
BOOKS 
DHAKA THURSDAY JULY 10, 2025 

ASHAR 26, 1432 BS        10

RITUPARNA MUKHERJEE

In talking about cynicism and 
Postmodernity, Timothy Bewes mentions 
how the postmodern cynic is prone to 
flights of introspection and interiority, and 
a refusal to actively engage with the politics 
of the times, thoroughly disillusioned by it. 
Mohammed Shafiqul Islam’s slim volume 
of poetry On the Other Side of Silence, tries 
to wade through the general environment 
of shock, betrayal, and overall moral 
degeneration to focus on the necessity of 
artistic endeavour, especially when silence 
is chosen or enforced. The epitaph by 
Adrienne Rich on silence as the enabler of 
creative impulse, which is thereafter used 
to break the broader silence, is something 
which seems to govern the poet’s own 
writerly ethos. This book, as the poet 
mentions in the afterword, is mostly based 
in South Asia and especially Bangladesh, 
but the issues that are dealt with can be 
true anywhere. This book is very much 
a product of its times and is aimed at 
exploring the predominant silences that 
the present human experience subsumes.

Broadly categorised, the poet tries to 

talk about three kinds of silences—the 
hegemonic, the complicit, and the writerly 
silence. The most vociferous silence in 
this book is the silence of complicity. 
The present world is drowning in noise, 
plunged into complete disarray and 
entropy by warring nations, factions out to 

get each other’s throats to solidify power 
in the name of faith, and bodies pile up in 
silence, brought on by a collective stance 
of ‘understanding’ such that language, 
history, and memory lose their meaning. 
In the very first poem, “The Central Jail of 
Silence”, the poet talks about this enforced 

silence, birthed in fear and misinformation, 
oppressing the very subjects that are 
meant to be the truth bearers: “Artists 
committing crimes through words / Or 
images or voice become jailbirds”.

But an artistic life itself can be a point 
of hubris as the artist runs the risk of 
placing himself on a higher plane than 
his fellow citizens, gazing down from 
his jail of silence. The poem talks of the 
hegemonic silence in a cacophonous world 
that isolates and alienates. He affirms the 
need for a certain degree of interiority to 
be able to use language consciously in a 
world where language is weaponised to 
alter histories, erode entities—

You don’t pretend as you know
How they set fire on trains of thought,
On the asylum of ontologies—
In the library of longings
you explore an archive of silence.
Modern life is beset by the challenges 

of the corporate rat-race, the need to be 
ahead of the curve, and the naked terror 
of violence which births complicity in 
the common man. Nothing at present 
is sacrosanct and that has diminished 

freedom of expression. The world has 
become a place where the living shares 
an ambivalent relationship with death—
death is neither an escape route for the 
living nor is it a finality for those dead as 
they carry an inchoate urge for life. In such 
an environment, grief becomes a verb, a 
consistent performance, a slow devolving 
dissolution of selfhood. 

In carrying this cycle of complicity 
further, the poet talks of the city of Dhaka 
in “A City of Cynics” and ruminates on 
how the desire for comfort breeds silence 
and the modern malaise of selective 
observation, selective anger:

Nothing lasts longer than how we 
perceive

Things around us, for we do not look
Beyond zones where we calculate our 

comfort
Always keeping tallies of loss and gain.

This is an excerpt. Read the full review 
on The Daily Star and Star Books and 
Literature’s websites.
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Mowtushi’s work is based on a 
childhood lived in North Africa that 
eventually led her to a scholarly quest. 
In the early 1990s she had spent some 
years in Algeria with her parents 
because of her diplomat father, and had 
gone to a school in Algiers, where she 
became intimate with a few Nigerians 
and Kenyans. These years and the 
nostalgia that they induced in her when 
she went back to Dhaka made her feel 
that she had to read African literature 
in English with “passion”, albeit all by 
herself, aware that her Bangladeshi 
friends took a dim view of the continent 
and Africans, fed as they had been on 
negative images and racial stereotypes. 
Consequently, she immersed herself 
in whatever she could find of Bengali 
writing about Africa.    

Mowtushi’s book is thus an outcome 
not merely of nostalgia about a 
continent and places she had lived in 
earlier, but also a sustained critical 
attempt to trace the evolution of Bengali 
attitudes to parts of the continent 
over the 20th century, particularly 
the stretch of land in East Africa that 
includes Kenya and Uganda. She stresses 
how in the early 20th century the 
Bengali “imagination” had “pandered 
to Western stereotypes of Africa”, 
fictionalising it from subcontinental 
perches with a false sense of superiority, 
forgetting perennial mutually 
beneficial civilisational ties between 
peoples of the Indian subcontinent 
and Africans living on the other side 
of the Indian Ocean. Using something 
like EM Forster’s “only connect” 
as her leitmotif, she concentrates 
on five writers, the first three of 
whom—the novelist Bibhutibhushan 
Bandyopadhay; the children’s writer 
and essayist, Hemendra Kumar Roy; and 
the poet-philosopher, Rabindranath 
Tagore—write entirely imaginatively 
in their depiction of the continent 
and its people, while the last two—the 
playwright Ganesh Bagchi and the poet 
Rajat Neogy—put their imaginations to 
work in articulating their felt responses 
to Africa and life there either on the 
basis of their diasporic experiences and 
desire for belonging, or anguish about 
being ultimately uprooted from the 
land and its peoples.

With the obvious exception of 
Rabindranath Tagore, Bhibutibhushan 
Bandyopadhay is the most famous 
of the five Bengali writers Mowtushi 
chose for her critical voyage into the 
role Africa has played in the Bengali 
imagination. Bhibutibhushan’s novel 
Chander Pahara (1937) is about its 
protagonists’ travails in East Africa 
where he is part of a workforce doing 

construction work for the Ugandan 
Railway; however, he abandons such 
work for diamond exploration. Readers/
viewers of Panther Panchali (1929), 
the classic Bhibutibhushan novel/
Satyajit Ray film will understand why 
a Bengali might have felt the need to 
leave his homeland because of issues 
“relating to land, migration and loss 
of indigenous capital” consequent 
to colonial debilitation, and why the 
novelist had chosen a less known 
work to reimagine his protagonist 
Shankar breaking the mould used to 
cast Bengalis as effeminate, passive 
people, inclined to clerical work, and 
to project him as enterprising and 
willing to strive for financial success 
in Africa. Using his English education 
and knowledge of English adventure 
novels confidently, Shankar ventures 
into a continent where he can make a 
distinctive contribution, utilising his 
intellectual superiority. He, however, 
finds the task far more challenging 
that he had anticipated and even 
intimidating at times because of many 
obstacles in his way. The end results, 
however, are positive, for he will return 
to Bengal feeling he can start life anew 
in it. Mowtushi notes that the novelist 
has Shankar come back in 1910 with 
“renewed love and devotion for Bengal” 
at a time when nationalist fervour had 
gripped Hindu Bengalis.

Mowtushi chooses to focus on 

Hemendra Kumar’s Abar Jakher 
Dhan (Dev Sahitya Kutir Pvt Ltd, 
2017) next. This is another narrative 
about empowering the self through 
adventurous encounters in Africa. 
Mowtushi views Hemendra as deploying 
a “spatial symbolism” and “developing a 
“desh-city-bidesh triad”. Escaping the 
regulated life of Calcutta for treasure 
hunting in Africa, and eschewing 
the soft but constricting options 
of “bhadrolok” and “babu” culture, 
Hemendra’s protagonist Bimal opts 
to pursue adventures in the African 
wilderness, hoping to tame or dispose 
of the threatening wild creatures of 
the continent he comes across. Bimal’s 
adventures, Mowtushi observes, 
is his “manly rites of passage”, but 
though Hemendra is not unwilling to 
stereotype Africans and demean them 
and their lifestyles in places, he is also 
forthright in critiquing Calcutta life 
and Calcuttians. Hemedra’s fictional 
intent, she concludes, is to inspire a new 
generation of its citizens “to establish a 
virile and wholesome relationship with 
the nation, as opposed to the effete 
babuyana of the bhadrolok”.

At the heart of Mahruba 
Mowtushi’s book is a chapter 
featuring Rabindranath Tagore’s 
1937 poem “Africa”. Written a few 
years before his anguished response 
to the way the world was caught up 
in a maelstrom created by rampant 

nationalism, imperialism, and fascism, 
Rabindranath sets out in the English 
poem to show, as he himself explained 
in a letter, “how an Indian poet feels 
about the despoliation of a whole 
continent in the name of civilization.” 
This would entail moving away from the 
romanticising perspectives adopted by 
Bhibutibhushan and Hemendra, and 
adopting a viewpoint that would affirm 
“anti-colonial solidarity” and revive 
civilisational ties between India and 
Africa strained and marginalised by 
colonial excesses and disinformation. 
The need for Europeans, Tagore felt, is to 
recognise the havoc they had wrought 
on the continent, seek forgiveness for 
what they had done, and embark on 
“reparation and rehabilitation.” 

Mowtushi’s final chapters deal 
with two Bengali writers, who, unlike 
Bhibutibhushan, Hemendra and even 
Rabindranath, would be writing about 
the continent and Indians in Africa on 
the basis not merely on what they had 
read or heard about the continent, but 
on their lived experiences. The first of 
them, Ganesh Bagchi, had left Calcutta 
for Kampala in 1948, hoping to root 
himself in the place professionally. 
To him, unlike Bhibutibhushan and 
Hemendra, this is no “dark” continent; 
he fully desires to belong to it. Bagchi’s 
plays and memoirs thus reflect his 
intention to find in his part of Africa 
a viable alternative to Bengal in the 

1940s, which was disintegrating in all 
kinds of ways as well as reeling from the 
impact of the 1943 famine. His initial 
plays, however, seem to be inspired 
by his critique of the “oppressive, 
bureaucratic system” hampering 
growth in the part of Africa he had 
wanted to make his own, for such 
colonial leftovers were stifling and 
stunting its people and deterring men 
like Bagchi seeking alternatives to 
what they had experienced in India. He 
even wrote a play to promote “multi-
racial existence” but reality seemed to 
show him ultimately that this was not 
feasible. Failing thus to belong to a land 
where he was unable to endorse what 
was going on, and where migration did 
not bring the kind of rehabilitation he 
had envisaged, he  leaves the continent 
with “unrequited longing”.

Bengali expatriates in Africa like 
Bagchi are thus often subjected 
to “multiple displacements and 
replacements”, experiences that also 
mark the life and works of the final 
subject of Moutushi’s book on Africa 
and Bengali imaginative writing about 
it—the poet Rajat Neogy. Bengali racially 
but Ugandan by birth, cosmopolitan 
by upbringing and nonconformist by 
inclination, when still in his early 20s, 
Neogy had launched in 1961 an avant 
garde journal called Transactions 
that not only attracted leading as well 
as budding African writers but also 
became an outlet for his experimental 
prose poems. But the Uganda he began 
his writing career in soon became prey 
to dictators exploiting nationalist 
feelings. Neogy’s poems then veer 
towards pessimism and surrealism, 
thereby indicating a poet inhabiting 
nowhereland and articulating despair. 
His poems and journal proved too 
provocative for Uganda’s rulers; he 
soon ends up in prison and ultimately 
leaves the country, heading first for 
Ghana, but then opting for the USA. 
Distraught by what was happening in 
his part of Africa but also by the events 
of 1971 in Bangladesh, he seemed to 
have wanted to assume a Bangladeshi 
persona as well, writing poems about 
his bewilderment at events there and 
even embracing Islam, as if to identify 
himself with the majority of the people 
of the land. And thus it was that he 
became “a Muslim Bengali émigré 
seeking rehabilitation in the United 
States”!

This is an excerpt. Read the full 
review on The Daily Star and Star 
Books and Literature’s websites.
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