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Religious Pluralism and Interreligious Dialogue*

Dilipkumar Mohanta

I am grateful to the authorities of The Asiatic Society for inviting
me to deliver the prestigious Swami Pranavananda Memorial Lecture
(2022). I express my gratitude to Bharat Sevashram Sangha for
instituting this lecture in the Asiatic Society through donation. As
this year the area of the lecture is mentioned as Philosophy and
Religion, I consider it as a great honour for me and an opportunity
to share some of my thoughts on interreligious understanding and
dialogue. First I shall argue for religious pluralism and for inter-
religious understanding through dialogue and then I shall argue for
the thesis that we should not allow any blind obedience to Scriptures.1

For peace and sustainable development we are to be open-ended to
welcome the development of science, philosophy and culture and
liberate ourselves from one-sided dominance of the ‘old creeds and
dogmas’.

We know, people have different considerations regarding matters
concerning religion. Common and majority of ordinary people
uncritically believe that religious claims are true, though these claims
are based on mere speculations. But many reflective thinkers,
philosophers and scientists raise doubt about these claims or find
these as false. “An unexamined life is not worth living” is said by
Socrates. Buddha warns us about the fatal consequences of uncritical
belief. Buddha instructed his disciples not to accept anything, even
his own teachings, out of sheer reverence to him, if these are proved
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unacceptable when judged by the standard of reason. “To judge the
purity of gold, it is burnt, cut and rubbed by the goldsmith. In the
same way, carefully examine the teachings I gave you. If you find
truth in them, follow them zealously, do not have hatred for others,
simply because it is not ours ... Oh Bhiksu! Examine what is said by
me through critical reason before admitting it. Please do not admit it
just out of blind reverence to or faith upon me.”2 There is also another
similar version of such teaching. In his meeting with the Kälämä’s of
Kesaputta, Buddha said: “It is proper for you, Oh! Kälämä’s, to doubt,
to be uncertain, do not be led by reports, or tradition, or hearsay. Do
not be led by the authority of religious texts, nor by mere logic or
inference, nor by considering appearances, or by delight in speculative
opinions, nor by seeming possibilities, nor by the idea that ‘this ascetic
is our teacher’. But rather, when you yourselves know [that] certain
things are unwholesome and wrong, [that such] things are censured
by the wise, and when undertaken, such things lead to harm, [then]
abandon them.”3 There is no fear of losing one’s faith by coming into
contact with the faith of others. This philosophical teaching made
Buddhist religion a new way of understanding life and the world.
Critical attitude and the simple moral codes of conduct constitute a
distinguishing feature of Buddha’s Saddhamma that gave the whole
philosophy of life a pragmatic colour long before the pragmatism of
the West. It is to be noted here that the great Emperor Ashoka’s (3rd
century B.C.) Rock Edict, XII declared, “One should not honour only
one’s own religion and condemn the religions of others, but one should
honour others’ religions for this or that reason. In doing so, one helps
one’s own religion to grow and renders service to the religions of
others, too.”4 It is undeniable that religious ‘tolerance and acceptance’
of ‘others’ faith as an alternative in principle is another necessary
condition for peace today. Buddha’s Saddharma means a ‘good way of
livelihood’, conducive to both mundane and spiritual. It aims to make
all sentient beings happy. Humans are integrated to other animate
beings to live and survive. This view is also substantiated by Bio-
Ecology.
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It is indeed true that in the beginning of the twentieth century
efforts for interreligious understanding had been initiated with Çloka-
Saàgraha by Brähma Samäj in India.5 When we see that my neighbour
and I, in fact, using the same path with a difference in names, in
different languages we do not feel to quarrel. When Jäläl-ud-Dén Rumi
says, ‘lamps are many, light is the same’6 l do not see any fundamental
difference with the teaching of Ramakrishna as ‘many views, many
paths’ or with ‘Truth is One, wise people describe it in many ways’ as
said in the Ågveda. Even in Tantra literature speaking ills of other
religious way of life is strongly condemned and considered other religion
as one among many ways of realising the ultimate Divine Reality.7

But everything is not the same and simple as it is sometimes paused
to describe. Every religion has its distinctive social history and
philosophy and without the recognition of this difference no
interreligious understanding or harmony is possible. For a spiritual
person, a religion is ‘like a ferry through which other people also
cross the watery body of this world. At a certain point everybody is
to leave the ferry and take a leap alone to arrive at the end of the
watery body’.8 Unless one takes the leap one cannot realise that other
co-passengers also reach the same place: Each religious tradition has
its own individuality and uniqueness. For peace and prosperity, we
also need to be cooperative, constructive and positive in our interaction
with the people of other religions, and simultaneously we need to be
educated how we can work for a ‘meeting’ and ‘commonly sharable’
ground through dialogue in spite of differences.

So an academic approach to religion is very important. Religious
Studies is essential as an academic discipline for development of future
citizen to learn how to live peacefully for sustainable development in
a multi-religious country like India. Considering this aspect of our
sociocultural fibre as dominantly pluralistic, the academic study of
Religion has a great prospect. But it has challenges too. From different
sides challenges may come: Theology based way of life with blind
followers of Scriptures is one of such cause of challenge. The other
source of challenge may come from the politicians.
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However, politicians find religion ‘beneficial’ for achieving power
and they consider it as one of the most powerful means of retaining
that power. We cannot ignore that religious factors are ‘major actors
in social, cultural and political life’ today in many countries including
India’. But the idea of removing all differences and making all people
alike is neither compatible with human nature nor conducive to human
progress. This has been an historically established fact. Today we
should neither try to club people of different cultures or religions
with diverse sets of values under the same homogeneity, nor should
we ignore their potential contributions to the common good. For peace
and progress through sustainable development we are to cultivate
values like cooperation and distributive justice where our knowledge
must be constantly ‘updated, enriched, and modernised’. Human
beings are to recreate the past with a sense of ‘distancing nearness’
(a la Heidegger) and avoid ‘orthodoxy’ (a la Vivekananda). ‘Orthodoxy’
allows no change and modification. The dignity of human life is to be
upheld as an end and not as a means. Therefore, the future of humanity
cannot lie in returning to the past as it is impossible to reverse the
flow of time. Rather, it lies with moving ahead, like a flowing river
with various tributaries, by connecting the freshness of the present
materialistic achievements and the gift of science with our ancient
moral and spiritual values. Understanding of the past only by the
orthodox way is deadly for the human race. Though we inherit the
past, we must claim freedom from the bondage in the past.

We cannot deny that the entire humanity has been facing the
devastating problem arising out of communal riots and killing of
human beings and destruction of human civilization on account of
political misuse of institutional religion. Religious fundamentalists
are growing stronger. The fundamentalists, who are using religion,
do not believe in values like equality, tolerance or diversity. On the
contrary, they seek to organise social life on the strength of religious
dogmas. The fundamentalists misuse politics and institutional religion
as a means of capturing power. When politics over-shadows or
dominates over true spirituality in the domain of religion, we see a
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reign of terror everywhere. Neither the fundamentalists nor the power
mongering political institutions believe in true spirit of democracy
which is based on values like freedom and open-mindedness. True
democratic culture rests on ‘debate, discussion and dissent’. The
fundamentalists or the power mongering political institutions do not
believe in true spirituality. True spirituality teaches us to see ‘others’
as good as ‘ourselves’. A spiritual person cannot desire his own
happiness at the cost of others; rather he is ready to sacrifice his own
happiness to eradicate the suffering of others. He is full of compassion;
he finds empathetic joy at the happiness of others. Terrorists, who
use religion, do not believe in true spirituality and they are religiously
exclusivist. They are trained as blind believers of ‘closed dogma’.
Blind faith in religious exclusivism is a necessary condition for
cultivating aggressiveness, fundamentalism and fanaticism. An out
and out exclusivist cannot join any dialogue. Today, incited by the
politicians and the media, the increasing manifestation of violence,
very often in the name of religion, as it were, has exceeded all limits.
This is really one of the greatest dangers for mankind. Open war
through military power is a consequence of this attitude.

Now the questions arise: What are the preconditions of dialogue
and how does it work in the context of plurality of religion? How do
philosophical reflections help today in understanding a religiously
plural society? Can we deny the fact that we are living in an
interdependent world? Our answer is ‘No’. Then the question arises:
how to live peacefully with the fact of multiplicity of religions today?
These are some of the important questions that everybody is concerned
with in a pluralistic society.

As we know, a dialogue, unlike a debate, works reflecting on
understanding others concern, creates an atmosphere of harmony
and peace. It is the way to keep our communication active. Dialogue
is primarily concerned with a desire from the heart of people
apparently having differences in view and faith for a ‘meeting and
sharing’ ground. Naturally the attitude of disrespect and defeating is
absent in a dialogue. Interreligious dialogue requires a commitment
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to our personal “ism” that is strong enough to allow us to suspend
belief and step beyond the “ism” to meet “is”. These are prerequisites
for a genuine dialogue. As interreligious dialogue is primarily co-
operative, constructive and positive interaction among the faith people,
it is imperative to admit the logic of religious pluralism. Humility,
empathy, recognition of common and sharable grounds in spite of
admitting differences are some of the conditions admitted for any
meaningful dialogue. It is always imperative for interreligious
understanding and peace in a multi-religious society that the followers
of each religion should have the opportunity to know fundamentals
of other religions. Plurality of religion would then be rendered as a
thing of beauty on the basis of common sharable grounds in spite of
differences. There is no question of dominance by any particular
religion and differences are to be over come through constant
discussion with mutual respect. We are to work for collective good
and we are to give up the belief that our faith is more genuine and
true than that of others. In other words, we are to cultivate the belief
today that my religion is only one among many.

Why should we follow pluralism in our ‘living’ and ‘working’?
The answer is: for the sake of distributive justice and goodness of all.
And unless we admit the logic of pluralism and educate ourselves in
pluralistic values, there is no hope for getting rid of dogmatism,
communalism, fanaticism concerning religion and interreligious
conflicts that arise out of misusing religious sentiments as means in
today’s world. On the contrary, philosophical approach of religious
pluralism is a prerequisite for interreligious dialogue. It is to be noted
here that if there is a determined fanatic community of the followers
of any institutional religion who does not wish to participate, we will
never have an interreligious dialogue.

Pluralism presupposes ‘others’ as having different alternative
identity without any sense of exclusivity. ‘One-dimensional identity’
begets violence (a la Amarya Sen). In the context of religion pluralism
gives an individual an opportunity to travel spiritually towards the
value world of another tradition which can enrich each other with
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new insight and wisdom. A notion of Universal Religion (a la
Vivekananda) founded on the ontological unity of humankind gives
the logical foundation of interreligious dialogue. This notion of
dialogue is based on the Self as universal. Amidst the multiplicity of
existent religion seriously looking for a room for universal religion is
important in present time’s world scenario. Historically speaking,
who can deny today that religion is used to provoke ‘bitterest
denunciation’? It is also true that religion can be used to inspire ‘the
noblest work of peace’. What is that universal religion? It is different
from ethnic religion where one’s membership is determined by birth
in a particular race or institutional religion. On the other hand, in
case of universal religion any person can have a choice for any religion
by way of following any particular religion. It means that each religious
tradition is representing only one among many possible approaches to
the Ultimate Divine Reality; each religious tradition is only one among
many expressions of religious experience.9 The great religious traditions
have important lessons to learn from each other and much to share,
because each religion represents man’s response to natural and social
environment in a historical context and as such various religions are
to be treated as varieties of responses to different natural environments
and no religion has the monopoly of ‘holiness, purity and charity’ as
emphasised by Dara Shikuh. ’The practice of passive tolerance of
others’ faith is not enough for interreligious understanding and
obviously, for initiating interreligious dialogue. Unless various faiths
admit their counterparts at par with their own, no mutual respect
will generate. It is not just a fact of mere theoretical admission of the
difference or multiplicity of religion but of ‘engagement, involvement
and participation’. This model of religious pluralism encourages us
to cultivate values like power of self-criticism, self-determination and
imagination. It prepares a strong ground for a genuine form of
dialogue.

A dialogue is integrally connected with the plurality of human
existence in terms of identities, cultures and religions with different
set of moral values. In this pluralistic philosophic approach for

Mohanta : Religious Pluralism and Interreligious Dialogue 7



understanding world religions, it is not only wrong but also
incompatible with truly religious spirit to accept one’s own religion
as the only true and to denounce religions other than one’s own, as
being untrue.

Even when we speak of ‘unity’ in the context of religion, we do not
mean ‘uniformity’. The unity is something which lies in a common
orientation to diversity and not in its abolition. Our thorough reading
of India’s cultural history will certainly enable us to decipher the
cultural semiosis to realize the always open, free and potentially
creative pluralistic Indian mind. Each religious tradition contains
within itself a special ‘evolutionary pattern’ (as said by Swami
Vivekananda).10

This means that religious tradition as a way of life is shaped by
socio-cultural context and as such, “the do-s’ and ‘the don’ts” of each
religion, when we consider, we are to admit ‘the openness to the
possibility of change and growth’. If any religious way of living resists
change, follows rigidity and exclusivity, and refuses to modify it
through assimilation it becomes dangerous. Openness towards the
possibility of change, modification and growth has been emphasized
in the Ågvedic teaching ‘let noble thoughts come to us from various
directions’.11 It has been reiterated by Vivekananda and many thinkers.
Unless this minimal condition of openness and receptivity is fulfilled
no interreligious dialogue can be initiated for the reason that
interreligious dialogue must allow us to question and disagree with
sincerity and respect. It surely does not stop with the practice of
tolerance of others ‘faiths but goes beyond to accept others’ religions
as true as one’s own. My view is not the final view and I am open
to admit new possibility of knowing that ‘Truth’ dominates cultural
development of India. The role of opposition is very important in
philosophical dialogues and debate of India since the days of Ågveda.

The interpretation of religious experience is a historically and
culturally determined phenomenon, which differs from culture to
culture in accordance with the prevalent concepts, symbols and
doctrines and mode of thinking that have gradually emerged within
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these cultural surroundings. As cultural traditions are having diverse
geographical, climatic and economic circumstances, so also in different
forms the Divine Reality is worshipped in different parts of the world.
This is expressed in the Ågvedic mantra, ekaà sat vipräù bahudhä
vadanti.12 but all these different interpretations as different ways convey
that there is a genuine realisation of the Truth (ekaà sat). It is a fact
that there is plurality of religion. But there is neither justification of
conflict of one religion/sect of religion with other nor for reducing all
other religions to one’s own or for exclusion of other religions as
untrue and ‘not genuine’. On the contrary, it defends the view that in
all forms of religion people are approaching the same ultimate Divine
Reality - One Truth in different names and forms. Our approach to
the fact of plurality of religion may be taken as a ground for both a
commitment to truth and as a possibility for different interpretations
about the same Truth in order to suit the various socio-cultural and
historical contexts. It contains enough scope for acceptance of plurality
of religion in simultaneity along with the rejection of any exclusivistic
or inclusivistic claims and for highlighting the commitment to truth.
A world with uniformity of thought is a dead one. “Unity in variety
is the plan of the universe.’’13 This kind of religious pluralism indicates
a direct experience of ‘otherness’, which is difficult to ignore in today’s
world.

The survey of another religious tradition would improve the
understanding of one’s own religion (i.e. the 12th Inscription of the
Emperor Ashoka). It, in the context of religion, provides us an
opportunity for the study of other religions not merely from the
outside but as it were from inside. It tells us to internalize our religious
position by considering the context of other positions as our own and
it asks us to transform our approach from ‘self-centredness’ to ‘truth-
centredness’ or God centredness.14 In today’s world-context, in a
religiously pluralistic society each religious tradition should make
efforts to absorb the spirit of ‘others’ while reserving its own
uniqueness and individuality. Uniqueness will be richer by openness.
As said by Swami Vivekananda, “The Christian is not to become a
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Hindu or a Buddhist, not a Hindu or Buddhist to become a Christian.
But each must assimilate the spirit of the others and yet preserve
individuality and grow according to his law of growth.”15

Since all religions are claimed to be path ways to God, they are
equally valid; there is no question of superiority or inferiority among
them. In the light of the pluralistic account of religion the conflicting
truth-claims of different religions may be explained as a corollary of
substantial ignorance about other similar responses outside one’s own
religious tradition. As it is contained in the Gita ‘whatever be the way
of worshipping, it will lead to God realization’.16 This is an admission
that faiths alien to the Indian mind are also bearers of Divine light,
at par with our own. Again, the Gita also speaks of the incarnation
of the Divine at every epoch transcending the barriers of nations,
particular religions and cultures. In other words, the scope of
incarnation is universal/global, not restricted to one ‘chosen race’ or
religion.17

From this it appears that, for us, religious disagreement is due to
narrow, selfish, dogmatic motive to accept nothing outside, and to
negate any existing view. Vivekananda has condemned the religious
fanaticism, ‘sectarianism and bigotry’ in strong words. “They are very
sincere, these fanatics, the most sincere of human beings; but they are
quite as irresponsible as other lunatics in the world. This disease of
fanaticism is one of the most dangerous of all diseases. All the
wickedness of human nature is roused by it.”18 Religious fanatics
cannot recognise God if He appears before him/her with a dress
unfamiliar to the description of his own religious Scripture. But a
lower animal like a dog never fails to recognise its master even if he
appears before it with an unusual dress. Is religion as true spirituality
responsible for all devilry or persecution of human beings?
Vivekananda says, “No”. It is politics and not religion as true
spirituality.19

This understanding of religion is unique about religious diversity.
It is not necessary to impose one’s viewpoint upon other. Our attempt
is not to construct the structure of a universal religion by putting
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together the essential elements from all the different religions, rather
to emphasize that truth is not confined to any particular faith nor the
truth of each religion lies in a certain philosophy, but in a certain
mode of experiencing the Reality who is only one. It is meant for all
humanity without any distinctions of religion, race or gender. It
represents an integral view of life and Reality. Here we understand
religion as “man’s struggle to transcend his limitations, to find ultimate
meaning in life, and to attain total freedom and everlasting
fulfilment.”20 A. N. Whitehead also emphasised on this aspect of
religion when he says, “Religion is what a man does with his
solitariness.”21

This pluralistic interpretation of religion has also the implication
of transcending various commonly known ‘world views’ in the context
of religion and culture. It strengthens the application of the principle
of “live and let live.” It does not ‘regard the existence of other religions
as a hindrance to worldly progress and peace’.22 This type of pluralistic
understanding would initiate, may be slowly, a common spiritual
journey on a deep spiritual level of our being-hood. We cannot deny
that inquisitiveness, catholicity of mind and “the implicit conviction
that ‘truth’ has ulterior expressions in form of alternative discourses.”23

It is, however, indicative and not exhaustive. It is always imperative
for interreligious understanding and peace in a multireligious society
that the followers of each religion should have the opportunity to
know fundamentals of other religions. Plurality of religion would
then be rendered as a thing of beauty on the basis of common sharable
grounds in spite of differences. In a multireligious society, as of India,
religious pluralism is not a hindrance to our worldly ‘progress and
peace’.

This allows us to question and express our disagreement with
respect and sincerity. This way of learning is implicative and also a
positive step to interreligious understanding for today’s world. If we
are to move creatively into the world what we need is to learn the
oneness of mankind; we need to realize the meaning of oneness in
our selfhood. We need to utilize our power of knowledge in harmony
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for the service of humanity. A pluralistic understanding, which
entertains questions, and which has the background of spiritual
wisdom, seems to be an earnest priority in present time. Any
movement for peace will be ‘confidence-inspiring’ and ‘influential’ if
we can show some commonly sharable ground where there is no
element of suspicion and fear.

This pluralistic model of understanding of religious diversity through
initiating dialogue indicates a new way of looking at the phenomenon
of religion in the history of mankind.24 In fact, it implies the essential
aspect of all religions, that is to say, spirituality is not the business
exclusively for any particular religion. The clear indication is that
religious pluralism has made room for the people of other faiths. It
deepens our understanding of other’s view as good as an alternative
and equal to ‘our’ view. Because there is an essential aspect that is
unity of all religions and that is their belief in an absolute and infinite
existence. However, there is also the non-essential aspects of every
religion for which each religion differs from each other. This attitude
is guided by a practical plan which “does not destroy the individuality
of any man in religion and at the same time shows him a point of
union with all others.”25 In other words, it does not mean that “all the
religions of the world would fuse together to form an alloy. It is more
like a garden of different flowers; each religion retains its own unique
features, while all of them together constitute one whole.”26

This is another reason why we although recognise different sects
of religion, but we condemn sectarianism. The concluding paragraph
of his opening address by Vivekananda on September 11, 1893 at
Chicago’s the World Parliament of Religions, makes it crystal clear
when he says, “Sectarianism, bigotry, and its horrible descendant
fanaticism, have long possessed this beautiful earth. They have filled
the earth with violence, drenched it often with human blood, destroyed
civilizations, and sent whole nations, human society would be far
more advanced than it is now.”27

Nevertheless, counter-violence, such as war, cannot abolish
violence. Wars cannot be the solution to our problems today. We
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should resolve our problems by recognising the value of freedom and
cooperation. We need to speak not about others, but with others. War
is opposed to all three virtues of human being, e.g. spirituality, freedom
and culture. In today’s world it is reasonable to recommend patience
and interfaith understanding through dialogue. Our one dimensional
identity such as Hindu or Muslim or Christian creates a solitarist-
illusion which “can be invoked for the purpose of dividing people
into uniquely hardened categories”... The denial of plurality as well
as the rejection of choice in matters of identity can produce an
astonishing narrow and misdirected view.”28 It is historically true
that peaceful co-existence of different views and religious ways of life
is possible on the basis of the logic of alternation. Today we are to
look for a philosophy of ‘active co-existence’. When religious
exclusivism expresses itself aggressively in society it takes the form
of fundamentalism.

The role of interreligious understanding through dialogue is
significant when religion becomes a powerful force for ‘disruption,
division and destruction’. Only a fool can think of the exclusive
survival of his own religion at the cost of destruction of the religions
of others. The thesis of religious exclusivism has been miserably failed
as an experiment, be it either Christian or Mahammedan. We need to
“acquire intellectual insights into the raison d’etre of other persuasions
which would help us to adopt an attitude of honest understanding
towards members of other communities.”29 This very attitude of
pluralistic understanding of religion emphasizes on ‘acceptance’
instead of confining to mere ‘tolerance’ of other religions, ‘assimilation’
instead of ‘destruction’ and ‘harmony and peace’ instead of
‘dissension’.30 Today the choice before us is between ‘living together
in peace’ or ‘dying together in conflicts. Let us free ourselves from
dogmatism, fanaticism, sectarianism, intolerance and terrorism
associated with religion. Let us read Prince Muhammad Därä Shiküh
who has tried to show the essential points of agreement between
Hinduism and Islam “without exalting or undermining either.” ...
‘Truth is not the monopoly of any religion’ ... ‘but it can be found in
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all religions and at all times”, Därä Shiküh asserted.31 Unfortunately,
the spirit of interreligious dialogue and understanding for societal
harmony and peace founded in the Vedas, in the Gita in the teachings
of Buddha, Mahavira, Mediaveal Saints, and once initiated by Därä
Shikuh, preached by Ramakrishna-Vivekananda movement, has not
been properly continued in our Indian subcontinent, perhaps, because
of the activities of the ‘politic-priest-craft-combined’ force. We cannot
bring peace by money or force. ‘Peace begins with not hurting others.
Peace begins with honesty and trust. Peace begins with showing
cooperation and respect. World peace begins with me.’

Let me stop with John Keats (1795-1821) who loudly proclaims,
“Love is my religion ... I could die for it” or “Beauty is truth, truth
beauty’ - that is all ye know on earth, and all ye need to know”.
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The Contested Land: Adivasis, Developmentalists and the
Conservationalists
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Abstract
The conflict between Adivasis, conservationalists and development
propagandists has been occurring for a long time, and it became more
pronounced during the colonial period in India. The Adivasis depend
on the land, which forms a significant part of their life; when land is
alienated, their culture, belief, tradition and chiefly their way of living
is lost, which in turn makes them highly vulnerable to the increasing
perils of the modern world.
Based on secondary resources, the study analyses the inter-conflict of
three nature-human relationships, through the two cases of
displacement and resettlement dispute of Scheduled Tribes from their
habitat, the Niyamgiri and the Nagarahole, and how nature-human
relationships are shaping the future in India. The findings suggest
that there should be a consensus between the three pillars, and it
could be achieved only through the agreement of relations between
humans and non-humans. This study argues that the Adivasis should
be given a first position in the conservation and development
initiatives, especially when they are on the verge of expulsion from
the habitat along with culture, tradition and sacred knowledge of
living along with nature.
Keywords: Displacement, Scheduled Tribes, Anthropocentrism,
Biocentrism
Note: Adivasis — Indigenous people of Scheduled tribes in India

Introduction

The nature-human relationship is the root which holds humans
and the environment from extinction (Garver and Brown, 2009).



Concerning land ethic, land ownership is right when it preserves the
integrity, stability and beauty of the biotic community, and its right
is otherwise (Leopold, 1940). Often the conflicting worldviews of the
indigenous community based on deep ecology and that of the
conservationalists and development propagandists ecocentric and
anthropocentric is noticeable. The conflict between Adivasis (deep
ecology) and conservationalists (ecocentric), and development
propagandists (anthropocentric) has been occurring for a long time.
It became more pronounced during the colonial period in India. There
is always a contest between them for the natural resources to cater to
three different needs: sustenance, capitalist growth and wildlife
protection.

India has a history of non-violent resistance against the destruction
of nature. The Mahabharata also hints that essential elements of nature
constitute mountains, earth, sea, sky, air and fire (Thiyagarajan, (n. d.).
Chipko movement and Appiko movement, the non-violent movements
carried out in the states of Uttar Pradesh and Karnataka and spread
across the country to stop cutting trees, embraced the Gandhian
philosophy of peaceful resistance to achieve the goals (Eco India,
2008). Narmada Bachao Andolan (NBA) started when people of the
Narmada river valley began to be forcefully displaced during 1985-
1986 as resistance against the proposal of 30 big dams, 135 medium
dams and 3000 small dams in the river Narmada, which would doom
the river Narmada (Narmada, 2010).

The indigenous community depends on the land they are part of
throughout life. When land is lost, or they are relocated to another
place, their culture, belief, tradition, and chiefly their way of living is
lost, making them highly vulnerable. The monumental Forest Rights
Act 2006, which ensures the rights of forest-dwelling tribals in India,
in practice, has not seen its full impact due to systemic issues, lack of
political will, and implementation barriers (Oxfam, 2018).

Despite the existence of special constitutional and legal provisions
for safeguarding the rights of tribals to land and also special affirmative
action provisions for the STs, they continue to remain the most
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displaced, most vulnerable and most impoverished of all groups in
India.

This study focuses on the contest between the ideologies behind
the three actors in the tug of war through a systematic review of the
literature.

The study results show that the Adivasis should be given a first
position in the decision-making related to conservation and
development initiatives, especially when they are on the verge of
expulsion from the habitat along with their culture, tradition and
sacred knowledge of living connected with nature.

Objectives

To understand the development-induced displacement in the
context of anthropocentrism in Niyamgiri hills.

To understand the conservation-induced displacement in the
context of biocentrism and ecocentrism in Nagarahole National Park.

To review the Adivasi-nature relationship in the context of
Niyamgiri and Nagarahole displacement.

Methodology

The study followed a comparative qualitative case study approach
by examining secondary sources on development-induced and
conservation-induced displacement among Adivasi communities in
India. Since the study required two distinct modes of environmental
governance, extractive developmentalism and fortress conservation
which affected Adivasi ecological relationships, land rights, resource
access, and livelihood, the cases of Niyamgiri and Nagarahole were
selected for analysis.

The study used secondary sources including books, peer-reviewed
journal articles, policy documents, legal documents, committee reports,
and other institutional publications related to displacement studies,
forest governance, and environmental ethics. Sources published in
English and accessible through databases such as Google Scholar,
Academia.edu, and ResearchGate were considered. Literature focusing
on development-induced and conservation-induced displacement in
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India, particularly in relation to Adivasi communities, environmental
ethics, ecological justice, land rights, and indigenous ecological
relationships, was included in the study. Sources lacking relevance to
the objectives of the study, duplicated or inaccessible materials,
unsupported opinion pieces, and literature focusing solely on technical
ecological assessments without socio-cultural, displacement, or
governance dimensions were excluded.

The study comparatively interprets how anthropocentric and
biocentric conservation-development frameworks shape the
experiences of displacement, exclusion, and resistance among Adivasi
communities. Rather than statistically comparing the cases, the study
analytically interprets the socio-ecological tensions, governance
structures, and competing ecological worldviews embedded within
Niyamgiri and Nagarahole. The study further examines how
indigenous ecological epistemologies interact with state-led
developmental and conservation interventions, and how such
interactions produce distinct forms of marginalisation and
dispossession.

Discussions

The basic principles of deep ecology include intrinsic and inherent
value for all human and non-human life, the richness of diversity is
essential, and humans have no right to reduce this except for vital
needs. Human interference with the non-human world is excessive,
and the situation worsens; appreciate life quality rather than the
standard of life. However, deep ecology inadequately view roles of
social hierarchy and power structures in environmental crises. Human-
centred nature or Anthropocentrism states that humans are the only
significant entities in the universe while disregarding non-human
beings (MacKinnon, 2007). Anthropocentric perception is responsible
for severe environmental crises ranging from global to deforestation
and water scarcity. Moreover, the value of natural resources is ignored,
and only monetary gains are focused. This is evident in the
development craze of humans, building large dams, mining, quarrying,
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and road development. Biocentrism and ecocentrism oppose
anthropocentrism.

Ecocentrism, a term coined by Leopold (1949), finds value in all
organisms, whether it is useful to humans. Extreme biocentrism can
be noticed in the fortress conservation introduced by colonialists,
where individual animals are given prime importance. This is also
visible among environmentalists, where communities inhabiting the
forest patch are considered a threat to the ecosystem and conservation.
Ecocentrism opposes human groups and sometimes even threatens
democracy (Arsene, n. d.).

Nature and society are interlinked into first and second nature,
biotic and human. However, environmental changes brought by
humans are different from non-humans. Culture is rich in knowledge,
experience, cooperation and abstract intellectuality but divided among
humans because of the conflict between groups, classes, nation-states,
and cities. As the human’s biological factors, such as lineage, gender
and age, became institutionalised, it slowly became oppressive,
hierarchical and attained an exploitative class form. In this sense,
social ecology emphasizes moral regeneration and social reconstruction
along ecological lines (Bookchin, 1964).

The conflict between three pillars-Adivasis understanding of nature

The close association of the Indigenous community with the nature
they are part of helps them to lead a relatively secluded and isolated
life without depending on modernity. The environment is social and
natural and is interdependent. The collapse of the natural environment
also affects the social environment; this collapse leads to the exclusion
of certain people and is made worse for the poorer Indigenous
community (Murmu, n. d.).

For Adivasis, a human soul displaces temporarily while sleeping
and moves out of the body permanently when dead. Similarly, they
believed trees, rivers and mountains go through massive expansion
and decay as places where the soul is present Taylor (as cited in
Sociology Guide, n. d.). The Maori people of New Zealand are deeply
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connected with nature. Nature and humans are equal, interdependent,
and families (UNEP, 2019). For the Kond Adivasis, Niyamgiri hills are
their deity (Sahu, 2008), Bhils, a tribal group in central India, their
gods are animals and ancestors, Toda worship cows, and Maran Buru
is worshipped as the great mountains of Santals (Hays, 2008). There
is much diversity in the worship of nature practised by the tribal
communities. Tribes in an earlier period could not differentiate
between animate and inanimate objects; they believed all living or
non-living things have a spirit (Tylor, 2016).

In India, Adivasis depended entirely on hunting and gathering in
the early century. However, the initiation of state reservation of forests
affected the community affected their way of life. The irony was that
small hunting of Adivasis was restricted, and Shikhar expeditions of
the British continued in the colonial period.

How Adivasis view themselves as part of an extended family, which
shares the exact origin and ancestry, is called ‘kincentric ecology’.
The scheduled tribe’s relationship with the land is evident in how
they manage natural resources (Salmon, 2000). Additionally, the
characteristics of deep ecology can be seen while analysing the
relationship of the indigenous community with the natural
environment.

Displacement

The forced movement of people from their locality, environment
and occupational activities is termed displacement. It is a form of
social change caused by numerous factors like armed conflict, natural
disasters, famine, development and economic changes (UNESCO,
2017). Internally displaced individuals have been forced to leave their
habitual residence and remain in their country but do not cross the
boundaries. Backward communities and vulnerable tribes have been
most affected by displacement compared to others; they live  mostly
in mineral-rich areas (Mohanty, 2005). However, there are many reasons
for the dejection of the resettlement. The community which is being
displaced for the developmental projects are often not compensated
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reasonably. The powerlessness of the weaker section continues without
any benefits from the development. The displacement risk includes
landlessness, joblessness, homelessness, marginalisation, food
insecurity, increased morbidity, community disarticulation, and loss
of access to common property resources (Cernea, 2004). Concerning
population displacement, there are two types of displacement. Direct
displacement leads to the actual displacement of people from their
locations, whereas indirect displacement leads to the loss of livelihood.

Development-induced Displacement

Development-induced displacement is a global phenomenon. The
displacement of people due to development projects, policies and
processes, therefore, constitutes a social cost for development. Adivasis,
like Santals, were affected by this, which has disrupted their social
networks, social support system, socio-cultural fabric, living patterns,
social continuity, cultural identity and the ecosystem with which they
have long been associated. Moreover, development-induced
displacement affects the tribal ethos (Murmu, n. d.).

Every year more than ten million individuals are displaced across
the globe due to further development and economic projects such as
mining, dam, road, defence and alike (Kumar and Mishra, 2018). Post-
independence, India focused on nation-building and economic
development in the shape of dams, mega-dams, mining, factories and
irrigation projects. It increased the GDP but simultaneously created
involuntary displacement ( Mohanty, 2005; Kumar and Mishra, 2018).

Fernandes ( as cited in Kumar and Mishra, 2018) shows the estimate
of Adivasis and other people displaced by a development project in
India from 1951 to 1990. During that period, the construction of dams
and mining were the top two causes of the displacement of the
Adivasis. Additionally, only a meagre number of displaced individuals
were rehabilitated. Among the displaced, majority of the families
belong to the marginalised sections. The characteristics of
anthropocentrism can be understood through the relationship shared
by developmentalists with the natural environment.
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Conservation-induced displacement

“I see no future for parks unless they address the needs of the
communities as equal partners in their development”- Nelson Mandela

The number of protected areas in the world has risen by 500% in
the last thirty years Wittemeyer et al. (as cited in Awuh, 2015). When
there is an increase in protected areas, there will be an increase in the
number of people displaced. Another notable factor about
displacement from protected areas is that the affected groups are
most marginalised. Examples are the Adivasi of India, Ogiek of Kenya,
Baka of Cameroon and San of Botswana (Awuh, 2015).

In India, the first protected area was Hailey National Park, created
by British nationalists in 1936, and at present, India has six hundred
and fifty-seven protected areas, including five percent of the total
forest land. The first relocation was noted in Kaziranga National Park,
Assam, in 1908 (Lasgorceix and Kothari, 2009).

In Karnataka, the Soliga tribes and Jenukurubas, among other tribes,
were displaced because of the Kabini project and Rajiv Gandhi National
Park (Anindy and Mishra, 2018). Gujjar community from Rajaji
National Park (Joshi and Singh, 2017), Baka tribes of Cameroon Dja
reserve, falsely stating they increase the poaching and pressure on
the reserve (Awuh, 2015). In India, once forest land is declared a
protected area, individuals who were earlier accessing the resources
are denied access and provided with a relocation package. However,
denial of access takes a toll on the livelihood of relocated people as
they are accustomed to the forest resources for all needs. The relocation
also scatters the family, and, in turn, affects the community’s social
fabric.

Case of Nagarahole in the Context of Biocentrism and Ecocentrism

Nagarahole, also known as Rajiv Gandhi National Park, was
established in 2000, with an area of 643.39 square km (Karnataka
Forest Department, (n. d.). In 1955 Nagarahole was declared a wildlife
sanctuary; until then, it was the hunting zone of Mysore rajas. In 1972
Wildlife Protection Act was passed, and land areas were increased to
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643.39 sq. km in 1975. Nearly three thousand four hundred families
were relocated by promising fertile agricultural land outside the
Nagarahole. In 1999, Nagarahole was declared a project tiger reserve.
One thousand seven hundred and three families were living in the
fringe areas of the tiger reserve; among them, six hundred and thirty
families voluntarily moved out of the reserve. In 2013, during the
fieldwork period, few tribal families were still resisting and staying
inside the Nagarahole with many restrictions. One hundred five more
tribal families are to be relocated, and they are still residing inside the
protected areas (Lasgorceix and Kothari, 2009). The displaced tribal
families were moved to Nagpur and some other places. The relocation
process reflects how conservation governance often constructs
Indigenous habitation as incompatible with ecological protection. The
studies show that the economic status of the Adivasis after moving
outside the Nagarahole has reduced. However, plantation owners who
are encroaching and cultivating within the boundaries of the reserve
forest have not faced any relocation issues so far (Kuthar and Ullal,
2019).

Risk of food insecurity, loss of access to common property, loss of
income and means of subsistence were mentioned in different studies
regarding the issues faced by Adivasis in Nagarahole after
displacement. Prabhu (2014, August 11) collected information on
displaced Adivasis from the Rajiv Gandhi National Park. By 2014,
only 24.54 percent of the Adivasis owned land. The Adivasis living
inside the core areas which were most affected include Jenu Kuruba,
Soliga, Yerawa, Betta Kuruba and Paniya; families that depended on
agriculture did not get formal credit and fell into the vicious cycle of
money lenders. The 2014 report by Deccan Herald states the plight of
displaced tribes; houses constructed for tribes were in dilapidated
condition, as tribes were hunter-gatherers, they did not have any training
on agriculture, there was an acute shortage of water supply, and the
land was not fertile enough for agriculture (Mohammed, 2014).

Four decades ago, three thousand four hundred tribal families in
Nagarahole were relocated, promising agricultural land and other
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facilities. They were settled in Mathigodu, Begur, Kanthuru and a
few in coffee estates of Kodagu, Virajpet and Brahmagiripura.
However, under the FRA 2006, they have demanded ten acres of land
and other benefits, which are not yet provided (Lakshmikantha, 2019).

“Conservation has become a number one threat to the indigenous
territories” (UNDRIP, 2004). The creation of protected areas is valuable
for the public. However, the cost for it is entirely paid by the local
communities living within those spaces, who lose access to land,
forest resources and other development opportunities (Krueger, 2009).
The eight significant risks due to the displacement for biodiversity
conservation were put forth by Cernea (2000) the risk of landlessness,
the risk of joblessness (loss of income and means of subsistence), risk
of homelessness, marginalisation, food insecurity, increased morbidity
and mortality, loss of access to common property resources and social
disarticulation.

In the case of Nagarahole displacement, it is clear from the
newspaper articles and various other reports that the displaced Adivasis
had a risk of landlessness, homelessness, food insecurity, loss of access
to common property resources, loss of income and means of subsistence,
which are the significant risk due to displacement from fortress
conservation. Even after twenty years, the rehabilitation progress is
still going on for the vulnerable tribal community, the Jenu Kurubas.
The Crop Compensation, ashram schools, and allotment of land are
still pending (“Two decades later”, 2017).

In 2014, Muzaffar Asadi committee was set by the high court to
study the issues of displaced Adivasis of Nagarahole. Three thousand
four hundred eighteen families were affected by the declaration of
Nagarahole National Park. Adivasis in H D Kote were severely
affected, and the committee gave about thirty-three recommendations.
In January 2017, the National Commission of Schedule Tribals
recommended that no Adivasi should be relocated until alternate land
is provided. There were also voices raised for acknowledging the
Forest Rights Act - 2006 of Adivasis relocated from the Nagarahole
(Kumar, 2017; Kukreti, 2018).
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The state of Adivasis once lived inside the Nagarahole, now termed
Nagarahole National Park. The construction of protected areas for
wildlife species is a conservationalist approach focusing on the
conservation of crucial and endangered species. All living beings are
important and should be protected, especially those threatened and
endangered. However, the fortress conservation of relocating the
community customarily living, knowledgeable of the forested landscapes
and excluding them from the planning and decisionmaking for
conservation of the species may not always be successful; this is
exceptionally biocentric. Forest-dwelling Adivasis are the ears and eyes
of the forest and are well-known than outsiders on landscape and
wildlife. The traditional wisdom of Adivasis is an asset for policy
formulations, and it is essential to ensure participation (Mohanty, 2019).

Biocentrism, conceptually, means all living beings, humans and
non-humans have equal value; however, this kind of fortress
conservation takes this to an extremist sense considering only the
non-human animals. Exclusionary biocentrism also devalues the
importance and right to customarily live in the ancestral land of
humans living in and around the habitat of such non-human animals
(Sarkar, 2012). Ecocentrism and deep ecology are the worldviews of
the indigenous community worldwide. Adivasis believe dependence
and kinship with nature and its occupants do not mean total constrain
from managing or depending on nature. However, it shows a balanced
dependence on nature and its occupants.

Fanari (2019) terms relocation as a violent act which does not
recognise the forest rights of the community and as a lack of support
from the forest department. For instance, what happened in
Nagarahole and in many protected areas in India and worldwide is
fortress based. It is highly contrary to anthropocentrism. The central
pillar of biocentrism is that humans and all living beings are part of
the earth, everything is interdependent, and human beings are equal
to other species. In the case of biocentrists and vital conservationalists,
wildlife can be conserved only by isolating them from humans and
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avoiding any interaction with humans, which is the core concept of
protected areas (Alexander, 1999; Lim and Yuzhe, 2018).

Case of Niyamgiri in the context of Anthropocentrism

A census official asked Kondh what his religion was, and Kondh
replied, ‘mountains’. Neither the census form could inculcate the
answer of Kondh nor the person who asked it (Padel and Das, 2010).
Niyamgiri hills are culturally and ecologically intertwined with the
life of Dongria Kondhs (Sahu, 2008). ‘Dongria’ derives from ‘dongar’,
which means ‘farming on hill slopes’, and believes they are the
descendants of the deity ‘Niyam Raja’. Pockets like Niyamgiri hills
still exist today because of the adamant symbiotic relationship and
animistic beliefs of Kondhs towards their hills, culture and pride of
identity linked with it. Kondhs are a tribal community with sub-groups
like Dongria, Kutia and Desia. Niyamgiri range is a connected
geographical territory embracing the cultural, social, religious and
livelihood needs of the Dongria Kondh. The settlement of Dongria
Kondhs is not permanent; they abandon their old settlements in search
of new ones inside their habitat itself.

In the case of implementation of the Forest Rights Act 2006 — the
concept deep-rooted in the lives of Kondhs is that the entire Niyamgiri
is for the community and not to be divided. Community rights are
usually entitled to the whole village; in the case of Niyamgiri, it is an
entire community (Nayak, 2015).

After the continuous legal fight between the state government and
the Vedanta corporation, the Supreme court ordered the government
of Odisha to conduct gram sabha meetings and obtain consent from
the community. All twelve gram sabhas rejected the bauxite mining
project. Kondhs consider the onset of tarred roads as a symbol of
outsider intrusion into their hills. Inappropriate government schemes
and assistance to the bauxite extracting corporations are slowly killing
the Niyamraja hills and the associated identity and culture. In 2013,
Vedanta project was stopped by the government and the supreme
court (Barik, 2019).
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Anthropocentrism stands for a human worldview and gives value
to only human beings, whereas biocentrism views all living beings as
equal (Sarkar, 2012). However, inside this view, there is a tug of war
between the power and the powerless, modern and primitive, mining
companies and tribal beliefs (Hayward, 1997). The case of the
Niyamgiri hills shows how the rigid anthropocentric view functions,
which marginalises the rights and voices of the vulnerable and
minority community as that of Kondh tribes in the Niyamgiri hills for
the mining and economic development of a nation.

Conclusion

The study aimed to understand the Niyamgiri-Kondh tribe issue
through anthropocentrism and Nagarahole National Park- Jenu
Kuruba relocation through biocentrism. Human-centred nature or
anthropocentrism states that humans are the only significant entities
in the universe while disregarding non-human beings (Norton, 1991).
Developmentalists, like Niyamgiri hills and Odisha Mining
Corporation Vedanta, are human-centred in the name of growth and
development conceptualised by the civilised world.

Ecocentrism, a term coined by Leopold (1949), finds value in all
organisms, whether or not it is useful to humans. Ecocentrism opposes
human groups and even sometimes threatens democracy (Arsene,
n.d.). In the case Nagarahole forest and Adivasis living in the forest
department following the pre-colonial notion of fortress conservation,
the conservationalist considers humans living inside the forest as a
threat to wildlife conservation without considering the centuries of
the sustainable relationship of Adivasis living there with the wildlife
and flora.

Naess (1972) coined the term Deep Ecology. The Deep Ecology
Movement dislikes the human-centred value system of western culture.
It considers the ecosystem a living whole in which humanity is just
a part. Similarly, among Adivasis, deep respect and a sense of
belongingness to the land are very much evident. They do not have
unsustainable use of land for greed. Khonds consider themselves as
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children of Niyamraja, their relationship with the hills and everything
that originates from them. Similar is the case of Jenu Kurubas, the
ancestral forest land they lived in is intertwined with the culture,
tradition, livelihood, food and life of Jenu Kurubas and other Adivasis
lived.

Nature is a contested space. There is always a tug of war between
the developmentalists - nature - Adivasis, conservationalists - nature
- Adivasis and the conservationalists - Adivasis - developmentalists
over nature. It is essential to reflect on what is significant and
sustainable. The developmentalism and fortress conservation that is
capable of marginalising the tribal ecological epistemologies, functions
in the community, although in a opposing nature. Although
anthropocentrism, ecocentrism, and deep ecology emerge from distinct
philosophical traditions, these shapes the competing claims over land,
resources, and legitimacy in environmental governance. The conflict
with regard to the Adivasi displacement in India cannot therefore be
understood merely as a developmental issue, but as a contest between
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divergent ecological worldviews. The study demonstrates that both
developmental extraction and exclusionary conservation can produce
parallel forms of dispossession when Indigenous ecological knowledge
systems are excluded from governance structures. The repeated
marginalisation of Adivasi communities within both developmental
and conservation paradigms raises questions concerning equity,
representation, and ecological democracy. The study points out that
the Adivasi displacement conflict is not merely between humans and
nature, but between competing understandings of nature itself.
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Creolization of the Diaspora: A Critical Reading of Peter
Jailall’s Poetry

Sireesha Telugu

Abstract
Migration entails physical and psychological displacement as individuals
leave their homeland to pursue a better life elsewhere. This often involves
severing ties with their former land while endeavouring to forge a new
identity in their adopted home. Peter Jailall, a notable figure in Indian
diasporic literature and poetry, exemplifies how his ancestors preserved
their linguistic and cultural identities, thereby creolizing the diasporic
experience. Consequently, this essay examines the linguistic and cultural
complexities embedded in Jailall’s works, aiming to contribute to the
scholarly discourse surrounding diasporic literature through the lens of
linguistic and cultural hybridity. By scrutinizing Jailall’s language usage
and his negotiation of cultural identity in his poetry, the paper illuminates
the intricate dynamics of diasporic experience as articulated through
literature.
Keywords: Diaspora; Indentured; Coolie; Creole; Culture; Hybridity

Introduction

Diaspora, as stated by many theorists, is a concept that refers to
individuals, groups and communities undergoing diverse movements
away from their places of origin. These movements are propelled by
the need for a better life, education, employment opportunities, quest
for settlement, and even forcibly displaced from one’s homeland. This
phenomenon extends beyond the mere physical relocations across
nations, countries, or continents to encompass the traversing of imagined
spaces, incorporating notions of home and family. The displaced, unable
to connect to these spaces, create an in-between space. The intricacies



of diaspora involve the intricate interplay between physical displacement
across geographical boundaries and the profound impact on the
interconnected realms of identity, belonging, and cultural continuity.
Stuart Hall in his seminal work, ‘Cultural Identity and Diaspora,’
considers this position of diaspora through the idea of alterity and
hybridity. He says that the diasporic identity is constantly producing
and reproducing themselves. This conception of identity alters the earlier
ideas of migration and celebrates heterogeneity (diversity). Literature
originating from the diaspora serves as a primary conduit for
comprehending the creolization inherent in diasporic experiences.

The writers of the Indian diaspora, through their literary endeavours,
have significantly enriched the landscape of English literature. Notably,
the historical trajectory of Indian diasporic writing parallels the very
inception of the diaspora. It is intriguing to recognize that the roots of
Indian diasporic literature extend beyond establishing diasporic
communities. The early writings of Sake Dean Mahomet are regarded
as significant contributions to the literary canon, as Mahomet’s migration
to Ireland led to the meticulous documentation of his travels in his
book, The Travels of Dean Mahomet. Subsequently, a rich tradition of
diasporic literature emerged, spanning diverse voices and experiences.
Indian diasporic literature initially evolved through oral narratives and
songs within the context of the indentured system, gradually
transitioning to written forms. These narratives often encapsulated the
firsthand experiences of the diaspora community. The migrant
experience does not end with the first part of the settlement. It is
handed over to the later generations, consciously or unconsciously.
Residing in a diaspora entails navigating a cross-cultural milieu where
change, fusions, and diverse experiences are unavoidable. Individuals
attuned to the intricacies of this cultural shift acknowledge the
imperative to reaffirm their identity while simultaneously seeking
avenues to express their evolving journey. This attempt has produced
several voices in recent years that echoed through the medium of
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literature. The essay investigates Indian diasporic literature exploring
themes like adaptation, nostalgia, displacement, and un-belonging,
including the tapestry of cultural and linguistic creolization with specific
reference to Peter Jailall’s book of poems, Sacrifice, using the framework
of postcolonial and cultural studies as proposed by Edward Kamau
Brathwaite, Homi K. Bhabha, and Stuart Hall. These theorists have
worked on the complexities of creolization and its role in shaping the
cultural, linguistic, and social identity of the diaspora.

Sacrifice guides readers through the journey of the indentured
labourers upon their arrival in Guyana. The poems vividly depict the
historical narrative of the Indian community in Guyana, capturing their
experiences of displacement, adaptation, survival, and eventual
transformation. They deliberate on the indentured labour system,
Caribbean history, and the history of Guyanese diaspora, including the
Guyanese creole subdialect. The creole language in the Caribbean, as
many studies indicate, is influenced by various linguistic sources,
including languages from India. According to Fabienne Viala, “the
Barbadian Edward Kamau Brathwaite coined the term Creolization—
from the Spanish word ‘criollo’ 1 to analyze the intercultural
transformations of post-plantation Jamaican society (The Post-Columbus
41).” Edward Kamau Brathwaite theorizes in his works that the diverse
populations of the Caribbean basin, comprised of Europeans, Africans,
indigenous peoples, and indentured labourers, have engaged in
profound interactions that have significantly influenced the region’s
cultures and languages. He contends that these exchanges have
catalyzed a dynamic process of creolization, shaping the unique cultural
and linguistic landscape of the Caribbean. As a result, many countries
in the region boast distinct creole languages, including French Creole,
Dutch Creole, English Creole, and Spanish Creole. For instance,
Guyanese Creole, as noted by Devonish and Thompson, serves as the
primary language for the majority of the population in the Republic of
Guyana.
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Peter Jailall’s poems are richly infused with Guyanese English Creole,
as they explore the questions of belonging, unfolding the inherent
challenges of navigating to foreign land and unfamiliar surroundings.
The poems poignantly depict the experience of alienation and
underscore how the language, deeply rooted within the poet, undergoes
alterations yet remains a steadfast companion throughout the journey
as an Indian poet in the diaspora. The poems are juxtaposed with
photographs of indentured dwelling places, the fields that they worked,
transmitting the frankness and innocence of these women caught in
the lens of the camera in the colonial era. The poems represent the
arrival of Jailall’s ancestors from India to Guyana and the difficult
journey they endured to create a new life. They illuminate the sacrifices
made as they toiled in the cane-fields, struggling to secure a better
future for the generations to come.

Migration to Guyana

‘Migration’ is an act of displacement or dislocation that can be
experienced depending on political, economic, cultural factors. The
mobility of people or community to a different place, country or sub-
continent is not only a physical act, but also holds a psychological
alignment too. It is an orientation of belonging, and the place one is
migrating from is the origin of that belonging. But the place of
destination can behold several factors as well. To rationalize the idea of
migration, Everett S. Lee, in his ‘A Theory of Migration’, has elucidated
some features of migration, as the push and pull factors depending on
various other sub-factors like age, economic condition, access to
resources, source of livelihood, etc. These factors at origin and
destination would either neutrally, positively, or negatively affect the
decision to migrate and can promise to provide a better life and
belongingness to the people who urge to move.

The end of British slave system gave birth to indentured labour
system. Indians were recruited under this structure and transported to
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different British colonies to serve on the sugar and rubber plantations.
As part of this system, a few of them were transported to British Guiana
(Guyana) from Calcutta, popularly known as the ‘Gladstone Coolies’,
which roughly translates to manual labourers. This marked the
beginning of the indentured system that continued to the first quarter
of the 20th century. Several reasons compelled people to migrate,
including famine, poverty, and unemployment in their homeland. Peter
Jailall illustrates how his ancestors migrated to Guyana with
determination and ambition, seeking a life free from poverty and the
challenges of floods and droughts. They aspired to enhance their living
conditions and were drawn to the perceived opportunities in Guyana,
influenced by stories or rumours of a better life.

However, upon embarking on the ships, their hopes were ruined.
The experiences were harrowing, marked by a scarcity of food and
water, overcrowded conditions, unsanitary environments, and the
prevalence of diseases like dysentery and cholera on board, resulting
in a mortality rate of 20 to 30 percent. Upon arrival in the new land,
they faced harsh treatment, enduring long working hours, inadequate
facilities, and meagre wages. Punishments for disobedience were severe,
often resulting in contract extensions. According to the study,
approximately 240,000 East Indian indentured workers were brought
to British Guyana during this period. While some could return to India
at the end of their contracts, many settled in their adopted land, British
Guyana. Their narratives serve as a poignant backdrop to Jailall’s poetry.

Critical Reading of the Poems

The poems illustrate the plight of indentured enslaved people as
they laboured tirelessly on plantations, grappling with the challenge of
preserving their ethnic identities. While contributing to the development
of the countries they migrated to, they also endeavoured to cultivate
their cultural heritage in unfamiliar territory. The first poem of the
collection, ‘My Forebearers’, recounts the determination of the initial
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wave of migrant coolies to Guyana. The poem says that the forebearers
chose to migrate to escape “floods and droughts/Trickery and poverty
(13)” serving as compelling reasons from their place of origin. These
factors were significant enough to force them to encounter numerous
intervening obstacles, both external and internal. These included steering
through harsh weather conditions in Demerara and tolerating the
harrowing journey across the ‘kala pani’ (the middle passage). In
addition, the extreme conditions aboard the ships crossing the middle
passage tested their physical and mental resilience, resulting in the loss
of many lives even before reaching the shore.

The “determination/ and ambition (13)” of a bright future was so
great among the migrants that they overlooked all the hardships and
overestimated the positive factors in Guyana, and arrived “barefoot,
empty-handed (13),” “full of hope/ without suitcase or passport (13)”—
without any belonging, or national identity—by knowing that they
must fight it out to reconstruct their identities in the destination.
However, the harsh working conditions and the “sting/ of massive
whip (13)” portray a tragic, circular notion of history of pain, as their
decision of migration has taken them back to the life of suffering back
home, perhaps in worse situations as now they exist devoid of any
identity, hope or belonging.

The poem suggests that the forebearers were deemed sinful for
crossing rivers and oceans, a journey often called the ‘kala pani’.
“Historically, the term ‘kala pani’ meant dark or black waters and
referred to a religious restriction prohibiting high-caste Hindus from
crossing the waters. Since then, ‘kala pani’ has become a vital metaphor
for the diasporic writers. The moment of crossing ‘kala pani’, according
to Elizabeth DeLoughrey, the narrative space of transoceanic ships, is
where Indian labourers “reconfigure their relations to the domestic,
imagined broadly in terms of nation, culture, caste, and gender On
Kala Pani” (‘On Kala Pani’ 73).
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Thus, the poem indicates the bravery of their forebearers crossing
the forbidden spaces to create a home away from home. They had to
endure the terrible and traumatic conditions on the ships, living in the
confined spaces with people from different cultural backgrounds,
speaking different languages, different dialects, people from different
castes and religions and terrible long voyages.

For the diaspora, immutable poetics of labour exalted even the abject
‘poi bhajee (13)’ to a superior status. The poi seeds, stitched into pouches
for transatlantic transport, tenderly cultivating them alongside the cane
fields, rolling out chapatis, singing songs, feature prominently in Jailall’s
poetry. These trials attempt to illuminate everyday life, preserving the
cultures they have carried from their home.

Poems such as ‘Our Legacy’, ‘The Sacrifice’, and ‘Working with
Devotion’ recounts the journey of the Gladstone coolies who departed
from the ports of Calcutta to settle in British Guyana. Motivated by the
search for employment and relief from poverty, they encountered
adversities on their voyage. The unsanitary conditions aboard the ships
exacerbated their hardships, yet Jailall portrays his ancestors as arriving
in Guyana with eyes brimming with innocence and hope. Despite
lacking suitcases or passports and being barefoot, they harboured
ambitions for a better life. However, they encountered further challenges
instead of improvement, including poor living conditions, identity crisis,
and additional hardships.

Their decision to leave their homeland was driven by a desire to
escape poverty, disease, and unrest, yet their pain persisted even after
migration. Their cultural identity was distilled down to language, food,
and seeds carried during their journey. Homi Bhabha advanced his
concept of hybridity while developing his theory of cultural difference.
He does so by claiming that every cultural artefact or system is
constructed in an interstitial space where the rigid boundaries blur. He
calls this space the ‘third space’. This space not only restricts the
exoticism of certain cultures but also makes the colonisers’ claims of
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ethnic, religious, and cultural purity untenable. This disrupts their efforts
at creating and maintaining a singleness of identity by using a certain
culture as a homogenising and unifying force. In its place, Bhabha
transposes a process of creation of various hybrid cultures and identities
in the liminal third space where various elements from the cultures of
both the coloniser and colonised interact with and affect each other.
Therefore, we observe that despite displacement, the indentured
labourers retained their Indianness as a fundamental aspect of their
identity in the migrant land. They clung to seeds and Indian cuisine,
symbols of their individuality and cultural heritage, to preserve their
identity amidst upheaval.

‘Baan Fu Wuk’, a poem portraying the experiences of a migrant
worker, reaffirms his identity as a labourer. “I man Coolie man/baan
fu wuk (17)’, he asserts. Within the small narratives of everyday life,
the sacredness of privileged memory is subtly woven in. He declares,
I am born for work; I am a labourer; I am a coolie. Over the years, the
term ‘coolie’ has evolved into an offensive label for unskilled,
hardworking labourers. The poem transitions its meaning to a powerful
connotation. It resonates the life of a labourer who had toiled in the
fields to construct a formidable nation. For many, the term is not
derogatory but carries a profound cultural heritage.

Similar experiences were recounted by African American poets such
as Langston Hughes. In his poem, ‘I too, America’, Hughes contemplates
on the anguish of an African American identity. The poet expresses
confidence that a day will arrive when African Americans will assert
their rightful place in the mainstream society. He acknowledges the
current segregation and isolation faced by the Black community but
remains hopeful for a future where they will be viewed with fresh
understanding. The poem evokes historical injustices, highlighting a
time when darker-skinned individuals were not considered equal
citizens in America and were segregated even from native Americans.
The African American protagonist in the poem experiences the pain of
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alienation but anticipates a future where he will enjoy equal rights and
opportunities to express his patriotism.

‘Ban Fu Wuk’ also delves into the notion of identity, portraying the
experiences of a coolie who takes pride in embracing their ancestral
heritage. The poet vividly portrays the inhumane physical conditions
endured by indentured labourers. The title, ‘Ban Fu Wuk’, itself alludes
to the construction of the labourers’ identity upon their migration to
the plantations from their homelands. There was an internalization of
the notion that ‘girmityas’ or ‘jahajis’, referring to Indians migrating as
indentured labourers to foreign countries, were obligated to toil
strenuously in the fields for colonial planters and recruiters.
Consequently, the poet describes how the labourers’ deplorable working
conditions became normalized on the fields. It was not uncommon for
them to endure humiliation from white overseers, who would spit “white
saliva (17)” at them or be drenched in “mud wata (17)” and with “sali
wata (17)” during fieldwork inspections. The acceptance of identity is
vividly portrayed here reflecting the linguistic and cultural
marginalization faced by the indentured labourers in the new land.
The poet’s attempt in creolizing the language depicts the struggle for
survival among the indentured. Lawrence A. Briener says:

the process of creolization occurs at all levels of culture, and although
its effects are large scale and highly visible, its actual operations are
often very localized and unconscious. To a considerable extent,
creolization is a matter of individuals making routine adjustments to a

multicultural setting (Creole Language 29).

Human predicament and identity crisis in the ‘alien’ land is vividly
portrayed through the character of Meena in ‘Meena’s Treasures’. The
word ‘treasure’ seems symbolic, referring to something beyond material
worthiness. Therefore, among her “precious pieces of gold (54)”, Meena
was careful to hide her handful of “poi bhajee seeds/ To transplant her
agriculture/On cold Canadian soil (54)”, in the safest corner of the
suitcase. The treasures that Meena brings with her, especially the seeds

Telugu : Creolization of the Diaspora: A Critical Reading 43



of poi-bhajee, represent the materiality of memory as a mnemonic device
that would not let her feel alienated from her identity owing to the
dislocation from her home. Pnina Werbner says:

culture is never merely individual, a portable piece of baggage carried

by migrants on their transnational voyages along with their other

belongings (‘Migration and Culture’ 215-216).

The etymological meaning of the word ‘culture’ also denotes
‘cultivation’, hence her act of cultivating the poi bhajee seeds in the
balcony may also metaphorically suggest her transplanting of her own
native culture “on cold Canadian soil (54)”. It is because, according to
Werbner:

As transnational migrants settle in a new country, they transplant and

naturalize cultural categories, not simply because this is their tradition

or culture, but because as active agents they have a stake in particular

aspects of their culture. Culture as a medium of social interaction confers

agency within a field of sociality and power relations (‘Migration and

Culture’ 215).

The thick green leaves sprung out of the seeds symbolise the
homeland to her, as if she conceives the culture inside her. Jailall
mentions that the leaves grow “from Meena’s green thumb (54)”
symbolising the women as mother— an embodiment of nourishment
and as diasporic selves, reservoir of native cultures. Although the roots
of the poi bhajee seeds were metaphorically dislocated from the native
land, with Meena’s help, they get relocated on Canadian soil—creating
a hyphenated existence. Therefore, in the new culture, in an apartment
in Canada, where she is being relocated, Meena wants to avoid being
haunted by the emotional trauma of displacement that the physical
distance from her homeland would remind her of.

‘Khatun from Skeldon’ narrates the history of indentured women in
Guyana by recollecting the story of an aged woman. The poem can be
contrasted with the poem ‘My Forebearears’ where the legacy of the
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forefathers and their toils are celebrated and commemorated in glorious
terms. In this poem, however, the aged woman in her 80s is seen sitting
alone “on the dung heap of estate life, looking on, brushing flies/
abandoned by Guyanese,/ by friends, and family (35).” These images
point to women’s dehumanising effect and objectification as indentured
labourers in the imperialist economy. Although, once she was the
“fastest weeder, cleanest (35)” in Booker Bros. and Company, she is
considered worthless in her old age as she cannot contribute anything
to the capitalist economy. The same patriarchal atrocities are repeated
in the family as well. As long as she was able to perform her gender
roles (fixed by the society) of earning, marriage, rearing children,
repairing house she was supported by everyone, but in her old age, her
response is muted, she leads a lonely life “ready fu dead (35).” Therefore,
Jailall seems to suggest that the hope of a better future that once
convinced her to overcome the traumas of dislocation and relocating in
a foreign land seems to have thwarted as the same patriarchal atrocities
are continued in the host-land as well— both in the family, the society
and in the workplace.

‘The Beauty of the Coolie’ talks about the challenges the indentured
labourers faced while living in the faraway land. The Postmodern ideal
of challenging the ‘grand narrative’ has opened new arenas for academic
explorations, that value the previously ‘obscure’ marginal voices and
micronarratives around the world. One of the major thrust areas among
these disciplines is the spatial turn in Humanities and Social Sciences,
that tries to unearth the suppressed voices of the diasporic selves and
communities living in a foreign land, while constantly being haunted
by the nostalgic vision of their homeland. This poem attempts to grapple
with the ideas of home and belonging, nation and racial identity from
the perspective of Indian indentured servants. He says how the labourers
were put up “in a logie/Without privacy/Mek nuff pickinie/Drink
silane pani/Die of dysentery (29).” They had to lead a distressed life
with no facilities, leading to several diseases, being punished severely
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and imprisoned sometimes, however, they survived and beheld the
identity of labourers within them. Jailall’s representation of coolie reflects
the marginal condition of the indentured labourers. The marginalization,
challenges, acculturation, identity crisis existed in the realm of old
diaspora but the acceptance of their individuality and identity as Indians
forced them to survive through the obstacles. Positioned at the ‘in-
between’ spaces of nations and identities, Jailall constructs diaspora as
an unstable and uniquely ambivalent space, and narrates the inner
schizophrenia and anxiety of these diasporic selves.

Conclusion

Jailall’s collection of poems explore Homi K Bhabha’s concept of
hybridity related to the formation of a diasporic identity. Bhabha argues
that hybridity opens a space, figuratively speaking, where the
construction of a political object that is new, neither the one nor the
other, properly alienates our political expectations, and changes, as if
must, the very forms of our recognition of the moment of politics (The
Location 25). This idea can be extended to the diasporic identity, which
occupies an in-between space and is different from the two linguistic
identities it connects.

In the post-colonial globalised world, instances of hybridity can be
seen in almost every sphere of human activity. Broadly however, they
are classified into various categories like racial/ethnic hybridity,
linguistic and literary hybridity, and the all-encompassing cultural
hybridity which includes areas ranging from religion to food. As we
have seen through Peter Jailall, English not only influenced the regional
languages of the colonized areas, but also itself borrowed a plethora of
words from a multitude of languages from those colonised regions.
The interactions between these languages in the liminal third space
further resulted in the creation of various creole and pidgin languages
which were quite distinct from the languages it borrowed words from.
The linguistic and cultural creolization implicates that hybridity plays
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a very important role in the post-colonial literature, both in terms of
form and content, and writers in the diaspora took it up without any
prejudices. The diasporic literature not only became a great vehicle to
create one’s cultural and national identity, but quite soon, it also found
an audience in the West as well. As Rushdie points out in his article
‘The Empire Writes Back with a Vengeance’, we can consider various
results of literary hybridity created within the third space as the
previously colonized people responding to and tearing down the
Western canon of English literature.

Bhabha, in his essay, ‘Dissemi Nation: Time, Narrative, and the
Margins of the Modern Nation’ argues that the intermediary space
embraced by the diaspora brims with creative possibilities, serving as
a fertile ground for artistic expression. And this is where diasporic
literature has occupied the literary realm. Jailall’s poetry carries the
history of the Indians in Guyana with stories of migration, indentured
slavery, suppression, exploitation, and an attempt to hybridize
linguistic and cultural identities. Diasporic literature, therefore, serves
as an orbit to break the cultural barriers and help in the growth and
development of new literatures that are produced from the previously
colonized lands.
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Fire, Combustion, and the Evolution of Warfare:
A Military-Scientific Reappraisal of R. Maclagan’s ‘On

Early Asiatic Fire Weapons’

Anant Sinha

The evolution of warfare has historically been driven by the
convergence of military necessity, scientific experimentation, and
technological adaptation. Among the most decisive transitions in
military history was the emergence of incendiary and pyrotechnic
weapon systems, which fundamentally altered the strategic,
operational, and psychological dimensions of conflict. In this regard,
R. Maclagan’s seminal 1876 article, ‘On Early Asiatic Fire Weapons’,
published in the Journal of the Asiatic Society of Bengal constitutes an
important contribution to the study of military technology, pre-modern
applied chemistry, and the diffusion of scientific knowledge across
Asia. Although written within the intellectual framework of
nineteenth-century colonial scholarship, the article remains remarkably
significant for its comparative examination of fire-based weapon
systems employed across India, Persia, China, the Arab world, and
Byzantium.

Maclagan’s work is particularly valuable because it transcends the
conventional chronicle of dynasties and battles and instead investigates
the technological infrastructure of warfare. The article addresses
incendiary compounds, naphtha projection systems, sulphur mixtures,
fire arrows, primitive rockets, combustible oils, and flame-based siege
devices, thereby revealing that Asian civilisations possessed advanced
traditions of military engineering long before the widespread
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introduction of modern gunpowder artillery. From a contemporary
perspective, the article can be interpreted as an early investigation
into the militarisation of chemical energy and the operationalisation
of combustion science in pre-modern warfare.

One of the most striking aspects of Maclagan’s analysis is its
implicit challenge to Eurocentric narratives of technological superiority.
Nineteenth-century military historiography frequently portrayed Asia
as technologically passive and strategically derivative. However,
Maclagan assembled textual and historical evidence suggesting that
Asian polities had independently developed sophisticated incendiary
systems capable of influencing battlefield outcomes. His references to
petroleum-based compounds, volatile hydrocarbons, resinous
accelerants, sulphur mixtures, and pyrotechnic projectiles indicate the
existence of organised scientific experimentation in relation to thermal
energy, ignition mechanisms, and destructive force projection.

From the standpoint of military history, the article documents a
critical transitional phase between kinetic warfare and thermo-chemical
warfare. Earlier military systems depended largely upon edged
weapons, cavalry man oeuvre, massed archery, and mechanical siege
apparatus. Fire weapons introduced an entirely different battle-space
dynamic. Unlike conventional projectiles, incendiary systems
possessed the capacity to penetrate fortifications indirectly, ignite
supply depots, compromise defensive infrastructure, and induce panic
among combatants and civilian populations alike. Fire became both
a tactical weapon and a strategic instrument of coercion.

This transition carried immense operational implications. In siege
warfare, for example, flaming projectiles and combustible compounds
could neutralise defensive positions without requiring direct breach
operations. The deployment of incendiary agents against wooden
fortifications, siege towers, naval vessels, and logistical depots
represented an early form of asymmetric force multiplication. Such
methods enabled comparatively smaller forces to impose
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disproportionate damage upon fortified adversaries. Maclagan’s
descriptions therefore illuminate the emergence of proto-modern
concepts of area denial, infrastructure disruption, and psychological
attrition.

Scientifically, the article is equally compelling because it reveals an
empirical understanding of combustion chemistry among ancient and
medieval military engineers. Although premodern societies lacked
formal thermodynamic theory, they nevertheless demonstrated
substantial practical knowledge concerning ignition thresholds, fuel
volatility, oxidising agents, and sustained combustion. Substances such
as sulphur, saltpetre, petroleum derivatives, bitumen, charcoal, and
resin functioned as primitive energetic materials whose military
applications required systematic experimentation and controlled
deployment.

In contemporary scientific terminology, these compounds may be
understood as early energetic composites involving hydrocarbon fuels
and oxidising elements. Their use necessitated expertise in storage
stability, ignition sequencing, flame propagation, and delivery
mechanisms. Consequently, the article indirectly documents an early
form of applied military chemistry and materials science. Ancient
armourers and military artificers effectively served as proto-chemical
engineers operating within the strategic requirements of the state.

Particularly noteworthy is Maclagan’s discussion of Greek Fire and
analogous Asiatic incendiary technologies. Greek Fire, historically
associated with Byzantine naval supremacy, has long fascinated military
historians because of its ability to sustain combustion even upon aquatic
surfaces. Maclagan’s comparative analysis suggests that related
incendiary systems may have existed within Asian military traditions
through the use of petroleum-based compounds and pressure-projected
flames. Such technologies indicate a highly sophisticated level of military
specialisation involving fuel preparation, projection apparatus,
containment vessels, and trained incendiary operators.
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From a naval warfare perspective, these systems represented
revolutionary force multipliers. Maritime fire projection systems
possessed the capacity to neutralise enemy fleets, destroy wooden
hulls, and dominate littoral environments. In strategic terms, they
altered the balance between defensive fortification and offensive man
oeuvre by introducing a weapon capable of inflicting catastrophic
thermal destruction beyond conventional projectile range.

The article’s treatment of rockets and propelled incendiary
projectiles is equally important. Maclagan’s references to bamboo
rockets, fire arrows, and pyrotechnic propulsion systems demonstrate
that Asian military engineers were experimenting with reaction-based
propulsion, centuries before the emergence of modern rocketry. These
systems, although technologically rudimentary by contemporary
standards, embodied foundational principles of thrust generation and
directed projectile propulsion.

The significance of these developments becomes particularly
evident in the Indian military context. The evolution of indigenous
rocket systems eventually culminated in the iron-cased Mysorean
rockets deployed under Tipu Sultan and Hyder Ali during the Anglo-
Mysore conflicts. These rockets profoundly influenced European
military engineering and contributed directly to the development of
Congreve rockets in Britain. Thus, the technological lineage extending
from ancient fire arrows to modern missile systems demonstrates the
cumulative and transnational nature of military innovation.

Modern aerospace science allows us to reinterpret these early
systems through the lens of propulsion physics, ballistic trajectory
analysis, and aerodynamic stability. Primitive rockets represented not
merely weapons of terror but early experiments in combustion-driven
propulsion. Their battlefield deployment reveals a practical
understanding of directional energy transfer and projectile
momentum-concepts foundational to modern missile engineering.

Another critical dimension highlighted by Maclagan’s article is
the psychological effect of incendiary warfare. Fire weapons functioned
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not only as instruments of physical destruction but also as mechanisms
of cognitive and emotional destabilisation. The spectacle of flaming
projectiles, explosive compounds, and uncontrollable combustion
generated fear, confusion, and disorientation among opposing forces.
Cavalry formations could panic, defensive cohesion could collapse,
and civilian populations could experience mass psychological shock.

In modern strategic terminology, such methods constituted early
forms of psychological operations and shock warfare. The deliberate
exploitation of fear as a force multiplier demonstrates that ancient
military planners understood warfare as both a physical and cognitive
contest. Fire, with its unpredictable and visually terrifying nature,
amplified the psychological asymmetry between attacker and defender.

Maclagan’s analysis also indirectly reveals the existence of organised
military-industrial ecosystems within pre-modern Asian states. The
manufacture and deployment of incendiary systems required logistical
coordination, resource procurement, technical expertise, and
specialised production facilities. Petroleum, sulphur, charcoal, resin,
and saltpetre had to be extracted, refined, transported, and stored
under controlled conditions. This implies the presence of state-
supported arsenals, technical guilds, and military supply networks
are capable of sustaining technologically sophisticated warfare.

From the perspective of defence economics, such systems indicate
that military innovation was deeply integrated with trade networks,
mineral extraction, and industrial craftsmanship. Fire weapons were
not isolated inventions but components of broader technological and
administrative infrastructures. This challenges simplistic assumptions
regarding the technological capabilities of pre-modern Asian polities.

The article acquires even greater relevance when examined through
the lens of twenty-first-century science and technology. Contemporary
developments in archaeometry, materials characterisation,
computational simulation, and artificial intelligence provide
unprecedented opportunities to reassess historical military technologies.
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Residue analysis using spectroscopy and chromatography could identify
the chemical composition of ancient incendiary compounds.
Thermodynamic modelling and combustion simulation could
reconstruct flame temperatures, burn duration, and explosive yield.

Similarly, computational fluid dynamics and ballistic modelling
could analyse the aerodynamic efficiency and stability of early rocket
systems. Experimental archaeology could replicate ancient incendiary
devices under controlled laboratory conditions to evaluate their
operational effectiveness. Such interdisciplinary approaches transform
the study of historical weapons from descriptive historiography into
evidence-based scientific investigation.

Artificial intelligence further revolutionises this field by enabling
large-scale analysis of multilingual historical corpora. Ancient Sanskrit,
Persian, Arabic, Tibetan, Chinese, and Bengali manuscripts containing
references to military technologies can now be digitised, indexed,
translated, and semantically linked using Al-assisted manuscript
intelligence systems. Optical Character Recognition for ancient Indic
scripts, Natural Language Processing for classical languages, and
machine-learning-based semantic clustering can identify technical
terminology associated with combustion, metallurgy, pyrotechnics,
siege engineering, and military logistics across vast manuscript
collections.

For institutions such as The Asiatic Society and initiatives such as
Vidhvanika, these developments possess extraordinary significance.
AI-enabled manuscript research can recover lost scientific traditions,
reconstruct technological lineages, and illuminate the global circulation
of military knowledge across civilisations. The study of ancient fire
weapons therefore intersects not only with military history but also
with digital humanities, computational philology, heritage informatics,
and strategic technology studies.

In the Indian intellectual context, Maclagan’s article contributes to
a broader reassessment of indigenous scientific traditions. The
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historical development of pyrotechnics, metallurgy, rocketry, and
combustion engineering demonstrates that scientific inquiry in Asia
was often deeply connected with statecraft, defence, and applied
technology. Knowledge system have evolved through iterative
experimentation, practical adaptation, and intercultural exchange
rather than through isolated civilisational development.

This insight remains strategically relevant in the modern era.
Contemporary defence technologies – ranging from hypersonic
missiles and drone swarms to directed-energy systems and AI-enabled
warfare platforms-continue to rely upon the integration of scientific
research with military doctrine. The historical trajectory traced by
Maclagan reveals that innovation has always emerged from the
intersection of strategic necessity and technological experimentation.

Nevertheless, the article must also be critically evaluated within
its historiographical context. Certain interpretations reflect the
limitations of nineteenth-century scholarship, including reliance upon
fragmented translations and uneven source criticism. Modern historical
methodology would require stronger archaeological corroboration,
philological precision, and scientific validation. However, these
limitations do not diminish the article’s intellectual value. Rather,
they underscore the need for interdisciplinary re-examination using
contemporary analytical tools.

Ultimately, On Early Asiatic Fire Weapons should be regarded not
merely as a historical essay but as an early investigation into the
relationship between science, technology, and warfare in Asian
civilisations. The article demonstrates that pre-modern Asian societies
possessed complex traditions of military experimentation involving
combustion chemistry, incendiary engineering, projectile propulsion,
and strategic pyrotechnics. These traditions formed part of a broader
scientific culture in which military necessity accelerated technological
innovation.

In the twenty-first century, as scholars increasingly seek to
decolonise the history of science and recognise the multidirectional
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flow of technological knowledge, Maclagan’s work acquires renewed
significance. It reminds us that the foundations of military science
were not monopolised by any single civilisation. Rather, they emerged
through centuries of experimentation, adaptation, and intercultural
transmission across Asia, the Middle East, and Europe.

The article, therefore, stands as an important contribution to
military historiography, the history of science, and strategic studies.
More importantly, it demonstrates that the scientific and technological
traditions of Asia were dynamic, empirical, and operationally
sophisticated – qualities that continue to define military innovation in
the contemporary world.
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A New Testament: Scandinavian Missionaries and Santal Chiefs from
Company and British Crown Rule to Independence by Tone Bleie. 2023.
Published by Solum Bokvennen, ISBN : 978-82-560-2873-3, 523 pages.

The author of the book is Tone Bleie, Ph. D. Professor of Public
Policy and Cultural Understanding at the University of  Tromso (UiT),
the Arctic University of Norway. She is founder and leader of the
Scandinavian-Santal Heritage Initiative (SSInherit). The book is outcome
of her hardwork among the Santals of Eastern India. Elsa Stamatopoulou,
former Chief of the Secretariat of the UN Permanent Forum on the
Indigenous Issues (UNPFII); Professor of the Institute for the study of
Human Rights, Columbia University, NY; stated,

A New Testament uncovers the entanglement over centuries of the
colonial history of major European powers and missions, shedding
light on an ignored settler story that began in the jungle in the late
1860s in Eastern British India (Back cover of the book under review).

Major focus of the book is on the Santals of Santal Parganas. The
Parganas was formed by the British colonials in late 1860s. Professor
Bleie started her research with Santals and extended her work to Boro
and Bengalis of lower Assam and places of West Bengal and Bangladesh.

Christian missionaries were considered as messengers of the ‘Gospel’
who travelled through the world spreading messages of Jesus Christ.
In Eastern India the Missionaries travelled through the tiger- infested
forests preaching gospels. Christianity was professed by the evangelists
as ‘progressive’. They also spread the ideas of “private property,
bounded territory or enclosure”. The idea emerged in Britain and was
tested ‘brutally’ on Irish peasants in the seventeenth century. The British
eventually entered prosperous Bengal after the battle of Plassey in 1757.
The Santal ‘Hul’, the revolt, took place in 1855-1856. The event created
anger and mistrust between the Santals and the White colonials. As an
endeavour to bring them into the fold, the colonials took certain
strategies. The Christian missions and the ethnographers were set to
work. The oral traditions were put into writing. There came handwritten
manuscripts, publications, artifacts and standardised grammar for the
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local language. In the newly formed Santal Parganas, the Santals and
Norwegian missionaries upheld the egalitarian values. The author has
referred to the book Ancestor’s Tale by Guru Kolean and the Sacred
Epic, compiled by Norwegian Missionary L.O. Skrefsrud and Chief
Jugia Haram in 1871-1872. Professor Bleie mentioned that she has taken
her data out of historical archives from three continents and has herself
undertaken intensive and extensive fieldwork from 1982 to 2005 by
living among the ‘custodians of orality’ of the tribes, namely, “gurus,
healers, oracles and ordinary villagers” in East India, Northern
Bangladesh and Eastern Nepal. Besides archival studies, she followed
participant observation and interview methods in her fieldwork. She
learned Santali language and is fluent in communication with the
Santals.

The book is divided into thirteen chapters. These chapters are
clustered into four sections. Each section in its subsequent chapters
gives history of development of Scandinavian-Santal legacy from its
beginning to the present day. In the sections the process of development
of Santal-Scandinavian legacy is chronologically arranged. The content
of the book gives gist of the materials written in each chapter.

Chapters 1 to 4 are in section 1. This section is titled as ‘Contexts
of Scandinavian South Asian legacy’. The first chapter is titled as ‘Legacy
context, issues and landscapes’. It begins with the history of advent of
Scandinavians in India, especially in the forested lands. They preached
the gospels of Christ. Some of the tribals were converted to Christianity
and became “pastors, evangelists and churchwomen”. There emerged
indomitable preachers from Santal, Oraon, Munda, Boro, Garo, Khasi
and Naga tribes. The author considered the propagation of Christianity
was a political move to ‘civilize’ the tribes and bring them under the
fold of the foreign rulers. The first move for spreading protestant
ideology was in the Sixteenth Century by the monarchies of Denmark-
Norway. The second took place in 1860s, when the global and imperial
conditions were congenial to make the evangelists from Norway,
Denmark, Ireland, Scotland, England, America and Prussia to cross the
Atlantic Ocean and discover the uncivilised and uninitiated souls in
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the forests of Eastern India. Chapter 2 is entitled as ‘Archives and
public blind spots’. In this chapter the author, a historical Anthropologist,
described her endeavour at getting information from the archives of
the three continents about the Danish-Norwegian monarchy and
influence of Protestan Christian Missionaries on the tribals at subsequent
times. The author has given details about search for data from various
historical sources. The Narratives and records kept by the Santals,
became like folklores and people remembered the deeds of the evangelist
like Skrefsrud, locally called as ‘Kerap Sir’, the first missionary to settle
at Benagaria, Mahulpahari, Dumka. There was resistance at the
beginning but later they gained respect; so that after the demise of
Kerap Sir and others, their bodies were buried in the sacred grounds
of the Santals. Chapter 2 in fact gives detail about historical data and
how those were collected by the author. Chapter 3 is entitled as
‘Missions, missionaries, and merchants: global and the regional
contexts’. In this chapter the author has given an account of the gradual
infiltration of the missionaries and merchants with modern gadgets in
the form of machineries, in South Asia. They came in search for valuable
silk, lac, wild life, slaves and other precious things. These became objects
of trade. At the same time with an administrative strategy of the British,
the foreigners entered into forested land of Bengal, known as ‘Jungle
Mahals’. Discussion is made of the religions that existed in India at that
time. British colonialism started with company rule, which slowly turned
into Crown rule in 1858 and continued upto 1947. The Santal Mission
started a decade after the end of British Company rule. Mention is
made of Danish- Norwegian’s Tranquebar Mission in Peninsular India.
From there the Danish-Norwegian Company moved into the Bay of
Bengal in 1698 and was mainly engaged in piracy and slave-trade until
they were forced to leave by the Mughal emperor. For sometimes they
retreated to Tranquebar but in 1755 they returned to Bengal to trade in
silk, cotton, spices, indigo dye and saltpeter. The last item was needed
for preparation of gunpowder. The Tranquebar episode led King Frederic
IV to dispatch Chaplains to Dano-Norwegian colonies. Printing presses
were important for translating Bible as well as native literature. William
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Carey, the founder of the British Baptist Mission Society (1761 – 1834)
spearheaded the movement of saving the souls of the non believers,
though the British did not allow him to cross the River Hoogly but was
asked to stay in the Dano-Norwegian Colony, the town of Serampore.
Carey followed a “ground breaking capitalist trading company model.”
The chapter ends by saying that “Imperial expansionism through
mercantilist coastal enclaves had morphed into full scale colonialism.”
This sentence explains the title of the book, A New Testament. Chapter
4 is titled as ‘Missionaries and chiefs as actors’ intellectual meetings.
This chapter covers the meeting and experiences of the missionaries
and those of the tribal chiefs. She has discussed the enthusiasm of
Christian world to salvage the souls of the uninitiated mass in South
Asia. This chapter also shows how the original world of the Santals
was gradually lost because of enthusiasm of the utopian egalitarian
evangelists. In the background of Santal ‘hul’ and entry of the
missionaries, one after the other, is discussed. She has given the
background information of the missionaries and their activities in
historical order. The chapter is rich with photographs.

Section 2 is titled as ‘Mission Station Christianity’s universalization’.
It contains chapters 5 to 7. The three chapters are titled as ‘Faith
entrepreneurship and its foundation’; ‘Christianity, mother tongues, and
ethno-nationalism’; and ‘Rights, moral, and social reforms’, respectively.
Chapter 5 describes how the Scandinavian evangelists and the Santal
chiefs interacted with each other in the form of faith entrepreneurs. The
humanitarian approach of the missionaries is pointed out. There were
godmen, legal advisers, reformist mediators, missionaries, benevolent
landlords, tea scheme in Assam, which raised hope among the Santals
for return of social order and justice. This situation resulted in the
continued presence and progress of the missionaries. Special mention is
made of Skrefsrud and Borensen’s entrepreneur assets. This was in the
backdrop of Kherwar movement in Bengal in 1870s. Chapter 6 deals with
gradual study of the Santali culture by the scholar-intellectual
missionaries. In post-rebellion era, with new research methodology work
was carried out on Santal lifestyle and Santali vernaculars. This gave
political recognition to the Santals. Chapter 7 is on the newly-formed
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constitution of the British India, based on universalisation. The politics
of ethnic minorities, tribes and indigenous people were studied in the
perspective of Human Rights Law and Anthropology. The Santal
Mission was considered as social and moral reformer.

The third section of the book contains chapters 8 to 10. This Section
is titled as ‘Globalisation localised: settlers, heirs, icons’. The three
chapters in it are with headings respectively as, ‘Ebenezer Mission in
the jungle as settler history’; The ‘Trust Deed and a succession of
drama’; and ‘Cast selves, submission, silences – a person gallery’. In
chapter 8 the author gave an account of how in 1867 the pioneering
Scandinavian evangelists found a place adjacent to three Santal hamlets
in Benagaria and constructed a building for the Mission Head Quarter.
After resolution of legal matters a number of mission estates grew up
in the Santal Parganas and the evangelists continued saving the souls
of the unbelievers. Chapter 9 tells of ‘faith enterprise’, effort of the
Santal Missionaries’ to take a place in the inner circle of British Raj and
be in the forefront of the Trust Deed in 1880. In fact for the formation
of Santal Pargana Land Settlement, efforts of Skrefsrud as an
intermediary helped the mission to accumulate estates for the mission
through 1872 to 1910. Chapter 10 gives account of how the early woman’s
civil right and political right movement on both the transatlantic
continents made to include women in the religious domain at the time
of British Raj. The women had to maintain strict moral codes and
remain single, while serving as missionaries. However, duties as priests
and pastors strictly remained with the males.

Section 4 contains three chapters. This section is titled as ‘Museums,
churches, and mission in the 20th Century’. Chapter 11 is titled,’ ‘A
history of a Norwegian ethnographic museum and its Bodding
collection’. There are considerable numbers of collections of tangible
cultural materials in the ethnographic museum at Oslo. Major portion
had been shipped by P. O. Bodding between 1901 and 1934. Bodding
became more of a scientist and collected both tangible and intangible
cultural materials belonging to the Santals. The tangible elements start
from prehistoric stone tools to material cultural objects of the Santals.
Bodding presented articles on his findings at the meetings of The Asiatic
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Society of Bengal, which were published in the Society’s journal. His
best known research on intangible elements of Santal culture is
published by the Asiatic Society of Bengal in three volumes subsequently
from 1925 to 1940. The three volumes as one book are published together
now, named as, Studies in Santal Medicine and Connected Folklores. Several
editions are printed on public demand, the latest is in 2026. The question
now arises about repatriation of materials collected by colonial and is
exhibited in several overseas museums. She has discussed in detail
custodianship of the materials and their repatriation in this chapter.
Santosh Kumar Soren, an Assam colony-born Santal, works in the library
of the University of Copenhagen has catalogued the items. Bleie has
given account of the handing over of manuscripts of Bodding collection
to St. Xavier’s College, Asiatic Society, Anthropological Survey of India
and Ranchi University. The chapter closes with a note on the polity of
the present day scheduled tribes, the Santals. Chapter 12 covers
suggestions for reforms of transatlantic society, possibility of self-support
and self-governance in the context of new nationalism. Gradually
educated Santals themselves took charge of executive managements.
Second World War and the Indian and Scandinavian independence
brought in changes in sphere of Santal mission. This chapter mainly
dealt with the rise of national museums. The chapter 13 headed as ‘The
Post-Raj period of churches — neocolonialism as a prism’. This is the
concluding chapter. It mainly describes post colonial mission society
and its national churches. Bleie informs about the great and historical
Maha Sabha, held at Benagaria in 1950. The outcome was unity model.
The Santal Mission Norwegian board was formed as a continuation of
Indian home mission to Santals. The 20th century has seen and nurtured
“a lasting Scandinavian-Santal-Boro-Bengali legacy.”

The book is extensively provided with end notes and Annexures.
Annexure 1 is year-bound transatlantic and South Asian connects
starting from 1620 to 2001. Annexure 2 is with two maps of Eastern
India, Eastern Nepal, Bangladesh, South Asia and Southeast Asia. Vast
amount of literature is cited. The book is the outcome of exhaustive
research, A New Testament, which has revealed the advent of missionaries
and colonials one in support of the other, in the name of gospel.

Ranjana Ray
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