pan-Indian requirement for Government jobs, most Assamese only learn it su-
perficially. People speaking a regional language dominant in the state move towards
English, whereas the people who use a non-regional language — that is, the minor
and minority languages within the linguistically re-organized state — move towards
the regional language or English.

In the context of Romiyo Juliyat aur amdhera, therefore, Hindi functions as
an identifying/dis-identifying factor that can be used as a tool in order to devel-
op a project of minor-becoming. Both the male Hindi-speaking and the female
Assamese-speaking protagonists find their private allegiances at odds with the dis-
courses of public culture. In both cases, they develop a state of self-awareness and
of solidarity, as they find themselves part of a group that does not share «the sym-
bols of authority, the values that are propagated from the centre, and the culture
that emanates from the centre» (Weiner 1997, 243). Being predicated on various,
potentially competitive axes of belonging, minority subjectivity is necessarily mul-
ti-layered and complex. The short story plays a sort of mirror game with the issue
of minority, as it multiplies the effect through a complex portrayal of minority sub-
jectivities. One aspect is linked to the status of Hindi as a symbol of the demands of
the supranational Indian State that speaks the language of a majoritarian cultural
nationalism. Manoj’s situated experience gives rise to a deterritorialized minority
subjectivity when he finds himself seen as a representative of this majority, at odds
with his life experience and feelings. Being a hindivala in a land of non-hindivala-s,
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where Hindi is nevertheless the majority language of the supranational Indian
State, Manoj exemplifies a situation described by Deleuze and Guattari as «deter-
ritorialization» and becoming-minor.

Becoming-minor is the creative process of becoming different, or diverging
from the majority.* This is always a process of de-identification and de-figuration.
The first stage in this process is refusing the privilege of universalizing theories. In
fact, we cannot speak to each other if we deny our particularities. Recognizing the
minor does not erase the aspects of the major, but as a mode of understanding it
enables the fissures in one’s identities to be seen, the intersections of one’s totalities
to be disclosed. Such a process does not come about in itself: it needs an encounter.
A «minority», whatever its nature, is the trigger of the becoming, it is its «active
medium>. For this to happen, though, it is crucial that the «minority» in ques-
tion becomes something else in turn. In fact, the becoming-minor is certainly not
to be confused with the belonging to a quantitative minority. The event of becom-
ing-minor subjects the standard to a process of continuous variation or deterritori-
alization, and it is the real focus of Guattari and Deleuze’s approach to the politics
of difference. The limits of the potential for transformation are not determined
by the normalizing power of the majority, but by the transformative potential of
becoming-minor, or becoming-revolutionary. The process of becoming-minor
comes unintendedly to Manoj: the encounter with Ramdahin triggers in him the
consciousness of his belonging to a «minority», and the feeling of being endan-
gered gets stronger especially when things get rough for the «foreigners», and col-
leagues and neighbours start behaving in an over-caring way.

In the story one morning most of the people among us gulped, reading the front
page news in the newspaper. Immigrant workers from Bihar and Uttar Pradesh
had openly been shot dead in many places in the frontier regions of Assam. In the
story, the murdered were mostly workers, cart-drivers and rikshaw-pullers. Many
dealers’ shops had been looted. And in the span of one night many people had just
disappeared. No idea of where they were or in which conditions. But in the next
few days more news of this kind began to appear on the paper’s pages. One day

2. The expression «becoming-minor» and the two-word phrase «becoming minority» sound
similar but are quite different. The term «minority» generally refers to the smaller part of a group,
or less than half of the people in a given society (this is how it is used in the field of social advocacy
and civil rights), and along with the term «majority», has an image of being rooted in numbers.
Guattari and Deleuze point out that in actual fact the «majority» is less about numbers than about
domination and power (for example, there are actually more women than men in the world, but
under patriarchy women constitute a minority). Here the notion of «becoming» (devenir) is used
as a critical notion meant as «becoming different». «Becoming» is not a phase between two states:
it is the very dynamism of change, situated between heterogeneous terms and tending towards no
particular goal or end-state.
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Tinsukiya, the next day Dibrugarh, the day after Kajiranga and Digboy. [...] I felt
very uneasy. In the school, I was the only Bihari staff. All the others were Assamese.
As a result, I began to be treated like a disabled person. If by chance I coughed,
immediately a couple of people would be there with a medicine. If I stood up to go
to the bathroom somebody would say: “Do you need anything from the market?
Let me fetch it for you! Don’t go out yourself”, and so on. In the story, everybody
would be over-worried about me. They started paying attention to each and every
thing about me. When they talked, they were very careful that their words would
not convey to me anything disturbing. At home, in Bihar, my mother and sister
were very anxious. They would call me on my mobile phone every other day. Before
I'start telling them how I was, Sadhan Baba would grab the phone and start yelling:
“Marh ji, nothing will happen to your son!”. Batuk Caudhuri would respectfully
say hallo and say “Don’t worry”. Biren would say that I was being kept safe as a
jewel. And so on. (Simh 2008, 141-142) [All translations from Hindi are mine]

However, even before Manoj becomes aware of the fact that he is different, his
«difference» is perceived by others. His meeting with Anubha is marked by her
recognition of his «otherness». On their very first meeting this leads to her insult-
ing him, and afterwards, when they get acquainted, she records his physical differ-
ence from her and other Assamese people: «I observed him. Fair complexion. His
eyes and nose such that one could easily know that he is non Assamese» (Simh
2008, 128). The general attitude towards non Assamese persons is well exemplified
in a passage describing the reaction of people to the news that the corpse of a per-
son defined by the police as a «terrorist» — in the local language, a «fighter» — has
been found on the road: some say that he was murdered by his very own group,
others think that it was an ambush by the Indian Army, but in saying this, «the
voice modulation in the pronunciation of the word “Indian” was as if they them-
selves were from some other place» (Simh 2008, 121).

For Anubhi, becoming-minor implies her recognition of the fallacy of the di-
vide between Assamese-non Assamese. Still, she maintains a bias towards other
minorities, viz. Muslims and poor people: after Ramdahin is murdered, when she
finds out that Ramdahin had an affair with a poor Muslim widow, she immediately
hints at a possible responsibility of «those people.

“That’s really a bad story. What did you find out about those people?”.
“Which people?”.

“Those who... Rimdahin... did you find out anything?”.

“Nothing”.

“Who was that lady with you? The one Sadhan Baba has gone to drop off”.
“She? She was a sort of kept of Ramdahin”.

“What?”.

“Yeah, I met her this bloody day only. I did not know all this”.
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“What’s her background?... I mean, Jalukbari slum has a very bad name...”.

“Hum, I went there in the morning... I think she is a widow or something like that.
Divorced or something”.

“Couldn’t she have a hand in it? Or could it be that some other friend of hers... you
know, na, how these people are!”.

“Which people, Anubha? What people are you talking about? Why are we pretend-
ing we are different? Don’t we perfectly know what exactly happened to Ramda-
hin? If T had been in Ramdahin’s place, would they have spared me as I am Manoj,
not Rimdahin? No, Anu. These are not all individual issues — we know it perfectly.
... Who am I? And who are you? Is our identity just that I am Bihari and you are
Assamese? Was the Hindu Muslim factor not enough for this country, now we have
this Bihari Assamese factor? And then within the Assamese this Bodo-boro fac-
tor. Once sovereign Assam, then divided Assam, fifty-fifty. Then who knows what

1»

else!”. (Simh 2008, 154-155)

The protagonists of Romiyo Jitliyar aur amdhera are a minority not because of
their paucity in numbers, but because they are able to become lines of fluctuation
that open up a gap and separate it from the axiom constituting a redundant ma-
jority. The deviation from the model represented by Manoj and Anubha is ideally
the only sensible response to identity politics: they do not belong anywhere and
belong everywhere. Their minority is produced through multiple belonging, be-
longing to neither set, constituting a line of flight. This constant fluctuation, this
becoming, is creation: it is life, it is love; minority is a becoming of everybody. On
the contrary, majority is linked to a state of domination and power and it always
leads to a hegemonic position. Majority is never a becoming: it is an abstract stand-
ard that can be said to include no one and to speak for nobody. It is a figure of
death. In the process of becoming-minor, the figure of death (nobody) gives way to
life (everybody). But in the empirical world, the triumph of life is not granted: the
resistance of the majority — a negation of becoming — is strenuous, and this brings
about a tragic sadness.

3. The Logic of Variation: Inberent Bilingualism

A minor language is a major language in the process of becoming minor, and a
minority a majority in the process of change. The more a language has or acquires
the characteristics of a major form, the more likely it is to be affected by continuous
variations that can transpose it into a minor language. The problem is not the dis-
tinction between major and minor language, but the one of becoming. A person
has to deterritorialize the major language rather than reterritorialize him/herself
within an inherited dialect.
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According to Guattari and Deleuze’s definition, a minor literature does not
come from a minor language; rather, it is that which a minority constructs with-
in a major language. Minor does not designate specific literatures, but the revolu-
tionary conditions for every literature within the heart of what is called «great»,
or established literature. It is the literature of a minority that makes use of a ma-
jor language, a literature which deterritorializes that language and interconnects
meanings of the most disparate levels, inseparably mixing and implicating poetic,
psychological, social and political issues with each other (Deleuze—Guattari 1986,
16). Minoritarian authors are those who are foreigners in their own tongue: in this
case Kunal Simh - being originally from Bengal — is using a major language as an
outsider. This puts him in a position of minority subjectivity, which allows oblique
perspectives and off-centered views. Minority identity is not a fixed identity, it is in
constant negotiation and adjustment with the mainstream identity. It empathizes
with other minority subjectivities by evoking multiple affiliations over and above
the supranational. Kunal Simh’s minority identity can also be seen as a reterritori-
alized subjectivity repenting its new complicity with dominant culture and seeking
to articulate, in compensation, other marginalized positions.

The continuous negotiation, codification and modification between major and
minor language creates specific linguistic ways for the occurrence of territorializa-
tion, deterritorialization and reterritorialization. In Romiyo Juliyat anr amdhbera
we can trace features of the tetralinguistic model used by Deleuze and Guattari.
Bhojpuri (for Manoj and Ramdahin), and an Assamese idiom (for Anubha) func-
tion as the «maternal» vernacular language, that is a language having a territorial
function on a closed community; this, according to Deleuze and Guattari, tends
to be a rural phenomenon, or rural in its origins, and its spatiotemporal reference
is «here». A vehicular language, identified as urban, is «everywhere», being the
expression of the state or international that breaks the communion of the in-
ward-looking community as power is exercised from the outside in the determi-
nation of events in the village. It has a function of «first deterritorialization» in
respect to the previous function, but at the same time causes a reterritorialization
in the economic and/or political sense, as a language of commercial exchange, bu-
reaucratic transmission, etcetera; this is Assamese for Anubha, Hindi for Manoj
and Anubhi. «Over there» there is a referential language, the language of mean-
ing and of culture, which can again possess a deterritorializing function in relation
to other functions, but at the same time can have a «cultural reterritorialization:
standard Hindi has this function for Manoj, who works as a teacher in a school.
Finally, Anubha is shown performing traditional Assamese songs and dances in
a context that is described by Deleuze and Guattari as «beyond>: this is the level
of mythic language, a «verbal magic» which allows the values of the community
to be recovered, usually in relation to a larger social unit with whom people con-
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sider themselves tied in the sacred rather than in the secular. This scheme allows a
multiple use of language without inscribing it in a binary scheme — major/minor,
hegemonic/subaltern, language of power/language of the people, high/low — and,
in general, without superimposing these usages on the different linguistic systems.

Bilingualism, as it continuously slides from one language to another, in an un-
interrupted reference to the other language, keeps the monolithism of one-only
language at a distance: notwithstanding its etymology, it creates intervals, inter-
stices, not binary divisions. Being bilingual means to impose the heterogeneity of
variation on one’s own language, to withdraw the elements of power and majority,
and to take out the elements of minor use, i.e. what happens in the middle (ax mi-
lieu), that is the only relevant thing (Bene-Deleuze 2006, 73). Here the «middle»
does not mean being iz one’s own time, of one’s own time, or being historical: on
the contrary, the most different times communicate through it. A «minor» au-
thor — without future, without past — has a becoming, a middle, through which s/
he communicates with other times, other spaces.

Bilingualism or multilingualism seems to be a necessary condition for any mi-
nor literature. Guattari and Deleuze trace the linguistically complex picture of
Prague, where German, Czech, and Yiddish coexisted and marked different lay-
ers of belonging. Minor literature means being bilingual/multilingual, but in one
and the same language, without dialects or jargons: it is the experience of being an
immigrant in one’s own country, like Kafka’s great swimmer (Deleuze—Guattari
1986, 26). In a passage of Romiyo Juliyat aur amdhera we are shown Manoj and
Anubha after their wedding who visit her family’s house in disguise, since they only
convey the notion that they «like each other». The mutual incomprehensibility —
or complete linguistic difference — between Manoj and his (unaware of her being)
mother-in-law reiterates their reciprocal distance and symmetry, but also their sim-
ilarity. The character of Anubha, the only bilingual person among them, is crucial
in order to create a circulation of meaning among them.

At home there was only Anubha’s mother. She looked older than mine. I don’t
know why I looked at Anubha after seeing her. Maybe I wanted to see how An-
ubhi would look when she was old. I thought with pleasure that I would still love
her then. Anubhi was talking to her mother, perhaps about me indeed. What they
both said was beyond my comprehension. I sat on one side and looked at them. I
was wondering about how to address Anubha’s mother. I was alert and conscious
about the relationship between Anubha’s mother and me.

“What are you thinking, Manu?”.

“I was thinking that it’s good that your mother does not know Hindi and I don’t
know Assamese”.

“So what? I'm here with you...”.
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“Well, at least I escaped the problem of telling her that I am somewhat in love with
her daughter”.

“Great, so now you are ashamed even of acknowledging it?”.

“No, no, bhai, my problem is not in acknowledging it, but in telling it. Especially
to your ma”.

“Why, why not to ma? ... Ok, if she knew Hindi or you knew Assamese, wouldn’t
you tell her?”.

“What would I say? I love your daughter?... And all this knowing that no matter
how much I'love you I could never love you as much as she does!”.

Anubhi burst into laughter. She said that I need not tell her anything. She had told
her mother that we both liked each other. I thought it was very strange: after know-
ing all this, what would Anubha’s mother think about me? This boy — talking in a
broken language, foolish like tourists who cannot speak two words and to whom
one cannot say two words... — he loves her daughter. I somehow remember that
after getting to know this she became less loquacious, or who knows, maybe she had
been like that from the very beginning. Anubha was trying to fill the empty spaces
created in the limited language ability of her mother adding extra playfulness to her
conversation and gestures — or maybe, who knows, in her house with her people
it had always been like that... Anubha’s mother was in conversation with Anubha
and whenever she would look at me she suddenly would shut up. In response Anu-
bha would listen quietly to her mother’s words and on looking at me she would
suddenly start talking. It was as if Anubha’s mother and I were like sitting in two
separate rooms and Anubha were standing on the door in between. Anubha would
convey to me the words her mother was saying in the other room peeling off the
sour crust and making them soft for me and in answer she transmitted to her moth-
er what I said sifting any fur of hesitation attached to it and making it nice and clear.
It seemed to me that ma and I — we were both extremely lucky as we got the pain
and grief of only one language. Poor Anubha had to sew together the rags of both
languages. (Simh 2008, 139-141)

Anubha jumps from one language to another, experiencing the «pain and grief>
of both, which can be a way of saying that each language can have a major or minor
usage. Anubha’s bilingualism allows her to identify the elements of power or of
majority in language and gestures, in the representation and in what is represent-
ed: she takes out anything that is an element of power, she identifies the elements
of the minor usage, and she stitches together «the rags of both languages». In
the process, dialogue is actually suppressed, as dialogue transmits the elements of
power to the word and circulates them (Bene—Deleuze 2006, 95). This situation
must be very clear to Kunal Simh himself, who is bilingual. He writes in Hindi
trying to impose the heterogeneity of variation to this language, which he chose as
his own language. The minorization process in this Hindi minor literature implies
internal heterogeneity, the weakening of grammar rules in favor of optional rules,
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dynamic norms that are not dissociable from geo-political migrations, a correla-
tive neutralization of meaning that makes this language indefinite, non-translata-
ble — or better, as translatable as reality itself, and finally a wideness of expression
that summons the reader to emotional forces — desiring intensities, in Deleuze’s
words, trying to reveal true reality. There is a dimension that allows the problem
of bilingualism to be solved, namely the dimension of variations inherent to the
language, which cannot be reduced to structural invariants of grammaticality nor
to free and non-pertinent variations, which are always in a relation of co-variation
to some non-discursive pragmatic variables. This dimension suggests the idea of an
«immanent bilingualism>», that is the realization of an internal heterogeneity in
one and the same language, which does not pass through a situation of externality
of two linguistic systems. The character of Manoj is an example of this sort of bi-
lingualism: he too tries to impose the heterogeneity of variation on his language,
to extract from it the minor usage, to put aside elements of power and majority.
Therefore, his language is always unclear, his speech is often murmuring, which
does not mean it has a feeble intensity, but it is rather a stuttering sound with a
non-definite pitch, in a formula which is as approximate as the bilingual one. He
imposes a line of variation to his language, which he can speak fluently and clearly,
that makes him a stranger in his own language, an immanent bilingualism due to
his «being alien» (Bene—Deleuze 2006, 98).

4. Conclusion

I have analyzed Kunal Simh’s short novel/ long story Romiyo Juliyat aur amdbera
through Deleuze and Guattari’s concept of minor literature, as an example of de-
territorialization of language. Introducing itself as a counter-narrative, the story
unfolds through an intertwining of identity politics and romance plot that pro-
duces narrative irresolution and compromised identification both with the male
and the female protagonist. Hindi, a pan-Indian major language, is used by an
outsider writer — Kunal Simh who is originally from Bengal — and by characters
positioned as minority subjectivities in order to create a minor literature, which
deterritorializes language and interconnects meanings of the most disparate levels,
inseparably mixing and implicating poetic, psychological, social and political issues
with each other. This allows oblique perspectives and off-centred views, which are
also emphasized by the construction of the main characters as «nomadic» iden-
tities, insofar as they do not belong anywhere and belong everywhere (Braidotti
1994; Braidotti 2002).
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