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200th Anniversary of Death: Evaluating an 'Oriental Martyr’
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Orientalism and Sir William Jones
by Abu Taher Mojumder -

N an era of internation-
I alization of culture when

the whole world seems
to be getting smaller because
of closer political, economic,
social and cultural contacts
and technological advance-
ments, the importance of
orientaliema cannot be said to
have diminished. The activi
of the Asiatic Societies in
various countries of the world,
other learned societies and
professional associations such
as the American Oriental
Society. Association for Asian
studies, oriental societies in
other countries, etc, testify to
this. There are many
distinguished and learned ori-
entalists in the west who con-
tinue to explore the inex-
haustible mine of oriental cul-
ture and contribute to expand
the frontiers of knowledge,
thus “strengthening the cause
of East-West literary and cul-
tural relations. There are also
many noteworthy graduate de-
partments in many Ameriean
and European universities
which continue to impart
training in rich and abstruse
oriental su

bjects. For example,
the School of Oriental and

African Studies in London en- -

joys considerable reputation
for being a seat of oriental
studies as well. The Depart-
ment of Oriental Studies in
Toronto University, Canada, is
another example.

Kipling's imperialistic and
Partisan assertion that the East
and the West shall never meet
may still cast a shadow on
East-West relations, but the
trend in the present multina-
tional and multicultural world
to get closer, to know each
other in a better and deeper
way for the humanitarian pur-
pose of better appreciation of
each other and more respect
and sympathy for each other,
is belieing it. This respect and
sympathy can be attained
without impairing individual
identities i.e.. the East shall
remain the East and the West
West, yet the twain shall meet.
Oriental studies in various
countries of the East and the
West and the free flow of
knowledge from one country
to another have been
contributing to making this
meeting a reality.

The first East-West rela-
tionship was that of the trade
which existed from long ago.
The interest then centered
round merchandise. The sec-
ond contact was through mis-
sionaries who were busy in
converting natives to
Christianity and occasionally
dabbling in local culture. These
were followed by colonization
of Asian countries by European
powers and what followed was
a period of subjugation,
exploitation and oppression.
The British rule in India is a
typical example. Among

B

Jones (1746-1794) at the age of 23: by Sir Joshua Reynolds

bureaucrats and other staffs

» Whb came in to consolidate the

empire were some who were
enidowed with the humani-
tarian zeal for oriental arts,
culture and civilization, and
were the ({nitiators and.
promoters of orientalism.
Charles Wilkins, Halhed, Sir
William Jones were the
early British orientalists in In-
dia. Orientalism, in the true
sense of the term, began when
such Europeans with scholarly
interests and an antiquarian
spirit arrived in India and
started exploring Indian cul-
ture and civilization and pub-
lishing about them.

India’'s dept to Orientalists
is very great. In his Preface to
the translation of Asoka's
Edicts by Amulyachandra Sen
(The Indian Publicity Society,
Calcutta-4, 1956) Suniti Kumar
Chatterjee, a great Indian
scholar, wrote: “In India, and
outside India too, we are eter-
nally grateful to the curiosity of
Europe in bringing us back the
historical Asoka by discover-
ing. reading, translating and
disseminating the inscriptions
which form the most precious
relic of this great man”
(Preface 1). He spoke elo-
quently of James Prinsep who
first succeeded in reading the
script of Asoka's inscriptions
in 1838 and referred to other
scholars who came from Eu-
rope and America and "busied
themselves with the interpre-
tation of Asoka's inscriptions”
(Preface II). Chatterjee added.
"These inscriptions are of
paramount importance in the

» study of ancient Indian History

and its life, thought and cul-
ture. They have made the great

emperor of India live in flesh
and blood, as it were, in our
midst once again” (Preface III),
There remarks highlight the
achievements of the oriental-
ists. Suniti Kumar Chatterjee is
one of the many great scholars
who generously recognised
and appreciated the invaluable
contributions made by the in-
defatigable and devoted orien-
talists to widen the sphere of
knowledge by rediscovering
and restoring the ancient east-
EITl SOUrces.

But the orient we are con-
cerned with today is not the
one that was, in Edward W
Said's words, "almost a Euro-
pean invention, and had been
since antiquity a place of ro-
mance, exotic beings. haunting
memories and landscapes, re-
markable experiences”
(Edward W Said. Orientalism,

Books, Great Britain,
1978, PI Introduction). Over
the ages the mythical and ex-
otic trappings have fallen off
and the work of scholars have
made the Orient, with all its
cultural riches, better known
to us and have also made us
aware of the possibilities and
potentialities which the orient
continue to hold. Side by side
with western oriental scholars,
eastern scholars also are con-
tributing to present the orient
in its truer light. The Asiatic
Societies are continuing to
play a major role in this regard
through their explorations, re-
searches, publication. semi-
nars, conferences, etc. This is
a continuous process with ever
expanding dimensions. The
perspective may change from
time to time because of global
changes in matters of political

and economic interests, ad-
vancements in technology, and
regional approach to issues,
but the orient, with its vast
antiquity and present prospect
will continue to stimulate the
imagination and inspire the
enquiring spirit.

In this context the name
that looms large in our minds
is that of Sir William Jones,
the greatest orientalist of the
18th century and one of the
grealest of all times, whose bi-
centenary of death were ob-
serving now. The founder of
one of the greatest societies of
the world — The Asiatic Soci-
ety of Bengal (1784), the edi-
tor of the Asiatic Researches,
the first Oriental journal to be
published from any country of
the world, a great translator of
many epoch-making eastern
classics and law-books, who
was later described by eminent

scholars as ’'Harmonious
Jones', 'Selim Jones'. 'The
Founder', 'Oriental Jones',

'Persian Jones', envisioned an
East which was a great source
of knowledge in his famous
First Anniversary Discourse to
the Asiatic Society entitled "A
Discourse on the Institution of
a Society for Inquiring into the
Sciences and Literature of
Asia”. During the last part of
his voyage to India Jones was
very happy to be very close to
the land of his heart's desire.
He wrote: "when | was at sea
last August, on my voyage to
this country, which I had long
and ardently desired to visit, [
found one evening. on inspect-
ing the observations of the day,
that India lay before us and
Persia on our left, whilst a
breeze from Arabia blew nearly
on our stern. A situation so
pleasing in itself, and to me so
new, could not fail to awaken a
train of reflections in a mind,
which had been accus-
tomed to contemplate with
delight the eventful histories
and agreeable fictions of this
eastern world. It gave me in-
expressible pleasure to find
myselfl in the midst of so noble
an amphitheater, almost en-
circled by the vast regions of
Asia, which has ever been es-
teemed the nurse of sciences,
the inventress of delightful and
useful arts, the scene of glori-
ous actions, fertile in the pro-
duction of human genius,
abounding in natural wonders.
and infinitely diversified, In
the forms of religion and gov-
ernment, as well as in the fea-
tures and complexions., of
men. | could not help remark-
ing. how important and exten-
sive a fileld was yet unexplored,
and how many solid advantages
unimproved”.

Jones himself greatly con-
tributed to the exploration of
the ‘important and extensive
fleld’ and improvement of the
‘many solid advantages' till his
death in 1794. He was an
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He worked
hard himself and, by his en-
thusiasm, devotion and exam-
ple, inspired others to do so.
His already gained European
reputation as an orientalist, his
position as a judge of the Cal-
cutta Supreme Court, as the:
President of the Asiatic Society
of Bengal — his monumental
achievement, and as the editor
of the Asiatic Researches, lent
weight and credibility to his
pronouncements about oriental
matters and exercised a great
influence in altering western
attitude to the East. His fre-
quent juxtaposition of western
and eastern authors, cultures,
literatures and mythologies
raised the status of the east in
the eyes of the west.and, at the
same time, instilled a strong
sense of pride and nationalistic
zeal in the minds of the east-
erners about their own past,
culture and literature. In such
a context Jones can very well
be described as a blessing of
the West to the East. Subse-
quent Orientalists carried on
his tradition and, in many re-
spects, some of them super-
seded him by their achieve-
ments, but Jones remains un-
surpassed in his zeal, admira-

tion and enthusiasm for the
East.
Another important point

about Jones is that he was one
of the major precursors of
English romantic movement
and he forcefully represented
its oriental aspect. In his "An
Essay on the Poetry of the
Eastern Nations”, he ardently
advocated the value of Arabic,
Persian and Turkish litera-
tures, the learning of oriental
languages and the study of the
principal oriental writings, for
the purpose of revitalising the
moribund neo-classical litera-
ture of his time which, in his
words "has subsisted too long
on the perpetual repetition of
the same images, and inces-
sant allusions to the same fa-
bles’, by mtroducing "a new
sel of images and similitudes”
from eastern literatures. Some
of the major romantic and Vic-
torian poets derived inspira-
tion from him and used Orien-
tal literary materials in their
poetry. His influence on many
European authors was also very
considerable.

In conclusion it can be
asserted that the future of Ori-
entalism will continue to be
bright for the East's inex-
haustible cultural resources
and riches as outlined in
Jones’'s First Anniversary Dis-
course while Jones himself de-
serves the richest and highest
tributes and appreciation for
being. in Prof A J Arberry's
words. "The Founder” of Ori-
entalism

(The author is a Professor of
English, Jahangirnagar Univer-
sity. The paper was read out on
April 4 last by him as a dele-
gate of the Asiatic Society of
Bangladesh to the Interna
tional Conference organised by
the Asiatic Soctety. Calcutta, in
observance of the 200th an-
niversary of death of Sir
William Jones)
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A Fighter on
Two Fronts

by Azfar Hussain

Known for his pﬂlitt;s of

commitment and for his brilliant in-

sights into Bengali culture and history tellingly exemplified in
his writings, Dr Ashok Mitra, the former Finance Minister of the
West Bengal government and presently a Rajjyasava member, -
came to Bangladesh only recently, and exchanged views and ex-
periences with politicians, left activists, economists and intel-
lectuals of the country. The present piece is an outcome of the
writer’s discussions with Ashok Mitra who spoke of the role of

left politics in West Beng

al and the experiences of economic re-

Jorms in India, among other issues and concerns.

T was June 5, around 10
I oclock in the morning.

when we met Dr Ashok
Mitra at Dhaka University. Clad
in a milk-white punjabi and a
dhuti, Dr Mitra was seated ca-
sually in a chair, and was sur-
rounded by a few academicians
and university teachers, mostly
young, who were listening to
Dr Mitra with a somewhat rapt
attention. His eyes were emit-
ting almost metallic sparkles
as it were; his voice, fairly dis-
tinctly audible but somewhat
husky. had a tone befitting a
man speaking from the depths
of intensely lived experiences.
and strugglingly animated op-
timism and commitment. With
his fine Bengali and his style
full of clinching anecdotes,
spicy metaphors and effortless
allusions, Dr Mitra easily stole
the show, though it was later
punctuated with observations
and questions by the small, in-
f[ormal audience at the Centre
for Social Studies. Ashok
Mitra's style. always coruscat-
ing. never flagged in brio.

To know Ashok Mitra as a
politician is, understandably.
not suflicient. True, it is poli-
tics which comes first when
we speak about him: for, he
has long been involved in the
left political struggle in India.
particularly in ‘West Bengal;
for. his contributions and
commitment to CPM have also
proven significant, with his

wealth of experiences he gath-
ered from his underground
struggle. He was an advisor to
Indira Gandhi. though he
withdrew himself from such
advisorship for differences of
opinion. Dr Mitra also acted as

HE Corbett

Park in Uttar Pradesh

of india is the legacy of
one of the greatest conse-
rvationists of his time, Jim
Corbett. It is better known as
the setting of Jim Corbett's
book "Man-eaters of Kumaon
and Other Tales." Named Hai-
ley National Park in 1936 after
Sir Malcolm Hailey, the British
Governor of Uttar Pradesh, it
was re-chiristened after inde-
pendence to Ramganga Na-
tional Park and laser. in 1956,
to Corbett National Park fol-
lowing the death of the le-

gendary hunter.

We started off one morning
for the Park hoping to catch a
glimpse of that most elusive
animal. the tiger. Some 275
kilometres from Delhi lies
Dhanghadi. the entrance to the
Park. The Corbett Museum
here houses some fine speci-
mens of the tiger, the taxi-
dermist's skills apparent in
the life-like postures. One. a
particularly large cat. had been
killed some years ago in an all-
night fight with a big tusker A
baby elephant stood in another
cormer. the plague below the
@ass case simply stating that it
was the victim of a stampede,
of its own kind.

We kept out eyes open to
intently scan the thick under-

RECALLING THE GREAT HUNTER AND CONSERVATIONIST
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growth on both sides of the
jungle road as we headed for
rest-house at

the forest

Dhikala another 3| kilometres
inside the reserve Along the
way we passed by the area
where the f{amous British
wildlife photographer Dawid
Hunt was killed by a surprised
tigress in 1987 when he
strayed off the trail in pursuit
of a rare bird and stumbled
upon the big cat. The tigress is
now believed 1o be in the Kan
pur Zoe

After intense conservation
efforts initiated in 1973 under
Project Tiger the reserve is
now reckoned to have some 93
tigers. spread over 521 square
kilometres of pristine pri
mordial jungles on the undula
ting Garhwal and Kumaon
foothills Besides some three
hundred elephants, fauna such
as the wild boar hog deer

orbett National Park

Photographs by Pushp K Jain
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cheetal, sambar panther sloth
bear. marsh crocodile and over
585 species of birds abound
the Patlidtyry Valley along the
fast-flowing Ramganga

It was almost dusk when we
reached Dhikala The complex
is situated in the middle of a
very large clearing atop a
ridge overlooking several stre
ams of the Ramganga. In
between the flowing waters lay
large tracts of lush green grass
Beyond the vast expanse of the
river-bed. the jungle of sal
sheesham. palas, bahunia and
semal trees rose abruptly, over
the roling hills forming a mo
saic in green, yellow and scar
et The bright sunlight danced
off the wax-like sheen of Lhe
vourg leaves

Om the riverbed in the dis

The elusive Tiger

- Rl

tance were two large herds of
wild elephants, crossing the
streams back and forth in
search of tender shrubs We
watched them through binocu-
lars till their mammoth con-
tours became invisible in the
fading light. With the darkness
enveloping the jungle, the
sound of the birds gave way to
the ceaseless cacophony of the
crickets and the croaking of a

million frogs from the
riverbed.
We arose early the next

morning. The sky was begin
ning to turn grey. As | opened

the door, a cool fresh breeze
walted into the room, bringing
with it the perennial rushing
sound of the river waters and

the [renzied chirp of birds
Soon after. we went off to spot
the tiger from a safe perch on
Roopkali. one of the camp’s
several elephants. Roopkali
strode aboutl majestically. her
big feet flattening the tall grass
Contired on page 10

Finance Minister of the West
Bengal government, and
presently he is a member of
the Indian Rajjyasava.. Yes,
thus. politics brings Dr Mitra
right to the hearth of his own
activity., But, then, he is also an
economist; in fact. he had his
formal academic training in
economics. He has written
fairly intensively on economic
issues and concerns, and an
politics certainly. But, would it
be surprising to know that he
has written on Rabindranath
Tagore, and that many feel that
he is an authority on the po-
etry of Jibanananda Das? In our
discussion on June 5, Dr Mitra
was now and theén quoting
lines from poetry to clinch,
rather animate, the points he
was lrying to hammer home.
In his writings on a spectrum
of cultural and historical is-
sues, one cannot miss his
sharp, penetrating analyses
and insights which, of course,
have direct bearings upon his
political imagination and wi-
sion. Indeed. his continuous,
irresistible interweaving of
politics, economics, social
history and culture accounts

or the distinctiveness of t
nd of po itic% Hgn!s nmlvgi

in.

The points that culture is
not politically neutral, and that
politics has to be continuously
activated and animated by cul-
ture itself were emerging out
of the comments Dr Mitra was
making. A committed socialist
as he is, he maintained,
"socialism is not sufficient;
what we need is the creation
of socialist man.” This creation
is no doubt both a cultural and
political activity, indicated Dr
Mitra, while underscoring the
need for constantly raising
soul- searching questions,
echoing In a way Marx's
favourite maxim of de omintbus
dubitandum (one must doubt
everything). Dr Mitra said,
"The struggle cannot be
strengthened and matured
without doubts and suspicions
and self-searching.”
Understandably, this struggle,
for Ashok Mitra, has always
been both political and cul-
tural, and at one point of time,
he could very well bring out
one of the guiding principles
of this struggle by saying:
"Religion used politically can
never solve the problems of
the oppressed.” Thus, in fact,
Dr Miwa was indicating the
need for a political culture re-
sponsive to the needs and
aspirations of the oppressed in

this part of the world.
On June 5. one of the major

focii of Dr Mitra's discussion
was concentrated on the ad-
ministration and politics of the
left government in West
Bengal It needs noting here
that the triumph of left politics
in West Bengal is well-known
in terms of its abilities to
command electoral power. The
left government in West Bengal
has so far spanned a life of sev-
enteen years since 1977 when
the left government first came
to power This government
was elected successively for
the three termm — in 1982, in
1987 and In 1992 Dr Mitra
indicated that with every elec-
tion held. the number of the
Bidhansava members increased
in favour of the Bam/froni
Sarker presently in power

Dr Ashok Mitra. in his dis-
cussion, was trying to provide
Aan outline of what their Hov-
ernment did. when they [irst
came to power. "It was a stark
realization we started with”
maintained Dr Mitra, "and we
felt that to launch revolution
overnight was no easy and
pragmatic task, given the ex
isting constitutional frame
work and power-siructure

However, certain tasks could
be easily accomplished
through making the best use of
the system at work." Yes, it

was no direet confrontation

with the system hitherto kept

alive by the politics of the

Congress, nor was it a simple
compromise; but, it was a dis-
criminating exploitation of the
blank spaces and voids left by
the system itself. For example,

the three-tier Panchayet Act

which was formulated by the
Congress back in 1962 was ac-
tively revived by the newly
elected left government of
West Bengal in 1977, with the
objectives of initiating the pro-
cess of democratisation at the
grassroots on the one hand,
and dispensing need-based
goods and services to the
common people, on the other.
The Panchayet system, be it

noted, consists of three levels:
the district level called Zila
Parishad where its elected

chief is called Sabhadhipati;
the thana level known as
Panchayet Samity with its
elected chief called Sabhapati,

and the . village level
(encompassing 8-10 villages)
called Gram Panchayet whose

elected chief is known as
Pradhan. Ashok Mitra in-

formed us that with the opera-
tion of the Panchayet system,

the left government of West
Bengal had not only been able

to ensure an effective flow of
resources and facilities to the
grassroots in a way that was
unmistakably democratic, but
also succeeded in decentraliz-
ing power-relations, increas-

ingly involving the farmers and
the common people in the po-
litical and development pro-
cesses ranging from planning
and decision - making down to
implementation. Priorities, as
Dr Mitra informed us, were
never determined and im-

posed from above; priorities
were spelled out by melc
themselves. Priorities, so far
envisaged. include education,

health, communications, em-
ployment opportunities, and of
course, agriculture including
land-reforms.

"One of the visible outcomes
of the Panchayel system has
been progress in agriculture,”
noted Dr Mitra, adding. "West
Bengal outstrips any part of
India in terms of agricultural
development.” Moreover, the
Panchayet system has yielded
changes in what is called eco-
nomic power-relations exem-
plified in the fact that the
share of the Panchayet in the
development budget has exhib-
ited a spectacular gallop from
an amount of only 4 crore ru-
pees to 2000 crore rupees
which the Panchayet itself can
spend. informed Dr Mitra. In
other words, almost half of the
development budget of the
Rajjyasarkar is spent by the
Panchayet itsell. The dvnamics
of development expenditure,
be it noted, does never assume
the state of a swampy marsh,
metaphorically speaking: but,
it's a matter of random but
planned. people-controlled

flow-and-re-flow. For example,
the Zila Partshad is no way in a

position to stagnate the flow of
lunds. Noticeable as it is, one
ol the activities of the West
Bengal government has been a
constant crossing-out of the
space and scope for bureau-

cracy within politics, eco-
nomics. development and
administration, despite the

lact that the current politico-

administrative system nour-
ished by the mrlilln&ultur‘r of
the Congress lea ample

space for bureaucracy
Dr Mitra, in his discusaion,
emphatically maintained that -
Continued on page 10



