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PREFACE

Je hais les voyages et les explorations. (Claude Lévi-Strauss)

Rumour has it chat Calcutta is a city of between ten and fifteen million
people. Located on the banks of a tributary of the Ganges, it has known
human settlement for something over three hundred years. As a trading
post. f'or. the I_3r1.tish East India Company, and geopolitical centre of
British imperialism, the untold wealth of the subcontinent passed
through its port. Portrayed as an overcrowded place of poverty and
despair, of desperation and decline, the rumour of Calcutta travels all
over the wotld. Yet popular Western notions of this incredible city are
scant, wrong, contemptuous, ideological, vicious and shitty. There is
little good said about the place, and what is said is so often extreme:
Calcutta, crowded and stinking, brutal and dark, black hole and slum:
saved only by the vague association with the Missionaries of Chari :
Calcutta suffers from a bad press. v
It 1s not my intention to set the record straight. Rumour is a luxury
fc:'»r those with leisure to waste and squander, to give over to its
c:rclulation and elaboration in a counterfeit economy. A rumour is also
a gift of truth lying under cover of deceit — a surplus representation, a
doubled sign. There are no doubt numerous ways to tell the stor 'of
Calcutta: the 'beginnings of the Indian independence struggle coul()i/ be
:Ziztiﬂtil;z::r; lzn‘:ic.PId br.: given a place i.n history as the crucible of
A rQ};‘mno—tm‘lpc.nlahsnl; it has a hf:ntnge which could claim some
ors pl’iz'BWim‘ls social rel'orrgcrs, writers, painters, poets and several
ers = it has its Roy, its Tagore, its Bose — and 1
Mother Teresa... Latter-day fame i i B
like Satyat Ry and indy am aclcrues_to the c.:lty via filmmakers
ustrialists like Birla. Capital of the state of

il
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Bengal, it has been a communist stronghold since...

1 did not want to write 2 conventional book which settled the
conventional accounts, and so this Calcutta story is less epic. Yet not
mote ot less fictional, not more nor less imaginary — as all histories are.
This book is a version of Calcutta culled from the ideological produc-
tion of Western travel and charity work, It is not 2 Calcutta that will
necessarily be recognized by all Calcuttans, or for that matter by all
travellers, but it is Calcutta. This is a study of the ways particular Western
visitors understand Calcutta; the ways writing, photography and film
conditiorr this process; and the ways touristic representations fit into
the practices and ideclogies of aid work and cultural imperialism. It is
an ethnography of budget travel drawing upon Heidegger's work on
framing and Marx’s work on the circulation of value to open 2 space
for a critique of development narratives maintained by conventional
representations of the ciry — imagery of decay, absolute poverty, teem-
ing millions, squalor and leprosy.

The analysis bears upon the ‘technologies’ which frame travellers’
understandings and experiences at the Modern Lodge Guest House; the
first chapter plots a theoretical context; Chapter 2 attends to traveller
‘gossip’ and travel-guide ‘lore” as exchanged in Modern Lodge; Chapter
3 teads more famous Western visitors to the city; Chapter 4 explores
maps to link travel to the circulation of meaning in a wider economy;
Chapter § focuses upon photography and representations of poverty,
and Chapter 6 offers a study of a cinematic Calcutta, particularly Roland
Joffe’s film City of Joy, with which a number of Modern Lodge travellers
became involved. Cutting across this version of Calcutta 1 collect im-
ages of gifts, coins, red flags, nuns, police chiefs, towers, cameras,
Octopussy, Louis Malle, Michel Leiris (versus Lévi-Strauss), Giinter Grass
(versus Frankfurt book fairs), Jorge Luis Borges and Mahasweta Devi,
chai stalls and cottage industries, monsoon and fiooded drains, Raj rel-
ics and five-star dinners, postcards and taxi drivers...

Technologies of representation give focus to the imagery which
enframes Western views of Calcutta: decay is not simply there, it is
sought out, foregrounded, represented, and becomes a tourist ateraction.
Yet, for those involved in volunteer charity work with leprosy sufferers
and other destitutes on the streets of Calcutta, explanations of their

experience fit into a framework which attributes blame locally, and
cannot acknowledge complicity in production of the ‘rumour’ of
Calcutta, This is where questions can be raised about charity and what
actually is given — the problem of the gift - in exchanges between
travellers and locals. The gift-rumour here is more than one of mis-
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rc?presenting the city, but of doing so in ways that are not innocent of
w?lencc. of exploitation and of plunder. The correlation of Calcutta as
a ‘natural’ site for the lending of charitable care, with the division of
the world into developed prosperous nations and struggling ‘in-need

of-help’ places, indicates for me all that is wrong with our curren;
global predicament. Travellers with good intentions only contribute
further disorder to this predicament — I will argue that charity is dys-
functional in that it helps to keep the ‘Third World’ in the state of ):m
impoverished and disenfranchised recipient of limited ‘aid’, rather than
as partners in redistribution and just exchange. This suggests'that tourism
and charity in the “Third World’ represent the soft edge of an other-
wise brutal system of exploitation. It deserves no alibi.

[ want to render this problem in a way that also acknowledges my
own complicities in writing on this topic, and writing with a view to
both challenging the protocols of ethnographic and social science
description, and to furthering, in however small a way, an anti-imperi-
alist project that is not just mere writing, and is not naive about rcl:prc-
sentation and presentation. The code-words here are the proper names
of culeure theory such as Spivak, Nandy, Foucault, Derrida, Trinh
Bhabha, Said, Virilio, Deleuze, Guattari, Jameson, Agamben and, othcrs.
all sampled like souvenirs alongside the café pronouncements of trnvel-'
lers, friends and chatterboxes.

This morass of travelling voices, however, is not the ‘trinketization’
of commentary; rather, it is to be seen as the contested forum in which
hegemonic understandings of how those mostly middle-class children
of privilege who are able to travel = even, or especially, as ‘alternative
travellers’ giving ‘aid’, as people who ‘care’ — see their ;'clation to th
rest of the world, or at least to the 'Third World'. As played outc
embellished and confirmed in Calcucta, representations of ch ci in'
even t_he grottiest little tourist dive can have much wider signiﬁc:?r(lce
At thls.levcl. I have not attempted to arbitrate strictly between th;
categories of the tourist, traveller, exile, expatriate or volunteer worker
since all these categories overlap to some extent in the clientele of the:
Modern Lodge. I am not overly intetested either in any psychological
or psychf)analyticnl evaluation of travellers, volunteers, exiles, or chfri
:Jv;)lécelrs in general. Just as this project does not purport to I::e a histoz
demilac;u:l:awr;or (;f all visitors” experience of Calcutra, it is also not a

y of all that travellers and tourist-volunteers are doi
the city. | have little to say specifically of th for Mother
Teresa: ‘religious’ volunteers l:r | 31( gnores ‘f’h':’ .
B el e largely ignored in favcl»ur of travellers
m the Calcutta Rescue group associated with Jack
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Preger. But from the particularity and peculiarity of the Modern, |
attempt to understand the situation of voluntary ‘service’ within an
international context where varied practices and technologies of
tourism, representation and experience combine.

The ‘context’ of budget tourism and charity work is thus a situation
where, in the ‘developed’ parts of the world, a good portion of the
workforce are ‘free’ to pursue leisure activities (so long as these also
involve the consumption of goods and services, and so the recovery of
surplus-value as profit). Technological and global market integration,
especially through transportation and telecommunications, then facilitates
a2 consumerism in which seemingly all could participate (given full
implementation). But this promise is not fuifilled, and despite globalized
transportation and accessibility to all cultures, all sites, all markets, for
the children of the bourgeoisie, this global accessibility relies upon both
2 view of the world as resource to be developed (production, progress,
development aid, for the benefit of some), and upon the systematic
occlusion of actual conditions of production in the peripheral capitalist
or comprador sites {and exploitation for almost all). No equitable re-
distribution of productive resources {otherwise stolen, squandered and
hoarded by capitalist elites, and comprador brethren) can be broached
in this view, where ‘holidays’ remain an exclusionary, and exclusive,
juxury. Representations in travel guides, notions of exotic adventure
(say, trekking in the Himalayas) and the ‘good works’ ethic of many aid
and charity organizations are not of a monolithic or uniform code but
offer, rather, a multiplicity of often contradictory scenes which reinforce
and cross-reference an ongoing project: the occlusion of inequalities
through ideological work in even the most progressive and well-meaning
of tourisms. Budget or ‘alternative’ travel, like the alternative trade
promoted by many organized aid groups, can be criticized as an illusion
of ‘nice’ cottage capitalism, soothing ideological anxieties while
extending commercialization and the tourism industry. Rather than
working towards social transformation, altermative travel and charity
work seems often to tinker at the edges of capitalist expansion into
new markee niches. This book attempts to articulate these connections,
starting from the rumout of the Modern.

INTRODUCTION:

CALCUTTA CIPHER

‘Everyone thinks that Calcutta is saying something. That it is a inessage
a sign, and all we need to do is crack the code! (Suzie) '

It bears repeating: the Frommers guide to India declares: ‘everything
you ever heard .about Calcutta is true’ (1984: 195)! This astonishing
statement proclaims Calcutta as a cipher, an icon that comes to stand
for many different, contradictory and even impossible things. Distanced
from ‘truth’ through the extravagance of this touristic claim, the
sensations and curiosities of Calcutta take on a surreal shape ;m::l are
consigned to the categories of myth and mystique. It is possible, for
example, for Jean Racine to describe Calcutta in quite different v(mys-
he begins with the words, ‘multitude, misery, dilapidation, vio]encc.
... Calcutta, an urban monster, a city of hell’, but notes that we ‘*have
heard too much about these clichés broadcast by the international
media moved by the lame beggars outside five-star hotels’, and suggests
that Calcutta’s street scenes have become the stuff of myt'h' he qfcg:ies
these myths of the ‘greatest urban disaster of our timc‘:s’ Sinkin
gnltcutta? HoPe]ess Calcutta? (Racine 1990: 1). These first m;)ves theng.
B o ymiing o s sanmnl: oes s
i a, o rm'sh Raj sl?gan, and sign of
» 15 often repeated: ‘for everything that is true here, its

opposite will also be true’. In Calcu cin s
. leutta, Raci i
A C , ¢ does seem to want it

0 N .

th:::c ::'::30:“:;:.‘:5::“? C:flcutta without !ooking at it from two angles...

i e C;l Izr mﬂueftcc of India that has not found an echo in

bt i db uldron. It is Cnlcu.tta where for centuries safibs and
» baows and pavement dwellers, socio-religious reformers and terrorists,

1
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authors or activists have mingled. A brilliant symbol of power and wealth,
Calcutta was the second city, after London, of the greatest empire in the
world. But as the decay set in, Calcutta became a symbol of misery, the

problem city par excellence. (Racine 1990: 51}

With a distinguished and contested history, and with a ‘difficult’ repu-
tation that almost everyone can cite (if asked to offer three words that
sum up Calcutta, what would you say?) and yet few can confirm, it is
not so strange that Frommers and Racine take a wide view. But such
clichés offer no easy opening for a book on Calcutta.

In this context of Calcutta as 3 site of which ‘everything’ can be
heard, then everything said or written about the city, all the deliber-
ations of academics and politicians at the Calcutta joo tercentenary
seminars commemorating Job Charnok's 1790 visit, the planners’
versions of the future of the city, every commentary and documentary,
every photograph, travel guide, home movie, memoir, and so on, could
appear as an illusion. In this incarnation Calcutta exists as 3 metaphor,
an imaginary space, 2 restless marker and a code-word for irregular
meanings that are located ... where?

This book is concerned with those who visit Calcutta, starting with
contemporary Western travellers doing volunteer work in the city, but
also taking into account the experience of other visitors, and the repre-
sentational technologies used to make sense of that experience. The
perceptual ‘tools’ which both structure and are structured {or enframed)
by what [ will call ‘the rumour of Calcutta’ are roughly the subjects of
separate chapters on the voice, writing, the camera, and so on —
although certain continuities and themes, such as the issues of poverty,
difference, space, vision and exchange, cross these mechanical demarca-
tions. | am interested in the ways a small section of the tourist market
(backpacker or budget traveller) can be used to open up a topic so vast
as the urban conglomeration that is Calcutta, This exploration, and my
topic, is also broadly that of representation, of travel and of perception
or interpretation. 1 try to limit the slippage of this project — which
always seems to threaten to become a study of international capitalism
and more - by beginning with what travellers say in the confines of a
small (cheap) guesthouse at the bend of a tiny laneway in the city: the
‘Modern Lodge’ of Chapter 2. Starting with travellers and *The
Modern’ provides a vantage point for all that follows,

Corresponding to the separate parts of this study, 1 take different
theoretical motifs as guides: dialogue and ‘gossip’ to make sense of what
travellers say; texts and writing as a scripe for experience; and camerna
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technology as an organizing frame of perception. These moufs overla
and are sometimes woven together in a way which may appeal to thE
currcntlf'ashion for ‘hybrid texts’, but which is also a consequence of
the main thesis of this work: that Western visitors consume Calcutt
_through machineries of perception carried as baggage in tinds te*cta
snapshots and backpacks. This consumption serves particularly d'ubi;:n.:;
ends, not much to the benefit of Calcuttans or, for that matter, to
anyone much at all. '
The ‘rumour’ of Calcutta refers to that imaginary Calcutta of guide-
books and charitable Western sympathies, but also to the expericﬁte of
Calcutta which sometimes impinges upon those who visit despite th
guidebook protocols. Needless to say, I am not claiming this Calﬁutta .
any real or ‘local’ one, since this too is rumoured not to exist soa;
heatd, or overheard. Ways in which travellers then vnderstand thc ci
can be calibrated alongside the logics of — to sound redundant — the ":Y
they understand the city. By way of the things that are part and arcﬁi
of what yisitors bring to Calcutta = travel guides, tourist visas tﬁurist
lore, gossip, canjneras, souvenit hunting, good intentions, charit;;blencss
and so on — their perception of the city is inevitably quite different ﬁ'on;
that of those who live there. While ‘Jocals’ may understand in some
many, or sometimes all of these ways, in general the conjunctions o;'
tourism and charity ways of understanding the city are not experienced
Iocal!y._This book is about versions of the city fashioned — with various
mediations = in ways probably unrecognizable to non-tourists
No doubt Caleuta is locally produced by those of privilegéd classes

also. Gov;rnment propaganda is circulated largely to serve the intereses
of the middle class (Mallick 1994), etc., and so any reference I make to
the ‘authenticity’ of local versions of Calcutra should be treated as the
casy ‘Easternization’ that it is. A valorization of otherness named as th
limit of the West; another project would deconstruce this still further a:

a symptom of the fascinati . . :
study.P e fascination for India that is also the subject of this

A CITY OF INTENSITIES

fguﬁlf:g?sf;z:f, clsa::u_' city rh:.u: a dozen classic essays on each city suoll
sl hlts meanings. Not all the efforts of Kipling, N.K.
o cxhaustc)‘; thnl:)r ;)us’c, Qumcr Grass, Pritish Nandy and Arpana Sen
b i hed the polysemic power of Calcurta, its repeated attempts to

veen hope and despair, good and evil, The city keeps re-

writing itself, constantl ing new variati
_ \ y producing new va cd Lo
et P riations that need to be grasped.
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the Bhopal gas leak eloquently captures many
of the first moves [ would want to smake in an essay on representations
of Calcutta. A discussion that occurred in the TUMDA library (Infor-
mation Unit on Militarization and Demilitarization in Asia, in Delhi) a
year before this article appeared gave me these first steps. More than an
elaboration of its meanings, 2 possible extension would be to consider
the limits of meaning in Calcutta; more than its polysemic power, rather
a critique of this polysemy; more than a mediation between binaries
like hope and despair; more (or less) than the city rewriting itself: [
wanted to explore my own involvement in an entire industry of de-
scription and explanation implicated within an international inscribing
apparatus  which constituted the many ‘meanings’ of Calcutta.
Vishvanathan and Sethi offered a further aside that was prophetic: “The
city has not only been a site for the drama of modernity but a meta-
phor for speculating about it’ (Vishvanathan and Sethi 1989: 51). For
me, the ways an anthropological/biogmphical project which could mir-
ror the displacement they describe became an obsession, linked with a

certain voyeurism and activism, for a number of years, continuing,

Kaleidoscopic.
From the beginning the French writer Marguerite Duras also

haunted writing on Calcutta for me, since the evocations of India Song
and The Vice-Consnl seem so much more alive than those of other Raj
Jicerature | had read. Perhaps this is because her fame in literature and
film imposes itself, and because Duras was more a traveller than an
administrator, and her words are always more poetic. Somebody — I no
longer remember who — pointed out a passage that 1 would like to use
as the emblem for my travel to and fro in Calcutta. Duras wrote:

This aside, an article on

you can't just talk without starting out from a patticular point of knowledge
or ignorance, and arrive somewhere at random amid the welter of other
words.... And so this book, which 1'd have liked to resemble a roadway going
all directions at once, will merely be a book that tries to go cverywhere but
gous to just one place ata time; which turns back and sets out again the same
as everyone clse, the same as every other book. The only alternative is to say
nothing. But that can't be written down. (Duras 1987/ 1990: 8}

In short, then, this work begins in a specific place, and while it tries
to go everywhere and cover everything, it cannot, and so it becomes 2
sequence of locations, anecdotes and, 1 hope, insights into what is at
stake in the polysemy of Calcutta in so far as it applies to the city’s
Western visitors. It is ‘about’ travellers to Calcutta and how they
imagine, make sense of, and explain their experience. This is Calcutta

CALCUTTA CIPHER 5

li;rom: in a certain way, the inside-outsiders. Those who visit the city,
Uttlma[gmc 1;1 f'ni:m afar, even when they are closest to it — in its
centre, from the low-budget accom i

modation of the Modern
Guest House. rodee

While this purports to be an anthropological study, it is tempting to

proclaim it as a fragmentary entity. The multiple and confused meanin
tha.l: circulate among visitors trying to make sense of the city m:cefj
sarily tend towards a polyglot text. Demarcation of the limit of Calcutta
or of the subject of this study, is difficult when everything threatcns,
towards_ undecidability. It is not clear — as Horne, among many others
has pomFed out — that the traveller ever even leaves home (Horm;
rgg2; Virilio 1084/1989), carrying their own culture around inside their
heads as we do {change of subject intended). The Indian political
chologist and essayist Ashis Nandy says the West is no longer a P:z:
graphical category but a state of mind (Nandy 1983 = I will come %ack
to this: the ‘West’ cannot be homogenized). Given a possible in-
qctermi.nacy of tl}t: specification of the *“West” in the current state of
international relations, is it so strange to ask if a tourist is in the “West'
or the ‘East’ when in Calcutta — this great city, administrative centre of
the P.\aj, imperial wonder, Black Hole, place about which, as the Guide
puts it: ‘everything you ever heard is true’? Obviously it is not simply
a matter of boarding a plane and heading east = for to visit Calcuta as
a tourist, north-west from Melbourne, Australia (where [ come from)
south-west as well as east from Manchester, UK (where I live now) is'
as much as staying home, an exploration of the perforated sheet of th ,
worldwide West, where the West is everywhere, and possibly no * InceL:
at all. In. another part of India, in Salman Rushdie’s Midnight’s Ch?ldreu
the foreign-returned Dr Aziz examines his future wife for a varie o;'
ailments shown to him, apparently without compromising the wo:;yan's
modesty, through the facility of a bed sheet with a small hole torn in
it. Fcrvlent exploration of a new portion of the body each month under
the strict supervision of parents and through the charade of medical
:ionn;:tatxon entails a voyeurism, which in this scene is evoked inten-
mclr‘;::czwto- ?HC;S]':‘POH the ways in- whi.ch Western disciplines (of
B ke o |erat-ure) came to investigate India in the hands -
R . St yegﬁaspmgh— o.I' an exoticizing yet empowering knowl-
B dion, © :d p;hemp:, the dlsctpl-mcs of knowledge, the protocols of
intcrmgate‘d ne charity mentality of some Western tourists can be
which they condi:f;l;ﬂ:‘l;:;; :r::cal thus seen more clearly for the ways in
n be known about Calcutta.
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When the ‘West’ is abandoned in favour of psychological or semiotic
spaces, it is all too easy to find Calcutta in every place and then
conclude that somehow 1t doesn’t exist geographically, as if a tourist
need not even visit Calcutta. And then what of the status of the sou-
venirs {and memories, experiences, images) that might be carried away
from Calcutta? Do they remain Calcuttan, or have they been trans-
muted into the “West', as artifacts of Western appropriation, as part of
the world market? Calcusta turns up in so many places, projected on to
living-room walls and pasted into scrapbooks, worn, eaten, displayed,
broadcast on television, submitted in PhDs and analysed in books; and
yet it should not be confused, as an unthinking postmodernist might
do, with a purely imaginary place. A deterritorializing essentialism, as
contrived as that which some who are called postmodernist condemn,
would operate here to ignore the effects of a geographical Calcutta to
the exclusive favour of an imaginary one, and inversely, an allegedly
empirical Calcutta 1s sometimes taken more seriously than its imaginary
manifestations. What this amounts to is spatial bifurcation of *Caleuttas’
— the ones people carry with them in their heads and in their baggage,

and another that s there — where? Caleutta,

Caleutta could be described as a “city of intensities’. In many ways it is
overdetermined in the understandings of travellers — for example, in
the anthropomorphic attribution of certain qualities to the city. It is
the face of a woman for some, one eye crying, the other smiling; this
was mentioned by the filmmaker Mrinal Sen at a Calcutta 300 seminar
and repeated by several of the traveller-volunteers who had attended.!
In another similarly anthropomorphic conception, ‘the city has a soul,
you can feel it (Alan). This possession of a soul was identified by Alan
after just three days in the city, although it is notable that the most
popular travellers’ guidebook ends its Calcutra section with just the
same words: ‘Calcutta has a soul’ (Wheeler 1982) - guidebooks provide
short-term visitors with a language through which the mismatch of
expectations and experiences can be resolved.

There is, perhaps, a corresponding visitor's psychology for Nandy’s
“intimate enemy’ of the "West’ inside the heads of Indians, and that is
the way the “West’ is carried to India in the visitor's mind — as some-
thing securely owned — and yet also as something in a process of trans-
formation, in varying degrees of abeyance while experiments with
something considered ‘other’ go on. Of course Western travellers retain
their cultural anchoring even in their experiments with versions of
what they might call ‘local culture’ (an ideally non-Western construction
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; .
:'::'sst?:;il:lzse or, if no_t purelyt other, a hybfid‘ topsy-turvy West of
pellt menu items cornflex — and the curiosities of Indian English
I promise more of this). A travellers’ Westernness crosses the ta ‘
and tl'.avels_ too — within the inimacy of the backpack. The enen:;rn ;::1
all t]n§ might be ‘the too-Western lifestyle, the ethnocentrisms and
prejpdlccs, the racists, and perhaps the inability to face up to diffi
culdes .nnld differences without contest; a spectrum of posiI:ions f:mlr-l
renunciation of the West, through incomprehension, to outright rej
tion of the validity of those who seem different. , e
What, then, of the various images of the city constructed by th
tmvzellers? M_y response to this complex is to pursue a critical itfn ry
which requires construction of another city, called Calcutta ?_:a"Y
metaphors and comparisons, the whispers of tourists, snippets o;' nc’m
and rumours, chance glances and visions, in order to open up fi ‘:“‘"5
problems. 1 take as justification for this Edward Said’s formulp i}l . ;e."
study Oricntalis, where he suggests that the ‘things to look at :llrcor l‘lllS
figures of speech, setting, narrative devices, historical and soci-llsw'h
cumistances’, rather than some naive reaction seeking 'corrcctn'es C'T'F
presentation’ or ‘fidelity to some great original® (Said 1978: 21) S°

IDENTITIES

Said pointed out in Orientalism that the machineries of understandi

employed by Western scholars were inseparable from the 21°t'mgl.
structures within which and for which they wrote. Against this Ec tl)fltca
quotes Fanon: ‘Europe is literally the creation of the third worl’d' (Fa -
1961/ 1967: 96), and contends chat the politics of knowledge still o s
to.occlude much of what is important in world history. In a laterpl‘):mtlecs
lSim;:l has ?rgued that *‘most accounts of European cult;.tral history t::kr;
a:: :Stzzt:(:jemogcthe empire’, and that ‘t-oday’s scholar and critic is
g somed rcﬂ:;[: [grelat nove!s, etc.]_wuhout noticing their imperial
iy ex::‘s; ong1 with their .nutho.rimtive centrality’ (Said
B o ,-inE] the focbus of his project to an interest in the
B, ar otion by modern imperialism’ (Said 1993:
fandamentally st nos gnments tl-mt now provoke and challenge the
e themz:;m; f(:.)f; |dent?q|;. th::t hns- been the core of cultural
B . o T F :npelim ism’ (Said 1993: xxviil), he still,
B . oortaps, 1o o Tln.rgey to past specificities in a way that
idemting of s nil his can be: brought forward so that the
1 unde.r l:;fse r :2 Othe' l'dennty of contemporary places, can

gnition that all cultures are ‘hybrid,
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heterogeneous, extraordinarily differentiated and unmonolithic' (Said
ht usefully be carried into a consideration

1993: xxix). This rubric mig
of the ongoing ‘orientalisms’ of today. What is required, beyond historical

commentaries which would rewrite European cultural history (however
importane this remains: see especially Kabbani 1986; Viswanathan 1989
and Suleri 19g27%), is an intervention which challenges the identities so
described, and can begin to challenge the continued operation of those
identities in contemporary cultural relations — the ‘identity’ of Calcutta
included.

Among the most prominent ‘positive’ images of old Calcutta is that
of the city as the site from which the wealth and riches of India were
exported to Europe under the Raj. [ wane to consider this alongside
the privilege accorded to images of poverty in contemporary Calcutta;
to examine how available literature and the experiences of tourists doing
volunteer work in the city fit into an imaginary polysemic zone. And
to tell the story of visitors to the city, travellers and volun-

poverished and reading Lonely Planet’s
3

from here,

teers, working alongside the im
India: A Travel Survival Kit in what was the premier city of empire.

Such work requires a degree of enthusiasm for India, and for
Calcutta. Geoffrey Moorhouse can call Calcutta a ‘definition of
obscenity’ (Moorhouse 1971 132), but this ethnocentric denial does
not fit my own experience as a visitor to the city. Moorhouse’s prejudice

deserves to be quoted:

rld to come close to despair in Calcutta. Every
place recks of doom. Every half mile can
o turh a newcomer's stomach with
a generation at least since

It is the easiest thing in the wo
statistic that you tear out of the
produce something that is guaranteed ©
fear or disgust or a sense of hopelessness. 1t must be
re for more than a day or two unless he was obliged to, or

anyone stayed he
or a pathological degree of curiosity.

had a phenomenal sense of vocation,
{(Moorhouse 1971: 350)

Sometimes 1 did feel that writing a book like this had a certain ‘pa-
thology’, but not for Moorhouse’s reasons — he says: ‘writers struggle
for the words to describe what has happened’ (Moorhouse 1971: 356~
7). My pathology was that of the tourists | study, a self-analytical
unlearning/learning and attempt to negotiate a politics of representa=
tion with regard to the city, and to international tourism. Rather than
Moorhouse’s writing-blocked fleeting newcomers, I began with quite
different visitors in mind (though some of these do profess a ‘voca-
tion’). An early essay by Richard Lambert describes, in a gcneralized

way, a set of ‘signs’ of the enthusiast for India which 1 more easily
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rccognlze, :ltld ‘Vhlch WOlIId fol'm thc bcglnnlng Of What must bccomc
P i
d b'oad' Ct ltlcn]| Cllalaﬂellzatlotl ol I"a“y Of thc [laUCIICIS l havc met

Asu:.lc from items of dress, the mark of the enthusiast is the preference f

Indian-style food; attending night-long musical recitals; making the ra:c‘;
and the local tour of temples; a fondness for Indian films; a smatee = f
]anguage lcssops; some social welfare work in a captive v:l]agc' rum:l?g' ¥
for on:lcnta] miniatures, brass work, textiles, and other handicra'fty attr:ncg:lfng
wcdd{ngs and (_)l:hcr public ceremonials; and collecting specime’n fa h'mg
acquaintances with as great a number of Indians as possible. '(Lambcrt 1966s- :zl:)'

The Western travellers who live in the Modern Lodge do not all
always, fit this outline, and certainly many of those who visit :h, ‘:f
term .would recognize only some of these characteristics in their c?\:r-
experience, but = with a number of more Calcutta-specific items — th'n
list does ic_:lentify characteristics of the main subjects of this work ;
Many, if not most, of the backpacking travellers who pass thr;)u h
Calcut‘ta are not unreflective about their situation in travellin Thg‘
reflections reveal the presence of a form of popular alternative ?:.riti .
of trav?l. a perspective on the ethical problems of otherness, and sc::lnl-:e
r;cogmtion that their experience is filtered through the te;hnolo ict;
aids of perception they carry with them. Their critique of toug' .
manifests itself in (a) the search for ‘authentic’ experiences; (b) di ay
at thc‘ effect of tourism; and (¢) condemnation of other ;:ouristssmaz
sometimes themselves. The correlates of these three moments nrea?)
claims to the ‘once-in-a-lifetime’ experience; (b) nostalgia for the daa
when such and such a place was not so well known; and (c) ‘of e
I'm doing it differently’ stories. ‘ e
The confusion which reigns in this kind of tourism derives from
predicament where the consumption of its product — in so far a th;l
proc,uct of tourism is more than snapshots and souvenirs — entailss .
::V|ogs or easily accumulatable tangible possession. ‘Good Wt:wkr.\‘::3
mze;::,g:;;:;(: ;lt.-l]:]l:lll':ll capital are less easy to reinvest. However, ali
g PO voloms of ¢ z:: tra;rel]ler's — comments, 'Ietters, photos, and so
B i th:-rw 1elming cthnogr?phlc archive that would
S oo c’i“scnpt of thf: ongoing dynamics of capitalist
B o oo faCkga;Z:'sttructfons of cultu_r:ll_ difference. More
B s o Capml;iast rer ou]rlsm plays a significant role in the
Btic crormiry of represen'mion 'UT Ieconomy, and not only through
5 s 1t_ helps pmdgce. The ability to move
Bulcy of fnper pensive n:mrket and service centres through the
; ernational travel yields a relatively high buying power with
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attendant ideological, habitual and attitudinal consequences — back-
packers who can five like Rajas in Indian towns at low financial cost.
An expanding economy revolves around middle-class youth travellers,
and engraves the principles of consumption upon even the most ethe-
real aspects of their lives. The hypocrisy with which some travellers are
condemned for renouncing materialism while looking for the cheapest
guesthouse room or dorm for their ashram stay is relevant here. It
would be an error to think that the global low-budget ‘banana-pancake
crail’® is not an important component of the ideology as well as the
economy of touristic consumption. This book attempts to add to the
growing analysis of tourism'’s many forms (Crick 1985, 1988, 1994;
MacCannell 1992; Urry 1990) and to place *banana-pancake trail’
examples in a wider context. Broadly, this context might be one in
which it is found that ‘in industrialised countries, tourism is frequently
pushing out ... manufacturing, distribution, or extractive industry as
the economic mainstay’, while in other parts of the world ‘the shift
typically has been from an agrarian economic base to 2 touristic eco-
nomic base” (Smith and Eadington 1992: 2}, o, in still more general
terms, a context in which small-scale economic and voluntary opera-
tions (like budget tourism and Non-Government Organization = NGO
~ aid work) fit into a systematic global disorder. This i extends
exponentially from cultural and even ‘alternative’ ideological produc-
tion through to more blatant competition among capitalist powers to
secure profit opportunities across the breach of First World and Third
World relations, by whatever means necessary. I make no apology for
telescoping the big picture here.

It is no coincidence that the increase in tourist arrivals in India
provoked by the “Visit India 1991’ advertising campaign coincides with
the period in which International Monetary Fund (IMF) and World
Bank directed ‘market internationalization’ also rises. Debates over tariff
protection, the (re)introduction of transnational food and drink chains
— Pepsi and Pizza Hut - and massive development of tourism infra-
structure in India can be ficted into much wider, but nevertheless
crucial, international processes of global economic ‘readjustment” and
‘restructuring’, often brutal. Gilles Deleuze, at about the same time
that Said was writing Orictatisin, listed important characteristics of this
situation: ‘the development of a world market, the power of multi-
national companies, the outline of a “planetary” organisation, the
extension of capitalism to the whole social body’ and argued that ‘at
the same time, the means of exploitation, control and surveillance

become more and more subtle and diffuse, in a certain sense molecular
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{the workers of the rich countries necessarily take part in the plunderi

of th'c third world)’ (Deleuze and Parnet 1977/1987: 146) lC)}ml ‘ffmg
certain sense’ would I agree that tourism, and especially “Third {’.V(;nlda'
courism, is ‘subtle and diffuse’, but the identification of a ‘plan tr

o[ganlsa.tion' which extends from WB/IMF structures to advgcnt:sary;'
‘alternative tourism’ should not be missed. This is orientalism toda °

So many travellers express an ambiguous uncertainty about t}):‘

mod; oft travelling and its relation to codes of exploitation that o
identify in their own pracrice, at the same time as they different tm'y
from all they do themselves. The formula ‘Yes, I recognize the c;:: .
dic.tions, but T try to avoid them myself” is almost always a self-serv'm—
claim -a rationalization. At the same time, an intuition that this amllla1g
is also inadequate completes a popular reflexivity that is not surgr' N
given the difficulty of identifying and understanding the com Ip cries
of life within late-twentieth-century capitalism. The task of nan?i exl"hes
dilemmas of our involvement in the abstract internationalisms o[El tgot -
ism, cultural difference, imperial exploitation, charity, capitalism al::i

so on makes it important to ask questions about the ways travellers
name these things. '

REPRESENTATIONS OF POVERTY

"I;he inquiry into narrative politics, and the exploration of narrative
“;:-";ftwes any such critique might generate, provide the context in
\; ich to be'gm to rescind the definitional prejudices and privileges of
the produ.ctlon of meaning controlled in the hands, and texts, of a
+ - v a v ‘ '
fltarrow minority. Keeping this in mind is all the more important when
; .
! com«:sI to workm‘g in contexts where power relations and positions
nrcd 50 Ichcariy polarized, as they are with travel in the ‘Third World’
nd wi '
e it r;mch anthropology. It has often been recognized that the
:30 p;%e o resem:chtzrs who are institutionally supported and enabled
uce text ‘on’ indigenous pe i i
1 oples do
s Froduc peop es lietle to disturb such
Thi . L
. is certainly .h:‘ls implications for a project on tourists working in a
alcutta street clinic, as many of th
B o et o ; ) y e guests of Modern Lodge do. Part
ave chosen to study the experi
xperien
than present a study of the clini . n o Of: i
those. i 1o the clinic where they work, is that too often
Already the o power in a situation are made the subjects of study.
i consgrcc to wi-uch Third World tourism participates in a
umption i is 1
::fﬁ?cde ption of poverty is problem enough — this is at least
nt to dissuade me from produci i
producing another patronizing text on
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the ‘poor’ and destitute. 1 do provide some detail about the street clinic
in Chapter 2, and it would be important to ask in what ways the
*patients’ of the clinic have less power, relatively less power, subaltern
power in various contexts rather than others, not just when they are
the ‘recipients’ of the aid’ and ‘care’ offered in charity, and so on.
These questions could be taken up in a study of the relationship
between workers and locals in the clinic, but 1 am refusing such a
ons 1 derive in part from Gayatri Spivak’s comment that
auto-critical vigilance (for me, being a tourist, examining tourism and
charity work from the subject position of Modern Lodge tourists) 1s
better than to ‘continue pathetically to dramatise victimage' (Spivak
1990b: 230).% Imperatives and injunctions may be offered: for example,
Susan George has questioned the propriety of *Third World’ research.
With some reservations — since things are sometimes more complex
than she allows; there are also questions of access and resources and
research grant priorities, etc., €O contend with — I have tried to take up
such suggestions with this study of the West in Calcutta:

project for reas

Meanwhile, not neatly enough work is being done on those who hold the
power and pull the strings.... ket the poor study themselves. They already
know what is wrong with their Tives and if you truly want to help them, the
best you can do is give them a clearer idea of how their oppressors arc
working now and can be expected to work in the future. {George 1976: 289)

Whether or not travellers to Calcutta are ‘really’ powerful oppressors
might be questioned. Certainly my presence in Calcutta as a traveller
offered me opportunities not available elsewhere, and so 1 produce a
text that is also a confession. I hope it comes with a degree of reference
and relevance to the people it is about. Texts are political, they are not
qutonomos, although their alienation from humanity on three sides —
the writer, the reader, the subject — as abstract artifacts without respon-
sibility, makes them often appear so. This is also how it is with the
stock images of Calcutta, where representational fictions have come to
be seen as real, Over and over, the objects of Western knowledge are
reified in this manner. Stratton notes, however, that this is 2 contested
tercain where the power to define, and the technological means by
which this is achieved, is the basis of control:

in an episteme where representation is privileged, the site of presence IS

always contested and power derives not only from controlling information

but from controlling what people consider information to be. The site of

presence and power now lies with people who are not only defined by
ownership but by their control over information systems and systems @
communication. (Stratton 1990: 206)
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It is necessary, then, to listen i i
s o i vk on, viiors v Caleut, Whie e spnem
_ . fle the systerns
examined here are those employed by tourists about Calcutta rather
than bettween tourists and Calcuttans, it is nevertheless obvious that po
resounds throughout. This systemic dimension {and we should stt:f;
also to the geographical, visual and aural metaphors of this discussio
of the knowledge/power equation should not be ignored: in Calcutt:)
as one set of examples, the conversations, gossip, rumour, dialo ,
discourse — call it what you will — of travellers in the Mod'ern Lcngc;l cf;
Guest Hoyse amounts to an apparatus of considerable influence ﬁ
examined in detail in the chapter on Modern Lodge, such an a ar.at :
shapes and orchestrates opinions, experiences ar;d PP o
travellers in Calcurca, perceptions of

HEIDEGGER AND MARX

All distances in time and space are shrinking. We now reach overnight, b

Ph“_c' pl.:lces which formerly took weeks and months of travel “;3 o
receive instant information, by radio, of events formerly learr;ed calr:ow
only years later, if at all.... Distant sites of the most ancient cultures e
shown on film as if they stood this very moment amidst today’s tmc
traffic. More?ver, the film actests to what it shows by presentin YJISZT:]C':
camera and its operators at work. The peak of this abolitiongof ev .
possa!)lc remoteness is reached by tefevision, which will soon pervad c"é’
dominate the whole machinery of communication.... What is ha : in

here when, as a result of the abolition of grear distances, cvcryl:}i:ilrgmi‘c:

equally far and equally near?... Ewve
| _ rything gets lum ’x
uniform distancelessness, How? (Hcidcggcrglgﬂr lﬁti)Ped i

The thcoret'ical apparatus of this work may seem opportunistic. This is
attenuated, if at all, only by the possibility of gathering much. of the
cul;urc th‘cory to which I refer around a set of broadly Heideggerian
::hn Marxnsrt concerns. Throughout this book 1 have thought the issues
; ::Jr:Eheu{)lthm tThle *horizon’ of a Marx-inflected Heidegger (no doubt
S Ca]lgd uea;t).‘ :ml:vn 'together as they are here, diverse thinkers can
.ol Thpe :I in what is otherwise a dangerous project of theoretical
e _t._ L‘u_ttcr and refuse of eclectic readings of other privileged

rom Lévi-Strauss and Leiris to Bataille and Nietzsche and more

=will, I h i
A C;lee. seem approprl:.lteiy prompted from what travellers have
: cutta. Beyond this, there is little ‘method’ here, except

‘Rethaps i i

e 'aisc::]at :.omeonc Il-ke Nikos Papastergiadis deems necessary in

ﬁ_l:_dics Whizho .an ‘cstabhshed discipline’ {Papastergiadis 1993a: 4) for
examine the dynamics of complex displacements such as
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migration, wravel, identity and so on.t (I do not think it matters much
that the only security of method here is what comes to hand.)

Among the book-production industry that is theory today, I have
‘souvenired’ some fashionable items. Prominent among these are the
works of Heidegger’. There is 2 sense in which the importance of
Heidegger cannot be charted except as a voice influentially speaking
through all those who engage with questions of Being, While 1 have
also ‘souvenired’ only 2 small part of Heidegger's oeuvre for my own
purposes, the rumout of his questions in this work allows a frame
within which a rather haphazard sampling of other theorists may pass
under the banner of the ‘secret children of Heidegger'. While 1 do not
want to set out any detailed genealogy, 1 do think it is justifiable to
link the varied works of Derrida, Foucault, Deleuze, Bataille, Virilio
and Agamben to a (productively) distorted Heideggerian project.® It
will be clear, T think, that this trinket-collecting of thoughts from
Heidegger is hardly 2 philosophical investigation in his sense — too
cluttered. My view is that this can be excused if Heidegger's work is
combined within a Marxist project, although 1 will not provide an
extended defence of such a mix here. Georg Lukics presents Heidegger
as an exponent of what he called the *cultural criticism of the bour-
geoisie’, which was wont to ‘sublimate a critique of society Into a
purely philosophical problem’ (Lukics 1068/ 1971: xxiv). 1 think this
can be turned around.”

For this reason this work also claims the heritage of Marx. The
legacy of his work is far too influential for anyone to approach in a
totalizing and systematic way. The name-dropping above could also be
linked here, along with writers like Spivak, Said, Castells, Soja and
Clifford. Such lists are another form of sending postcards, telegrams,
signs or curios. Nothing ‘theoretical’ in this work should be taken too
seriously except in so far as it is useful along the way (yet again the
travel metaphor). For my purposes, al} these writers might be grouped
together around 2 project: the critical analysis of discursive production
— Foucault’s archaeology of knowledge suggests the phrase. Whatever
the status of superficial “intellectual traditions’ and scholarly star systems,
I want to set out my work under the sign of both Marx and an analysis
of processes of commodification and the world market, and Heidegger
in so far as he was concerned with technology and the *production’ of

how we live in the world.

There can be no question that the possibility of international travel and
the associated industries of tourism, from ticketing to telephoto-lens
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sale it]
: sj alre conditioned by the uses of technology. As much of this work
is explicitly structured around the framing apparatus of different tech-

IIOI g r pe Ception 1t .5 S d W
ogles o T 1 WOI'[h ettin out a b
. ] g To d fl'ilmc Ol’k fOl'

- Touri isible re.
sm is a visible result of the great waves of technology which have changed

the social geography of the world si ]
1986: vii) y orid since the nineteenth century. (Bhatia

Tech i 2 i
Pcop;]co:gg;‘:;l (I;l::w.‘l_opmems 1In transport have made it possible for millions of
el to far-away places which onl i
; r-awa y a generation ago were
as being almost entirely inaccessible. (Bhatia 1986: 32) g regrded

The place of technology in the development of tourism could
much.of this discussion. Marx was interested in the effect of? i
portation systerns such as railways upon India, but I wonder if .
ever pqss1blc to anticipate the massive explosion of pl:metaI avel
which is now apparent. Heidegger comes close in the qu :'Y t:“’el
travel and television above; he asks how it is possible thacl:i co e ah?m
has now come together in distancelessness (Heidegger 1971: ‘;’;ZY‘T‘"}:S
extent to which [ wish to consider the technological has n;or ! dc
fwth technologies of representation and perception, although 1 :h:ok "
1sln§cessary to show how conceptual matters are inextricabl li:k lc;
thhml the horizon of material technologies. This re uiresy b 'ef
excursion through the thought of Marx and Heide erqin ay tha
allows us to keep these general points in mind. % vy e
In quua!, _M:lrx makes numerous suggestions which link inteilectual
prm;lucnon with the production of social relations and the sust o
;fhhfe. That the mode of social relations of Ia:e-twentieth-cent:r;n:ar;)cic
: .
» :: ,.:1:;; b;c%?:g:de ::e:s?::l:aif]wd' cnchoTnpalssing also relations of
between the First and Third Worl docs not make spevific o
gies any less significant in the pnij;s‘:.{);:a::tt::;:c: specifc technole-

T i iy’
P:;::::)t]pgybdlsc]oses humanity's mode of dealing with nature, the process of
iont by which we sustain our life, and thereby also lays bare the mode

of formation of our soci i
cial relations, and of the men i
4 ta 3
e et ntal conceptions that flow

'Ihc a - . s

A sl;nfc;lroile:hg l:::?,:}tnon fmd rc;.)rcscntz‘ntion deserve special attention

Qo o ey are ]crtwu_led \rwth social relations and ideology. The

Heideggors oo g l;) ogy is unhzed‘has profound implications. In

by My _ at are Poets for?’, these implications are flagged
y Marxist terms when he writes: ‘technological dominion
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spreads itself over the earth ever more quickly, ruthlessly, and completely.

Not only does it establish all things as producible in the process of
production; it also delivers the products of production by means of the

market’ (Heidegger 1971 114). This market then ‘spans the whole earth
as a world market’, and *subjects all beings to the trade of a calculation
that dominates most renaciously’ (Heidegger 1971 115). In Heidegger’s
‘Letter on Humanism’, a new way of thinking about technology is
called for within the horizon of ‘a productive dialogue with Marxism’
(Heidegger 1978 220). He explains that it is ‘necessary to free oneself
from naive notions about materialism, as well as from the cheap

refutations that are supposed to counter it

The essence of materialism does not consist in the assertion that everything
in a metaphysical determination according to

is simply matcer but rather
which every being appears as the material of labour ... the self-establishing
process of ... production. The essence of materialism is concealed in the

essence of technology, about which much has been written but little has
been thought. (Heidegger 1978: 220)
ogy which ‘renders beings manifest’

(Heidegger 1978: 220), and so this has implications for the way Calcutta
is ‘rendered’, the way it becomes ‘manifest’ for thase who visit. The
‘technological dominion’ which governs travellers’ experience in
Calcutta can be explored by working through Heideggers essay “The

Question Concerning Technology’:

Heidegger says that it is technol

technology, whether we
d over to it in the worst
for this conception of
makes us utterly bhind

remain unfree and chained to

passionatcly affirm or deny it. But we are delivere
possible way when we regard it as something neutral;
it, to which today we particularly like to do homage,
to the essence of technology. (Heidegger 1955/1977: 4)

Everywhere we

Heidegger's method of questioning concerming technology is provocative-
ly couched in the metaphoric dormains of transport, geography and
vision.'? He asks about the essence of technology in a closely reflective
way, concerned always 1o determine the direction of the critical task in
order to bring to light what would remain hidden if the conventional
paths of asking and answering questions were not challenged.'t What
Heidegger directs us to se¢ is that technology is not something neutral
that can be simply questioned; it is bound up with the ways in which
we understand and use technology, and questions about technology. 50
to begin with, as Jong as we do nothing but ask whether we accept of
reject the technological, we remain hopelessly blind to any understanding:
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In asking i i
tEChHOIOgyg‘ ‘:n a co_nvcnnlt:nal way whether we might accept or reject
, we remain within the horizon izati
: of a characterizat f
nology as instrument. This i i o
. This is the way in which w
e would und d
technology as the maki i pl
aking and using of machi i
achines, appliances, i
it , appliances, instru-
mens cch;ology is a means towards certain ends. Heidegger suggests
‘e need to question technol i
ogy not only in relation to i
) . 0 It as 2
re?nsl.’b:;t also mI relation to ends. What are the ends of the techno
ogical? Commonly, a technolo i :
i gy, an instrument or a techni i
el . ; : echnique, is
:zh-:d in order to bring something to light = to make somcthcilng' to
leve 50 i i i
wchieve ¢ ;ne end (as‘ 1n_matenal production, bur also as with a te‘ch-
‘bq such ai qu'esno_nmg, which brings forth answers). It is chis
rl-nig.l"-lg o light' which interests Heidegger; an end of technolo
whic i ith i j
t}ls en.twmed with its essence is the work of revealing that whifli
was o d}erwue unrevealed. For Heidegger this is a challenge to the wa
we un erstanct the world itself; to the way the world is revealed .
in our understanding; e

The threat i . .
tethal n:a I:‘_’ humanity does not come in the first instance from the potentiall
fered ;‘ ines and apparatus of technology. The actual threat has n!rcady
Sessbility tl::l; t\)ur u:ssclrc;-:t;. T(;:c rule of enframing threatens us with thi
at we could be denied a more origi :
o al re .
1955/ 1977: 28} riginal revealing. (Heidegger

This rule of enframing is a difficult concept, but one which
;r;:ierstoid n; csscn]tial to Heidegger's question concerning tecll::ll:Ito;;
work of revealing does not simply happen in an unordered
the means of technology do not work roward r:lor 1 or um.
constrained ends; the ends of technology, howt:vers uﬁ?ghcred e, ave
i - nological, are
o th:'l&); :l);und up, enframed, by a certain, and specific, understanding
ma\lﬁ'l:;; ,-::5 11:;3;5 is fthat. .with [hf‘: ‘modgrn technology’ of the oil or
B tr;',s uor Iemmple, revealing’ takes the form of a de-
o uPon emai’sp:ny en;rgy wh‘lch can be extracted by machine
B ke, st b understanding of the land, in the case of
R e.xmcwd ) .thc hreveals an ore'deposit, which shall be re-
o poscble T Iandw' tbt? greatest efficiency and the least expendi-
o Fooble The cdﬁ;s ]:u _|e]cted to a demand of a specific type, and
il spency a[: mra zl related way = as a resource, as hidden and
= mcan; ang clt; e, Enl?ramed in a particular way, both with
?nd ol seemir; s cor;lcmvedz the world tkes on a character
B bl T parﬁ% utlral:tw;lsl :lhls cljamcter‘before any other way
rld that ‘comes into presence’ through
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the frame of technology conceived in this way, and this world is dan-
gerously cubsumed to an instrumentalist and exhaustive exploitation (for

the profit of some, rather than all). Are there not other ways, and other

worlds, which might have been revealed?
The enframing of the dominant ‘modern technology’ of the mining

companies must be examined in relation to the ideologies of the natural
sciences which aim to comprehend nature as 2 coherent system of
calculable forces. It is in this context that techniques of extraction,
processing and development are able to proceed within a constrained
horizon of efficiency, productivity and cost-effectivity, and where other
issues, less calculable within the horizon of the natural sciences, cannot
be revealed as ‘real world’ concerns. Enframing is the way the nature of
the technology destines a certain world to be revealed rather than

another:

Everything, then, depends upon this: that we ponder the question concerning
technology and continuc 10 watch over it. How can this happen? Above all
through our catching sight of what comes to presence in technology, instead
of merely staring at the technological, So long as we Tepresent technology as
an instrument, we remain held fase. (Heidegger 19$5/1977: 32}

in the end Heidegger goes on not 50 much to present an alternative
of viewing the world, because his position is more subtle than
hat we ask, and answer, questions about the ways
technology brings to light, or reveals, particular worlds in a much more
determined, critical and reflective way. This is relevant especially for a
work that will apply its eritical insights to a politics of representation, 2
politics of meaning (of charity and of world tourism). Very near the
beginning of Being and Time, Heidegger notes that the social sciences
operate ‘with defmite preliminary conceptions and interpretations of
human Dasein in general, even in first “receiving” its material, and in
sifting it and working it up’ (Heidegger 1926/ 1962: 76). Neither
scientific psychology and sociology, nor an *everyday anthropology’, can
provide us with ‘proper access’ to the phenomena we are studying. This
reflection, then, is to be kept at hand as the enabling ‘iHlusion’ operating

the ‘technologies’ employed in this work.

way
that, but to require t

¢ of the ways | want to use this sense of technology from

Anothe
Heidegger is to take technology as an instrument which brings some-
was unrevealed. This is taken up

thing ‘to light’ and reveals that which
. eqr . = i : L . s ]
by Virilio in Iar and Cinema, where he discusses ‘machineries for seeing

(Virilio 1984/1989: 1) in a way t

hat demands that the ‘logistics of
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erception’ ! i
2 e rp[I n (the_ book‘s subtitle} be rethought in terms of technology
i discusrsar;hunmded sight. I will argue along these lines when I come
e structure of the camera i
in the latter half of thi
any case, the ways in whi i o s
ich the world s * ’
i o revealed’ to us are con-
A reveﬂl;iyn the Zse made of technologies which are instrumental in
- wgl, ;I]n hthe ends — say, of the logistics of the commodity
= which that use of rtechnol
‘ ogy enables. in the i
i : ! . cases I will
lrcvcaled,‘the nllodes of representation with which we are seeing Calcutta
el are largely determined by the categories of documentation
o .
one ThidSl;;;:otl);plfl?I: of \ch/cstcrn use of writing, recording and film in
rld. These documentatio
. - ns and exposures ob
. ey already-
;Sta:)hs}‘sd orientations to Calcutta. [ argue that these oricntiltions ay
est u i i i d
o rll.crstm.)d as specific manifestations of Western cultural and
ca i
P ! lmpcrlallsm, produced and played out within the appropriati
an “(,:}?nsummg framework of global capitalism prie
en a isi ;
< hmen 1p:i)troac:‘1ed as ;ll place to visit, Calcutta appears already in
a site of exemplary experience i )
. and as somethin b i
ten in a before-and-after iential’ i
7 experiential’ zone. Travell
; : ers come to Cal
o e cutta
o ¢ :le 16nce, arlld henf:e to report on, something they expect to be
ex Site. - f{msua and different from all other expectations and places —
s 2 sice o poverty, crowds, rickshaws, etc. ~ Calcutta is also a place
at is to i
thac s ; SCC'I-'I and tl:u::n left. Churchill said just this: ‘[ am pleased to
comme:: her, for I will never have the need to see her again’ (this
- is v;;:ously qu9ted, and again interestingly inflected along
gender e]:). e hermetic seal of this city’s framing resists any chal
o i .
arﬁc’i that even alternative travellers and eco-tourists, volunteers
1]
:ai i panl; tr?vellcrs and other traveller-expatriate forms do not deviatc;
: .
gug:; s‘c:u;tyk rorlzl the established paths. For all the minutiae of travel
es. back . .
il ll:p::ts: etr_]]:re :lulnd gossip, literary imagination and snapshot
. striking how Calcutta i i i
o is framed in such conventional
With regard
ard to film, the demand
be replicable (fixed tr’uc saleabl ltlhat iy e L
TRt Ca]:: . € owable), constitutes a particular
R g Caleutta, an acquisitive outlook which excludes other
e tech;] OIle f:odlf;l‘c;tlon of Calcutta within the representative ‘ends’
ogies o i
i aleady mgeans o ocumentary reportage, realist film and photog-
oo o meane, ;;.t certain other issues, less calculable or open to
€
B ivnd o o e ;a.mework of such documentation, cannot be
B o of s dered important Fnough to rate attention. Recog-
_ Imensions o i i
B i ¢ . docur'ncntnry realism in photo-
pproaches to the Third World invites challenges
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to established Western/touristic production, and to the unquestioned
circulation of certain versions and evaluations or opinions about Calcuta.

For example, camerd technology and its associated referents may be
analysed with 2 number of interrelations: from the personal- and
identity-effect Jevel of everyday experience, t0 the global or world-
system effect of these technologies. There s, perhaps, a link between a
certain mechanic perception of the world and the world of com-
modities. Extensions of the body through mechanized frames of

ion like the camera are closely related, at 2 level still difficult 0

percept
‘recognize and name’, to the alienation of a mechanized and formal-
Il social needs are

ized (impovcrished) advanced capitalism, where 2
satisfied 'in terms of commodity exchange’ (Lukacs 1068/1971: 91-3).
Another angle on this might examine the technological collapse of
time and space which is now available for a dominant subsection of the
world population (and its backpacking children). This truncating spatial—
temporal effect ensures that the most ‘remote’ and ‘different’ experiences
are entered into the exchange circuit of information capitalism s
equivalcm:c:s.'2 This is not to say that experiences are simply bought,
but that the mediations of a global social hierarchy, based upon levels
of technological development and attendant (often disguised, always
contested) relations of production, provide the context for traveller
rience in Calcutta, just 2s other experiences are drawn into the

expe
framing vortex of meaning in late-twentieth-century *culture’.
echnologies of represen-

An analysis tracing the implications of certain t
tation through their differential insertions into moments of economic
and cultural significance carries problems and limitations which | shall
try to indicate along the way. Nevertheless, even 3 partial development
of such a project has its uses. Technologies of representation are major
channelling factors which determine, to some extent, what kind of
representations of Calcutta can be produced. The means of producuon
here carries with it attendant world-views, socio-centrisms to be played
out, an entire series and hierarchy of preferences and choices connected
to the technological means of reproduction which it is my purpose t0

reveal.

Tt might be argued that for many Western observers, the dominant

frame through which Calcutta, and perhaps India, is understood is first
of all economic; specifically in a comparative mode which pays atrenuon
to the economic disadvantage of ‘the poor’. This 1s too simple, but the
‘rumour of poverty' is certainly present within the discourse of “Third
World' travel, and to 2 disturbing extent the ‘poor’ are 3 part of what 15
toured by tourists. Some travellers have referred to their medical and
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volunteer work
e s :n‘the streets of Calcutta with the ironic label ‘sick
to India are gre :1;;: advantages for the First World traveller on a visit
ire 3 bargaingcoan-.lp ea::lhes, cheap drugs, souvenirs and scenic temples
ared to other tourist destinati
Australia. In i ; rist destinations —~ say Euro
Tt nccldmon to all this, the presence of comParari\):c econp: .
. m
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tion can be oblson 0l ' ;rhllrd World destination. Sometimes this mmce
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; ntimental, a :
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on P or
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ge the realities of eco . ! ose
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o e .t c-': degrf.:e of consumption of poverty is inevitable anc;: er
ool ;lfmamten.ancc of that poverty as subject of 'observnti(fa?
camera tfc thp‘“'c‘slm‘i’n such as the travel brochure, the Dbjcct'ﬁ"n :
) cathartic guilt expiati . » ifying
, ion of writing, th g
nations whi g, the tour guide’ -
i hlc}) l.'eﬁ:r to welfare and social programmes angiutheskexpl;;
ana : . . nowl-
- OthenviSeY:::s Of;r:lcadefma. only insulate travellers from what (:1\:'
vt of the tour ;31'[13 isturbing. (A small degree of disturbance can EZ
technologie OfEudn many ‘IVﬂYS. poverty is a theme orchestrated by the
: get travel too, as eco ic di
L nomic differe
all activi i ! nce enframes al
_— i;;y;l f:sr tcl'}e visitor to Calcutta. The constitution of Calt:uttan;l‘s?st
Bl o dgev] poverty and the exotic to be consumed fits ne tl;1
el !L olpment narrative which offers affirmation w a E .
an ¢lo . . a2 buro-
ferences’ olgalt a. hﬁgem‘-’ny while bringing otherwise threatening ‘dif-
e ::lz. lé:tcl:) the commodity system as a set of chiVﬂlcfces 3
it globen let:- coexists with a mobile capital which chns?s
, making commoditi i
loical chan i : ies of all it sees, The techno-
Ofgtraveller nels th‘_'°“8h which this rumour passes — the mnchinhn-o
perception, writing, camera, etc. — are the tools by v ;‘t'el:
vhic

capitalism transm
utes all culcure, ion. i :
em :
exchange. , emotion, identity, into a form open to

As 1 will di i
iscus i
publishing is .CZ;:[C::‘P“W 3, Giinter Grass suggests that international
guides are fabricati e P(_Jp.u]nf opinion often declares that travel
history is bunk Caler reflexivity is rhetorical; athers suggest that Raj
What docs. I ;h_ alcutta is a rumour and the Black Hole a frau:il-l
standing, or re 15 mean for the study of tourist and visitor unde ‘
this, suff‘:;r o prt:entn:on, of the city? Will not all texts, includi -
m these deceits and ' "8
) more? i 8
enframing cancel all s al Does not Heidegger's rule of
Possibly th emancipative opportuniey”
e most difficult issue about which to write in a social
cia
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science study of tourism is the ways both academic work ‘in the field’
and various discourses of tourism participate in 3 complex construction
of knowledges, cultures and meanings that systematically obscure possi-
bilities of considering sociopolitical effects. Enframed as we are, in many
ways this difficulty should be no surprise; in part it presents A paradox
of attempting to write and understand things in ways that are anti-
thetical o established and persuasive protocols of accepted understanding
and writing. Further, even within these protocols, the place of anti-
thetical writing is already inscribed and accommodated in a way that
co-opts all (most?) challenges.

While the extent to which an exploration beyond accredited
boundaries of scholarship can be achieved remains to be seen, 2 question
which might usefully lead up to this impasse can be taken as a guide
for thought that wants to traverse uncharted terrain: what is the possi-
bility of thinking [about Calcutta) differently from the way we think of
it now?'™* Asking such a question first requires some comprehension of
how we do think at present, and then perhaps some search for that
which is obscured. This question is then appropriate, in its suspicions

of everything {(some¢ might object that this is a classical Cartesian

manoeuvre, but it can also be defended with reference to Marx), for
both the productions of the social sciences and the discursive preduc-
tions of tourisim. Everything that is written, said, constructed, meant,
made, understood, opined or brought into existence in any way should
be interrogated with this in mind. This interrogation itself would also

be subjected to this critique.
1 suspect that this should be a more central point, but for now it

will be sufficient to note that 1 will return again to the issue of the
status of my project and its intentions — why 1 only want to look
mostly at Westerners in Calcutta (leaving Calcuttans to the Calecuttans),
why 1 accept the accusation that 1 am guilty of ‘staring at tourists
staring at locals, and writing notes about it all’ (Katie). In this dis-
cussion so far I may be slso accused of a kind of transcendental absence
— 1 have hardly ‘theorized’ my position; the ways in which 1 have been
able to orchestrate the quotes and examples, the authority devices used
to prochim various ‘ruths’, the privilege that allows me to write = o
Calcutta, on tourists, on the city. 1 assume throughout that this will
remain a problem, as 1 do not yet know how to explain all the contrd
dictions of my position. | have been, and very much remain, a tourist
in Calcutta — anything more than this will be dismissed as an arrival
anecdote asserting presence. 1 have learnt much from Bengali writets
cultural workers, activists, academics, journalists and friends so that |
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can now never si .
be simply lis:::i Sl:n:::): Atr:;::t: the influences, and I do not want these to
[ do have partisan view: or;'ov}\:led[.;ments' section before the text proper.
and charity work which [ wil disn and of the ills and goods of travel
SN will discuss as 1 go = I want to disenchant
constructed: o argl’;e p .—:, owth\v some of the myths of the city are
the imperialist burden of rx:ptrelsse:;?i:::.c:ii c:iscourse for a critique of
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e v wll:o]:. :ml, w.:th the world debt system (not just
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they are not ‘here’ in the text. In the Calcuttas put together in tourism,
they even sometimes feature as proper names — authors, film-makers,
politicians = but, as | have already wondered, would locals recognize
themselves in this phantasmagoric tourist Calcutta? Perhaps this is alf
illusion.
The figures of deception, false consclousSNEss, ethnocentrism, bad
faith, alienation, prejudice. conceit and obfuscation feature in both the
history of the social sciences and specifically in the areas of cultural
studies, political science and history. On deception, Heidegger notes
that this is the structure of knowledge: ‘If one being did not simulate
another, we could not make mistakes ... we could not go astray and
transgress.... That a being should be able to deceive as semblance is the
condition for our being able to be deceived ... the clearing happens
only at this double concealment’ (Heidegger 1971 34).1% o is very
important to understand that this is also the structure of commerce. In
a later part of this book, a similar ‘double’ structure in Marx — that of
the commodity and the money form — can be considered in relation to
the giving of charity, specifically of a coin passed to 2 beggar in the
film City of Joy. This exchange is a key point which underlies the scene
of aid work as well as the econorics of tourisn. Everybody needs that
coin. Perhaps one way to grasp the significance of this scene in a way
that resonates through all the themes of this work is to see this coin as
a piece of technology that homogenizes. By extension, everything has
a price, the trick is one of equivalence. This coin has a long history; it
will be mentioned again and again — in the section on Lévi-Strauss, as
well as in the sections on souvenirs and on the film City of Joy.'¢

Marx asks: ‘are there not contradictions ... which are wrapped up in
the existence of money alongside commodities? ... The simple fact that
the commodity exists doubly, in one aspect as 2 specific product ...
and in the other aspect as manifest exchange value (money)’ (Marx
1858/1973: 147). A commodity may be exchanged because of its specific
and useful qualities, but also because of its exchangeability. When a
commodity s exchanged for money, money is different to the com-
modity, it is external, and codifies 2 social relation, determined not by
its product qualities but ‘abandoned to the mercy of external condi-
tions [ie., markets]’ (Marx 1858/1973: 147} The act of exchange then
rakes on a double movement, purchase and sale, achieving ‘a 5patially
and temporally separate and mutually indifferent form of existence, [and
so] their immediate identity ceases’ (Marx 1858/1973: 148). Then =
and this is Marx’s key point — Just as exchange itself splits apart into

e —— s ]
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two mutually independent acts, so d
exchange i : oes the overall move
commo%i[;;?lzai‘zmlé S;Eamtc from the exchangers, the prodmuz::s 2::
This s 2 decch b nf; 19713: 148).
Marx’s analysis of c‘:::ha  teckoning (excep by that of the capitalise)
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I ——_— alue as an independent entity,
‘tcarinyg' facts ﬂ;ﬂv:zt fg‘:‘ products” [Remember that Moorhousec{v::
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36 of 3 coin i chati imo ities, expressed via the money form, The
this unequal exchan tY:"a cruel r!mckery of a global system based on
Third World r-] ange. calculations of charity, and of First World—
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n of capital is facilitated by just such substitutions. This
ext of what Spivak calls the ‘irreducible
rift of the international division of labour’ {Spivak 1996: 128). This rift,
in the broadest convenient erms, is between ‘First’ and ‘Third’ worlds,
however interrelated and co-constituted these need to be for an

adequate analysis {the First World in the Third and the Third in the

First, etc.). Yet the broad parameters of this relation should not be

underplayed, since at 2 tirne when mote people than ever are ‘travelling’,

it is telling that Spivak can note that exploitation is ‘hidden from sight

in the “rest of the world™" (Spivak 1987 167). What needs to be done,
then, is to attack this occlusion, which is consequent upon conditions
of technological development = including an ‘indefinite spiral’ of relative
and absolute surplus-value continually changing the ‘technical compo-
sition of capital’ (Marx 1B67/1067: 622). What are Western travellers in
Caleutta if not both witnesses, consumers and producers of the effects
of a brutal global exploitation in which they are at one moment only
minor agents, at another the prime architects?

No less illusory or dissembling conditions prevail in other aspects of
tourism and travel — s much so that it is plausible to consider these
areas as the most profoundly deceitful, and much effort has been
expended in order to recognize and remedy these deceits: ‘Don’t get
ripped off, don't wke the text for granted, don't believe all you see,
read or hear', Yet for all this inquiry, and for all the critical faculties of
the academy and all the street-wariness of the travellers and readers, it
seems that little has been achieved towards comprehension of the politics
of the illusions at play in these zones.

As will be accepted by those who follow the trails of these arguments,
both the notion of culture and the notion of otherness are also deceits
of a kind. James Clifford, for example, writes that ‘culture’ is a deeply
compromised idea he cannot yet do without (Clifford 1988: 10). Mare
specifically for this project, the idea of the city (say Calcutta) in the
understandings of residents and visitors alike is illusory; as are history,
difference, and perhaps all meanings in circulation. This is not o 51y
that there is nothing true, or that there is nothing outside the text
(which is a Derridean reminder of the importance of context, mis-
understood often as merely a chetorical claim about the textual mecha-

nisms of illusion — this misunderstanding is taken up in 2 circumscribed
way by those who would reassert the authority of the well-read teacher,
and their critics), or that illusions and metaphors and deceits do not
have their effects; that 1s exactly the point. What is at stake, and what
has to be analysed, is the way these illusions take on their existencé

The circulatio
must be understood in the cont
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Significantly, Clifford lists ethnographers alongside tourists as the myth-
ologists of authenticity. Lévi-Strauss eXpresses this nostalgia; even when
he was recognizing his mistake in imagining exotic countries ‘to be the
exact opposite of ours’ (Lévi-Strauss 1955/1973: 47), he was brought

discovery (at a Paris luncheon) that colonists

up against the ‘surprising’
had wiped out most of the indigenous people in the region of his

proposed study location, Brazil. On the back of this nostalgia and
surprise, he understands “the mad passion for rravel books and their
deceptivencss’, since these books ‘create the iilusion of something which
no longer exists but still should exist’ (Lévi-Strauss 1955/1973: 18).
What, however, ‘authentic’ Caleutta would be for nostalgics who prefer
lost tribes and ‘pristine’ cultures is not apparent, The critique of the

hip has ‘salvaged’ others in its books is important

ways Western scholars
so far as it goes (Dernda’s critique of Lévi-Strauss shows the lacunae of

this anti-ethnocentrism: 1967/1978), but equally, the celebration of
hybridity and seduction which some writers offer in its place might
also be exposed as another well-funded recovery operation by the
cultural insurance agents of monopoly capitalism - the very ‘world
system’ which Clifford mentions but does not describe."’

Especially when he visited Calcuuea, Lévi-Strauss was tempted by

lity: ‘1 wished 1 had lived in the days of real journeys’,

this salvage mora
a not yet polluted

he writes. He could then se¢ the ‘full splendour’ of
spectacle. He asks: “When was the best gme to see India? At what

period ... for every five years | move back in time, 1 am able to save

2 custom, gain a ceremony of share in another beliel” (Lévi-Strauss

1955/1973: 43)- His ‘salvage’, however, is a resigned one; the alternatives

are equally flawed, there being ‘only two possibilicies: either 1 can be

like some traveller of the olden days, who was faced with a stupendous
spcctacle, all, or almost all, of which eluded him, or worse filled him
with scorn or disgust; of i can be a modern rraveller, chasing after the
vestiges of a vanished reality’ (Lévi-Strauss 1955/1973: 43)- it is to his
credit that he recognizes that he may also well be “insensitive to reality
as it is taking shape at this very moment’ (Lévi-Strauss 1955/1973: 43
although this recognition did not modify his ‘quthentic’ observations
on Calcutta, to which 1 return in a later chapter.

For Fredric Jameson, taking up these debates from another angle,
the problem with contemparary polemics about authenticity is that of
the occurrence of a shift in emphasis from a morally and politically
urgent critique to 2 strident but celebratory one {Jameson 1997 198).
His anxiety about the ways ‘post—structuralists‘ might appropriate 2
critical Marxism and dialectical models ‘hitherto associated with the
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left’ (Jameson r1991: 2
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tinged with sarcasm, yet enthusiastic for the writing of explanation and
narration;

is finally better defined as ‘gossip’ (we speak together about
idle talk ... comes into being through boredom and
ientific gossip takes place under relatively intimate
witnesses; hence the gossipers’ need to act in

¢ to each other for more credibility.... Gossip's
¢ kind of truth it claims
from both the

Anthropology
others).... This profuse,
the need to chat... S¢
conditions and mostly without

solidarity, leaning on and referrin;
pretensions to truth remain however very peculiar. Th

to disclose 15 3 confidential truth that requires commitment
speaker and the listener (Trinh 1989 68)

These gossipy stories that are told, then, remain in the realm of
e somehow valuable, however

explanations; of rather: these stories ar
much we might doubt their exact fidelity to any kind of truth. Enthu-

siasm for the work of understanding, however circuitous and difficule,
remains the chosen path of those who tell stories in the social sciences.
And this very difficulty which is caught in the nexus of the taunt that
science is gossip is one that offers us an opportunity. At the end of her
book Trinh writes this out in a way that 1 would like to claim momen-
tarily as an emblem of the kind of critical ‘anthropology’ and gossip |
pursue, since think it is true, and contradictory: ‘Even if the telling
condemns her present life, what is more important is 10 (re)tell the
story as she thinks it should be told’ (Trinh 1989: 1 50).

1 am interested in what is at stake in the project of understanding,
and 1 think this is more than a simple matter of gossip. Or perhaps it is
a matter of the seriousness, and of the politics, of gossip.'® The ways in
which gossip, rumours, myths and legends are collected and reassembled
are not without determinate effects. The materials from which Calcutta
is constructed by the ‘West’ are organized and subject to the various
controls that impinge upon publishing, travel writing, journalism and
academia, These may be similar to those listed by Jacques Derrida in
another context where he refers to an authority which ‘would control
and standardise |by] subjecting artistic discourses and practices to 2 grid
of intelligibility, to philosophical or sesthetic norms, to channels of
immediate and efficient communication” {(Derrida 1992 30). The project
of tracing the ways which various versions of the city are formed

would be akin to that analysis which ‘remains to

be done’ for intellec-

tal production in general by way of new studies of the educational and
editorial apparatuses right through to a ‘mapping of new locations’
(Derrida 19952 40). The questions to sk here would concern 2 *reading
gh reading and writing devices, sy$

effect’, how it manifests throu
blishing, publications, universities,

proniotion and censorship, pu schools

rems of
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across so many modes of communication, deserves recognition. Similarly,
protocols and norms of style channel historical, anthropological and
political science writing in quite definite ways."
The double focus of this work is upon not only the deceits of social
science and the authenticity of otherwise of touristic understandings of
culture, India, Calcutra, and so on, but also the ways in which the
critical capacities of these understandings, even the most reflexive and
anti-ethnocentric of them, participate in smaintaining a hegemonic series
of fictions about the world. Travellers of all kinds engage in self-
deceptions, even at their most enlightened moments of local rapport,
juse as do scholars, even in the ecstasy of their moment of publication,
cven in their scholarly authority. This suthority is what is questioned:
the authority of meanings, of interpretations, of the chance asides and
incidentals, as well as the workings of style, the effects of certain meta-
phors and the orders, the comparisons and juxtapositions of images and
expressions; all combined to generate various versions — none more
absolutely true than another — of the city, of Caleutta, of India, and so
on, which can be contested in order to assert other possibilities, other
versions. Perhaps this could all be about the imperialism of meaning —
the imperious attitude of our ‘will to knowledge’, which drives all
visitors to Calcutta towards representation. It scems that everyone who
comes to Calcutta is making representations of what they have seen.
While my Calcutta begins from conversations with backpackers met in
the city during the late 1980s and early 19905, it is also produced in
dialogue, as all understandings of Calcutta are, with significant tech-
codifications and enfrarmings. Although it can never
d of all-equal dialogue, with travellers or Calcuttans,
f various experiences in a way that tries

nologies, texts,
become some kin
it is an attempt to make sense O
not to hide the contexts of that making-sense.
One of the difficulties obviously inherent in writing about travel is
the tendency to slip into travel-writerly mode and simply ‘report’ on
the exotic as if that reportage were not co-constituted within the various
apparatuses that sustain writing — styles, disciplines, publishing,
readerships. To do this, at the same time as to want to find ways to
he exploitation and inequalities of imperialism
h international tourism is 2 major pare, means
t. As another circulating commodity, the
potential of the cultural studies or ethnographic text to find any way t©
undo the double structure of commodification — what elsewhere might
be called the deceit, or trick, of criticism — is slim indeed. The debt of
this text to the contradictions in which it was made is extensive, an

engage politically with t
and colonialism of whic
that writing becomes fraugh
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numerous examples where this work demands extension, where further
research and criticism are called for, and where sharp questions and
blunt admonitions can intervene and change the politics of representa-
vion, tourism, charity and Calcutta — at least for those few who visit.
The shorthand version of this paragraph would be: Ah, but can you
insert gossip and rumour into the round-and-round of traveller talk in
a way which, while obviously not adequate to 2 project of global trans-
formation, at least pricks consciences and upsets complacencies? (The
consciences and complacencies of the group of alternative, volunteer,
wavelling backpackers at least.) Another rumour of this book is that it
wants to give more than it can offer.

Because of the problems of deceit in these texts, | prefer Trinh’s
notion of gossip as 2 metaphor for social science, since to ‘lend an ecar
to gossip already accepts either sympathizing with or being an accom-
plice of the gossiper’ (Trinh 1989: 68). It is then easier to see the
workings of power — for gain and, since gossips come unstuck through
their betrayals, for loss = in the gossip's ever-mumbling, ever-verbose
mutterings. Gossip may be a kind of Aexible technology of equivalence
and circulation, allowing meaning and ‘rumour’ to facilitate the continued
production of an international bifurcation between subjected classes and
consuming, capitalise, comprador ones. At the same time gossip is a tool
for this work, the methodology of collecting these souvenirs of mean-
ing. Social Science as gossip gently ceminds us of the pretension and
privilege of ‘serious’ texts in a context where 1 want fo consider the
workings of both ‘high’ scholarship and ‘low’ travel literature in the
production of popular Western perception of Caleutea. The informal
productions — the chatter of travel, the holiday snaps, the amateur videos
— of all those travellers who are also often students, writers, academics
and professors, and whose more formal intellectual work is taken ever-
so-seriously by the academy in the form of essays, publication, lectures,
deserves closer scrutiny, This chatter of tourism is impoverished only in
so far as a privilege is accorded to the serious talk of social science on
the very same topics, This is a question of undoing encrusted authority;
the taunt of gossip reminds us to watch carefully over those texts that
are authoritative, and those other texts that also have effects.

In Chapter 2 1 report on the ways in which Calcuta is understood by
Western visitors. The deployment of notions derived from a reading of
Heidegger and Marx, as well as of Spivak, Trinh, Jameson, Clifford,
Derrida, Deleuze and others, as 1 have attempted In this introductory
chapter, begins to open up some of the ‘technologies’ which frame
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NOTES

1, Ata i ; )
possible sour:;llg:. t\:;:il'sllcr seminar on ‘The Culwral Profile of Calcutta’ in 1970, a
N e mfot:orn may be found. Radharaman Mitra commented in t'hc
Caleutta YOL; ot h]:\'rn‘fl y;)u had madF an effort to look at the full face of
the city. Only one of h: ound not only diversity but varieties of contradictions in
- | r cyes smiles, the other is full of tears. It appears to me that
minate her look with rare breaks in flashes of smile’ (in Sinha 1970 -59‘)

Mitra's comments were im i
' quoted verbatim in the i i
Urban Experience: Calentta (Sinha 1987: 9). e nirodiction o the 1987 volume The

»

2. Gayarri Spivak writes: *
ot sucg"l:::lsirc;?k \\;:n‘cs._The study of colonial discourse, directly released by
S ,,0“,3'('5 ' r; important (and beleaguered) pare of the discipline [of
i Sudie mUCkmkPwn {ggob: 2.‘.'.'.‘.'.), and thc.n: is no reason yet to call a halt to
e e u:ig = indeed, I'm al) for it; the point is there is much of it
Ay ']m; Il‘-on': ::; s;vork co.uld :llso.rclcnsc mare contemporary studies.

Lortion b fo,,?,cd bn: hn. ormulation of his work on Western authors writing in
do s s oo y their awareness _of the colonial activity; what | am trying ¢

ar with repard to Western visitors to the formet sites of empire: i
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Instead of the partial analysis offered by the various rational or systematically

theoretical schools, T have been proposing the contrapuntal lines af 2 glabal analysis,
in which texts and wosldly institutions are secn working together, in which Dick-
ens and Thackeray as London authors are read also as writers whose historical
influence is informed by the colonial enterprises in India and Australia of which
they were so aware. (Said 1993: 385)

ficant that there are roughly as many second-hand travel guides as
there are copies of Dickens in my local book exchange. [ should also note that Said’s
use of the musical term ‘contrapuntal’ in the quotation refers to texts and institutions
working together globally in the manner of two lines of a melody. The imperial brass
bands of the Durbar may be what he has in mind but the tune is probably more
discordant; the contemporary equivalent would be less grand; say the jingle of an
American Express or Thomas Cook travel advertisement.

4. | have used this term to refer to the duplication throughout Asia of budget
guesthouses serving touristic ‘comfort foods’ which are lite different to the fare
available in such places worldwide. Peter Phipps takes up this issue in a thoughtful
study of Australian budget travellers (Phipps 1990: 16). A number of the ideas in this
work were originally worked out at the Gnocchi Club, and bere 1 am indebted to
Mick Lenaghan, Chris Francis and Peter Phipps.

5. I realize | am stretching this quote out of context here;
of the ‘pasteolonial’ teacher. It is no big deal to see that it is necessary ©
refuse the privilege of writing stories about so-called decolonized peaples. In another
vak quips: ‘It is a bitter joke, the adjective postcolonial. It’s not an enabling
phrase, What 1 am witnessing as [ learn more and more is that decolonisation is a
hoax' (Spivak 1993b: 152). This does not mean she will lament het marginality; she
rather, calls us to projects which make clear the circumstances and structures of this
hoaxing.

6. In Modemity as Exile, Papastergiadis argues for a critical theory which ap-
proaches exile - which 1 read as relevant to both migration and travel = in an engage-
ment with culture as ‘zones of control and abandonment, of recollection and of
forgetting, of forces of of dependence, of exclusiveness of of sharing, all taking place
within a global history that is our element’ {Papastergiadis, quoting Said 1980: 225).
“I'his critical theory then allows that it is ‘with metaphor that borders are both made
and crossed, that memory becomes history, and that violence is named' (Papastergiadis
1993a: 27). But what is necessary is a detatled analysis of the violence-naming capaci-
ties of metaphor, the violence of language. Metaphor can be construcd as an ‘act of
transportation’ {Papastergiadis 19932 27) that carries meaning and defines zones,
borders, selves and others. In its ‘here-and-there migrant thought', Modernity as Exile
begins to articulate metaphors with which to think agninst the violence of domina-
tion and exclusion: ‘Shuttling between absence and presence, metaphor is the means
for articulating action’ (Papastergiadis 19932 27). A related point that raises the dis-

location of the migrant as a metaphor for thinking the complexity of transhation and
the fluidity of culture may be found in Sara Suleri’s The Riwtoric of English India:

pretive figure is not at all to repress the crucial
st that colonial encounter can be reread only

Perhaps it is signi

it was about the

positioning

place Spi

To deploy migrancy as an inter
situatedness of cultures, or to SUBEE
a5 an abstraction so slender as to be effete. Instead, it implies ¢
colonialism — in which heterogencous cultures are yoked by violence — offer
nuances that cannot be neatly partitioned between coloniser and colonised ... the
idiom of trauma itsell’ requires a reformulation that can provide a slippa
trauma from apocalypse into narrative. (Suleri 1992: §)

hat the stories of

Be of
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nnd7ru;23r?;;T:; fct;:?(;::g’gc?::gzce? sulbj!:ct to much attention of kate; gossip
" ! get’s relation to national sociali
g:.—(::-d:'s(: gg 3;4 [;cnod as Nazi Rector of Freiburg Univcrsity.s[c.‘;:::l:::: (;II;SB:’IT:};‘O:;-
Demda 1 rhz ilri: 9), Bourdieu (_1988/:9?1) and others have commented on thi;
s i.n " Emmi‘;'):ozimgcc of Hcldcggcr is not confined to these specific intcrven-
e c' ntrc. F‘?r the journalistic reports, see Farias (1087/1989) and
il : pb . .m.E, ol Hfldcggcr-and the rerun of the ‘Nazi controversy’ occa-
y the publication of Victor Farias's book Heidegoer amd Nazism, Dcrrir.lx notc?i'

In certai i
lem:::no p:\\;?:s:rs anfi th?:gh a kind of numvnr, one became aware of the
E emnation. This condemnation clai .

N c t n claiimed to teach, well be

o :n:v;r;le;ldc'ggcr, the very reading of Heidegger, the readers of Hcidcw:::i

e abm rlu‘:.:rrcd to him - even if they had only asked dcconstru?iw;

R out him — still more those who were likely to take a continued

Lkd ;:]n even if it ml_ght be in order to judge and think, as rigorousl c't

Gbscum;:i“a?smrar}d Heidegger's relation to Nazism, The gravest and r:o.sst

) onfusions were being maintained i i

ot £ ained, sometimes naively, someti

delibe 1::?{.}':: was, not only Abut also, rather evidently, 2 question otyb-m:;u:mlfs
ading of Heidegger. (Derrida 1993a; 469; emphasis added) g e

bcﬁ;lr.c I(]::rgtlt::st‘:;nt:}: ;wdencc abounds. Michel Foucault said in an interview just
betore e die : SII ave .. thc‘ notes that I took when { was reading Heide chr
And | p[);iloso n;’uc; l;lorc extensive than the ones | took on Hegel or Mnrxbill.
— |93§- :c.;} é\.acloPmem was determined by my reading of He.-id«:é;g::l}f
i philom. };5 t-h 1(;:';;10 Agamben suggests that ‘Like much of contempora
f [h-ﬁ :;.r Hc td ough‘t of Derrida too has its basis, more or less opcnrl-y
similar ];oint \;r}n:n sh:::l d‘gfcg:sl;csmpgo]::;rllcnzfﬂ::d ['28) P e g
! ! nav i
I:Ic:n-:lcggcrrs co‘nccpt. o'f enframing — yet she \vam.sblo L’ll::: :’::“:l:;';t::::ﬂ;:; e
{,:s;;l:m('): n:: _aff';]mty bctwcerf Foucault’s ‘power’ and Heidegger’s ‘Being’ 'lsn}os: S(;
n commen ll;l:: y l?r(;:yfuss (in Spivak 1993c: 292). Heidegger, the ‘Wr.-st":md tll:;:
colo I':sst;nsps}l ; reminds us, shpuld not be taken as mondlithic homogeneities, and
such lessons < (amc :;s}g'rl c_zp]an:u‘lons'as she reads ‘Foucault in Derrida in the wal‘cc of
about the influence ofcll'l:i;igge:'ge(rsl::a‘k Ll !‘lhb::rmns also makes the point
terms, ?35 for the influence of Marx o: ’-':5;-::;;“’:’;:’;;‘;- e
m;.tz;i;]i?;r?;:ué'ro‘{ﬂ;‘m suggests that the hagiographic appreciations of Heidegger's
s lh es Le cb‘:'r'es comment that there is “no antagonism’ between Marx's
e Helde Ogg“ s[;.i ':s;‘onc l‘\"ls‘lon, th?t ‘Heidegger is quite simply a materialist’) is in-
A (Bo;rlzlicu |°;;‘;3 eidegger’s thought could be reinterpreted fora new political
o T P]S: I I99l:'94-5) after the war. However, Etienne Balibar, in his
Fiene work The | i osophgl' of Marx, has b!'ieﬂy returned to this relation b::twm:n
AR comgifj::.c :lm noted that Hﬂdsggcr's Being and Time may, following
e m.mn S Aa’s a response to Lukics's themes: in particular, in his theory
o A ane ]-.!:s dz/m las ;-an). \‘vhu:h h'r.- sees as a charcteristic of ‘inauthentic’ life
Dalibe tons: ooy 1 ry of the ‘enframing of the world by utilitarian tcchnology:
Josnn, Hodé;: 3“., lt' 11 cxac_tly this part of Heidegger's work that | want to take u
Hhcideggﬂ's ‘Sy;np;‘ﬂ:;' :ol‘izgseghﬁea;;g :::lyr: g:ndf I.ll:lkﬁcs_ (H?Ic-ilge 1995: 83) and notrs-
it g : s ana of alienation (Hodge 1905: i
i Ma;f;fthic;inﬁee;ncm :llnd quoting P!eideggcr from the ‘Lcti:r zst?::Zl‘a‘:i]:::g
o7}, She Tt IE-;]:_-:]. out .hlst?ry is superior to customary history’ (in Hodge :995:
Heidegeer: l.v.:ggcrs view of technology to Marx’s materialism, quoti :
ger's sentence: "The essence of materialism hides itself in the css:nc; gf tc::rl'\if
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1 also quote this in my text, but from the English
ranslation: Heidegger 1978: 220), Hodge notes that this *proximity’ between Marx
and Heidepger would not be accepted by most Marxists. (For the cheap thrill of
those interested in micro-Heideggeriana, for unknown rcasons Hodge's reference to
the key sentence is to Heidegger 1976: 337, but my copy of the German text has the
sentence three pages later: ‘Das Wesen des Materialismus verbirgt sich im Wesen der
Technik’ [Heidegger 1976 340]. Archivists shall be deployed...}

10. In Being and Time Heidegger refers to ‘the well-known phenomenon’ that ‘the
whole stock of significations which belong te language in general are dominated
ial rcpr:scnmtions'" {(Heidegger 1926/1962: 421). Much

through and through by “spati
of Heidegger's metaphorics of knowledge is concerned with the spatial, and its correlate

visuality = and very often in terms of travelling. This is of importance throughout this
ook, In a recent discussion of Heidegger, Levin sums up: *The will 1o power is very
strong in vision. There is a very strong tendency in vision to grasp and fixate, to reify
and totalize: a tendency 1o dominate, secure and control, which eventually, because
it was so extensively promoted, assumed 3 certain uncontested hegemony® (Levin

nology’ {in Hodge 1905: 97-

1993: 212}
11. 1 am indebred to discussions with the late Dr Zawar Hanfi who took the time,
d Heidegger. | would also like to acknowl-

over many late nights, to teach tne to rea
edge Shirin Hanfi for her encouragement in the years when this book was only a

*notebook’.

12. Discussing the *Megalopolis', Celeste Olalquiaga makes a point about urban
yuppiedom which echoes here:

Determined by exchange value, yuppie subculture homogenizes everything for

vasy consumption. Consequently, yuppies are the sponsors and most important

patrons of the current ‘ethnic pop’ fad in clothes, food, and music, in which
difference is not an attribute but rather 4 source of entertainment. This kind of
cthnic diversity is but an extension of the homogenization that occurs in high
rechnology: all signs are equivalent and therefore basically, although not ultimately,

interchangeable. (Olalquiaga 1992 32)

13. Suleri suggests that European writing about India might be read more as a
symptom of terror rather than possession, whereby the ‘unreadable’ differences of
India are transmuted inta a fetishized “ntransigence’. Inscrutable India is the product
of colonial fear of colonialism’s own cultural ignorance transformed ‘into the potential
threats posed by an Indian alterity” (Suleri 1992: 6)

14. This is from Michel Foucault: “There are times in life when the question of
knowing if one can think differently than one thinks, and perceive differently than
one sees, is absolutely necessary if one is to go on looking and reflecting at all’
(Foucault 1984/1985: 8).

15. Going ‘astray’: Heidegger construes knowledge in geographical, cven travel-
ling, terms: ‘thinking of Being is a highly errant and in addition a very destitute

matter. Thinking is perhaps, after all, an unavoidable path, which refuses to be a path

of salvation and brings no new wisdom. The path is at most 3 field path, a path across
but ‘any path always

fields’ (Fleidegger 1971: 185). The path may lead to the clearing,
risks going astray” (Heidegger 1971 186).

16. The City of Joy was 2 book by [Dominique Lapierre about a Polish priest doing
charity work in Calcutta. In 1989 Rajiv Gandhi’s Centril Government gave Dritish
director Roland Joffe (The Mission, The Killing Fields) permission to make a film of
the book. Despite Joffe’s arguments that the film would ‘project the indomitable spirit
of the slum-dwellers of Calcutta” (Telegraph, 24 December 1989), the Left Front
Government of Bengal withdrew permission Jater in the year on the grounds that
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there was
Cnlcumns'n(t‘)'b?dcrd t: show only the slum-dwellers to show the indomitable spirit of
cale th..: o - 19 9). Debates about censorship and freedom of information raged
bl Ci:;vmg months ?sljoﬂ'c refused to accept the decision and conscri Ffn:d
promi mrrits.ni)utta }Jcrsonaht:es to his cause. Coffee-house discussion turned ol:"tcn
10 the merts n t c;n y_I;Jf .thc proposed Joffe film but also of ather filmed represen-
panons of mr?:d \;':"ic::c;ss the bE)Ok (Chapter 3} and separately (Chapter 6) the
b i wayze, Om Puri and Shab i i
e whic ur abana Azmi, and has quickl
nm;:’ cmcrl‘ glltloo}:::l;vlcx: as thcf way most visitors, and especially volunteer w‘r]orkr:rsy
pow gome 80 ki wm::::h cxp:nlv]:ncc Caleutta, Much material for the film was g]c:mcd'
. e travellers a i
flom discu t Modern Lodge who are mentioned throughout
17. It w J
o Z]arly hits):)]d bt:r:l separate but prolbably worthwhile work, which elaborated the
e i ry of attempts to describe this world-system. Writings by Wallerstein
]ibmrics' 1.n l:]c:-sor;‘ :\}?d others are readily available on the bookshelves of universi ‘
Mamism. | dm das mnnb]F thr_ory stores, despite a decline of ‘really existing’ Eu "
Marx (cx._Enu:: , the ptollfcmtlon of such studies appears as an option for rgmn m;'
o c?mlmlfn.lst career academics) who feel lost in the face of what t); ;
pnrt. 0.r th; En:r;n cgltln?ac\;ﬂ(ll]ut which really requires heightened struggle) on tl;z
pean left. While | have relied ki
) argely upon old Marx
g;:?:i;lf:::i;:t be lgr:orc_d, and I thank Ben Ross for the reminder, Tl;is“::mr::otwt::(c’
i any evaluations of Left Front gov i chi
. ] ft Front governments in Bengal: this is certai
Eg;): r::;c:‘l those romantic communist visitors who souvenir gmfrnmcnr o: rt:l:;:y
union 1¢ ags :m.d pcrh_nps read the Economic and Political Weekly (EPW) in ;hci-
revo nowntall"yt tourism, It is also beyond the capacity and scope of this book; su(ﬁcc:
it 10 note i: {lt is \\f:fie.]y accepted that the record of all left party formations ;n India
P‘;‘Wmem dwcﬁ:r:r;gxsm for ncgl;ct of the most disenfranchised sections (tribals
, lower peasantry), and is to be understood i i '
_ T pea . ood in part as a
arc::i)l\j'e, in part c}p}lnortun;_st alliance with more ‘advanced’, and so cnfpower:r.l r:l]:’::z o
in part a failure of the parliamenta i ' : e
e p ary experiment as a way of changing the
18. In another context Spivak, writi
pivak, writing about Rushdie, do
Lo LTEL : , does sugpest that
:aﬁlg)o::lgl:su]p ;!m:gcd to rumour as vehicle of subaltern insurgenff‘ (Spiv-:k“:: Cal’?
n:m;mr “. tht in ..shc has in ‘n‘)md the work of Ranajit Guha, where he wrii!:];'
oy O.r its c‘mr:gm.cr' of political consciousness’ during peasant uprising, and the
ansmission among the sul i ik’
e 2 subaltern masses in the countryside’ (Guha
19. In‘T i i
writge o c}lx;:\]utl}?o;ltz of Style' | argucd that the ways in which anthropologists
e y linked to the authority of their pronouncements. Debates on this
tople s nmhmmo]rcv“'m anthropology during the 198cs, with ironic ‘rejoicing for the
Ay lt’ ;;sg’; as w:lll as new conventions which allowed ‘anthropology-as
; see also Hutnyk 1988, 198 . cad
: Y . . 1989 and 1990 for
nthropological monographs with this theme in mind), ” wiempes o rexd




TRAVELS IN CALCUTTA:

THE VIEW FROM MODERN LODGE

{ the Modern Lodge Guest House, some twenty-
1} stools, plastic chairs and upturned
bins to discuss bowel movements. As happens once 2 week, these
travellers — who are volunteer support staff with an organization
providing medical assistance to destitutes and pavement dwellers in

Calcutea — are led through the medical and social aspects of an issue of
his case the causes and effects of

anitary water and associated

On the open rooftop ©
odd Western travellers sit on sma

immediate concern to their work, in t
bacterial infections, low-protein diet, uns
problems of sufferers with complaints ranging from diarchoea to dysen-
tery. This topic has a double significance for the volunteer-travellers,
since unlike leprosy and tuberculosis, which are also present at the
street clinics where they work, these bowel-related problems often afflict
them. Not only do they deal each day with people, especially children,
suffering from diarrhoea and dysentery among those treated by the
Bengali doctors (and one, sometimes two or three Western ones), but
many travellers themselves suffer from the variety of irritations of the
bowel which are the lot of the visitor to Calcutta. (The old British
sewerage system is now insufficient for the city's needs.) Indeed, across
India, bowels are among the most commonly discussed topics for budget
travellers, and it would be only a recent arrival who could say they had
not participated in some very frank discussions over breakfast of their
[ecent movements (my own experience since the mid-1g8os carries

related internal scars).

Volunteers are attentive to the €
creatments for the ‘patients’ they sec eac
several thousand who attend the makes
established in 1980 by Englishman Jack Preger - self-described ‘nutte

40

flects of various bacteria and possible
h day at the clinics. Among the

hift street-side operation
rin
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Calcutta’ = perhaps one-third would be seriously inconvenienced b
such Problems.Thc speaker leading the discussion on the Modern Eod .
;oof is ogtcn one of the two or three trained nurses sent and funded l%;
(;';‘gazi;i ’ ze;;:i:lnzlilh?sgiglc;e; ?rhl;ybmcazs o!;) international subscription.
. e tak . .
exRertise who has arrived, often gWith o:}::ef?ntznii:)r:: eilrlle:::‘;;nl:t:l]ttmcdgal
their own funds. Other volunteers witheut formal c'xpcricncc :t“" fc e"
months at a time. Many visit and work for only a few weeks Afte:'ly o}:
talk the weekly meeting breaks up for socializing, with a sm:'lller o
led by one of the longer-term volunteers, moving aside to rovidimup:
recent arrivals with a short history, description and rati:nal fvel?
pr(I)Jcct. Until 1994 the clinic was set up on a nearby streito l: ccl
leidlcton Row or by the Hooghly river at Nimtollah Ghat. It Cn'de
basic essential medical and welfare support to Calcuttan stru‘:.r:t-n:%J\m‘l’ll .
By 1992 a team of twenty-four Bengali docters, another one h:l’ederi:i
Bengali staff, and a floating population of sometimes for Wn .
travellers were working at the two clinics six days a week, 1 htyave :tﬁ;n
e.mtely not provided an ethnography of the clinics whi;:h showc lh—
llfc.wlrork of Jack Preger. 1 have tried to avoid what so man ; lze
writings and documentaries do: to celebrate the name of the‘ ﬁ:(u Oc;' o
doctor and interpret his work as only some heroic individual u: -
save Calcutta single-handed. ‘He's like a living saint’, said oncqvi S: -
nurse (‘reportecl in the Channel 4 documentary 34 Ml't;‘d!emu Row ISIBmg
Preger's work is arguably more sensible than this, and perha ; 1?17).
humble; he works with a collective of local assistants and withP e
networ?: of support. The clinics have over 80,000 people on ﬂrS[mr::lg
Pcdel:tr;an. bue nevertheless interesting, books on the work of lt;::grell
o expindd n et o veres i i oty eghtencd chacy
, s it 1 i i
operating with a significant budget equii:lez:r?gll;;‘:lggylsiri::islim);
Western NGOs. The travellers who work for this clinic (but al ot
oth;rhs) are the subjects of this chapter. e
) T}a:d!\‘fl;;:l;::’ I;:':Igae roofto;; is mentioned in Lonely Planet’s India:
i) ViS‘s a g'?o place to meet other travellers. It is a
e itors kave long gathered to exchange stories and
s n.ow l:mm%el: tod now each oth‘er-. The fact that one night a
B e et ormed, thr?ugh the initiative of one of the clinic
B of s i v“:rs. into an mform.al classroom does not seem too
The Moder it!ir]yf l-'amshack]e. environment,
bl elf is a rambling establishment with dark corn
simple room itori o
s, crowded dormitories and a regular population
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which usually consists of French, English, Swiss, Australian and Dutch
volunteers. Alongside them, there is 2 transient assorement of shorter-
term travellers, not all of whom would be likely to participate in the
work of the clinics, but who may be working at one of the centres
organized by the religious order known through Calcutta’s most inter-
nationally famous charity worker, Mother Teresa. Interesting though
the work of Preger and others is, | think all the residents of Modern
Lodge could tell stories which are instructive: about what they do,
what they say of Calcutta, and how their experiences are mediated by
backpacker-travelier, “banana-pancake-trail’, lore. This chapter shows that
word of mouth, the say-so of a friend of a friend, and rumour and
gossip, operate to orientate and produce experience for travellers. This
discourse must be read as a text, or as the ‘enframing’ apparatus which
makes Caleutta ‘visible’ in a certain way for those who visit. All the
protocols of the clinic and of the Modern Lodge constitute the frame
which throws up particular versions of Calcutta. There are other factors
to be considered, but the main themes of travel talk are already set out
here in the Modern Lodge: poverty, charity, how to get about in the
city, give and take, how to behave (a bcing-towards-Calcutta), fashion,
politics. The rest is an elaboration of the ways in which this being is
formed and its somewhat awkward placement within global cultural
consumption; awkward, since at times wraveller experience provides a
local critique of charity work which other NGOs and aid agencies

would do well to hear.

BUDGET CALCUTTA

‘I had to pet away from the rat race, and here in Modern Lodge 1'm
plagued by rats, but 1 dont mind so much as long as they keep off my

bed! (Catherine)

arts elsewhere in the world, Modern Lodge

Like so many of its counterp
is an unimportant establishment in the global scheme of budget youth
acker hotels in

tourism. lts significance as one of the most popular backp
Calcutta is something else. While ‘the most Modern’ is not at all modern
{as its ‘pet’ name suggests), there is a definite pecking order among the
several cheap guesthouses catering for
of Calcutta. A littde oft the traveller track of sandcastle forts, Taj Mahal,
camel and elephant treks, temples and beaches,
many youth travellers as other major Indian cities like Delhi
bay. Nevertheless, a good number of wavellers visit every yearl.

travellers in the Sudder Street part

Caleutta does not host 2
and Bom-
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Ths ‘e !
dmon:s f.thml:grap_hy was made up of such people in such accommo
e M,O::is well asrm the side-street tea stalls and coflee shops, and on
ern rooftop. These travelle ’
' r spaces make up somethi i
what Bengalis call an : . i : o
adda: the *scene’ is mark
: arked by that co i
tone that is often the adda’ Rl
n da’s preserve. Anything can be di
ences from all corners, citati : P
, citations here and there ite inci
. — and all quit d
tal, it would seem, to dai T dreet.corner
, aily concerns. So in a '
it w : way this street-co
o err tner
5 Ity is n|?t \'viéolly uncharacteristic of Calcutta, although it is very
much travellers’ Calcurea (an
ethereal, yet real, ech i
ler o). Amitav Ghosh"
character Tridib spends B ¢ an
much of his time in T7 ]
e Shadow Li
adda because * iest i i .
alla bee use ‘he was happiest in neutral, impersonal places — coffee
" ¢ .d ars, street-corner addas — the sort of place where people com
talk and go i 3 i .
o f) SS:1w':1)y \;I}t‘hlout expecting to know each other any further"
: o). ile a place lkike tt
_ he Modern rooftop i
: : e like p is not the
T:;I:r]:e élil'lnn'g‘-d;jrf is a limse similarity, and some travellers made the
ink. Clinic ‘adda” topics have included: i
ed: other locations wh
ere travellers
hlavc done ‘V(l)]unteer work; further problems of health and nutrition;
nedp::r?nma favourire subject and several variations on diarrhoca:
Ima ness; eye transplants; the sewage infrastructure of the city; Ben ];
angt;-ngc, and even the ‘politics of representation’ ' .
Ir;e:)n9 ?ced to set out conventions of reportage here — yet for the
recol' » basic ethnographic’ details about the Modern follow. Despite its
:lcll-l }nrmcs.. :le Modern Lodge is paradigmatic of the ‘banana-pancake
. . . o
it }:1: Ttv1t ’o;t the ’p;;?cnl\es). As it is promoted by Lonely Planet’s
a: tavel Survival Kit, the Mod
ern attracts 2 good numb
fudia: 4 ! umber of
E;;rag; trm."cllers looking for cheap accommodation. In 1992 Modern
: g;v,_e ormitory rooms could be had for as litde as zo rupees per night
- ‘ 2
l.n}:vlgl;;cnn Rs8 1n£1987), and rooms were offered from 60 rupees (Rs3s
7, approx £1). The establi i
. ishment is run b
Ay ' ¥ a management group
en until 1993) and a nu
mber of warkers. Th
are poorly paid, toil lon s
: g hours, and are often ki ili
e ooy Bace working far from families
hari villages (the staff i
vere on serike for f
i parts of 1991 and
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and a deadly punch) of the completely Raj relic Fairlawn Hotel (which
gets a significantly glowing report in Lonely Planet — less deservedly).
This hotel also features as a set in the film City of Joy and is now
decorated with many stills from the film — a kind of Patrick Swayze
shrine — and portraits of the British Royal Family.

Alongside such curiosities, what is distinctive about Sudder Street,
and especially the Modern, is that many of the visitors who stay in this
area for any length of tme are those who do ‘charity’ work. These
people offer themselves, for little or no payment, as workers in non-
governmetit clinies or institutions that serve street-dwelling destitutes
and others of low economic status. Foreign wravellers and volunteers in
Calcutta are mostly middle-class youth (18-30) from the United States,
the United Kingdom, Northern and Western Europe, Australia or
Canada. They stay in the cheapest hotels, their rooms are basic and
often shared or dormitories. Unlike those backpackers who pass through
Calcurta for a day or two on the way to Darjecling (for mountain
views) or Puri (for beach and Bhang lassi), their stay may be anything
from a few weeks to more than six months. Whether the primary
reason for coming to Caleutta 15 t0 wortk for Mother Teresa or one of
the other volunteer groups, o7 involved an unintended departure from a
different ‘tour plan’ in India, the nomination ‘volunteer’ is the dominant
f the longer-term residents of the small

identity taken on by most ©
hotels. A double significance related to the presence of these volunteers
d the mean-

in Calcutta prompts interesting questions. R.evolving aroun
ings and motives of the designation ‘yolunteer’ are possible explanations
for why people do ot do not visit Calcutta and related issues of reputa-
tion and representation of the city in various popular media.

There is little doubt that most travellers who engage in volunteer work
in Calcutta stumble into it with not much more than general notions
of commitment and charity. Questions of cultural hegemony, inter-
national and class privilcge, and the extent of relative economic
advantage are, at best, understood in a vague, not an analytical, way.
What poszibilities there might be for the promotion of more considered
engagements with the complexitics of visiting Calcutra are prefigured
by a number of factors: () the insularity of traveller culture and traveller
style; (b) the cultural and class background of Western travellers; {c) the
hegemony of Western versions of Calcutta in ‘traveller lore’; and (d)
the hegemonic eftects of the traveller ‘gaze’ and its rcprcsentatioml
technologies. Here 1 begin the task of considering these factors; the

latter themes are subsequendy taken up in detail.
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Convenience is another factor which may explain the continued
popularity of the Sudder Strect tourist enclave in general. Although
centrality does not seem sufficient to justify traveller tolerance of the
‘hassle’ of the area, which derives, though not so many tourists recog-
nize this, from its reputation in Calcutta as a ‘black-market’ and ‘red-

hght' zone.

‘Outside of Sudder Street its teal India; the taxis even use their meters.

(Catherine)

‘[ have no idea why
*Of course it's a part
Sydney! (Amanda)
“Why don’t you people put ads in the pape
family? There are plenty who need the money,
more. {Rajini)

you people stay 0 that shithole. (Jack)

of India, no more or less than King's Cross is a part of

r and go live with a Bengali
and you would learn so much

Almost-plausible explanations are given for why volunteers do ‘put up’
with/at the Modern. First it 1s a space of refuge, from Sudder Street
and from the informal tourist economy of taxi-drivers, rickshaw wal-
lahs, hashish and smack sellers, pimps and other guides and service
providers. Second, the Modern 1s 3 refuge of sorts from Calcutta as 2
whole, a room of one’s own out of the bustie of traffic and people.
But as a space apart, the Modern does not seem to fit into the urban
‘chaotic’ Calcutta of cravellers” experience. Abdul, the day manager,
rarely moves from his charpoy except to g0 and sleep in the shade after
lunch: the rest of the staff work at what can never be called a leisurely
pace n the heat of India, but at least without seeming hurried. A
mischievous traveller once set up 2 punkah-style fan in the courtyard

attached to the motor-energy of someone’s big toe {you would need to

have seen ‘The Far Pavilions’ or ‘It Ain't Arf Hot Mum' to get the
picture, twisted nostalgia aside). Except for the roof and the lounge, it
can often be quiet, As a space apart, the guesthouse serves important
functions for budget travellers. It is a site for ‘reliable’ exchange of
information, for meeting hike-minded travellers, for relating, confirming
and redeploying impressions, and much more. Guesthouses serve as ‘safe’
space, not only as temporary homes for budget travellers, bue also in
their dislocated function as a kind of heterotopic space within a foreign
city. The notion of heterotopia is one | take from Foucault following
Kevin Hetherington, although 1 want to rwist it a licte. Reading
Foucault, Hetherington elaborates heterotopia as ‘sites of limit experi-
ences’, and in a sense the whole of Calcutta is such for a tourist. Bu¢
further, heterotopic places ‘are sites which rupture the order of things
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minor nationalisms and hierarchies evident in subgroups, and with
comic mistranslations — again 1 most popular storytelling theme recounts
the vagaries of Restaurant indian-English with classics like ‘porge’ in-
stead of ‘porridge’ and ‘mixed girl salad’ instead of *mixed grill and
salad’ — the linguistic diversity of the traveller’s experience belies the
homogeneity of their practice. Travellers are both similar and different.

As a hedging participant in Calcutta as a tourist, a traveller and a
researcher in urban studies — among other subject positions open to me
at various times — it became clear to me that the interstices within
which 1 was placed as a visitor to that city were of more than bio-
graphical or local import. The focus of this book will shift from street
level to the global in reflection of the ‘double significance’ of the
volunteer position mentioned above (why visit Caleutea? how is Calcutta
represented?). While at times my sympathy lies with the local-level
experience of the traveller-volunteers, the limitations of that experi-
ence mediated through wider effects of 2 complex of neo-imperialist,
commercial and discursive factors demands a questioning that takes on
an internationalist perspective. Curiously enough, 1 want to claim that
the possibility of such a perspective is grounded in ‘idle talk’ with
people in Calcutta: writers, filmmakers, guesthouse proprietors, store-
keepers, journalists, doctors, touts, and so on. The issues of representa-
tion and production of meaning, which are the core of my wider focus,
owe as much to ‘local’ attentiveness and the suggestions and contesta-
tions of dominant representations of Calcutta by permanent residents
and visitors as they do to the language and theories of semiotics,
Marxism and post-structuralism in which | present my version. Much
more could be said about my reasons for looking most closely at only
middle-class “Western’ activity in Calcutea. It is enough to repeat at this
point that | do not presume to comment in detail on Bengali or In-
dian productions about Calcutta, however fruitful such a study could
be. Indeed, one of the points about this book is that the rumour-
mongering of charity, Western NGOs and ‘development’ discourse (note
that this is not the same as actual development) operates in 3 way that
pretends to ignore, ot is completely blind to, the organized and varied
local ‘Calcutean’ versions of the city, and responses to its problems. But
can | ever so simply take a position in ‘dialogue’ with Modern Lodgets
which is informed by other interactions, equally ‘constructed’, with
other more ‘local’ Calcuttas? Bengali writers, publishers of small journals,
photography and film students from Chitrabani film school, filmmakers
and festival-goers, comrades and cadre, party literature and propagandﬂ
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50 THE RUMOUR OF CALCUTTA

of ‘titillating’ detail and anecdotal forms that characterize the Lonely
Planet travel guides. 1 hope that this collection of trinket-anecdotes
d of guidcbook, one which shows the mark-

amounts to a different kin
ings of its construction in a way that allows a nod of self-recognition.

If this work also collects and displays a ‘Calcutta’ of rumours and
snippet-curios, it could also be subjected to its own critique (this is
nothing new); the contradictions of this project at Jeast include the
possibility of a shared vulnerability? Certainly the notes | took which
tell the story of my first visit among those who live at the Modern and
work at the clinic were framed in the Lonely Planet mould:

All cravel diaries begin with airport scenes or taxi dramas, so who am
1 to claim an exception — whose passport foul-up, whose lost-luggage
lament is this anyway? | remember cows and canals. It doesn’t seem as
crowded as 1 know it is, [ don’t have any feelings of ‘exotic city crush’,
1 am bored by the length of the drive from the airport to the heart of
town. Tinsel town in tatters — Sudder Street, ten-rupee-a-night dormi-
tories, Mother Teresa’s volunteer camp. 1I'm a hit with the duty-free
boutbon I've brought, I could be in a happy youth hostel anywhere

except for the righteous indignation of a few guests in Room 1. Vol-
towards heaven, balming their own souls

unteers working their way
with the soapsuds of leper baths? Well-meaning self-interest in the eyes
India — not that I refuse to do

of the faithful. T stare at parasites on
volunteer work: 1 scrape a few wounds, 1 change bandages and beds;
it's harder, however, €@ show the links between the capitalist world

systemn and overwhelming charity. It’s harder to refuse idealistic sincerity,
po matter how naive. Justifying short-term commitment with atheism
opposed to religious fervour and theorizing away the international
corporate Systems with the same smelly breath.

Third day or thereabouts, | taxi with a journalist I've met on some
voyeuristic tour of the ghettos. On the way back from yet another ‘shum’
{('I'm sorry that | don’t find them more depressing: why?'), she stops
outside her homeopath (yes, hers: the possession of exotic services). |
find the incongruity of West Coast American health fads feeding on
‘mystical’ India alongside the journalistic fodder of Calcutta — never
‘really’ fodder except in magazine articles — more shocking than anything
else. Mother T says her help is but a drop of water in a bucket, but who
is holding that bucket? Olvious answers to obvious questions: you just
get in and scrub. Hopefully the wound will heal. No infections? Well,
the chances are not too bad so long as it’s kepe clean. Douse everything
with Dettol. My hack-taxi-tourist-‘correspondent’ corresponds t©
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everything, to record ‘the course of a dream or a bowel movement —
along with observations of the locale’ (Clifford 1988: 170). I wonder if
the haphazard and fragmentary naturc of such work isn't in danger of
becoming the latest clone in a series of prescriptions on how to write
the ‘good’ ethnography. Too many prescriptions in an already overly pre-
scribed project. Polytextuality as the new protocol; should every word
chat is said be recorded in some attempt (0 prove fidelity to the real?
Way back in 1954 Graham Greene wrote of his travel notes and his
‘diary written in pencil’, and 2 number of photographs taken with an
old vest-pocket Kodak, and memories, memories chiefly of rats, of
frustration, and of a decper boredom on the long forest trek than I
have ever experienced before — how was 1, out of all this, to make a
book?' (Greene 1980: 49~350). This makes me think that the inclusions
and exclusions of a travel guide are more coherent (in a stream-of-
consciousness way) than academic texts (with all their careful jntention-
ality) can now ever be.
Yet experience of India is hybrid, multiple, mixed-up and simulatzd
all at the same time. For some travellers it is possible to spend a great
deal of time in India and still not se¢ the Taj Mahal. Perhaps, though,
they will have sent off a picture postcard of it. Among Modern Lodge
travellers, the fashion for postcards becomes a competition to develop 2
series of ‘rcadymades' — 2 testaurant menu, an Indian rum box cover, a
mosquito coil packet sent to 3 friend who had contracted malaria in the
Punjab. These quirky postal pranks remind me that Muecke said that
tourism narrative demands texts no bigger than postcards (1990: 131).
All the efforts of the last few years to theorize the hybridity of culture
seem to amount to so much justification for the same old sins, the same
old scenes. Anthropology, especially in India, covers pretty much the
same old ground, includes the same themes and, 1 imagine, makes the
same exclusions — of course it is not surprising still to be caught within
these productive insticutional entrapments, Calcutta is so hard to write
about but so much is written. Readers of recent ethnography are un-
avoidably familiar with the logistics of such a dilemma; in another context
I might have written about the verbosity of the anthropologist paralysed
by the problem of how to write ethnography today, given that anthro-
pologists have begun to recognize {only to forget, to proclim in order
to ignore, to refer and defer) the inbuilt imperialisms of their produc-
tions. None can be unique in this: the productive crisis of cultural
difference has also inspired many pages of travel literacure and many
pages of travellers’ diaries, and filled many aerogrammes, postcards and
letters home. 1 wonder if this bears any more attention,
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ries to intervene in local liv i i
B es as little as possible, |
religious affiliation, tri i o set of values
, tries not to impose a forei i
fhiliati ign logic or set of
(although in this it il; it is sai . -
must fail; it is said ‘to
run as haphazardly and mi
raculou i i "nd offers
oo w;ly as any properly Indian concern might’ [Marcia]), and offers
at it can to cure lepros i '
ly y, tuberculosis and other ail
guidelines set out by the Wi e
orld Health Organizad
ization. As vol
who have worked th i ore e 1
ere often say: ‘It’s still chari
: harity, but..." Th
who e LT : A ere are a
pum des:rfi' bC(::In|:lr:1d|c1:lorll¥5 to be explained here; 1 think the volunteer
ed her work as ‘punting B i
and- i
VS it putting Aids on lepers in the hope
o alist (]-u ia) sums up all that makes me suspicious
° charity work in this clinic. Even as some of them do recogni
sbout. ' ogniz
n n;ul;;t; an understanding that the problems of Calcutta arfn the
r of o i : .
o oo hlst‘ory. the legacy of the Raj, partition (not one, but
wo), oods, famines, wars, and on and on; and even as they :
i ' ] ' some-
N s cogmzle that there is litde they can do about this in Caleuta
ere is something that intri i i ’
gues me in their continued, and it
eﬂ-orts. o ! s Al repe[mvc
coe anLI, |t'seems t.hat one of the most positive consequences oE'
Cakui } unbm of middle-class backpackers work on the streets of
a has i
Caleutea has een 2 reason:.lbly high rate of politicization which these
v rs take back to their homes — many of them have taken u
some fo ivi i
Tommort;; ]c:f actmsthcommumty work upon their return to Londonp
, Baltimore, wherever. Explanati i i I
: . nations which point to h
Toronto. B T. Exj P to how a lack
ﬁu;b::.atio lcljnvmg a good time in Calcutta perhaps mixes with other
fruserad ns do not seem to be enough. ‘It’s so dumb that we can't do
¢ fo i
(RaChel)r geolglc bu:ﬂ have all this energy to play soccer on Sundays’
. Feelings of stupidity, which i
( . A ch come with the realizati
working for the poor’ impli e
" implies all sorts of probl inbui
\ L) ems and inbuile
tions o i i . rve the
il trbpre_|ud:c:o;-,s, combine with the opportunity to observe tl!:e
s
. an:twc(c:n C_alcuttn and home to allow travellers to see their
o Char\.v. (and it be said that as a catalyst for re-evaluations of
i (2 : . S
o m::yl tn dlt is more than this), the clinic is worthwhile?
e Wa. " o decide about volunteers’ responses to lepers? If the
o ;nt t Il'crc they would hardly see so many, and if there were no
er T or Lonely Planet, C i
, Calcutta might not b i
o oper - e portrayed as bein
im;(l: con:ilc structure of tourist responses to lepers can be unpackeg
T nituent parts, such as an amazement that the lepers keep going
) volunteer:;:nll.arzement thar has more to do with the distance between
ife and health and that of a leper — for it is not really so
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surprising that these people want to live. Similar things can be said
about the volunteer reaction expressed in comments like *They can
teach us so much about how to be happy’ (Heidi) = such lessons and
appreciations are noteworthy only across the significant chasm between
First World volunteer and Third World leprous body. What also needs
© be taken into account in this is an unproblematic location of the
potent sign of leprosy here in the Third World city. More and more,
this takes on a geopolitical orientation, the global hegemony.

For me there is no better way to do this than by working through
my own obligations at this site = why Calcutta? Why leprosy? Why
write? And this is a streetwise question from another Indian metropolis;
in Anand Patwardhan’s film Bombay, Our City, a pavement-dweller
confronts the camera with the question of how an intellectual’s docu-
mentary could ever really help her desperate position. In a review of
this film, Vishwapriya Iyengar writes:

A woman asks the director for a place in which to hide her face during the
four months of monsoon. She belittles him by saying he can’t even give her
shelter. She accuses him with cynical candour that he is taking photographs
of the poor to earn 2 name for himself. She tells him since he cannot do
anything for them he should not take the photographs. {lyengar 1987: 08)

This prompts further questions, since the sequence is shown in the
film, becomes a ‘scene’, encrypted; lyengar thinks this through:

scene is pertinent at a time when poor

Anand’s almaost casual inclusion of the
ir situation and ask why they should

people resent being questioned about the

be questioned. 1t is 2 fundamental guestion which not only a depressed and
downtrodden people ask when violated of their last bastion of dignity = the
privacy of their lives, but a question which an enquirer of people’s lives asks
at a titne when such details and images have become dead nesves of facts and

academic commeodities. (lyengar 1987: 635)

Spivak, also in Calcutta, once said that she had been ‘forced to per-
petrate’ a volume of essays — what a dastardly crime! And of course |
wonder, too, why we keep wrying to be better at this textuality. Why
do we keep straining with this shit? In a toilet in the Modern Lodge |
read graffiti which said: ‘When the bottom falls out of your world,
come to Calcutta and watch the world fall out through your bottom'.
Derrida, quoting Artaud, notes that our works are waste matter that
cannot stand up by themsleves. Excremental point; and this, too, just

refers to the ‘black hole’ of his birth (Derrida

the page after Artaud
g is all

1967/ 1978: 181). This ‘Calcuttan Artaud’ will say that ‘writin
trash’ (Derrida 1967/1978: 183).
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REPUTATION

Calcutta is an ex i i

il : L.\t:_aordmary city, an urban monster carrying contradictory

umeaf bro cast far bcygm! India’s frontiers: clichés, myths or realities to
one cannot remain indifferent. (Racine 1990: xxxi)

The reputati i
tmve"cfs ::rllt:?ndgf rC:llf:utta figures high on the list of reasons given by
ndia for visiting or not visiti i i
_ siting the city. With fc ¢
tions, people have preconcei i : epect, and
onceived notions about
- : what to
they judge accordin e
gly. Even those who expre i
] : s an open d
o) . . p pen attitude to
e ht:(v and come Just to see what it’s really like' (Janet) cannot sa
e gesm §| nofexp;ctatlonsb— indeed, it would be almost impossible anz
e, for there to be any noti ith '
ion of writing Cal ‘
unde ; g Calecutta on to ‘a
clean sl:ttccl . (janctgl. The main themes revolve around notions of poverty,
rowding and urban deca ] :
_ y = tracing the emergence of th
sentations would require a th nense historical and
orough survey of im istori
by prodaciin mense historical and
s over the past three hu i
_ ndred years, taking i
il st th , taking in sources
o diverse :lls tlfl_e records and experiences of the colonial administrators
;mhms f:: 50 I{hil Ea:;t India Company, the works of a wide range of
om Rudyard Kipling to Ami
. mitav Ghosh 1l
o , as well as travel
‘ ure, government reports, forms of mass media and a host of other
¢ :.1:1.1dumlcat1|:c practices which can be said to impact upon the wa
individuals think of the plac .
es of the world. Phi i
: . nly, anythin h
than a highly selectiv i eting am. near.
. e sampling would < i
B s pling be exhausting and near-
The vi
ey e tl}tiws offtllgse who stay at the Modern are interesting because
ose of visitors who have
s i e o not st.nycd long enough to become
acchm, | can’t get used to this city’ (Peter) — and yet they
ore e comp_ctely subject to the dictated ‘impressions’ of promotional
o . (:-_;m-l](): I;::‘:rature and received opinion: ‘Try not to make assump
ns' (Gail). Many of the t v
ravellers who stay fo
weeks in the dormitori S
ories of Sudder Street
e In eet guesthouses do express a
- ;' P];r:gtard fgr the stereotyped and superficial presentations of the
A dc guide and books such as The City of Joy. This is not to
pi Cu!get travellers have any more or less insight inte some kind
b amha cutta thlan others; nor that their impressions could be any
oritative than those of Cal i
_ . cutta residents (alth
times claim e
. mcd such arrogance), or of the scholars and dignitaries who
it comment on Calcutta at forums such as the Calcutta 300
pemar r conferences at the History Institute. Such 1l
eavily influenced by the li . oy comsume
before dcneed }z iterature and other media they consume
g and after their visit. Reproduction of the metaphorical
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register of this representation circles back upon itself, and more often
than not experiences In Calcutta are informed and understood in terms
derived from already received versions of the city. Moreover, discrepan-
cies of representation give {for visitors, at Jeast) greater weight to Euro-
pean representation than any local code; priority gocs to the famous
visitors to the city: Kipling, Malle, Giinter Grass.®

Poverty is possibly the major foreign trope of Calcutta; from the works
of academics and filmmakers, from the tracts on the city by travel
writers and the backpacker guidebooks, through the subjects of snapshot
photography, to the comments of aid workers and short-term visitors.
That the reputation of Calcutta in this regard is largely supported by
the international reputation of Mother Teresa should not be understated,
In addition to this, there is the undeniable and quite visible economic
hardship of those who live on the pavements of the city, and the effects
of successive waves of migration from the countryside after floods, fam~
ines and wars. The continued destabilization of the regional economy
can be traced back to the partitions of Bengal and the lingering effects
of the Raj and DBritish colonization, as well as centre-state hostility
(Congress versus Left Front) and the ever-hungry interventions of global
capitalism, to which Calcutta and its people are subject. In such a
context it should be no surprise that the city has its share of ‘the poor’.
But there are those who would question attempts 10 single out Calcutta
as ‘more impoverished' than other places. It 1s not a far-fetched idea to
suggest that the Mother-Teresa-enhanced version of Calcutta’s poverty
has implications and explanations which go beyond the immediate
material conditions of those who live on the streets and in the bustees;
attention only to ‘the poor’ amounts to aiding and abetting the inter-
ventions of Western “international care” delivered across the develop-
ment divide with little systematic reflection on the political relations
which underpin and enable this (patronizing) charity.

The exemplary status of poverty in Calcutta has to be understood 3s
a function of this international reputation, revealingly noted by one
traveller:

‘Calcutta is famous for its poverty = one of its tourist atiractions, and 1t

doesn't have many. Yet it doesn't seemn as bad as some other cities = sure,
there’s no area that doesn't have bustees or street-dwellers, but...’ (Mary)

in another Indian city a conversation between two travellers suggested
much about the importance of reputation n determining itineraries
and opinions:

R |
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‘Calcurea = terrible place” (Rob)
‘II-\{]avc you cver been there?” (Rachel)
o, but I've read about it, and I've been to Bombay! (Rob)

Wit ipti
o ;af;\::; ;lrl: :Ftpl::, ;t; desc.npuons and opinions of Calcutta, ‘the poor’
ghis. categon homogenl:z;mstcnce deserve more thoughtful considera-
o agiomogent sug category cannot provide much analytical
A o inuacaion & ggests a literary gesture towards images such
i of‘d;e :m;:n_unfoqnlded f:vocativc comparisont with
‘the poor’, as used by some :;::ftcr:]r:::l:?nznm e Th'e o
, can have very little reference

to pcoplc at ﬂ" as a tanE"e dOl g VO] [y » p
» T 1] unteer Chﬂ!l Wotk [+ Iall"‘.‘d
“’hlle dlSCUSSIIlg Othc[ WOIkL[S m C:l]f.‘utt:l §

‘I don't think m m
nk the term “the "
: o0or
Irish nun working at Mother Plcrcsa’s I:I;:]sd ;CIL llt‘s Pl S
. alked about the “beauty %
nnclil even though she meant well, it's as if “the poor™ are lt':arcor rhl:: I::-"OT ;
will nevel r, Wi 1 ¥ ‘
never change, will remain forever “beautiful”, and always oo 'C(I{md
5 poot.” (Kit)

Other referen
pouher et th::S to p;ovcrty are appropriative in different ways. One
e people who suff‘cr.arc. there to ‘keep us compassion-
e’ rermindi f‘g|' : m:it tc}:'become indifferent, *which would be the
wing death’ (Samantha), Thi
. This volunteer did
stand ‘how people ' i e
can commit atrocit i i
o Yl it : ittes without a twinge of guilt at
Sl B Q.ur:sncmed by another volunteer, Samantha
N Ed o that her views implied that those who suffer are offered
e . . as
2 kond ¢ LOH]SHSSIO“ register’ for her benefit. The debate that ensued
e marl(:ux? am;usatlons of misunderstandings of her motives, the
rnibution of an ‘uncaring’ attl '
at g’ atticude on her
e » of an ‘ ‘ part and a lack of
rece f: ¢ ln:sn of c.:\ploual:wc relationships. While this was not the intention
ervation - that ‘the poor’
. were not there to i
B provide a mor:
iifiee. cr tto [].le Western traveller = the displacement of this argume:l
or ; . .
o :am of caring aFtltudes and action is important. [t revealed
egn & r: estment in notions of poverty and suffering on the part of
v
i mdc:n t:’t:.tee:'.s of'ulan had more to do with their own interests
ivations than with the i :
ot e an interests of those that they purport
There v
WV
ome eli'-c those who were able to recognize Calcutta’s poverty in
i) tc}a ::Ionl:e_xt. where the ‘myths about Calecutta poverty are
) he ‘horrid and extreme things in Calcutta’ (Hannah) were

recognized as simi

as similar to things fi i i

: )

PR . gs found in other cities. Th

Pics’ in the stories told of the city. e had become
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rientation came from another traveller who
hs. Despite some rather un-
he gained vocal approval

A somewhat different o
had worked as a volunteer for many mont
supported ‘explanations’ of the caste system,
from the group who heard his justification:

“We owe a debt to the poor — since like the Brahmins who profit from the
structures of caste, we in the West have profited from the Third Werld — our
debt then takes the form of intervening in the system that keeps the poor
poor. (Mitch)

The problem with this is that there is no guarantee that the inter-

ventions of Western charity workers will not simply reassert the patron-
izing relationships which reinforce the inequities which Mitch identifies
in both caste and India—West relations. The debt remains.

The ‘truth’ of Calcutta, of course, is also a question of privileges,
and some authors have noted that among the dangers of acceptance
and tolerance of iflusions is that in which suffering and distress can be
dismissed as illusion only by those with the luxury to do so (Hanfi
1088: 27). [ncreasingly, issues of representation are recognized as im-
portant in the cultural politics of evaluation and opinion about places,
people and things. Reputations are closely linked to reptesentations
and to the distribution of value-laden images among varied groups of
observers, in varied locations, with varying degrees of opportunity to
challenge, confirm, or contribute to the circulation of these images.

While a great majority of travellers carry with them images and
evaluations from popular Western media about the city, there are a
number of visitors whose experience displaces the main tropes and
realigns opinions about Calcutta in interesting ways. One traveller
exphined her repeated returns to work in Calcutta with a curious
reference to one of the prevalent afflicuons suffered by children who
live on the streets. Referring to the city, she said: ‘It gets under your
skin like scabies’ (Sue). Perhaps rumours are contagious. Many of the
volunteers who are second- or even third-time visitors become en-
amoured with the place: ‘If you stay just two days it's horrid, if you
stay longer you get to love it (Dieter). The days fill up with ‘routines’
and recognitions which change surprise into familiarity. Some expecta-

tions dissolve, while other prejudices are confirmed. ‘Everyone is dis-
appointed that Calcutta 1s not more difficult’ (Suzie). The cyclical nature
of routine works in a number of ways to sustain the traveller in 3
strange environment. Habits form quickly to enable the sorting and
editing of the hundreds of things which would otherwise demand
attention — decisions to ignore something or other, to postpone, 1@
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omit, a re i i i

' pertoire of devices, conscious and unconscio

experience: ‘I expected s hi it e
caperiencet | 011-1?1: ling more from the black hole, and 1 still
andra ];. strange that its not a nightmare, it even seems somewhat

al, Well, not normal, but
, capable of seeming n
. ormal o
hagc got your routines sorted out’ (Will) ; e

Con i i
VCI"I:OIHI}:}{, volunteers are doing charity work, and so they can b
expecte i i
th gr i tf’ ‘:n-re sotne :r»trong ideas about the value of their work and
their ! cssnE ;Jn a ‘Third World’ city. In all likelthood, these expec-
fations | o ’ e confirmed chrough interviews with volunteers in
Crlewea wcnlrl ing for Mother Teresa or other religious groups, but man
e 1 ;
of the ! r:;: ers in the Modern Lodge display a healthy disregard foi
e pu; P :;_t:c.ms. Many refuse to work for Mother Teresa preferrin
he kge; clinic for a variety of reasons — the one most Oﬁe;] expre cgi
v , s5€
thea;: | t:ol strgc:ure . One nurse was notorious for her commclx:t' ‘It’s
nly hospital in the world v :
vhere you can tell i
. a stubborn
get fucked and get away with it’ (Mary) prtient©
Much i \
e more could be written about the clinics and those volunteers
how a certain nonchalant i
ambivalence towards thei iviti
ho Show 2 . . ards their activities,
e ; ::0:15 no f?bVIIOUS open conflict between these *philosophically
ps of volunteers (at the Su
at nday football co b
the religious and non-religi e —
-religious groups, of i
: course the non-religi
wins because the others a ‘ -
re morally bound not to ch
B o cheat), the Modern
aragon Hotel next door
seem o attract more P
Lodz : Sl : reger
rl;tljdthans Teresa-ites’, The Salvation Army Red Shield guesthogse
on Sudder Street and the YMCA
and YWCA are difft i i
respect, although over i i i i
, ime fashions shift and, | i
b argely owi
transi i he ccc e 1o he
[ el;c::l of traveller-volunteers in Calcutta, the occupancygrates of
each
pach (:9 8t 81e hq:els fluctuate, In any event, during most of the period
until 1996 ‘the Modern’
was the preferred h
g ome of long-
comml rcgerb volunteers and other travellers, many of whom mngc
S acr;ts about Calcutta that did not always conform with expecta
nd conceptions that could b i i
‘ e derived from popul i
opinion. While it ma e of maveh e
. y not be grounds for a valorizati
opon: | orization of travel, the
T gs wc;ntel/nl:v;r of some volunteers for the sentimentalism of charity
e y;;c Jofte City of Joy film, or in the Mother Teresa form, is
o f p]er aps the self-critical irony and humour of tourists agai;rst
anet pro i
hegomon ot tnsclht:oc:o]sl give grounds for a re-evaluation of the
o S d‘f:f r style. It‘ls true that the Preger clinic works with
5 at different orientation to that of the Mother Te
n evaluation of spiritual ivati o e
motivations among what, in any case, is not
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might alsn consider the international ‘image’ (and
f the Mother Teresa outfit as an affect in repre-
Jestitute child.® Within the horizon of char-
however, it is difficult to imagine

a large population
adoption programme} o
sentations of the city as a
ity operated in both organizations,
Caleutta in ways other than as a site for benevolent aid.

Other travellers — non-volunteer or semi-volunteer — at ‘the Modern’
and at other hotels are important too, in terms of traveller influence
upon each other through information sharing (tips, competitive bar-
gaining, storytelling) conversations, peer pressure, and so on. The com-
plexities of relationships in even a small hotel {7080 beds) are such
that the traces of opinion formation, development and change would
be unchartable even if they were not predetermined by complicated
and contradictory preconceptions. The coexistence of the regular myths,
prejudices and stereotypes with a decidedly ‘anti-myth’ orientation
among some travellers and volunteers indicated something that could
be marked as more than 2 conventional ‘range of opinions’ among a
given population. At the same time, it would be wrong to ateribute too
much significance to, or to simplify, the ‘scepticism’ with which some
travellers treated generalizations about Calcutta. Similarly, a haste in
nd determining sources for this critical orientation
{ the world remain unruffled in their continued
tropes of Caleutta — as most
hy city. etc. - would be unwise,

allocating influences a
while the mass media o
acceptance of the common mythic
crowded, most impoverished, most filt
Even as 1 note that it is common to find that Modern Lodge ‘guests’
do not trust mainstream comments about Calcutta, even if they have
no ready access to alternative literature or imagery {(nor do they seek it
out), it is, in part, their non-formalized irony and scepticisn which

most intrigues me.

THE SURVIVAL KIT

Increasing numbers of young people all around the world are patticipating
in tounism. People in their teens and rwenties tend to be more venturc-
some and willing 1o travel to places Al over the world. They also use
rmeans of travel which perhaps the older person would not favour, such as
hitch-hiking, and staying and eating at youth hostels, or other low-priced
accommodation. Rsing standards of living, technological improvements
resulting in increasing productivity per worker, increase in leisure time
with decrease in work week, Jonger vacations, changes in the age
compaositions of the papulation, the increasing levels of educational
attainiments, better communication, increased social consciousness of people

relating to welfare and activities of other people throughout the wotld,
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and the shrinking of the world b j
: y fast jet travel have combi
great interest in travel. (Bhatia 1986: 57-8) B

In his discussion of world travel and the ‘power of travel to incre
unflerstanding and appreciation’ (Bhatia 1986: $8), Bhatia refers ¢ .
comp!c.\' number of factors which combine to ma’ke travel wortho :;'
attcntlon..While many might question an overly optimistic evnlun):i:n
::)f -t}-a:lrel in _ter’ms of increased understanding — it is rather, at best, a
vt::\)\.; itb::s?mg (:_ee Cnclf 1989: 39) = a positive evaluation of touris'm
Ve o a pro ound, \_Vl.d.ely shared human desire to know “others”,
(MCKC;:I r{e;;g:o;::;).pomb:hty that we may come to know ourselves’
Many may call it escapism. Indeed, thete is much doubt as to h
far th.e desire to know others governs the activities of the trav ]?W
Ccr-ta-mly ‘foreign tourists’ in Calcutta seem to do a good 31“31 o
avm‘dmg ‘others’, and while the reasons for this should gnol: b o
mauca.lly assumed to have to do only with ethnocentric re":u::u?_
ther? is cause to doubt the more romantic evaluations of thcp‘toj cthas‘
ness’ and understanding of “travel’. Backpackers in Calcutta dIc;) hc\:-
numerous difficulties to contend with — that the city is not ‘thc casiaeet
place to live in is attested by many Bengali writers, too = but hs
reasons why backpackers ‘stick together’ may be n'lore adequ t':l’|=
exphined in terms of identity and the sense of community the ;ll . ]e :
among themselves in Calcutta, and more generally in India T
Western travellers to Calcutta are not a homogenec;us o
although by far the largest number fit quite closely within the gerupy
types of youth backpacker. The backpacker is not, as the elo-
mythology might suggest, so much of the same ilk as‘thc hobopcn;pular
Kerouac-style *beat’ traveller of On the Road, carrying ‘thome’ in a f I: ls
blanket on their back, or living out of a car — some kind of 1;0 el
cxlstcnnn_lism — but is very much someone who has left ‘home’ us:'l;:le
f(:jr a ﬁmte time, and often between the end of a period of: for;na};
zfu:]?:ol:l ::dazl::zrbegmlnmg of work or higher studies. The relationship
“dhind p w0 '1.0mc is mediated by images such as that of
e ¢, and of the exile and the hobo, and notions of escape and
advg:::, ;lrL;:]c)?omy anﬁ self-sufficiency; but for many backpackers the
- l5J rsokw}:\! worn that.dcparturc can only be a sanitized
A Gcnzep s:(aI .ﬁo)onm}: of rites de passage from anthropologists
e aspgcts g; t:rnec;‘ (1974) may be useful in making
AN S i the: eparture, but equally notions of
: ppeal of difference and the exotic, the
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marketing of foreign destinations, and the dynamics of international
transport and tourism development would have to be taken into
these matters can be better explicated with

account. In many ways
reference to shared strategies of a middle-class Western version of
ke-up of traveller identicy in

ssurvival’ which is an overt part of the ma
India. This is recognized by Lonely Planet and its commetcially
successful, strategically named Survival Kit travel guides, protecting
against imagined dangers and differences of a threatening world.

Despite national differences, the world community of backpackers
make up a distinct set of travellers over against tourist-class categories.
Yet as Nash points out, ceavellers stick together and ‘begin to build a
familiar social nerwork involving people from home’ (Nash 1989: 45).
Backpackers develop rituals, rites of inclusion and exclusion, and
markers of status in commeon with all groups. It is significant, if mun-
dane, | think, that backpackers identify themselves as being very differ-
ent to other kinds of tourists, especially those who stay in expensive
five-star hotels.

While the Modern Lodge is the most popular of the budget accom-

modations, it is tiny compared to the three or four comfortable up-
d older tourists and wealthy

market hotels catering for wealthier an
middle-class Indian nationals. These four- and five-star accommodations

are, of course, out of the price range of the budgeting traveller, and
they provide the standard of service and luxury that could be expected
from a similar-quality hotel in any city. Straddled along one side of
Jawaharlal Nehru Road (Chowringhee) is the best example of such an
establishment: that off-white beast the Oberoi Grand, with all its marble,
plush carpets and huge staircases, its ballrooms and swimming-pool.
Colonial splendour. It was in this luxury that the director Roland Joffe
and movie star Patrick Swayze stayed when they were making City of
Joy in 1990—91. In contrast, the hotels of Sudder Street are more famous
for bedbugs, mice and rats (although backpacker folklore suggests that
the self-filtered drinking water in the Modern or the Paragon is safer
than that served in the Oberoi café).

Apart from the very occasional ‘dress-up’ to visit the Oberoi disco,
such locations are not part of the map of the budget traveller in
Calcutta. Traveller concerns revolve more often around places like cafés
and chai stalls, English-language movie theatres, markets, the Telephone
Bhavan for calls home, the General Post Office for letters from friends,
and perhaps the Foreigners' Registration Office for visa extensions after
three months. Any longer-term visitor to Calcutea will know the loca-
tion of these places, and which tram or bus you need to get there.
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Informati i is i
o ma:on like this is shared haphazardly and informally along the
pack . . .
W,ha':pm er n])utes in India. Recommendations about where to stay,
! e;;lt, 10\Y1ktol gel: a cheap air or train ticket, the best buys ir;
ewellery, silk, hashish or kafi i i
ans = India-wide — or n
. ' wifins and
chhc;\colnte brownies, best Indian rum, or bookshops — in Calcutta
make 3 i and
at uﬁ a large part of traveller conversation in the coffee-houses and
a
o :n St: s where travellers congregate. These informal exchanges of in
ation constitute and confir .
m the norms of backpacker identi
The success of e
the Lonely Planet gui i
guidebook series co fi
documentation is ki e
of this kind of travell in i
er talk in its ‘chacty’
fact that few visi i e
tsitors to India now come wi i
- e without this Survival Ki
testimony to the importan e o
ce of such tlk, and the i
mon . e idea or ‘ordeals’ of
survival in what for many i i rviv
y is a difficult country. The fact tl i
el n whl ry. The fact that the survival
: nced such talk, and th igni
, at a significant number of |
term travellers discard the thi S
¢ thing after the first i
terr ers ¢ months, since h
its infor ick i ; i
i cmafmm is qun.:kly out of date or considered biased, is incidental
° i o‘nunued significance. A sale is a sale. Even if the survival kit
ren
ﬁ:cuutnls u;_ the bo{\tom of the backpack for the whole of the journey
after the first week in India, or if i
, or if it comes out only a i
_ s a quick gwd
to bus, tr. 2 i i ’ ; -
to bus ain and gu'esthous«. locations — its attempts at potted histories
y c.glocrl:s and sections on ‘things to see’ and ‘what to buy’ are soo
ismissed = i i i )
dimissed = its .conm}uc: sales and resales in the Western traveller market
indication of the depth of the ‘survivors’
. e ‘survivors’ trail of ism i
India. The guidebook is sti > useful one
. ook is still among the few i
' ew in any way useful
availabl i ite i 4  tacism
a dl:?:a e for the subcontinent, despite its moments of unthinking racism
nd its i ist i
wd ftfo]rm'r;erc:mll agenda. It does assist in demystifying (or sanitizing)
¢ of the less ‘home-like’ or ili
unfamiliar, but necessa hani
travelling in India. It i ‘ e o
. It is the first ‘machine’ i
vell through wh
experience in India is produced. ’ e trveller
The i '
e importance of casual talk and mformation-sharing — not always
ec 2t 1 ¢
core b. solmgt[imes wildly exaggerated — among travellers is not dimin
b 3 §
o t); tt;]e on;:lyflllnnets phenomenal success. That the Survival Kit
5 ¢ roof of the Modern as i
: : a storyteling and meeti lace i
interest ! 1 2 steady
s n}g, as Lonely Planet’s productive force is founded upon a steady
of correspondence from so
me of those same travell
e : : ravellers. Curiously,
bmdmdr.przcatmg passage in a recent Lonely Planet Guide publicigf
re advertises itself as ‘th i i
s ‘the most important item of !
i . m of luggage next
v pia;;cr for a trip t.o India’ {1993 brochure). (It is on this same
B have hca.rd various different versions of the weird death of
tely laner publisher, and millionaire, Tony Wt
SR ety onaire, Tony heeler: a sports car
. 2 bus over a cliff in Nepal, under the foot of an
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elephant in Thailand and pierced by the tusks of a wild pig in High-
land New Guinea. As far as 1 can establish, at the time of writing,
Wheeler actually remains alive and well, working from his office in
Melbourne. *He is Nosferatu, Vampyros, the Undead — a smart business

man’, [Peter].)

Storytelling, after all, is a traveller’s medium. ‘Ninety per cent of travelling
is talk’ (Catherine). Some of the most interesting ways in which Calcutta
and India are (re)constructed for travellers is through their own stories.
Often these stories are offered in a ‘more-knowledgeable-than-you'
routine, including embellishments of reality; consequently they have a
good deal of entertainment value. There are certain themes which con-
tinue to be recycled in traveller-frequented chai stalls and cafés; retellings,
in truncated form, of religious epics such as the Mahabharata, the story
of Kali and the foundation of Calcutta, and three minute distillations of
the Ramayana or similar; tales of ‘weirdest” India and specific characters
met along the way; (boring) stories of endless bus or train journeys; and
tales of amazingly good food, drugs, guesthouses, or completely ‘un-
touched’ villages that ‘no one has ever visited ever’ (Heidi).

There are stories worth retelling, although the skill of some of the
traveller raconteurs wandering around the banana-pancake trail may well
be difficult to reproduce on papef. Tall tales or true? One of the most
popular came from a German traveller who brought to Calcutta a series
of (scratchy) photographs of what he called the Naga-babas: mystics
who practised the art of stretching their foreskins by attaching weights
to their pierced ends. My incredulity was not reduced by the presenta-
tion of what could have been fabricated photographs of men lifting
tourists off the ground with the aid of their foreskins, which they held
by the end while the stretched portion — some several inches — was
wrapped around heavy metal bars. Truly weird. [ am assured, however,
chat this is true; subsequently published coffee-table picture books appear
to confirm it. Other tales of mystics such as that of the sadhu outside

of the city who declared one day that he would stand on just one foot

for seven years, and had auracted a group of followers who attended to

his needs, had become classics = no doubt they will find their way into
the Lonely Planet Guide in due course.

Can these stories illustrate something more
of India and Calcutta? Perhaps the fabulation of the city? Of the sub-
continent for those from abroad? Invented as a mystical dreamscape,
India is Jocated in an esoteric geography that has been largely senounced
by the secular West®. Among longer term Modern Lodgers there are

about the representation
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efforts to ‘appreciate’ cultural life in India that offer a slightly diffe
take on Indian travel clichés. Among volunteers, after some :rom i‘;“t
there have b.een attempts to set up Bengali and Hindi classes andpsomg<;
travclle.rs gained a degree of (five-sentence) fluency tha 'was much
apprec:ateFl by local people. It is almost a truism of the tourist cir:tf't
that learning a few local words adds authenticity and rapport to tra :
althm.:gh this is perhaps overestimated. Other longer-term volunt s
especially in the 1992-94 period, took up the Buddhist-ashram l;c;;
Gaya path, which seems still more illusory. Yet others were Ie- ;
mstruments such as tbla, sitar and sarod. Another learned dzl;rllrcr'ung
Amanda, a clinic adminstrator, did not, at first, think it necessa o
learn any Bengali, but relented after some prompting. Within a o tﬁ
of getting settled in Calcutta, she also wanted to Icarn. tabla d i
guitar, classical Indian dance, go to an ashram, shave her heT:“;_“""_g-
a cave and adopt a child (obviously not all at the same tim:) e

lcn;ﬂla;r::xp;r;sivcf_lnrgc-format hard-cover two-volume publication called
ttia: The Living City, coinciding wi 3 i
celebrations of Calcutta, Szlkantn ChaughL:rilt:rritt:' 13&:‘:;;3“;"“53_‘7
have bred so many myths as Calcutta. By “myti;s" I do neotn ean
falsehoods, but myths in the social or anthropological sense’ (Chaucr;;leaq
lggoz_xv). As | have argued, Caleutta is already overdetermined urhl
meanings for everyone who visits — 2 host of preconceptio Wltd
expectations, illusions and knowledges. Indeed, it should be so rpes
that the public image of Calcutta could have been considered :“"P"fse
for a structuralise analysis & lo Lévi-Strauss. The fact that th . 5";
anthropologist visited Calcutta in the 19505 is mentioned b eF:::h
commentators such as Jean Racine (1990) and Gaston Rober):: (1 C)
a]ongsnde_their calls for a mythic analysis of the city. Lévi-Stf';auss !;9;6;
not prow_dc any sugpestion that his theoretical studies of Ameri
n*fytho]ogtcal systems could be transported to urban terrain (th e
:l]ms that he thought not), and the invocation of his name \vithel;if::f
au;fo:::y i:l;::;trnf:as]hnd more rhetoriclal importance as a kind of
P rrr_cfa:ms that Calcutta 1s mythological than it has as
e —ﬁ,d 2 |.}m u rcsez.arch dcvelc?pmlen.t. However useful such a
R be . ne tvdl:m:]wl:r ex_ter.lt the city is indeed ‘mythic’, cannot, |
o of.f_éw-stm::sse “;(})]e y within the gamut of the structuralist meth-
e .h.o v :1ft can be mk.en from this invocation, though, is
oty s o8 of preconceptions and expectations, illusions and
g at informs opinion about, and perhaps experience of,
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Calcutta can be taken to have some systematic characteristics which

can be elucidated.
This ‘mythologique’ study of Calcutta is not, then, the primary

intention of those who invoke the name of Lévi-Strauss, since authority
claims are usually counter-claims to some other authority. Racine and
Roberge wish to challenge the dominant ‘myths’ about Calcutta.
Presenting different myths as replacements, and the possibility of a
kaleidoscopic routine of myth and counter-myth — in this case amount-
ing to a ‘politics of representation of Calcutta’ — was recognized much
carlier by Nandy in The Intimate Enemy (1983). Nandy's blunt challenge
was that those who would not like his ‘myths’ of India would be obliged
1o create better myths, and it is this contestation of meanings — largely
absent in the calculations of Lévi-Strauss in the Americas — which gives

the force to the creative experience of some visitors to Calcutta today.

Some sense of obligation emerges here also: in consideration of this
project, and the dilemma of ‘knowing’ the ‘real’ Calcutta, one traveller,
Suzie, offered a remark on what T was trying to do which anticipated
exactly this thought from Nandy: *You will have to write anti-myths of
Calcutta’. It may be too convenient to present this as a more advanced
position, where recognition of a dominance of some myths does not
dictate a search for ‘truth’, nor a contestation through presentation of
other myths, but demands 2 kind of deconstruction of prevailing myths
and their working effects without positing some authoritative non-
mythic awareness. But the effort to reveal the political contexts in which
certain ‘rruths’ about Calcutta are produced and circulate, and whatever
potentially progressive character can be found in the experience of some
of the travellers and volunteer workers at the Modern Lodge, is

contained, I think, in this distinction.

What else do the guests in the Modern discuss on that rooftop? As so
many of the Modern’s clientele are volunteers at the Preger chinics, 1t 15
very convenient that the rooftop provides space for the weekly
volunteers’ meeting. The information session initiated in 1990 dominates
discussion only once a week and, as it is not a decision-making forum,
much time outside the meetings i devoted to clinic-related gossip-
While the weekly meeting is the place where some formal discussion
of people’s expectations and opinions about Calcutta occurs, there is a
conscious effort by longer-term volunteers and administrators to dispel
some of the more obvious illusions about the city in casual talk. It is
also true that some prejudices are confirmed, and certainly the avail-
ability of some rather conventional postcard representations of street
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children - i
childr s%lld to raise funds and promote the clinics ~ codifies certain
fers typeli. e formal structure of the meeting ensures that someone
a talk on an issue of releva ini
; nce to the clinic, but it is the fi
up ‘idle talk’ among m | R e
embers of the group a i
nd new arriv. i
forms and confirms opinions. e i
There iti
o amdmgny opportunities for travellers to get together to tlk
here S alk.
End $s = an c.m:glar discussions on the morality of tourist charity
: ]icasl:.?m tormdu:atle a particular preoccupation. The wiability and
gﬁcuu iliey o the kmd.of charity work performed by travellers in
cale a lls n:lensurcd against an awareness of the ways such work is
extualized within the internati ituati
: rnational situation, “We I i
of imperialism in man I RSk
y ways, but someone has t
! o help thes |
and we can do it’ (Gail i iy
— see also Janet, quoted below i
nd we car _ so Janet, elow in Chapter 7).
B co-existence of a moral crisis with a pragmatic and symgnthe;’;)
e { 3 1 i :
irgency continually gpresscd in this self~checking commentary effe
tively sums up the view of many, R
D : -
iy tht.;?ates abclmt th;: n;orahty of giving to beggars are a good example
. sometimes leading to confusi ‘
usion and contradice iti
Travellers argued verydng concern
i the pros and cons
. of what was an everyd
in Sudder Street and i s s mever
and its surroundings, A gene
5 ral consensus was ne
apparent, but the influence i rage-
of recommendations t id *
! o avoid ‘encourage-
ments’ i i .
e dlfd z;merge. The relations of charity workers to beggars illustrftcs
any of the contradictions of bei
eing a volunteer in Calc
express ¢ i ] Py
pressed, for example, in another scene involving passing out cei;15'

3
Is 1t decide 3 ]
4 LCldll.(.‘l that we shouldn't give money to beggars? Giving only foed, or
ﬁ,‘nd ifmt Il{lg at all while we are volunteers scems crazy when, in so|mt.
overly generous gesture at ol ill gi : :
' e end, we J i
g , we will give all our possessions

Undecidabili i
Dndec :)d:::l:llty remains here, There are some volunteers who will give
wei}; > the very old, some who buy food and sometimes insist on
e g: hlt-e;::‘cn {due to suspicions that it will be sold); some volunteers
eir ‘favourites’ — an old rick
: shaw-puller, who gets fi
ers and sits at the end : o). gets a rumer
: of Stuart Lane (off Sudd
s ane st udder Street), gets a rupee
each day, and so on. While it is di
- . While it is difficule to jud
om e judge the
fmvz”leu:.s ﬂf]d protocols of these scenes, much can be discerned in the
e :rs att!tude to locals abour the travellers’ ‘psychology’. Not that 1
e o posit that these discussions of ‘morality’ explain much, but it
s to < i :
i $c::;1:ha; talk }:)f morality presupposes a subjectivity that sees
7 ate from the world upon which i i
_ ich it acts as an ind
ol : 1 ependent
g ways that make sense in terms of the Heideggerian point about
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the ends of the technological cited in Chapter 1. I am less interested in
the self-exploration exercises of volunteers and backpackers than 1 am
in the ideological messages that underwrite their representational
activities. Biren Ias Sharma has pointed out that what is offered in the
City of Joy film, as with many other narratives about India by Western
visitors, is the message that ‘with just a lile help, or push, from the
developed world, India would be able to succeed, rise up, etc! That this
‘message’ appears repeatedly can be seen most explicitly in Joffe’s film,
but it is also frequently expressed by other visitors and in the Modern
Lodge rooftop discussions — and it appeals to a wide audience who are
attracted to notions that even the poorest of the poor can be aided by
the good conscience of the magnanimous West, which gives them the
push-start they need. “We are here to begin a self-help programme for
these people; it’s a statement, we are helping them here today’ (Mary -
video ‘Dr Jack’s' 1991). The correspondence of such views with the
structural adjustment policies and programmes of the World Bank and
International Monetary Fund should not be lost. With such broad ques-
tions in mind, the ways these travellers ‘place’ themselves in relation to
Calcutta becomes more significant, less innocent:

‘ft’s a question of what you have to do — you have a moral obligation to help
people in need, but at the same titne you have a moral obligation to provide
this help with respect for local cultural values.' (Tim)

‘Can you ever really know these “local cultural values”?" (Olivia)

fn this exchange, notions of morality and culture seem to have a fairly
popular ‘common-sense’ character. The absurdity of this discussion is
that “local cultural values’ of Calcutta already boast a rich history of
resistance and selforeliance. Knowledge of this, however, is not readily
‘souvenired’ by those on the budget-traveller circuit.

The trope of the market commodifies everything for the tourist.
Bargaining structures relationships, and India becomes one enormous
colourful bazaar. The comparative financial security of even the traveller
with a well-considered — atbeit tight — budget still seems to transform
everything into the evaluative framework of money. Travel could be
seen as a training ground for unabashedly extravagant consumption as
travellers bargain and calculate what for them are the most minute
amounts. The evident financial security of the Western traveller attracts
— not unexpectedly — repeated requests for assistance from beggars and
street children. Traveller responses vary from the granting of small
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requefts. through strategies (condoned by the Lonely Planet guid
curb .excess’ such as only giving a rupee or two on eve gus,ez) tz
morning, to complete refusal and sometimes expressions of :Z er. '?';]1
persistence of some beggars, especially those who mill around thg tc; »
_establishments, becomes too much for less tolerant travellers OllllrlSt
become skilled at ignoring requests, or favour the most ab'ec;t St e
tmveller.s are taken by boisterous children demanding piggyb:ck x.‘idomc
well as ice creams, chicken biriyani and rupees. It is often those i ¢5h“5
most need who are least able to utilize the established avenues ll?)t .
and protocols of tourist begging. It is also certain that the few ’rctl:- e
that b(?ggars gain from tourists amount to only a very minor i e
ment in their material circumstances. ’ o
ror'l'tl]l]z nim;ket turns tz a kind of carnival where begging competition
nfrequent acknowledgments ists i

C?utside the India Museum c:angn Chow::-lgtlf:cilslt)segzinmolsjerigng'eswd-
kind of alternative theatre, ranging from chalk drawings on tl?clr;;?fca

m
}?nt to more sun"ea] performances. The sometimes dismal effect of
this was described in detail by one traveller:

] :
[ only like the i i
15kingyror ru;)lu. b;.iglgarsi w::o provide a bit of a show, more than pathetic
: ees. Like the boy who buries hi i i
iis head in sand ] i
footpath outsid S
e the museum, I'm more incli i
. r¢ inclined to give money fc
rather than for some half- i i : SR
~convincing expression of misery b
ragher han for - . _ ty by someone who
iy \:,L|S before was arguing with a neighbour or playing with a child. The
hids 1;? rallm ac:oss th;: ro[nd tlo drop before you and twist their legs up under
are almost worth the show - its theatri
_ heatrical — but of course ¢
. tw : he Te]
cripples and the really abject don't get a look-in' (Will) el

This situation borders on the callous, where recognition of a probl
seents to lf:ad_ to the most inequitable of possible rcsponsI::s Te}:n
commercialization of all things within the tourist econom it
travellers to experience India as a market sideshow. v e
me;\tnd t1h.e market as a site of consumption offers other metaphors, the
w,']ha;:u:}?; oct; l:::::v Markef su!ggcfsting to one traveller-volunteer,
bonc:-d;erc : a was a ‘raw’ city, cut to the flesh, clear to the
oa e ¢ no compromises ~ the city is aw = it's difficult to deal
hits fantastic and immediate honesty’ and William continued
curiously: *Even the lies it tells you are true, even the rip-offs e
:;-_'cct, y(.)u’ve‘got to appreciate this” Calcutta is also describcdpas a ki::::l
mc:{:;l:mtl;al. fc?edlng on the Cf)untrysich?, sw.allowing whole families,
; g them in at Sealdah station, the city’s jaws’ (Sam). Calcutta al
absorbs travellers into its teeming mass like a giant snake:. Evocat?v:: :)C;'
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the city’s favourite goddess, Kali, who wears a garland of skulls in
fearsome regalia, the place ‘chews people up and spits them out on the
street as bones’ (John). Travellers, of course, are not wholly consumed
in the same ways, and may indeed be considered somewhat irrelevant
to the city’s commercial diet. In a taped interview, the presence of
foreign tourists was considered insignificant:

‘It wouldn't be any different if Westerners didn't come, the city doesn't have
any mechanism that specifically deals with us tourists, it just folds us up into
irself as it does with cvery other group. However different, however rich or
artificially ragged — 1 mean those who dress up after some image of mystic
India — however various the types of tourist, they don't seem to stand out in
Calcutta. The city eats them up, consumes them — it digests everything’
(Andrew)

The metaphorical registers of travellers’ Calcutta are sometimes most

bleak, and, for some, time spent in the city can be depressing and an
ordeal. There have been suicides inside the guesthouses of Sudder Street,
although perhaps fewer than could be expected. At times Calcutta can
be far too much, and the available images articulate a kind of despair:

ominous and dark as 1 feel — rats and
sewers, a brewing, hovering monstrosity lurks the streets, The terrible stonemnan
from the Telegraph newspaper stories {the so-called stoneman who, over a
period of six months or more, attacked sleepers on the streets in the small
hours, smashing their skulls with 2 tock] killing destitutes under Howrah
Bridge = all this imagery of destruction and decay suits my temperament, my

resentment. (Michael)

‘My version of Calcutta seems as

Much remains to be understood about the ways in which we justify
our actions to ourselves, and travellers are no different from other
communities in this. The conventions of the banana-pancake trail
provide confusion-minimizing familiarities, as does the sense of closed
community developed in the Modern. Volunteers have their roles already
defined to some extent; there is little demand upon them to invent
their own cultural spaces and responses to what they find unfamiliar:
“The worst thing about travellers in India is listening to therm moan
about wihat a bad time they're having - pracs’ (Catherine).

Among the most important ways in which the rooftop discussion
sessions determine traveller experiences in Calcutta are the directives
offered by longer-term volunteers on ‘how to behave'. Introductions to
the clinics usually begin with recommendations about modest clothing,
no shorts or singlets, no loose-fitting tops and no jewellery. Bringing
valuables like cameras, passports or wallets is discouraged, and a request
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1s made that volunteers ‘not enter into any financial transactions witl
local people’ {Amanda). These recommendations are justified \:r'?tl:
reference‘ to rare incidents of stolen passports and travellers’ che u::
but resu::ct:ons such as that on cameras are more complex. In e
ways, this restriction invites volunteers to anticipate thefts b hsome
cipients of clinic services, thus confirming a prejudice most ycc:mc on
n gu:dch tours: ‘Hang on to your handbags as we walk throu hm;:n
market, sltlck together, watch each other and look out for pick . kt :
{tour gm_d?, Calcutra 1988). Ac anather level, the rcstrictionpon I::‘:C o
at the clinics limits the number of images taken of people in di tm‘"'as
many examples of these have found their way into the Wester ress
and allows some minimization of opportunity to take ad ot of the
phot:?genic aspects of poverty. ranage of the
D:scuss'ion of etiquette in the orientations of volunteer work

shows evidence of ample good intentions and optimism in 0:1 .
!:hough_ perhaps sometimes also overenthusiasm. Not all volunt s are
mtcrmmably inclined to discuss their motives for working at th:c(::' e
and in comparison to the piety of some of those who worked \m‘l?
Mother Teresa, this reluctance ~ which was often simply a mau ‘mf1
f’act c.asunI modesty - was refreshing. Nevertheless enthusiast:;-o-f
intention was not always translated into deftness of pr:;ctice and w. y
source of friction at times. Perhaps because people did nc;t sta lzs .
enougb to carry plans through, and pardy because they were fm e
of .t]‘IClI' place, there were complaints that new volunteers se ;“"’
wait to be told what to do. There was an expectation that '3]"“5 t0
would follow the injunction to ‘get in and do what you ‘:3 uII::Iteers
nectt'lt.:d.to be done’, but I think this often pr«:sumec:ly a d:u Scef
familiarity with the clinics that was the exclusive domain of fi}rce .
term vo]qntccrs. This meant that a good deal of talk somon'ger"
accompanied a lesser degree of activity. New ideas, and reinve:ntt:c(t:llm;Eds
oncs.. were continually discussed, allowing one volunteer, Anil °
exclim: ‘It’s all very well to talk about what ought o b 'd - b
when do people get around to doing it?’ ¢ ¢ done. bus

COMMUNISTS

T

‘i::n :)tt;,ft(;;:_ t(a:l; lt:;ttM?deIrfn can al.-ag be the site for working out the

S n(;t SOIal 1tscb . Discussions _of the city and of traveller

e 10t 5 \ley abour persqnal identity — things are multi-

R e - Symbols orient experience, and are the material from
ntity and understanding are hewn. Among the most obvious
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uctions that appear on the streets of Calcutea are the
Communism is often an ‘event’ in the city,
and a point of discussion among travellers. Not far from the Modern
Lodge, an impressive statue of Lenin stands by the bus exchange: rallies
of sometimes half a million people gather in the Maidan Park and red
flags adorn many buildings, including some of the cheaper restaurants
where budget travellers eat. From the Modern it is a short walk to the
Indian Coffee House, which is known as a centre of Marxist discussion
for some of. Calcutta’s university students, and alongside which is a
CPI(M) publishing outlet occasionally visited by curious wravellers. While
it would be an exaggeration to Stress this, among the longer-term
visitors to the Modern interest in communism — however superficial —
is a significant part of the tourist experience of the city.

The red flags of the communist parties remain highly visible in
Calcutta, providing a source of some surprise to many visitors and
becoming a cult fad in the Modern Lodge. While guidebooks like
Survival Kit do mention, in passing, that the state of Bengal has enjoyed
communist rule for many years, this information is probably not suffi-
ciently prominent to counteract the mental baggage on this score which
travellers bring with them to the city, a baggage which amounts to
variations on the thetne of ‘communism is dead’ gleaned from campaigns
by the Western media empires who have celebrated the demise of the
*Eastern bloc’ and the USSR, mixed with a general lack of familiarity
with the notion that cities could function and people could (still) live
under a stable communist administration (we could, of course, debate

deviations and mistakes...).

(textual) prod
symbols of communism,

*So, you'te a communist then?' (Nigel)
*Aren't you?' (John)

Expectations do not match experience; even the trappings of daily life
offer visible differences; visitors to Calcutea have to make some re-
adjustments. Some are taken aback by the prominence of hammer and
sickle symbols painted on street walls; some enjoy, as a kind of exotic
theatre perhaps, the rallies and marches that sometimes clog the city
thovoughfares; others are drawn into discussions of the merits of
communist and socialist policy on the basis of articles they read in the
daily papers about interparty debates. If communism is dead, it is quite
a surprise that so many travellers spend so much ume photographing
its flags and symbols, reading pamphlets and articles, and securing T€

flags as souvenirs from rallies, rrucks, buildings or party offices. But for
the media glee with which the “triumph of the new world order’ was
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m b .
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Travellers’ i i Hl
Toeller c)lcpcr:ence of Bengali communism is of considerable interest
i ny have not visited a communist-ruled city before. This provide;
a distinct contrast with their h ' ‘
ome experience, and mucl
. : 1 can be lea
about travellers’ own vie ' ‘ o
ws from their observati i
rvations of this as

‘ pect of
I(It!ctltta. There were some who thought that ‘only a communist revo
ution can save Calcutta from tl ;

1e ruthless plunder of bi i
) b th of big business and
al gn elites’ (Christian), and ¢l
. ien there were
thoughe that ‘communi i e
nism can't work because i
] eople are inh ly
e p erent
fom yd (Brnm\r?n). Between these two poles — each of which imphe)s
e degree of unease about tl
1 nature of hfe und itali
other travellers and visi o
visitors to Calcutta expre
xpressed a ran f opini
that shows how i ; S
t something called ‘co ism’

_ mmunism’ can be und
‘il . . understood
3 . 5t00c!, picked up and consumed like a souvenir, and discard ci

a wide variety of ways, ' )

Apain i
mwﬁ;s sll:c f'?OSt c;:mvennonal responses to the city, those predisposed

ist politics could find C inspiri
! alcutta inspiring - ‘Yes, it i

s e piring es, it is a
o bcltly, l. love the red flag = there is still hope’ (Frangoise) ~
s oo egmr:l{ngs of reassessment of previously unexamined preju
e ! i i

ol of g e |lsFern]:d. I thought communism was really bad and
absolu;dy 20 5{?‘ elcc:, ll.lt all 1 ha’vc seen is traffic police and they have
whatsoever’ (Harriet). Some found the whole
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dering, or were led t0 2 recognition that they had
much to learn: ‘1 have no idea what I'm doing here surrounded by all
this stuff [ don’t have any reference for — politics, religion, language...’
(Wendy). In many cases visitors who stayed more than 2 few weeks
came to have quite complicated views on the pros and cons, and various

versions, of Indian COMmMUNISI:

experience bewil

“The ruling party — CPI(M) - has a good record but doesn’t seem to be
doing much about the city. The non-governiment communist groups like the
Naxalites have complaints that the CP1(M) has sold out to the industrialists,
the trade-union groups scem to agiate all the time on wage 1ssues and all of
it is mixed up with people trying to make their few rupees a day to survive,
The CPI was reported in the paper to have abandoned Lenin and Stalin in
favour of nationalist heroes like Mahatma Gandhi, while the CPI{ML) still
supports Mao Zedong. You can learn lots of things about communism here
because it is debated all the ume, but 1 don't think the place runs along
communnist lines, even after 50 many years of conumunist govermnent. | don%

think anyone really runs it, How does it run?’ {Danicly’

More unusual responses to the question of communism in Calcutta
included the suggestion that communism could never work because it
didn’t have a spiritual dimension = “q¢'s 2 beautiful idea but it leaves so
much out’ {Amanda) — and 2 curious mind/body split appraisal from a
stoned traveller: ‘Are these people communists? My heart is here in
Calcutta, but my head says no because it’s a communist state’ (Wayne).
A more sober assessment concluded that ‘what the communists have
achieved in Bengal is amazing, but it's not enough, Communism doesn’t

solve all the problems’ {Frances).

just as corrupt as our oncs back home, at least
y all politicians? The only real communist
rs outside testaurants that are closed.
r own cooking facilities

“The communist leaders are
according to the papers.And aren’t the
activity | bave seen are the red banne
Here the workers and trade umons have set up thei
and sell food outside, which 1 think is terrific) (Lucy)

CHARITY WORK

n 2 dominant theme in discussions of visitors O
the reputation of the

ermine a ‘problems=

‘Problems’ are ofte
Calcutta — Western middle-class predispositions,

city and contrasts of poverty with wealth seem to det
and-answers’ framework within which visitors respond to, and try to

make sense of, Calcutta, As one sanswer’, communism 15 a factor to be
considered, but as a large proportion of visitors to Caleutta, especially
budget travellers, become involved in, or come specifically for, voluntec¥
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work for ¢ izati
work | r.lmr;ty olrgﬁamzanons that are explicitly nor communist,® there
scope for elaboration. A [ '
. A few volunteers who h
e . o have worked at the
ould describe then
selves as con 1
bcconle . ! : mmunists, some have
wnists while working
econ here, but by far th jori
lieve in a kind of i issi . \ e e e
of liberal mission: “Wi
’ :*We have to do somethi
ng to help these
people’. The work of Mathe Preger,
r Teresa, and more I
peaple” The. : , recently that of Preger
nternational attention ) '
on the ‘problems’ of Cal i
b foomed : alcutta in a
r O)ﬁ]e ]nccllllpscs more analytical responses with a glossed global media
Emh n.: ; e process, the question of what might be communism’s role
wilh lgar to the problems of the city seems to have slipped oft inter
al scr i i )
ationa cens, For thelr. part, communists, not surprisingly, look un-
b ably upon the activities of Western charity organizations i
a Cu N . . ln
! ttla. although the international prestige of Mother Teresa, and inter
national s 2 ,
upport for Preger, have been marshalled by local su,
counter obstacles to their work pporiers 10
Some '
e v:luntt_f:ers whe had worked for extended periods in Calcutea
H n - - “ :
hn!:;]e orce. (mmor) bt}renucratlc difficulties with visa extensions. The
[ V " gatrll)mg extensions beyond three months was thought by some
ravellers ) i
s .to hc a CI‘IJ(M) attempt to restrict long-term volunteers from
cing tn the city. Volunteers we '
: re cautious about police and
ment: ‘We can't get i I i Feluntoer sork
1 involved in politics b
i ecause volunteer k i
sensitive. The communist rtention
government doesn’t want u i
s to draw ar
to the problems because it gi -
se it gives an excuse for i
(Sl ! . or the Western media to
2’ (Neil). Inevitably, vol
. . , volunteer work does raise politi
: . il). : olitical
questions; whether this involves the debates about h b N
stricken’ reputation of Cal is bei by ongantotions
Hriclen repues of Calcutta is being used by charity organizations
and of advertisement to attra i
ct funding for a worldwi i
. d rldwide francl
2 kind . _ chise
Pas V‘r:.crmcs have claimed of the Missionaries of Charity and of
ision — L
a]tcmntivcl?n| or ‘whether it simply means a failure to consider
solutions’ to the problems: ici
ativ ms: any participation in chari
organizations must be cons iti : o
nsidered political. Vol '

. Volunteers did someti
froners : metinies
thgi(nk m ;h Whatever we do here has its contradictions, and I don't
A ) out:; and charity are ever going to do more than keep things

1e — change has to be
. a self- i i
7 help, grassroots kind of thing’
This last ki i indi
v()]u'm:erst tI;md of view indicates some refective thinking among
N O:m tra\.rellcrs that would perhaps not be completely opposed
nn
o g o nists. Indeed, many travellers who do volunteer work
. SIS alert to wider global processes in the cou f
r stay, ‘What's good about vol ] 't
s e ot B ut volunteer work in Calcurta is not that it
poor”, but that it shows us that the problems are not just
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local ones. Volunteers can’t just go home to their regular jobs — some-
thing has to be done on a worldwide scale, and in our own backyards’
(Lisa). And: ‘Its good that some people are made more aware of the
intricacies and politics of these issues in Calcutta. Its a shame that it
can’t happen more often and to more people at home, but at least
some of them will bring some new ideas home with them and - so
long as they don’t get mixed up with too much New Age hippie stuff
~ this will be a good thing’ (James).

A common criticism made of Western development workers in general
is that they often advocate ‘revolution’ in the Third World but rarely do
anything revolutionary in their home countries. An attitude that was not
unconymeon among volunteers in Modern Lodge was that the work they
were doing ‘was only a maintenance measure’ (Gail), and that any solution
ta the problems of Calcutta had to do with factors outside the city such
as the role of the National Government, the international marketplace
and other wider contexts. While volunteers felt that they must do some-
thing, and some did not think what they did was of such significance:
‘I’s not romantic or idealistic at all, we just do our linle bit {Ingrid),
there were many volunteers who did romanticize and idealize their
work. In Caleutta, the ways in which they might intervene in more
global issues was not readily apparent: “The problem is that things must
change on a world scale, not just in small corners like Calcutta’ (ingrid).
Another traveller who had done some volunteer work expressed some of
the contradictions of this work when she complained: ‘How can there
be a people’s revolution when they are continually treated to handouts
from volunteers and aid workers?’ (Elaine). There is a point to be made
here about the role of NGOs as a stopgap anti-revolutionary and counter-
revolutionary placebo.

The issues of international context and local conditions, of course,
are questions of importance to the communist movement, and it i
interesting that views held by some visitors and volunteer workers con-
verged with the positions of the Indian communist parties on at least
one point, and led to activity which addressed several of the themes
discussed above. After reading newspaper reports and both CPI(M) and
CPI(M-L) literature on the IMF and World Bank plans for the Indian
economy, a small group of long-term travellers in Calcutta produced a
critique of charity work which showed ways n which Western volunteer
workers could take up activity in their home countries after their return
from India (Some members of this grouping were not volunteers; some
were working with Preger, one with Mother Teresa, one was an
observer). Under the slogan *Chanity 15 not Enough - isn't it about
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tlmc?:ve started tackling the causes of poverty and not just the symp-
toms?’, a leaflet was produced for travellers outlining what they r?li ![’]t
:::1 tt(; :uttp.oressll.lie t;.decstem banks to cancel the huge foreign de?)ts
t countries like India had been placed under, i
:;‘flim_:l; ‘thc IMF and World Bank \wl:re directing tl;::dl:;iartlhzcl:::)snf )
Cllt;(l\;ilset quoted sections rrom pamphlets from the CPI(M) an)c;
'). and was based on literature from both parties and a bookl
ﬁ'otp the *World Development Movement” which had started n
calling for cancellation of Third World debt. e
Included in the feaflet — which was handed out to travellers i
Sudder Street area, as well as outside the Oberoi Grand ——ew:;Sn"z];[;c

tation from a CPI-ML publication outlini
o utlining tf i ’
criticisms of IMF=WB imperialism in lndia:g B

Do ] criali
; nination by m;:nnahsts has meant not only drain of wealth trom India to
orcign countries bur they have i -
: ave also strangulated industrial
with their compradors-bi i it s e
adors-big bourgeosie, they | i
h have dictated the leve
i . ‘ , they 1 1w level of
P.SL"CL| onl, technology used, and controlled technology upgrading and
research, Their continuing sway has be ini 1 .
.l . 7 en ruining the national b isi
: Hpuis o ational bourgeoisic.
III Iu.-.]ndl:m mdustncs. serve not the needs of the Indian people butbsccurc
| aximum profits to imperialists and compradors. (CPI-ML Political Reso
) ‘ o
ution of Party Congress, adopted 16 April 1992)

By identifying locations in Western countries where travellers Id
focus cnm!migns to force banks to cancel “Third World debt’ -Cou

though this was only a part of the problems of Calcutta, and it‘:Verl
soon recogmzed that the call had to be to cancel not just‘ éhe deb ;:’“5
the whole lending/dependence system ~ it seemed that this 1'(:u.1t “;
trnvci]ers.had found a way to bring solidarity work away frc;mg clnl:io
and Fhanty support organizations, to something seen to be mor ‘ lt)y
:Lantl;a] at *home’. Whether the numbers of travellers that could [‘;0:1‘)];
d:: ; ::sks_—“[?i c:in:?:.lanon of credit cards, l_)y. refusing to use travellers’
g sig nc’::mt or not, this activity was articulated as an
mmc"anc;r pcto_lltc;cchd m::mcm to take their politics ‘home’. That

n of debt would not uli 2 the

capita]ist system was not consider::'t:“ju::re TE:;iL :'i;c-i IO%IL . t'hc
evitably, the subject of a rooftop clinic meeting prodheee s e

READING THE MODERN

Althoug
b gll. only a percentage of travellers manage to shake off the anti
l‘l .. L - B
sens_b.].mst prejudice (which seems to be a correlate of a pro-charity
1bili i iti i
ty) and bring politics home from their travels, in the final section
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of this chapter a more common connection with home can be explored.
Even in the middle of the city Calcutta circulates back towards the West
via writing, and a prominent part of traveller experience is mediated
through its forms. Letters, for example, are important in terms of
reminders and links with home, and are brought to the rooftop to be
read. As a substitute for talk with parents, siblings, friends, and as a
topic of conversation = ‘[ got four letters this week’, etc. — they should
not be ignored. Letters are 3 structuring experience in physical and
emotional registers. Just getting to the Post Office to collect letters from
home entails a crowded bus journey or a long walk through the centre
of town, passing Lenin’s statue, the famous rat-park (where vendors sell
bread pieces for feeding the hundreds of rats who live in the corner of
the Maidan), alongside the Great Eastern Hotel (where Kipling and
Somerset Maugham wrote) and by the Writers' Building, the adminis-
ceative centre of Bengal. In some ways this walk could provide a tour of
the main ‘mythic’ characterizations of Caleutta: the rats to signify poverty,
as Giinter Grass might have 1t the Great Eastern to remind us of the
days of the Raj, and British illusions of glory; Lenin to indicate the
promise of communism in Bengal; and the Writers' Building o ensure
its demise through the impediments of a juggernaut bureaucracy.
Mail from home is a prize which makes exile less painful, which is
a public marker of a connection outside the immediate clutter of
Calcutta, a recognition that something called ‘home’ has some purchase
on one’s identity — an apparatus linking the traveller to 2 world outside
Calcutra. The arrival of letters, since they are often few and far between,
is almost cause for celebration for some travellers, Excitement is often
publicly expressed, as if this connection to home must be emphasized
through articulation within Calcutta, among the Modern Lodge popu-
lation. News from home is shared, letters are sometimes read aloud in
the dormitories, postcards are displayed above beds, and the non-arrival
of letters is cause of a silent pain: jealousy. It is very much the case that
the stamp of home, and the promise/remindcr of a future return, is
marked on the arrival of letters, just as the stamp on the passport is the
marker of arrival from the home country. Letters ‘in’ serve a number
of connections. ‘All letters are like written voices, heard not remein-
bered, whispered into your ear from afar’ (Birgid). Some travellers write
1 lot of letters, and this aspect of connection to home has a more
complex set of meanings. Both documentary and restorative, indicating
presence away from home, but also keeping a space open in the
memory of those who remain at home — the simple formula of this is
the claim ‘Remember me, I'm out here in Caleutta...’
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l.’c?stcards achieve this most efficiently, and sometimes creatively, 1
2;!1:011":;)1 Vto thehcurios tr?vellers made into postcards (which I mentic?neg
ere: the top of a *Taj Mahal brand’ ¢
from ‘Raja Candles’ and bech placemats af::mtet?leb?!i;;ssngle P:;'S:Le't
Stamps a.nd addresses were fixed to these - one series of ei htcc;:i:'f oot
I.:mdlgt' printed shots of Howrah bridge was sent as a narrat?ve in 5:3 .
it being unclear as to whether the bridge or the printing was mea}::tm’
represent Calcutea. In conventional accounts, the bridge comes to sta t:
for Calcutta (it was used in the promotion shets for the City of ;
film), buc there are more ways to read these cards. Naomi Schory -
a postcard manual: ‘Postcards have shown, and continue to showq‘lim;:]?
{Schor 1992: 203), but it would be well to recall Derrida’s Iesso'nl tl:
the un_sealed or open face of a postcard is juse that which mak i
more ll‘kely to be encrypted with secrets (Derrida 1987: 185). D es'dlt
also points out that the ‘guardians of tradition, the pmfess;)rs Sac;ad: mics
and librarians, the doctors and authors of theses are terriial o
about correspondences’ (Derrida 1987: 62). yeunes
.Postcard curios and other incongruously collected images tell
t}un.g of the offbeat orientation of some Modern Lodge I{:E"wellg:rsml?;l ,
pastiche of heterogeneous elements, Calcutta appeals to a ser;se of sl 5 :;
humour. Newspaper headline clippings attached to postcards dt:n:ru":}:’n;l
caICI:ltta news: ‘Two fatally wounded in ice-cream riot’ and ):L .
standing Calcutta traffic light collapses near hospital road’. A f 35:_
kale:d?scol?ic information overload is apparent. For one mec'iica! (s)tl;ln; .
on university holiday this became a ‘melody of forms, besmirchin e
categories in complicated and seemingly tmnsgressive'b]ends and ilpurf
a poetically overdetermined way of describing the spectacle, Mi I:Jrsl-
Fhe volunteer who wrote this in a letter to Modern Lodge afl;er .
i:;;s ttci‘»1 Mel_boume, rhad said earlier thac the best thing ibout é:;::::;
e mixture of items for nostalgia. H i ‘sixti
fvat-:hes;_ fifties films, forties motorcycgles an; c\:::’,r:;i;njt;ccl)s:) 3r(')f' 5::;‘::
icons of v C ]
i temp‘::,ﬂd| ;;I:il:,r,::}*somehow jumbled together without care for
lnd\;e': E‘l;t;:i:]zzlesrand forties cars don’t seem as important for the
in Somc. i oorso}r:w l:ra\frellers as the sixtes drugs which prevail
o o s the (anana—pancake eratl, Calcutra itself was
P ;e r‘;)o top smoker Jamcs as 'an LSD trip without
respomiblc. o numn used :ll_mdes of t}nnk:_ng (or lack thereof) were
R :rg:::s lr.1 |Fu]ou.s.pcrcepnons of India. Gita Mehta's
e f .upplc-spmtu:.ll Iej*cploratlon of India sull proves
one considers the activities of a great many of the
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middle-class Western teavellers on the circuit. In Calcutta, the ‘drug
scene’ is perhaps a little less visible than it is in other parts, possibly
because the hashish available on the street is often inferior to that
available elsewhere, and because the ‘quality’ consumable drug in the
area is heroin, with which Western users are usually more discreet.
Drug use and a kind of wide-eyed spiritual quest often go together
among budget travellers in india, and while the west coast and the far
north — places like Pushkar, Jaisalmer and Manali — are among the
most popular locations for ‘heads’, Caleutta is not without a number of
them. An attempt at 2 serious interview with Gabby, a very stoned
traveller in a coffee shop, was abandoned in laughter — by all present =
when India was described as ‘a spiritual Disneyland’, and as being ‘like
a brontosaurus’ because it was ‘thin at one end, Kashmir, fat in the
middle, Bombay to Calcutta, and thin again at the other end, Madras'.
A serious study of this discourse might nevertheless find some threads
of coherence and continuity among the representations of such travellers.
The incorporation of aspects of Indian philosophical and spiritual
conceps into traveller understandings (some would insist that these are
misunderstandings) is a recurrent theme,

The letters and postcards of travellers can serve an exhibitory func-
tion which might be best described by the rather tacky intent of the
message ‘Having a great time, wish you were here’, which is associated
with the postcard. The ‘wish you were here’ phrase also works as an
authority claim which, as much as the foreign postmark, indicates to
friends and relatives that the traveller has been, or is currently at, some
— usually picaresque — Jocation. The scenes on the front of the postcard
may have littde immediate reference to the experiences of the writer,
whereas the formula messages of the cardboard side may be more
resonant with the common loneliness of the traveller. Not all travel is
about meeting people, laughing, sunsets and romance. The glossy fagade
of tourism shows nothing of the psychology of absence and displace-
ment which is also a part of foreign travel — the loneliness and alienation
of the traveller (singular) is as much a part of the scene as the happiness
of the travellers (plural).

From a postcard:

We visitors will never know Calcusta; and even this is not saying much; it
hardly distinguishes the city from any other on the travellers' tratl, We each
make a subjective map, negotiate imaginary paths across an unknown whole.
What? Where? Who? There are more than 20 million answers for Calcutta =
home of the world, It is not the surprise that everything said about Calcutta
is interpretation which should occupy you, but rather be surprised that Calcutta
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could be approached any other way. It is not news to find that the city floats
on a swamp of metaphor — the drins overflow. (postmarked 1988, Caleutta)

If writing postcards and letters, and chatting on the roof of the Modern
are part of the production of traveller identity in Calcutta, then there )
also_ goo.d'rcason to consider reading as a metaphor for 'Calcutta toc;S
Thlxs anticipates the next chapter by noting that among those materiai
obJects_ that travellers accumulate in Caleutta, as elsewhere, books have
great s!gniﬁcance. Collecting books, reading, the ‘pleasures' of the text’
(in social science folklore this means Malinowski reading Conrad in his
tent, and. Kurz up-river making notes in the margins of An Ingniry into
Some Points of Semmanship), is a part of travel, Sudder Street ;IndryF
School Street have a number of bookstores frequented by back ackerec
and a regular trade in second-hand novels sustains some of these };\m o
travellers, too, there is an informal exchange, and one North A.mc a
traveller was somewhat successful in operating a book exchange o”‘?a'}
cardboard boxes in one of the rooms of Modern Lodge Butg Collllt ;
S_treet and its hundreds of bookstores is the booklovers’ .touri'st attri%e
tion by far. Crowded into a small block adjacent to Calcutta Universi .
and surrounding the Indian Coffee House, bookstores spill their warz
out onto the streets. The abundance and variety of books cannot be
fudequ:?tely described - from medical texts to political pamphlets, and
tncl}ldlng hundreds of volumes not readily available outside Calcut'ta o
India. College Street as book utopia is rivalled only by the Book Fai i
of many hundreds of stalls, held in the Maidan every Februar Thr,
Modern Lodge office also has its own traveller book exchan }’ 1l T’
dog-eared novels and esoteric texts. ‘ =
Travel literature is readily purchased in the various bookshops
available to backpackers, and this material comprises a considerabl;'
percentage of backpacker reading matter, Much can be learnt frorrel
such material, and not just about India: travelling tales may have always
and e'verywhere, been accorded a certain status — sometimes moy*'
sometimes less respected as a way of knowing the world. -
The visitor to India is influenced by a range of writings as diverse as
those of Eric Newby (Slowly Down the Ganges), Allen Ginsberg (fndian
Jourials), Somerset Maugham (Thie Razors Edge), and Vikram Segth (Fro
I';‘leuverf:c Lakc-z).“’ Taking into account more critical evaluations of tr:n:‘-I
;0::'5 mpllndla. such as texts by GiFa Melhta (Karma Cola), and David
: et (Plumbim) to take an Australian example, it remains true that, in
th\::ry hf]phazard way, a range of ‘identities’ are made available through
se texts from which travellers can draw ‘role models’, There can be
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‘cravel literature’, travel operates in
experience and the self* of the trav-
i can
eller, as well as to influence — even determine — what a trf:_l\rtc;l:::rmmt
) .
‘know’. Guidebooks and travel narratives make up one of the o
widely read ‘minor literatures’ of capitalist culture. Less authoritativ l
i era
the institutions than sociology or anthropology, yet }v:h grlca; gcr:Vi "
is di nowledge,
ity i lture, this diverse category © ;
authority in popular culwure, l
closer analysis.
i i languages and peoples, deserves
all its locations, cultuses, . o
imple, and it would not do to consign
The processes are never simpic, j . e
I i i ilms, since identity
identi ' a few guidebooks and 5
identity to ‘texts, adding : :
forma?i(on — however much it may be constituted in an abstracted

i italism - is
literary/media or semiotic zone under contemporary capu.allsm_
hings. Rooftop critical evaluations inter-
to some of the motifs, trends and

no doubt that, in contemporary
powerful ways to shape identities,

always an amalgam of many t

i oint
cede. What can be done is to poir . .
dominant themes, which operate 10 the various formations of traveller

identity found in books. This chaPter l'.las atten:npted ;o ld:e t;l:lltsh o\:l;:
regard to a discrete set of travellers in a dls.crete. time ar; p:' o,f o
any comprehensive evaluation of the various techn.o og(lic of ieeney
formation in such a zone already set::ms too con'q.)hcatc ata il.)e et
can be no attempt, beyond the obvicus generalities, !ohprescr:rattemp;
explanatory codes for these wider matters. The nexI: c ap[t::al empes
nothing more than this by locking more (.:lt-ascly at the tc'x e
— Giinter Grasss Show Your Tonguc, Domml‘quc La.pler.res T lteh : c)on-
Joy, travel guides, tourist literature and official publications a
tribute to the formation of traveller news of Calcutta,

CODA: ILLUSIONS

'
‘For better or worse, Calcutta will remain a symbol of dt_h:: If:'u;l::;
(Roland). Some wravellers insisted that ‘Calcutta 'w?s not In ll):l (ulsc i[;
But neither could it be easily imaged as India’s I'i.lture.‘blt:c?c o
kaleidoscope included a historical nightmare known as the d'ac | ide;‘
Others indicated that Calcutta was simply exaggerated India, a

that was also held by those who had not come:

‘When 1 told people at home | was going to India, theydlookc;;i atsn?;:“l'r;
disbelief, and told me of the horrors there. When they foun :)l.‘lt ‘\;:.lasbﬁ-om
to be in Calcutta tor a month they were aghast. They get these de

TV’ (Amy) N -
‘It is an experimental place — take mud, people, cows, bul!dutg; a:-;i) heat an
stir it all up with the books of Marx and statues of Lenin [(Pe

'

TRAYELS IN CALCUTTA B3

As a cipher Calcutra is always about to dematerialize in traveller talk —
where whole cities are evaluated and references have disappeared in the
haze, having become invisible, it is as if they were never there. Perhaps
Caleutta vanished for us as soon as a collection of its descriptions began.
In another version of the city, it is not a black hole, but a matter of
intensities of light and sound, where the locations are film sets and
voicebox — image drifts and audio-circuits, subways and vistas, a land-
scape full of signatures and gossip, postponed and delayed, and relayed
throughout the looping media circuits of an ideological Calcutta that
has shifted from its geographical moorings. This is Calcutta as a uni-
versal cipher — you can never leave the city, the train never pulls out of
Howrah, you are stuck at Sealdah, an interminable journey which recurs
and recurs,

NOTES

1. The Modern was awash with the red flags of the Centre for Indian Trade
Unians (CITU) and hand-painted slogans which read ‘Immediately settle the workers'
charter of demand’, The management had made some improvements to workers'
conditions, and wages were doubled {which was still not much), but while this had
been accepted for a period, there was a further strike late in 1992, and by early 1993
the Modern had closed for a long period before being sold, During the last months
of the strike some volunteers made a placard which read ‘Immediately settle the
tourists’ charter of demand’! — 2 moment of harmless irony in the eyes of travellers,
but one which, for obvious reasons, was not approved of by the workers, nor by the
hotel management. In 1994 the Modern was operating with almost entirely new staff,
but pretty much the same business-as-usual conditions. In 1995 and 1996 the dormi-
tories were closed, but Preger clinic volunteers still filled many of the rooms.

2. Koepping suggests that a trickster redeems all through a winking scli-deprecation
like this; a complicity whereby the audience identifies itself in the figure of the jester
who is as wise as a ruler, but remains also a fool (Koepping 1080).

3. Several interesting volumes appeared to coincide with the tercentenary com-
memoration of Job Charnock’s aerival on the site of present-day Calcutta in 1690, A
short review essay by Partho Datta (1992) entitled ‘Celebrating Calcutea’ covers the
most readily available publications, The excellence of this review is my excuse for not
listing background literature here, and this is also my excuse for leaving the extensive
material on tourism and representation which is also relevant to this project to Malcolm
Crick’s bibliographical review in Chai (1988), his Social Analysis article {(1983), and his
book (Crick 1994). Crick'’s work on guesthouses in Kandy, Sri Lanka, also offers the
model for this presentation of life in the Modern Lodge. | read an early draft of his
book while T was at the Modern in 1990,

4. Grass visited the city for six months in 1987, amid some controversy. During
a Calcutta seminar he declared: ‘God shat, and there was Calcutta” An almost audible
tension ws only somewhat covered by his quick addition:*But when God shat bricks,
there was Frankfurt! Grass produced a book of sketches and stories soon after his visit
{Grass 1080}, which I consider in Chapter 3.

5. Mother Teresa is the intermational sign of poverty in Calcutta. Any consideration
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of the effects of this sign would displce the specifics 1 want to explore here with
regard to Modern Lodge, Preger volunteers, backpackers and representational
technologies. A basic biographical study of Mother Teresa is that of Navin Chawla
{1992). A not quite 50 sycophantic portrait can be found in a short essay by Chris-
topher Hitchens (1992), where ‘M.T' is seen in a less than charitable light: leading an
anti-abortion campaign — ‘propaganda for the Vatican's heinous policy of compelling
the fithful to breed, and of denying where it can the right of non-believers to pget
hold of bitth control’; as a kind of paid confessor to the Duvalier gang’ in Haiti;
laying a wreath on the tomb of Enver Hoxha in her country of birth, Albania; and,
as reported in the PBS documentary ‘Other People’s Money', accepting millions of
dollars and use of a company plane from businessmen implicated in the US savings
and loans rip-off. Hitchens described M.T. as a "hellbat’, 3 ‘dangerous sinister person’,
a *leathery old saint’ and the ‘ghoul of Caleutta’ (Hitchens toy2: 474). Hitchens made
this the subject of a half-hour polemical television show and a thin book in 1994—
5. in which he claimed to be the first to dare criticism of "Mother' {though there are
some questions to be raised about his debt 10 Aroup Chattetjee, who also has a study
of Mother planned). There have been other critics. To select only onc from Calcutta,
what comes first to hand is most appropriate for this study: Jack Preger’s position on
Mother T directs concern towards the Calcutta Corporation which tolerates her
presence in the city. My view is that this is somewhat misplaced and | would want
to suggest that it suits wider international interests to have Mother Teresa perform the
function of symbol of human virtue. Nevertheless, Preger’s analysis comes close:

it suits the Corporation of Calcutia t have a place like Kalighat [Mother T's
“home for the destitute and dying’), where they can dump many of their destitutes.
Many will die there and many will die unnecessarily, Nobody in Mother Teresa’s
order would ever dream of turning round and saying, ‘My God, why don’t they
do something about it, why don't they build some homes or start some factories?'
— they never say that — they just say how beautifully he or she died. Which is all
nonsense, quite apart from being socially regressive. What actually happens is that
when people die they get this contraction of the face muscles called risus sardonicns
— this sardonic bitter smile ... Its this smile that is misinterpreted by Mother
Teresa and her novices as some kind of proof that these poor, wretched people
were somehow happy when they died. (Preger in Jusephs 1991: 142).

6. Ashis Nandy's discussion of secularism in India entails different connotations
to the meanings 1 have in mind here, see Nandy {1985}, and Miller {1992) for an
excellent commentary on Nandy’s work.

7. Alphabet soup?! CPl = Communist Party of India; CPI(M) = Communist
Party of India — Marxist, the dominant partner in the ruling West Bengal Left Front
coalition; CHI{M-L) = Communist Party of India — Marxist-Leninist, often calied
“Naxals' after the armed uprisings which began in the Jate 1060s in Naxalbari in West
Bengal and now numbering several separate groups (People’s War Group, Maoist
Communist Centre, etc.), the CPl (ML) group most aften referred to here is TND
= Towards New Democracy; there are various Marxist trade-union and student groups
affiliated to any of the above party organizations. And most of these groups produce
various pamphlets and papers which are sometimes read by budget travellers and
visitors to Sudder Street.

8. | realize that this whole discussion begs the question of what communism is.
So many volumnes have been devoted to tedious micro-debate over definitions that |
want to steer clear of the whele thing with this glaring essentialism, For what it
worth, the versions of communism that appeal in my reading are derived from CVl
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(c';\f;:\)sghﬁ;,:i CP; {Mi‘litcmn:irc in Calcutta, the texts of Marx, Lenin, Mao
; . and Lukics, and the Communist Student s Ty
{especially Angie, Ben, Cass, Hazel, M sl
_ 2 . ' , d Andrew), and
dogmatic orthedoxy, occasional di into the rconiv Negri (1938, 1900
1 XY, ips into the work of Antonio Negri (1988
I‘:::ri?::o‘;ﬂ:t ]i!—ntm::ts ( ;97:-‘ 1991). The most readily available intmdﬁcti:(): lo’ l'il?:gglra
ant for this book in its early stages — the pocket-sized iti
catrespondence between that author and Feli oo, called e
‘ ) Guattari, called G i’ ]
(1990}, For Bataille, see The Accursed SH vols . i e
r B e ‘ ¥ are, vols 1=3. What a terrible confession it i
to leave _tlus issue in such disarray, but Communism is still to be defined f:::iﬂl‘:ﬂ ot
necessarily the same as rule by communists a et
9. Said refers to ‘a new relationship wi .
] p with the past based on pastiche and n ri
:hr;::v nnfi Fcl:cnc r:m‘dorfmcss in the cultural areefact, a rcorgrnisntion of sp:::ﬂ;!::é
post;:;c;r;stlc;.otfhr_nusltu;anon:]t:icapiral' (Said 1993: 392) as being the features oi' the
. To this Said would add a Jameson-like addendum
: ! v ; to capture a* -
::u;lllly ll:;o:porattlll‘:re capaciry, which makes it possible for anyane in Fal:r to s:y‘;!::;l:lt:ir:g
5 verything is processed cither towards the dominant mai
 everytl her | mainstrea
thcloma;gu:: {Said 1993: 392) — again his margin is undifferentiated. i orout e
morc. -;t Is me. Hcanu:'Lake (1983} is a tale of travels in Tibet, but it is much
widely read in India since Tibet is Jargely closed to tourism under the Chinese

annexation, His 1992 effort A Suitabl i
S el el e e Boy has enlarged his fame (and wallet) well



WRITING CALCUTTA:
TRAVELLING WITH LEVI-STRAUSS

AND GUNTER GRASS

The next chapters look at more formal technologies of rcpresentatio'n,
such as the book, the map and the camera. Inevitably such technologlles
are bound up with the themes that have already bee‘n discussed. While
Jonathan Crary may note that “codified and normalised ... systeris of
visual consumption’ (Crary 1990: 18) might not share a singular or
continuous evolutionary history (Crary 1990: 26), [ think the ways in
which a ‘politics of poverty’ in representations of Cnlcut‘ta can be
rehearsed both through the casual discourse of the travellers in the firse
sections and the staid tomes and flat prints of those that now fo!low
means that it is neither possible nor desirable to demarcate strictly
berween the machines which produce, and consume, the rum0}1r of
the city. It is no accident that the words of travellers continue to inter-
ject throughout these pages on more formal enframing devices.

DEMARCATIONS

In the preface to The Intimate Encmy, Ashis l\{andy suggested that “the
concept of the modern West’ had been generalized ‘from a geogrf:phmal
and temporal entity to a psychological one’ (Nandy 1983: xi). The
complexities of this statement arc many; the argument of th!: book
invokes the idea that the ‘West' has been internalized in lndfa. to a
degree, incompletely. The “West' is the intimate enemy of the title, bu:‘
the intellect itself is also chis enemy, the self too. As a catcgor}( o
mind, the geography of the West fragments into a myriad of locatllo.ns.
representations, citations. These are, of course, husely homogenl:l:llg
categories — India, West, mind, spaces, representation = anc! Nafl Y,
too, would abandon them, after he has used them to make his point,

8e
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to write his ‘alternative myths’, about India. In a declaration which can
be read in several ways, Nandy claims thar India is not the non-West;
it is, rather, India, since the non-West is a construction of the West, at
least in part (Nandy 1083: xi1). [ think this provides a usefully com-
pacted way to get into a discussion of what has been written about the
Wéstern city of Calcutta; its historical records, its promotional literature,
its fiction and ‘fact’, which all might share this ambiguous schema,

Much has been written on Caleutta. A city of books — far too many
to survey. What 1 want to do here is look at how several prominent
Western visitors to the city have written about their experience. This
chapter looks most closely at the famous visitors; such as Claude Lévi-
Strauss, Giinter Grass and Dominique Lapierre, each of whom came to
Calcutta from Europe, from ‘the West’, Visitors to Calcutta who bring
their own city with them as a category of mind. I will place these
writings alongside more populist writings on the city such as the very
‘Western’ travel guide and ‘survival kit' from Lonely Planet, and some
of the promational writings of the Bengali government.

I can try again to describe the city: if Nandy’s formula is to be
taken as a starting point, Calcutta, then, will also not be the non-West,
but Calcutta. It is a city intimate with the West, and yet oppositional to
it. Calcutea is in some ways the least “Western' of all cities. Not only is
it on the cast coast of India, its status as the antithesis of ‘“Western’
cities is inscribed everywhere (usually under the sign of poverty or
overcrowding); it is also considered by some in India to be more
resistant to ‘“Westernization' (see Srinivas 1962) than any of the other
major Indian cities: Madras, Delhi, Bombay. It was said to be the most
glorious city of Empire, and it was — as so many have repeated —
Kipling’s ‘city of dreadful night’. It can be twinned with the rise of
industrial capitalism and that most Western of cities, Manchester — and
yet antagonistically so, since the Manchester mills were the downfall of
Bengali weavers = just as it is opposed to the paradigm of modern
cities, New York, despite being compared to it as the image of New
York's future (Theroux 1991: 109). It was the ‘centre’ of British rule of
India untl 1911 (when the capital was moved to Delhi), it was the
port through which flowed the untold wealth that the East India Com-
pany extracted from the subcontinent; it was the font of the DBritish
Raj. If the history of the last three hundred years were to be written
from outside Europe, Calcutta’s importance would possibly eclipse that
of London. It is also in Calcutta that the Indian nationalist movement
has its origins: arguably, then, the independence of so many other
colonies can be traced to this place. It is said by many to have been a
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British city, it was designed by Bri.tish architects,.tbc East ‘lndm
Company and Raj officials - yet, despite common opinion that ltbw.als
British-built, the city was very much a product of lndxfm lnbo;n', ui ;
by Indians who lived and worked there., u_nder _thg Raj and a tl:r, ;n

who were always in the numerical majority. Since there can be 1s-i
putes over its material construction, it should not be thought unusua

tion also becomes an issue.

tha;nre: "::::l review it was noted that ‘books on Calcutta could at
least fill a few library shelves even though most of'- these on.ly serfve
antiquarian interest’ {Datta 1992: 87). It seems thete is somlcthmg os:
gap when it comes to studies of contemporary Cnlcu.?tta - 1r;dany Icabé
in English - and the prevailing historical c1fcumspectmn could on 1; >

enhanced by the Calcutta 300 commemoration volumes which, as Da .a
points out, were mostly old stuff. Contex-nporaryl Calcutta, however, 1‘;
often captured in essay collections, of varied quality — some very goo

— and in occasional monographs, photo albums and works of fi.cnon.
What | want to do now is not so much to survey the archweh c-)f
written Calcutta as to examine the ways in W!’“Ch travellers read t.en-
path into the city. This might mean that T will not s much look at
books on Calcutta, but must take up the task of. nn;‘nlysu of the work 9f
visitors to Calcutta who, though perhaps mentioning C:alcuttn, fnnd in
some cases devoting whole books to Calcutta, have written primarily

on themselves.!

CLAUDE LEVI-STRAUSS

Halfway through Tiistes Tropiques, Lévi-Strnu.ss describes hi§ 1950 visit tol
Calcutra. He arrived at Calcurea airport mud-ccr-ltury amid a torrem;]a
downpour, and was quickly whisked away to his hotel. Emm hi‘re dle
describes the city. Lévi-Strauss’s contribution to s‘cholarsh}p can hardly
be questioned, but for all the erudition and _le:frmng of his (:)th_e:- writ-
ings, his impressions of Calcutta are disappointing. In a few n; _pa:gl:::
he presents the city in ways which will be contu'!ually t_'epea-te in

travel literature and popular histories I want to discuss in tl.ns chapter:
A rather long but ‘representative’ passage illustrates all the major themes:

we are accustomed to associate our highest values, both material and spu::,tu:;l;
with urban life, But the large towns of India are _slum areas. What wl'. ;':.
ashamed of as if it were a disgrace, and regard asa kind of Iersy, is, l; nd i:1’
the urban phenomenon, reduced to its ulnm:.m:- ex})rcsslon:d the ttle; ! iE
together of individuals whase only rteason for lwzmg. is to herd toge e
millions, whatever the conditions of life may be.[?] Filth, chaos, prom ]
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congestion; ruins, huts, mud, dirt; dung, urine, pus, humours, secretions and
running sotes: all the things against which we expect utban life to give us
organised protecrion, all the things we hate and guard againse at such great
cost, all these by-products of cohabitation do not set any hmitation on it in
India. They are more like a natural environment which the Indian town
needs to prosper. To every individual, any street, footpath or alley affords a
home, where he can sit, steep, and even pick up his food straight from the
glutinous filth.... Every time | emerged from my hotel in Calcutta, which
was besieged by cows and had vultures perched on its window-sills, I became
the central figure in a baller which would have seemed funny to me, had it
not been so pathetic. The various accomplished performers made their entries
in turn: a shocblack flung himself at my feet; a small boy rushed up to me,
whining ‘One anna, Papa, ene annal” {an anna is a small coin; this theme
again] a cripple displayed bis stumps.... And then there were a whole host of
minor players: men who touted for rickshaws, gharries and taxis, There were
as many vehicles as one could possibly want, only a yard or two away, waiting
1 line by the pavement.... Not to mention the multitude of merchants,
shopkeepers and street-hawkers, to whom one’s advent brought a promise of
Paradise, since one was perhaps going to buy something from them...

A single obsession, hunger, prompts this despairing behaviour; it s the
same obsession which drives the country-dwellers into the cities and has
caused Calcueta’s population to leap from two to five millions in the space of
a few years; it crowds refugees into stations, although they cannot afford to
board the trains, and as one passes through at night, one can see them sleeping
on the platforms, wrapped in the white cotton fabric which teday is their
garment but tomorrow will be their shroud; it accounts for the tragic intensity
in the beggar's gaze as his eyes meet yours through the metal bars of the first-
class compartment, which have been put there = like the armed soldier
squatting on the footboard — to protect you from the mute supplication of a
single individual, who could easily be transformed into a howling meb if, by
allowing your compassion to overcome your prudence, you gave the doomed
creatures some hope of charity. (Lévi-Strauss 1955/1973: 134-5)

This is, I think, the lowest point of Lévi-Strauss’s work. While he may
describe what he sees, his failure to consider the context, to account
for his own blind presumption, his Eurocentri¢ and arrogant ‘horror’,
his all-voo-swift consignment of suffering people to a hopeless ‘doom’,
is enough to condemn him. Even allowing for the special circum-
stances of Calcutta so soon after partition, this description is, tragically,
a representative example of those which continue to be promulgated
by Western visitors at the present time. In a few short paragraphs, the
reductive gaze of Lévi-Strauss, from his hotel balcony and first-class
carriage, condemns the whole city as a slum, as a kind of generalized
leprosy, as chaos; human beings are characterized as 2 meaningless herd
of millions; these ‘millions’ eat, sleep and live amongst filth; whining
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for a spare coin, nurtured only with dreams of Paradise {if the anthro-
pologist buys some trinket) or the forlorn *hope of charity’. All these
are exaggerations, embellishments, hyperbole and fabrication. The work
of visitors who invent falsehoods and mythology under a reeling per-
sonal and cultural disorientation contrives to gloss such concoctions a5
‘reality’ — as they have witnessed it with their own eyes — rather than
as the perspectival apparitions they must, in the circumstances, be.

In a short essay after a visit to Moscow, Jacques Derrida identifies two
‘risks’ of travelogues: ‘The first is that of selectivity’, and he describes a
“récit raisonné’ as a ‘narrative that, more than others, filters or sifts out the
supposedly significant features — and thus begins to censor’ (Derrida
1993¢: 197-8); and the second stems from the first: ‘raisonner also signifies,
in this case, to rationalise ... active overintcrpretntion’ (Derrida 1993c:
198). These two risks of perspective and ordering selection are the
themes of this work which take up Dertida’s call (his is not the only call
of this sort) for a ‘systematic reflection on the relations between tourism
and political analysis’ at a time when tourism has become highly ‘organ-
ized’. Derrida writes — with Walter Benjamin in mind, but also perhaps
Lévi-Strauss — that such an analysis ‘would have to allow a particular
place to the intellectual tourist (writer or academic) who thinks he or
she can, in order to make them public, translate his or her *‘travel
impressions” into a political diagnostic’ (Derrida 1993c: 215). The politics
of travel literature remains to be unpacked.

CONTESTED REPRESENTATIONS

“The black hole idea has a squalor-ridden ring to it that sends shivers
down the spine of the most intrepid of travellers. (Fiona)

Travel literature is possibly the most important source of information
about Calcutta for all the travellers | met. There is no doubt that travel
guides are influential, although the entries in guides like that of Lonely
Planet — India: A Travel Survival Kit = are mostly glossed from other
texts like Geoffrey Moorhouse's Calautta: The City Revealed (1971), a
book which is itself cobbled together from less well known sources
which complement the author’s two short visits {rg83 introduction). It
the Lonely Planet says that Calcutta has ‘become an international urban
horror story’ (Wheeler 1987: 311), then 15 1t 2 confirmation to hear
this repeated in the cafés and guesthouses frequented by tourists? Also
worthy of note are the ways in which highly evaluative opinions about
the city are circulated by these texts throughout the world. Moorhouse
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.senses some of this, even as he contributes his share of ‘truth’ to the
conventional rumour of Calcutta’ (Moorhouse 1971; 20):

The truth is that almost everything popularly associated with Calcutea is hight
ul?plcas:tpt and sometimes very nasty indeed. It is bracketed in the Wcsﬁ:rly
mmq W.Ith dis.tant rumours of appalling disaster, riot and degradation Th]
one 1-nc1c|cnt in its history with which every schoolchild has always ‘b .
familiar has been called the Black Hole of Caleutta, and nobody whc? km:x
the place can ever have been surprised to learn that one of the most vicious
weapons ever devised by man, the Dum Dum bullet, was invented and
produced in a small arms factory within a rifle shot of that splendid r;ew

ﬂlrp . I] y name IC t y
f
ort. T ¢ VCTY nNam: Cﬂ utta 1s dL‘l IVLd rom a s Il]bol 0‘ ftnl :“]d eUll.

Moorhouse later retells the received British version of the story of
the Black Hole with an added proviso that ‘there is reason to be?i(eve
that some of it is fabrication’ (Moorhouse 1971: 43), although he doe
not elaborate upon these reasons. Since the story of the Black H lS
f11u§t be told here as well, it can be in a critical version: Marx calls :;1:
incident a ‘sham scandal’ (Marx 1947: 81). In an extensive collection of
notes made on Indian history, Marx comments that on the evening of
21 June 1756, after the Governor of Calcutta had ignored the ordr.E of
Subadar Suraj-ud-daula to ‘raze all British fortifications’ in the city:

Su.raJ came down on Caleutta in force ... fore stormed, garrison taken
prlsoncrs,'Suraj gave orders that all the captives thould be l':ept in safecy ill
the morning: but the 146 men (accidentally, it seems) were crushed il?zol

room 2o feet square and with but one small window; next morning (as Holw I:;
himself tells the story), only 23 were still alive; they were allg\mzd to el]
down .thr.- Hooghly. It was ‘the Black Hole of Calcutea’, over which the En ?a!
hypocrites have been making so nch shaw scandal to this day. Surnj—ud—d‘g;:;slr
returned to Murshidabad; Bengal now completely and effectually cleared ;;'
the English intruders. (Marx 1047: 81; emphasis added) vt

M:m.: also reports on the subsequent retaliation against and defeat of
Sunj-ud-daula by Lord Clive (‘that Great Robber’, as he calls him
elsewhe:te [Marx 1853/1978: 86]), and Clive's 1774 suicide after his ‘cruel
persecution’ by the directors of the East India Company (Marx 1947:
88). Not long after Moorhouse produced Calcutta: The City Revealed lri;
MacFarane brought out her study, The Black Hole, or The Makmgs'qf a
Legend (1975), in which she contested the received version of the event
E:nd nrgu'ed that the importance of ‘the non-event of the Black Hole of

aleutta’ (MacFarlane 1975: 20) is ‘only in the use to which it could be
put afierwards’ (MacFarlane 1975: 19). Six months after the alleged
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event only a single report had emerged, and this in the context of a new
British campaign. Certainly we can understand that the manufacture of
an atrocity against British authority could be used to justify retaliation,
and the British response to their ousting from Calcutta — Clive’s attack
known as the Battle of Plassey - instituted what even Macauley had to
call “a reign of terror’ (MacFarlane 1975: 249). That this image continues
to exert its influences today requires more careful analysis than
Moorhouse can provide. His uncritical repetition of the received British
version is typical. While he discusses the Dum Dum bullet in his intro-
duction, it takes a further sixty pages before he bothers to note that the
vicious bullet was invented by a British captain to kill Afridi tribestnen
(1971: 80). Moorhouse’s quick etymological history of Calcutta evokes
Kali = as always, total anathema to British sentiment: ‘She is Kali the
Terrible and she is pmpitiated with daily sacrifice, as well as with flowers.
When the Thugs strangled a traveller, they knotted in one corner of the
handkerchief a silver coin consecrated to Kali, to give them a betrer
grip’ (Moorhouse 1971 20) (does he offer this as advice on how to deal
with travellers, perhaps? or journalists?). It is Moorhouse, not Marx,
who is recycled in the Lonely Planet guide.

What kind of Calcutta is it that the travel guide promotes, when it
gives the directions to Job Charnok’s mausoleum and the site of the
Black Hole? The repetition of given perspectives from popular histories
provide a shorthand of selected highlights of a glorious past which partici-
pates in the sanitization of history. Travel guides today remain overly
generous to the British Raj and relatively silent on the tragedy of partition,
the politics of weaving, or the terrible famines and the failure of the
British administration to respond to them. Nothing, either, of the gains
of contemporary Calcutta = instead, only the sensations of the most
extreme Naxalite actions.” Travel guides actively reinforce the idealized
viewpoint of the Raj for visitors, by encouraging site-seeing of an
explicitly ideo-archaeological kind. Travellers are provided with enough
clues to find a rather insignificant old plaque near the Post Office which
marks the site of the alleged Black Hole. Similarly, the obscurities of the
catliest European gravestone and the burial place of Charnok are recorded,
but no information directs the visitor to see the statue of Congress and
wartime leader Netaji Subhas Chandra Bose, or that of Lenin standing by
Chowringhee. Only the glories of the Raj, and eccentricities like the
Marble Palace, are made the subject of these historico-treasure hunts.
The sightseeing activities of travellers who follow the advocations of
these guides (West Bengal Government Publications do seem less un-
even) give spectacular support to a sham version of Calcutta’s history.
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Histori " —
e b]stolrc:e‘s of the Bntlsb Raj available to visitors are sanitized, despite
e Biaitis;n::{gt_:ry of Klp:)mg. colonial wars, and malanal infestation
1 Raj is remembered, and its histori i '
5 stories are written, in
o d its , in terms
o .gr:md r;:lurbahs, elephant hunts, Victoria memorials and the romance
m:;rm it Drang, of Empire. This kind of history has been chnllcngec;
ny t
mongsit r(;:lnesé :m;i yet th? stereotypes and myths, like some fabulously
o, ls un ce;lbans tiger, keep rearing their ugly heads. Although
re less readily available in hotel

and backpacker bookst it i
.  hote ores, it i
ne;erthe]ess pos;snblc that attentive visitors can find local texts CSloba]

and commercial circulation syst i :

ems conspire to make such tex
exts Jess
opu

popular than Moorhouse, yet when they are sought out it is revealing

that thc PI‘OdUCtlons OF dle I ation Cxl)ress a a[‘{led
Calcutt:l adn‘llnlstl' gu
T

Cal is the ci indi
moc:ttn :15 the city that leaves no-one indifferent.... A gigantic melange of
mu:h t:m st)[]c. ct'llmn- and politics, industry and commerce Thcrcgis S0
e ;::}L in th:ls .apparemly confused and incredible city. Turn where you
housand images assail the eye. A milli ;
. . A million people fi
of India stream acro i ! (Promotional Pamphlet
ss the massive Howrah brid i
st ridge. (P g
gosbarich ety ge. (Promotional Pamphlet
The ci jure i
burstmtgy_lc:ftgalcutta cory}:ms up images of a sprawling urban conglomerate,
at the seams with papulation overload i ic civi :
_ ad, and with basi i
ties under severe strain, It | Y this 300 year
. It would, however, be less than fai
o) e ! : an fair to dus 3oo year
o take this sort of cursory vi i
_ view without seeki
appreciate the long train of i *'Y o
events leading to the pres i
pprociate the e s | . present state of affairs. To
P the historical roots of the city’s maladies, one needs to hark back to the

days of colonial r
; ule whose legacy conti

nues to burden Cal Ve
{Government of West Bengal 1991: 111) cure cven today

West Bengal Chief Minister Jyoti Basu (CPI-M), writes i
Depnrtr?cnt of Tourism brochure that Calcutta ‘require; toda lln ;;'
re?e:val. yet he invites tourists from other states and abroaz 1o°t'9
this great .c‘ity noted for its social interactions, political struggles \"5]"
:t:r;]\(l: :lcuvmes and progressive movements’ (Basu 1985). Hifgpo;i:il;r;
capit:]ize:tig; a Marz:ist parl:y.cu'rrently introducing privatization and
e ] may a a.c‘el:tam irony here as he continues with epi-
e im;ecgl:s; :’ctrolzol‘lsl, profm{ndly attractive despite its limitations
bound i |'| ;:n always alive ar‘ld alert’. So that Calcutta is
e telals l'c;utli-] ho;;:s a.nd aspirations, struggles and tensions
e e at this .c1t‘y casts a deep impact on all tourists
of its tremendous virality’ (Basu 1085). Equally evocative, and

i g I .
2 aluat s a h

ow t'.’lldmcd (= on re OﬂEIed lIOlII the IrOfeSSOI O' ECO"OI"

ics at CaICurta UnerrSlty.
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The afflictions Calcutta has suffered since independence are of gigantic averstati
; L ating — to say the = ] .
proportions.... She [sic] made no exception when hordes of uprooted people and the 'i%ldomitaﬁ!e’ a I:lasth t.hc h?l‘OIC: CZLIC ]?ukka Britsh officers
from East Pakistan flocked to her to strain lier miserably meagre resources. book i losi na ¢ arismatic Viceroy Louis Mountbatien. The
is explosively sensational and makes much of Mountbatten’s efforts

With no attention, no sympathy forthcoming from anywhere, she absorbed
thern.... But that was no end. She was in for further deprivation and humili-
ation. Her desperate appeals, particularly in recent years, for resources and

N .‘
bo ol\:e;see a smooth transition from colony to independent nation. The

00 - - ‘
oes not detail Mountbatten’s terrible failure in this, preferring

concern from the nation went unheeded, occasion after occasion. She met instead to hint at sexual liaisons between Congress lead ;

the challenges and indignities by scaling newer heights of forbearance and she Mountbacten, the Vi ot ongress leaders and Edwina

i D . . and , the Viceroy's wife. Across India travell d thi

is sull building.... There are straws in the wind to indicate better days ahead, most convenient English, G ellers read this as the

there need not be any further concern about 3 declining hinterland.... State pendence od. A glsh, Lserman or French narration of the Inde-
period. Another Lapierre blockbuster is among those that

domestic product touched a growth rate of 7.5% in 1988-89.... Thus there is
an excellent possibility of a significant generation of employment.... Calcutta
can now set off on a fresh note. (Roy 1991: 10011}

v ) .
ha chcatll:sed great concern in Calcutta in recent years. In The City of
joy.d the I rench author further lionizes the British Raj when he manages
o ) iti

escribe Calcutta as an ‘area of political exoduses and religious wars

This optimism, however, can be tempered; again from the promotional such as no other’ (Lapierre 1985: 31) and of dreadful fami
pamphlet we can read: ‘No logic of history or geography has ever and war, without mentioning the rcsponsibilitie: of than;;'fe.ss partition,
applied to Caleutta. Its charm and fascination defy analysis’ (Promotional ' matters, e British in these
> : . .
Pamphlet 1992). ) ‘ . Lapierre begins by calling Calcurta a ‘mirage city’; it is *
Defiantly, then, more amalytical observers can recognize contem- biggest urban disasters in the world — a ci i it is ‘one of the
v - . 1 . - . L]
porary dilemmas and historical and geographical causes, while looking (Lapierre 198s: 31). He does not mention th:YBCf:f’s]:'mec! with decay
at a wider comtext: ! described the: ritish until after he has
Historically, Calcutta, 2 colonial metropolis, has been an impoverishing city | crumbling facades, totterin
! A ; . . 7 roofs and . g . :
cather than an enriching one. The role of Calcutta has been that of impov- | ... some neighbourhoo dsblookcdm;:s :Falt‘;ﬂl}i:dulp; wuhb tru[});c;l vegetation
: eent bombed. A rash of

erishing the countryside and of fattening itself at the latter's expense. In the posters, publicity and political slogans, and advert .
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the East India Company, and in the ; on the walls.... In the absence of ndeq'u ) rcfue-msi;mr‘n bll]bo‘ards Pajnted
pineteenth century its successor the British Government, exploited the whole hundred tons of refuse accumulated daily i :' collection service, cighteen

in the strects, attracting a host of

of castern India with Calcurta as its suction base ... wl:ule one thinks _°f fln. I ﬂll.‘S: mosquitoes, rats, cockroaches and other creatures. I
problems of Calcutta, the more fundamental problem 1s one of resuscitating I proliferation of filth brought with it the risk of epidemi - In summer che
. . g € o

rural West Dengal, Bihar, Onssa and Assam. (Mitra 1990: 59) | ago it was still 3 common occurtence for people '::} ‘:i?lc:f'- l\}lntl 50 v}:ry long
g Hot . . ¢ of cholera, hepant
encephalitis, typhoid and rabies.... | » hepatis,

. . - . veee ITE o : .
Mitra contextualizes images of Calcutta as the site from which the ! 1985: 32) shart, Calcutta was a dying city. (Lapicrre

wealth and riches of India were plundered and exported to Europe. As
I have already signalled, the point of my work is to examine how Having weighed all that garbage (cighteen hundred tons — how did h
e

available literature and the experiences of tourists doing volunteer work weigh it?), and after he has prepared his hst of rodents and dis

. o s 0 ¢ 2 g 1 €a5¢s

in the city fit into this zone. In contrast to Mitra’s less widely available Lapierre comes to the contrasted British Raj period, where he ¢ ‘

. S e : . 0 s . 3 . oo 4 € can

views, the significance of the various glossed ‘generous’ histories of the eulogize the ‘prestigious past’ of this metropolis. The discord with
. wil

e o it e o be underesmated. Bengali writings on Calcutta could not be more obvious, The t
o _ . X . one —
n when it mouths obligatory critical facts = is the stuff of heraldry:

LAPIERRE'S CITY OF JOY until tI;c departure of its last British governor on August 15, 1947, Calcutta

. : : _ _ more than any other city in the w - DAt A,

A prominent example of the way a sanitized history of the British Raj of the white man's domirtirion of t;:: gféb:agoﬁ:mmd the imperial dream

circulates is the success of Lapierre and Collins’s book Freedom at Mid- it had been the capital of the British Indian Em f“V nr;u ﬂnd; falf cencunes
i . + . - : . C. a

iight (1976). This text 1s generally accepted among Indian historians a5 until 1912 its governors-general and viceroys had iP;rlposc:dv\ﬁ:c:i;D:::::|l:m.L that

Dl'lfy on
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a country with a population greater than that of the United States of America
today [why this comparison?]. Calcutta’s avenues had witnessed the passing of
just as many parading troops and as many high society ladies in panquins or
barouches as the Champs-Elysées of Paris or London Mall ... George V and
Queen Mary had processed in a gold-studded carriage between two rows of
Highlanders in Scottish kilts and white spats ... [and on and on...] (Lapierre

10852 33—4)

Although familiarity with the volume among expatriates and budget
travellers in the late 1980s was significant, and despite these glorious
passages, Lapierre’s book has not had a good press within Calcutta.* In
the absence of any other easily accessible recent texts on the city for
tourists, Lapierre’s popularity among tourist-market book traders was
greater than anywhere else, and in the Sudder Street area copies could
often be seen in the hands of newly atrived visitors. Beyond the tourist
‘ghetto’ little good was said about it. Jack Preger wrote a critical review,
as did Jesuit film-school head Gaston Roberge; both Europeans con-
demned the author for cheap sentimentalism, misplaced emphasis and
glaring errors of face. Bengali critics were even less generous, and
popular opinion came down firmly against the book when even the
Pilkhana residents, about whom Lapierre had written, refused an offer
of part of the royalties from sales. Tempest explained that ‘the governing
board of the main community organisation in Pilkhana’, which Lapierre
renamed City of Joy for his book, ‘unanimously tejected a donation of
nearly $400,000 from the author on the grounds that the book was an
“exploitation of poor people™ (Tempest 1987: 19). Despite this, the
book remains in print, is available in bookstores throughout the world
— sales boosted by the film version — and in general can be said to be
one of the best known Western texts on the city.

Not every traveller accepts the ‘veracities’ of the text. One Modern
Lodge resident commented on Lapierre’s book: ‘Every tourist is reading
City of Joy. It's so stupid and romanticized, and next they are going to
make 2 blockbuster film here of it. Who will profit from that? Western
cinema chains and video stores mostly, and all to reinforce the stereo-
types of poverty’ (Adrienne). A Calcutta newspaper article complained
that tourist interest in poverty in Calcutta was mainly attributable to
Lapierre’s novel (Tempest 1987: 19), and The Statesman carried an
editorial which declared: ‘Despite Calcutra’s reputation, its long-suffering
citizens never really thought that their cicy would one day figure on
the tourist map of squalor’ (in Tempest 1987 19).

While more considered explications of the predicaments of Calcutta

are sometimes available, so that some visitors come to different
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conleusions, this is quite rare among mainstream tourists. [t was
Adn.cnne who was first to mention a Bengali writer - M;ahesweta
l?cvu' — when 1 asked travellers to list their favourite Indian authors
Significantly, Mahesweta Devi's stories have been made most popular in.
the West through the efforts of Gayatri Spivak (Spivak 1987; Devi 1993)
Fhe most often-mentioned ‘Indian’ authors amongst ’travellcrs ir;
Ca]c‘utta were Salman Rushdie followed by V.S. Naipaul, both these
foreign-resident writers mentioned far more often than "I"agore R.K
Narayan, Mitra, Manto, Bandyopadhyay. Few others were namc’d.5 a

What is interesting is that evaluative representations of Calcutta, like
tho.se of Moorhouse and Lapierre, now circulate in an ever more i'nter-
nant?nalizcd economy, where the global order and national ‘identities’
are, in part, played out in a zone dominated by media and ‘information’
Knowledge of cultural differences within the global order is no“.r
glcar-\ed from the accounts of foreign correspondents, travel writers and
tourists — and perhaps occasionally historians, anthropologists and politi-
cal scientists, Control over and dissemination of meaning toda IJis in
thf: hands of a relatively privileged sector predominantly Iocateélyin the
‘First World’. This point should be considered alongside Gramsci’s
sugges-;tion that ‘ideas and opinions are not spontaneously *“born” in
each individual brain: they have a centre of formation, of irradiation

of dissemination, of persuasion’ (Gramsci 1977: 192). At’the same time'
as Grame:i also indicates, there are other circuits of meaning, counter—l
h_egemo-mc articulations, which are more difficult to discern, yet also in
cnrcqlntlon. Sugpestions which challenge the received :rcrsions of
cherished illusions such as that of Calcutta are often overlooked. The

remain ‘subaltern’ even among historians. Another example of a. morz:r
sympathetic account of the city, which also goes some way towards an
explanation of its ‘bad press’, may be gleaned from Mukherjee’s 1986
AL Btnsham lecture, published as a small pamphlet in 1087, After
reviewing nineteenth-century literary views of the city, Muk.her'ee
suggests that the earlier splendid palatial view of Calcutta gave wayjto
a gloomy countenance — city of dreadful night — not because of in-
sanitary conditions or intolerable climate, but because the growing anti-
1mperm]i§t agitation in Bengal ‘threatened the illusion of permaﬁence’
(Muk‘henjee 1987: 23) of the imperial administrators. This, he offers in
an aS|.dc, perhaps remains the reason why contemporary t'ourists avoid
the city. He does not elaborate, but the linking of the reputation of
Cn!cutta to the fortunes of the Raj in the face of emergent Bengali

nationalism would fit well with the work of groups like the Subalt?rln
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Studies collective {(Guha 1992), and would be a useful counter to the
platitudes of much Western writing.

Today, journalism and tourism {notably Western journalism, Western
tourism) have overtaken a world in which these discourses were previ-
ously complemented (or complicated) by a world of explorers, mission-
aries and traders. Increasingly the internationalization of markets,
communications and military organizations provokes a reconfiguration
of thought about relations of domination, of cultural and meaning
production, and of the ways in which people caught within these in-
terstices of power construct their worlds. Mary Louise Pratt uses a
notion borrowed from Spivak to describe the ways travel and exploration
writing made 2 ‘domestic subject’ of colonial encounters for European
readerships. ‘Writing produced “the rest of the world™” through signify-
ing practices which ‘encode and legitimate the aspirations of economic
expansion and empire’ (Pratt 1992: 3). This ‘domestication’ of the
colonial encounter (the word ‘encounter’ evokes Talal Asad’s excellent
book on the relations between anthropology and colonialism, as well as
the euphemistic use of the word by police and journalists in the
Calcuttan press to refer to incidents where, often unarmed, ‘Naxalites'
are killed by police fire) is not only directed towards the ‘readers’ who
sit in the metropolitan libraries; it is also the case that travel iwself is
made a domestic subject by such writing, so that travellers who write
do not ever quite get up from their reading chair (armchair anthro-
pology).

Graphically illustrating the dynamics of the new world information
order is the way travel literature and the travel industry correspond
with a huge, many-tentacled writing machine. This machine writes
Calcutea for every tourist from various scraps of information circulated
through books like those of Moorhouse, travel guides, traveller talk,
the advice of agents, journalistic snippets on the documentary news

and other information sources, Among all this, the written versions of

Caleutta are arrayed as a cut-up text for new visitors to reconstruct

within determinate rules,

GUNTER GRASS

The writing of travel guides need not be elegant; it is, after all, a
functional convenience. (The best guidebooks are tough, well-bound,
stitched and sturdy — able to survive ac the bottom of backpacks, thrown
around, spines cracked, well-thumbed). To a greater or lesser extent
travel guides are part of a literature which serves a dual purpose: to
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provide detailed practical advice for travellers; and to describe. Michael
Taussig finds that writing is fascinating because of its ability t.o be ;:3
mieans of: t‘ransportntion to other places: he wants ‘to estrange writine
ftsclf,. writing of any sort, and [to] puzzle over the capacity of thg
_;mna?:;auon. to be Iliﬁed through representational media, such as markz
age, into other worlds’ i : i i ili
‘marks on a page’, guide]g:)o(l;l;nuas:1|§ ;iﬁ;l:)'h:is'“g [h'_s_f"c'hw N
ories like that of
Moorhou.se convey what they have to show readers in simple terms
fmd promise 1o more. Lapierre’s book is a ‘blockbuster’, and is describeci
n pn.?motlonal ravings as just the sort of ‘transportation to another
world’ that Taussig notes. Perhaps more complex are th ks wi
pretensions towards literature. e works with
ILinks between urban studies and surveillance can be made in
variety of ways. Guards posted at the fortified walls of the castle ha
census of the city residents which follows from mechanisms of def::r:ce
from the plague (Foucault 1977: 205), and so on. Those who visiet
Calcuta to perpetrate a text — and it seems that at any one time ther
are sever;.ll visitors attempting to write books on the city in additio ;
those filling diaries and journals, and writing many letters home _“ e
part of this vast writing machine whose transcription process can al::e
um.:lerstood as surveillance. When Giinter Grass travels to Caleutta he
:::zes ar}l-cll draws, in a way that emphasises the spectral quality of hi:
yearir;il eyees'observes and transcribes what he sees through his sixty-
Grass has written several books that include sections on India. In
The Headbirths Are Dying Ont, he describes an early visit to the cour;t
but seems more concerned with the fortunes of some German sausary,
carried to Singapore by friends. In a later novel, Flomnder whiglf
purports to be a history of Planet Earth, he devotes fifteen ter;e ages
o Calcutta: Writing in the guise of one of the earliest visitors to Il:ngn
Grass. provides an array of stereatypical pronouncements, The most’:
volatile of these, and perhaps the one which betrays t.he reatest
arrogance, is his line about God shitting and Calcutta appearin : (Grass
1977: 186; see Chapter 2 note 4). Prefigured in this earlier ngvel
also all the themes of the major work he has devoted to Calcutta Slare
Your Tongue (1989), including the anecdotal explanation of the s; :tf,':f
cance of‘ showing tongues — after visiting the Kali temple Grasf:sks
why Kalis red tongue lolls out, and is told that it is through sha
after a frenzy of destruction and mayhem. Grass links this to tghe imrnc
of mothers dipping baby pacifiers into ‘brackish sugar water’, for reasage
that are unclear ( I mean Grass’s link is unclear, my guess i’s thae h: '::
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horrified); things he sees are continually cross-referenced to mythologi-
cal curiosities. There are other themes in Flounder; such as anger at
poverty, refusal to ignore the siums, and insistence on the moral im-
perative to ‘do something’ rather than write a book about Calcutta.
However, he writes. His best suggestion, because it is mischievous, is
that the United Nations be transferred to Calcutta. Yet the ambiguities
and self-deprecations should not convince everyone that Grass's attitude
to the city is genuine, despite his thetorical or stylistic placement of
himself, as narrator, in the position of first-ever Western visitor. Grass 15
not the first to see the city, and his portrayal of a ‘crumbling, scabby,
swarming city, this city which eats its own excrement’ (Grass 1977
181) adds very little to the compendium,

For all the ambivalences of Show Your Tongue — fictional, anguished,
hypocritical, well-written — there are passages which cannot be ignored:
‘the strangeness becomes familiar — and remains strange. Forget the
rwaddle about art. Do decay with a broad brush, with the edge of the
pen, with crumbling charcoal’ (1989: 90). Why is it that even he, with
an established and successful individual ‘literature’ to his name, still holds
the pen differendy in Calcutca? He writes with difficulty; in fact now
he draws — with crumbling charcoal, horrid bleak black scenes, rats
and poverty. He (rightly or wrongly?) ignores the intellectual life of
Calcutta, which to him seems irrelevant amidst the squalor. He sees
the squalor, visits the garbage dump. Would it be more interesting to
ask Grass — rather than other visitors — how he came to see Calcutta
this way — he, a famous writer, writing pretcy much the same things as
any other visitor, any tour guide? Stock representations and expecta-
tions Aow through him into the sentences of his book. He writes as a

voyeur:

Everything, especially the underbelly, is to be shown to us: through rear
courtyards — garbage everywhere, stopped drains, open sewage = inta the
courtyard of the university ¢linic, the largest in the country, we are told. In
front of the lecture building the untouchables who work in the morgue are
bivouncked in raggedly tents. For several days now, the airconditioning in the
morgue is out of order. (Grass 1989 91-2)

And the combinations of garbage and airconditioning, universities and
death, reek with questions revealing not so much the underbelly of
Calcutta as the anatomy of Grass’s view. Always the garbage fascinates —
Lapierre weighed it to the ton, Grass goes to school in it (the book is
dedicated to the Calcutta Social Project, an NGO which runs a school
for children who work in the dump):
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I spend the -aﬁernoon drawing people in garbage.... After three months
Calcutea begins to gnaw. Yet the sketching and recording do not abate cver;
when eyes have grown tired and dry from all the openly spread-out mis;:ry

Yesterday, late, when driving home through streets lit only haphnzardlm;
greater number of sleepers. Or is it just that we, our eyes trained now, y:ee
them everywhere? Many are hard to spot, lying by walls, in niches UI"llik'
the sleepers filed head to wall, in family rows, (Grass 1989: 47) ‘ ’

_He has sorted and filed his sleepers, those ‘dumped’ on the streets, and
is now tra}ining his eyes to find those who are out of order. This sun:veil-
lance project will find poverty ‘everywhere’, and describes Calcutta over
and over as the squalid site of garbage. In this project people themselves
are addenda; after an evening with unnamed Bengali intellectuals, Gras
thep observes the sleepers on the pavements, and writes: “The s:)les :'
their feet show for identification. Our nocturnal sm.:xll talk aboot
Calcutta’s future is refuted, as it were, by footnotes’ (Grass 198y: 10) P;le
floes not seem interested in discussions with local acuvists p‘refer.rin
instead to describe only what he sees — a visit to a sociolt;gist whosg
team, researching the living conditions of rickshaw-pullers, is given one
paragraph; while his eatlier visit to the Queen Victoria l\'/lemorial fills
three pages. At the home of the Bengali sociologist, Grass eats ‘fish, rice
mashed lentils, and over-sweet dairy dishes’, and writes: ‘our mu,seutr;
visit doesn’t interest the sociologists. That history is counterfeit. People
have other problems’ (Grass 1989: 15). Recognition of countcrf'e.it how-
ever, does not mean that he should not describe the memorial l;u:leed
what he has to say is worchwhile, he Jaments the meagre ofi’erin' o the.:
history of the independence struggle — a photograph of Gandhig:smother
of Netaji Subhas Chandra Bose, and little else — but it is revca.ling that
he has nothing to report from his discussions with local activists
He writes from on high: ‘

From the roof, a panoramic view across the labyrinth of houses and huts
thrqugh the thicket of TV antennas and laundry, as far as Howrah Brid e.
wh:::h vaults above the river between two great pylons and is considered tghc'
city’s emblem. Now, toward evening, smoke rises toxic out of chimneys
courtyards, and windows. The pavilion on the termce is crowned by a munlatyci
angel. | draw, (Grass 1989: 74) ’ )

Thc.panorama, the labyrinth, Howrah Bridge, toxic city - all the con-
ventions of representation for Caleutta are there for us to see. Indian
cities are continually glossed this way by Western writers. Kate Liewellyn
does the same in what would be almost plagiarism if it were not so
clearly the convention, and here she is describing Delhi:
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Smoke, fumes and a grey haze hung over everything and people lay like bus
accident victims asleep in tows on the ground while cars, buses and people
streamed past. It was an operatic set from hell. (Llewellyn 1991: 5)

I must accept, that | can only look at India. (Llewellyn 1991: 21)

Grass does not talk often; his authorial persona is mute. 1 think this
is not so much to do with his being German — after all there are many
German-speaking Bengalis, and his English would be sufficient - but
is, rather, a consequence of his intellectual voyeurism. He sets out
further tasks for his writing project. One is to ‘follow a single cow for
a day’ in order to be able to describe ‘how she grazes on garbage, is an
idand in traffic, how she lives in the shadows, is Aeetingly a resting
place for cows, how — late now — she watches over the sleep of pave-
ment dwellers’ (Grass 1989: 90). (It is interesting that Grass has often
identified with animals rather than people — the rat, the fiounder, the
cat and the cockroach feature as authorial identities in his writing.
What does this mean?).

Grass seems frustrated and furious. S0 why, I wonder, was he
compelled to subject himself to this ‘ordeal’ in the city? He makes it an
ordeal, and produces a book = is this the equation? Suffering for his
art? Just what is at stake when one feels the urge to produce a text —
when one needs to write? What sort of necessity is this? The cathartic
activity of the author who must write what he sees and tell it how it
is? Grass is subject to the same singularities of perception and per-
spective, even as he claims, and is claimed to have, the higher status of
Yiterature’. Echoing Lévi-Strauss, he writes: “What is India? An occasion
for publishing handsome picture books in colour or black and white.
The legacy of the British Empire’ (Grass 1989: 87).

When Grass does listen to Bengalis, he is shamed into recognition
that his ‘empire’ ~ that of publishing — is interested only in ‘Third
World" exhibitionism:

| hear the complaints of Dengali writers. The ‘Indian Week' during the
Frankfurt Book Fair was a fraud. tnvited and trotted out, they had been
merely used for show. Some splendid art books were sold, yes, but no large
publishing house was seriously interested in the literatures of India. [ am
shamed by these complaints, not merely because they are justified. (Grass

1989: 54)

Part of Grasss shame, perhaps, is that he, too, is able to sell an art
book. His book carries some §6 sketches, and might be described with
the same words he uses to condemn the exhibitionism of the Frankfurt
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fair: ‘as garish, as exotic as possible, with just a touch of political
involvement’ (Grass 1989: §4-5).

Immediately after this comment, Grass includes a brief description
of 2 Mrinal Sen film which, not accidentally placed in this narrative
shows that India, too, has its hypocrites, Upon the arrival of morr.:
skétching materials, he travels to a crematorium to watch and draw,
and be watched while drawing: '

three fires are burning; one has burned low, the corpse turned to ashes
Pown Itnw:nrd the Ganges, the courtyard opens to scenery through wl:icl;
pass thinning swathes of smoke. Simultancously, the chant of young men
around a new fire, and the forsaken corpses once the cremation draws to an
end. Occasionally someone adds wood or shoves a charred piece = s it a

body or a branch? = i . . ]
]98;(: 55_16). ranch back into the blaze. The slightly sweet odour, (Grass

The observer at the cremation, again a voyeur, mazkes no comment at
the propriety of such tnvasion. (At which I am surprised: I, too, igno-
rantly went to stare at the ghat — only to be chased away very c]uickly
by vigilant attendants. Why do tourists like to hang around with the
dead? 1 would never go to funerals for entertainment at home.) After-
wards he attends an orchestral recital: ‘A lost, obscene evenin[.:?,’ {Grass
1080: 56). The obscene here is not the European orchestra, but the fact
thaF in the next sentence Grass values more highly his drive home
which provokes reflections ‘on pyres, sleepers in shadows, vigilant cows:
{Grass 1989: 56). These thoughts are more than repetitive; they are the
taw materials which circulate through the conduits of international
pub!ishing to provide material from which ever more orchestrated
versions of Calcutta are collaged. These daily diary moments of Grass’s
f:athartic writing are also produced for readers, produced and marketed
in coffee-table-size hardback glossy covers, within a global economy in
which meanings circulate and reinforce the stereotypes of Calcutta ):IS a
city of cows, garbage, sleepers and ghats.

Does cathartic writing work? Is it the ‘action’ Grass seeks? The sta-
tus of enunciative statements of problems needs to be evaluated along-
side the fragility of comparisons which enter into the global mnrketg—
_thcy are so easily appropriated. A Bangladeshi guide, Daud, takes Grass
into a decaying ‘Indo-Victorian® palace, now crowded with refugees
Daud ‘should be depressed’ (Grass 1989: 75) since he is to be deported'
:;d .bL‘C:llISc of the state of his countryfolk living in slum conditions:
e o ey, b s G i bl ot i

. s no evidence of any book



104 THE RUMOUR OF CALCUTTA

from Daud. Does Grass’s publishing house offer Daud a contract; what
kind of audience would be available, interested, attentive? And to what
end? Writing it out may sometimes be cathartic, but there is no indi-
cation that this can be generalized, universalized. Perhaps the erasure of
the trauma of World War II in the German author’s work has been too
successful a formula, What can descriptions of dilemmas achieve when
the causes are remote, and the descriptions remain unpublished? Grass
perpetrates a book, and then complains of the ‘routine corruption’ of
the Writers’ Building where ‘dusty bundled papers, piles of them, high
as wardrobes, never disturbed, unless by the draft of the fans’ are simply
‘filed away among other filed-away files’ (Grass 1989: 94).

THE IMPERATIVE TO WRITE ABOUT LEPROSY

The power of those who can write, and who are published, is never
more brutally apparent than when it comes to writing about those
who are disenfranchised in Caleutta, especially those about whom the
traveller-volunteers continually write: those who suffer from leprosy. It
is simply a fact that I can hold a pen, that I can type words into a
keyboard. Yet these physical distinctions may be less significant than the
institutional differences which allow me, travellers, scholars, Grass,
Lapierre, and others, to write about leprosy. This is an area where
Bengali writers who are unpublished, or published only in limited cir-
culation, also have some comparative power, This much was recognized
long ago by the late Bengali author Premendra Mitra:

To be honest, I feel quite hesitant about writing this story. | don't think 1
have the right to write about these two people. Not merely because those
who read the story will insult them withs their pity. But also because 1 doubt
1 have the kind of empathy required to understand the dark reality of their
lives. Afier all, how large are our hearts? We are easily exhausted after we
distribute our sympathies amongst the few around us; and as for generosity,
that is 2 much abused word. Nevertheless, let me try to say what [ want to...

(Mitra 1990: 72)
There is, of course, no question of not writing, despite the frequent
doubts and questionings about why we write. It is the monlity of
writing, and of reading, that must be continually questioned. I wonder.
Travellers’ texts which explicitly address these problems still do not
solve the dilemma; in February of 1990 a friend from England visiting
me in Calcutea makes a journal entry:

I've been trying again to get out an article I've been asked to write about the
body for a journal, at the same time, U've been working a few hours each day,
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on a very casual basis, in the street clinic treating leprosy. I wonder if this
seems as ironic to others as it does to me - reading in Calcutta certain
cxe.mp]ary texts, and thinking about John's questions of the institutional
obl.tgations placed upon us to write (still more absurd was the request to
write on the de-centred self and colonialism = [ cannot begin that one here)
apd doing this work, and Giinter Grass in Calcutta talking about decom 0—.
sition nnc_{ shit, feeling guilty about writing at all, and wondering if all th!t'sc
things might connect up somchow.... Complicit in the production of yet
nn(?t_her set of questionable questions — just what is the connection between
writing on the body and the bodily decay of leprosy? Obviously we should
be a little nervous about attempting theoretical moves in such a space -
someone said last night that ‘too much discourse can be bad for the body’ -
it crosses my mind that writing about leprosy is bad for the body too, or at
Icas_t I can't see how it does much good - especially as I've had the 0' or-
tunity to ‘do something’ about it, that is, to treat lepers. Too much disc‘:)lzlrsc
is probably bad for writing too. (Craig: Journal)

But this, perhaps, is only the writing anxiety of someone obliged to
write; and after all, this is clearly insufficient to help while the inter-
national hierarchy, the World Bank=IME the Third World debt systern
and the World disorder (this refrain) remain. This anxiety about writing,;
is one which generates a considerable amount of text. It is a deceit
which both Grass, as well as less well-known visitors often express
Visitors find it hard to write about Calcutta, I have read or heard thi;
so many times that it has become 3 dominant refrain of my collection
of popular representations of the city. Again, this is expressed in an-
other visitor’s reflection:

When 1 first went to Calcutta [ visited a home run by the Sisters of Chari
(Mother Teresa’s order}. I was dismayed — I did not think 1 could work thc:?tf
like the o-t]:u:r tourists | met, who seem to tick it off on a list of cultural musts
for the visit to India (the Taj, a lion park, work with Mother Teresa, bhan
lassis) = and later in that day, setting just that thought down on paper‘one ogl"
the 'Mqther T' volunteers smid to me ‘it’s hard to write it up, eh?’ S;) I was
attempting just that — impressions from a few observations. Not very ‘chari-
table” of me at all, and since 1 never went back [ am insufficiendly qualified
to comment on the goings on there. But just what sort of qualification would
s:msfy_[ do not know, and this is the problem that plagues everything 1 ¢
to write on this. Would Christian zeal help? Can 1 repeat the gossip | Iatlr:'}r’
heard about multiple use of unsterile syringes, of missionary conversions, of
crucl:y‘:md loneliness? I cannot evaluate this gossip or gauge if these are l‘ics
There is not much I can offer in writing about it (June: Journal) .

:_\ letter from this same volunteer whe wrote to me after returning
N . .
m Caleutta included more detailed comments on leprosy which 1
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reproduce for the record, and because this letter, and this passage, make
explicit the assistance 1 received from so many of those mentioned as

‘eravellers’ in this text:

Leprosy has, as you know, an almost unique place as the mark of the outcaste,
although the presence of lepers in the middle of the city requires a more
careful consideration of this sign of ostracism. Medically, leprosy is a bacterial
disease involving damage to the peripheral nervous system destroying those
conduits which carry messages of touch, pain and heat to the brain, and
messages from the brain to activate muscles. The loss of sense perception
results in repeated injuries which slowly produce deformities, clawed hands
and noduled skin, in extreme cases also loss of sight. In India the Lepers Act
of 1898 is still legally valid (ha 1979: 67) and forbids a leprosy patient from
washing at a public tap, or travelling in a public vehicle other than a train (§
don't know why train travel was allowed). Leprosy has been said to affect 1%
of India’s total population of 8oo millions. And for the last few months I have
had this infection on my left hand which doesn’t ever totally go away — not
to mention a permanent case of giardia which has had me at the micro-
biology unit of the university for stool tests more often than [ care to re-
member. Just to get a part-time job at the University where I've always
worked they now demand an X-ray for tuberculosis. Is this where the pres-
sures of the institution are finally imposed upon me? What scems to most
intrigue me about your fieldwork is that it is resistant to description, it doesn't
casily enter theory except perhaps as anecdote, and even then it escapes and
collapses into self-reference. Here 1 am looking at what you have been doing
and trying to match it up with what you have said and it doesn't seem to fit.
The idea that somehow a eritique of warld system capitalism can come out
of the frustrating futility and contradictions of charity work in Calcutta is
absurd because, despite the theory, the local does not flow into the global so
easily. (June: Lester)

Experience of Calcutta is carved up with a vivisectionism that follows
old rulebooks and travel guides in a duplication of empire in another
disguise — after all, tourists come to consume India too. Surely this is
all the hunger for travel brings. With a twist our bodies are once again
divided and ruled, a grid tattooed on to the flesh through the skin of
the world, all by the logics of market forces and the manufacture of
destinations.

Calcutta is just 300 years old, so it is strange © hear that it is dead
alongside cities like Varanasi (4,000) and Delhi (2,000). But for all the
hype of the Calcutta 3oo celebrations, with a logo designed by Satyajit
Ray himself, it seemed that the main topic for consideration was merely
the drains — they overflow during the monsoon and are used as general
metaphor. Grass, too, is obsessed with shit. The city built after Charnock
arrived, punting up the Hooghly river in 1600, needs a new sewerage
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system desperately. Artists dedicated proceeds from a Calcutta 300
exhibition to the Cleaner Calcutta Fund. Everybody is talking nbf)ut
!mw to represent the city, but this talk of shit does not mean that Grass
is correct, does tt? The city is a many-headed monster like the deities
of'wns Hindu goddery — Calcutta has many faces, many truths

And only now, perhaps, is it time to face up to all thc:se bod
mctaphprs. We adorn our commentaries with the visage of anthro o)-f
morphism — everything must eventually front up to this Lookedp at
berween the eyes, dead centre, in a cold stare, we must agrc;: - noddin
our heads — that a special privilege has been accorded this space wg
only ever see as a mirror-image. The narcissus of metaphor is written
on the? polished surfaces of the commercial shopping mall to teach
to avoid the trauma of exotic reflections — there are not so many mir -
on the streets of Calcutta, and so to see yourself is rare; 0)1.'1 wi l.C'lrc;
need to look closely into local eyes: something many visit'ors avoi‘r)iu'
order to keep self intact. Still the lepers queue for treacments outsicl;:
the Modern. What we are looking for, I think, is 2 metaphor to el
all about what we are doing when we write about eravel, i

ON WRITING INDULGENCES

Is wrfting a ‘tool’ for making sense (making routine? domesticaring?)
experience? It seems that the urge to write is deployed for simi‘clzz‘l
reasons by the traveller engaged in some kind of quest of ‘self-discove f
and by the academic engaged in ‘research’. The academic writer encocli.y 5
experience and thought in a next... next... next... narrative of ex I;
nation. The authority words and phrases which enable this nnrt"1l:iv;
fni:ludc. everything from ‘thus it can be shown’ to the gymnastic;s of
discursive and structural displacement’ - all these codifications are re-
nforced by exemplary texts (the canonical studies) and offer, in t:o
many cases, little more than a higher-order journa]ism.Writin' about
Calcutta easily falls prey to an unproblematised ‘research’ projectgwhich
cqnfrouts untruth with the bammer of knowledge. If, as Derrida says
things were so simple, then word would have got around Re'ldi::.
Grass .an_d wanting to write about India as it has been undt;rstoc;d bg
the discipline of anthropology led me to these questions, but main)-{
stream Western scholarship about India is not concerned \\:i(h writin
0A;ltln‘opol_ogic:al ap!:iroaches to the subcontinent seem caught in a kin%:i
andn?;:lr]f:ntﬁ:r ht:::l; vc;)é owl:: R;.xj, a Raj of Bailey, Berreman, Srinivas
. d. ich of Sout Asian ethnography cannot move until it
eclared allegiance to the governing council of hierarchy, caste,
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village and Rama. This is not even to begin to consider what the
scholars of religion are doing deep inside their Puranas, Vedas and
Upanishads. Important as their efforts may be, the anthropologists at
wotk where the dust and cobwebs of the Queen Victoria Memorial or
India Museum reading-rooms have never been churned faster than the
same slow pace of the ceiling fans (to borrow from Grass) all seem out
of date. These arcane scholars are unlikely to be concerned with the
postmodernisms and post-Marxisms that preoccupy the students of
Calcutta’s universities, nor with the Modernisms and Marxisms that
remain strong there too.

How is it that institutional affiliations contrived to make me feel
that 1 was expected to write about others? Those ‘destitute’ people
who visited the clinic, whose existence as personalities would then
become secondary to their status as patients, as sufferers from a disease
(which medicine will cure, which is ‘constructed’ and should be linked
to capitalism, and so on). immediately this raised problems: the prob-
fems of all writing, the prablem of discourse, the problems of action,
responsibility, morality; the problem of writing here, now, for such and
such an audience, for you, perhaps — | don't know — for ‘them’?

I tried to list my questions: What are the scatological co-ordinates of
writing? Of writing about culture, especially other bodies, other cul-
tures — is it always a matter of perspective? Or is it the way you hold
the pen? What perspective could 1 have taken towards writing about
leprosy? Calcutta? The dubious association made between poverty and
this city under the sign of charity? For all the effort and sore wrists
that the recent flurry of commentary on representations has produced,
what has been learnt about all this?

I thought of all the visitors to the city who, just like me, struggle
with letters home, photographs, diaries, impressions, first, second and
revised expectations, disappointment and confusion, thrills, joys, and
the reassuring normality of sometimes being bored to tears. Mapping
Calcurta in a variety of ways, | wanted to untavel the conventions of
representation of the city in the films of Ray, Sen and Hauff, as well as
in the books of Mitra, Devi, Gangopadhay, all these people — but not
that I think there are an isolable number of versions 1 could lay before
a reader. I fell into the same traps as other Western visitors: the place is
too big, it defies description, 1t cannot be fitted into the pages of a
book, or we'd all be able to live inside the glossy covers = could we
accormmodate ten million?

The pains and pleasures of writing are cut out of texts. Not repre-
sented, they are set adrift in a realm outside of writing on culture — isn't
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this very strange? (And is it 50 unusual, to mention this one example, to
be.e-atmg when you write or read? The guilt | should maybe feel‘ at
writing—eating-reading about those who often do without. To consume
the flesh of some beast while consuming the readable thoughts of some
thfr beastly writer? Are these carnivorous systems really so separate?
Since when, moreover, were carnivores able to write? Is this the pmccs;
where Grass gets his interest in garbape and excrement? In Salman
Rus?die's Miduight’s Cliildren Padma, the dung goddess ask.s ‘what is so
special to need all this writing-shitting?’ Caleutta had ti1e first sewerage
system in India — 1859 (Banerjee 1900: 94)). Georges Bataille names the
other, the heterogeneous, the incommensurate, as:

the waste products of the human bedy and certain analogous matter (rrash
vertmin, ctc); the parts of the body; persons, words, or acts having suggest :
or erotic value; the various unconscious processes such as dreams or n%:!:lr; ""-‘
the numerous elements or social forms that homogeneous society is ow:lrs:
]e‘ss to assimilate; mobs, the warrior, aristocratic and impoverished F::Insscs
different types of violent individuals or at least those who refuse rule (m d'
men, leaders, poets, etc.). (Bataille 1976/1991: 142) -

.Writing becomes indulgent. Cut off from this lifeline as if with a

knife, a stream of ink separates from me as 1 push my pad away, push
my chair back from the table. This disconnection from a page ;f m
wolrk - if I am reading or writing — severs myself from my self. [ havz
written these words like refuse dumped pile on pile amid coﬂi:e cups
and dirty plates, and I don’t know how to clean up. (The meal zf
yesterday decays inside me and comes out as waste matter — ‘Delhi
belly’ in Caleutta — the oscillation of life and some shit which stinks of
death: decomposition is decrepit as this becomes a necrophiliac kind of
r.eading. A book is a dead body, a piece of stale flesh, cooked or rot-
ting, neither lives. Yet there i1s something nourishing in connection
with this rumination, a kind of sustenance in fermentation.)
. No.t to mention... a certain two-faced silence allows a rhetorical
signalling of something, without claiming to touch it, There is always
someone trying to point without the stigmata of the voyeur. Untouch:-
bles and unmentionables abound and proliferate everywhere, an entire
corpus of explicitly silent exposed parts. ,

METAPHORS OF WASTE

[ thi . 2w :

Gthml-: there is something significant in the propensity of visitors like

as:ass. to describe the city in the metaphorical register of waste. Such
ociations accord closely with much of the Western academic and
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media stereotyping of the city; as a ‘model of urban hell’, as described
by visiting scholar Leonard Gordon at another of the Calcutta 300
seminars. In a lecture at Jadavpur University, Govdon portrayed Western
visitors’ experiences of Calcutta over the last three hundred years as a
mixture of horror and fascination, He suggested three main images that
belonged to the model of urban hell in Calcutta: refugees, the Black
Hole, and the Kali temple. His litany of other people’s insults to Cal-
cutta demonstrated the general North American fear of the place, but
whether these ‘hellish’ representations are, indeed, representative of
Caleutea was not discussed in detail at the seminar. Many in the audi-
ence thought that Gordon's paper only repeated various platitudes with-
out further comment. The suggestion was made from the floor, in a
manner that evoked the tense reception of Grass at his seminar, that
articulation of stereotypes does not do enough to dislodge them unless
it is placed in an analytical context which transforms understanding.
The model of ‘urban hell’ is also a pervasive one among travellers; it
informs many comparisons with other cities, most often New York:
‘this is what New York will look like in twenty years = shitry” (Rachel).
Urban chaos is cause for distress for many travellers, and almost in-
variably manifests some form of ‘culture shock’ featured in tales of first
impressions and arrival scenes. When Fiona first came to Calcutta she
hated it. She said she'd had to get drunk and talked for six hours with
her Irish partner before she was able to deal with the view out of her
window: ‘I had to keep getting up to see that it really was India out
there = 1 just couldn't believe what 1 saw, such crowds, and the toilets’.
There is, of course, no one version of the city. Everyone has their
own, and not all are views from a bathroom window, Indeed, some
travellers express very different ideas of the city over the time of their
stay. This was evident most clearly when, after more than two years,
formally sat down with long-term volunteer doctor Peter to discuss
Calcutta for a newspaper article. Peter thought that the process of
defining and coming to understand 2 little of what happened to longer-
term visitors to Calcutta was important. They come to change their
minds about some things, and then change them again, over and over:

‘Calcutta is an international city in the first instance, although this point is
generally missed because those outside Caleutea have antiquated views of the
city, I believe there is no final version of Calcutta, only many, and they are
scattered all over the world, henge it's an international city.... This, i think,
means not only that every tourist that has been here has a different version
of the city, but that everyone has many versions, many impressions, even you
and L each of the Bengalis, everyone will have a number of different Calcuttas.
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And the healthy thing about this sick city is that just when you begin to feel
comfortable and understand something it tarns around and throws you. The
longer 1 stay the less [ know. (Peter) ‘

Peter's view was that Calcutta was written differently in each person
F!c repeats the ‘Calcutta aphorism’: *“When the bottom falls out of yom"
wotld, come to Calcutta and watch the world fall out through your
blottlom.’ With so many possible Calcuttas, is it any wonder that co:tra-
diction ‘:md confusion, repetition and reversal are dominant themes? If
everything you ever heard about the city is as dialectical as this i; it
any wonder that the city has such exemplary status? ,
Amopg all the images which are invoked for the city, for many the
most grim is that of death. Rajiv Gandhi, as well as visitors like I’:trick
Swayze _:md Giinter Grass, have all linked the city to death. In a rathe
angry dismissal of the city, one traveller exclimed: 'Calcut‘ta is a dea;
city. Full of shit. Sure, you can see the life of the people here, or go to
some concerts, but it was born a long time ago and has r;0w died
Can’t you smell it?’ (Gian). Certainly the city smells in parts; a conse-'
quence of limited public conveniences, steadily improving.'This is a
major §hock for 2 good number of visitors, and a source of great
fru_stratl.on for many residents and for the municipal authoritienget
obltunne? written by tourists are 2 litle premature, In a commcnt'that
at .Ieast indicates the beginnings of auto-critique, another traveller
pou_mted out: *At first you only see the people in rags, later on you
notice the middle classes, but even the poor have mo;c digni an
more “life” in their poverty than many other people’ (Joe). o

BOOKS IN CIRCULATION

To return to the previous chapter and the rooftop of the Modern
Lodge.: among the volunteers who come to work in the Preger clinic
there is a kind of ‘canon’ of classical travellers’ texts that are often read
These are texts like The City of Joy and Show Your Tongre, which f'orrrl
and reinforce perceptions of the character of the city, but there is also
a more general travellers” canon. This includes the travel writings pro-
dus..‘c_d and promoted, and distributed, by the formal ‘industry’ of t:wel
writing and bookstores, but also circulating informally, passed from
backpack to backpack ~ a series of dog-eared ‘standardsl' which form
and reform traveller identity and have significant resonance for budget
travellers on a global hunt for the banana pancake. :
. :)teleu?c. and Guattari comment, as a fold within a certain capitalism
ransitional moment, on the literature of those backpacker-traveller
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icons Ginsberg and Kerouac: ‘men who know how to leave, to scramble
the codes, to cause flows to circulate’ {Deleuze and Guattari 1972/
1983: 132=3). A writing that corresponds with a burgeoning capitalist
project transgressing older boundaries is required to shatter the barriers
of the limit, and yet cannot — “They overcome a limit, they shatter a
wall, the capitalist barrier. And of course they fail to complete the
process’ (Deleuze and Guarttari 1972/1983: 133). The writer is complicit
in the dialectical expansion of the global apparatus extending across
boundaries, including grammar:

2 stream of words that do not let themselves be coded, a libido that is o0
fluid, too viscous: a violence against syngax, a concerted destruction of the
signifier, non-sense erected as a flow, polyvocality ... an author is great because
they cannot prevent themselves from tracing flows and causing them to cir-
culate, (Deleuze and Guattari 1972/1983: 133}

But into this flow of words, this transgressive circulation, Deleuze and
Guattari provide a very sane insertion when they comment that the
problem of literature is poorly understood when it begins from the
question of an ideology in literature, or ‘from the co-option of it by a
social order’ (Deleuze and Guattari 1972/1983: 133). They note that it
is people, not works, that are co-opted, and deride ‘Ideology’ as a
confused notion: ‘because it keeps us from seizing the relationship of
the literary machine with a field of production’ (Deleuze and Guattari
1972/1983: 133). In an exemplary passage which suggests again that
writing offers a metaphor of great importance, the style, or even the
absence of style, is: ‘the moment when language is no longer defined
by what it says, even less by what makes it a signifying thing, but by
what causes it to move, to flow, to explode’ (Deleuze and Guattari
1972/1983: 133). And if style can be read as an index of a certain
moment in the history of capitalist production, by way of the kinds of
fiows, movements and explosions it may cause, then the inscriptions of
any moment must be read for such markers. This can be a guide to
what is said of Calcutta.

Yet there is also exemplary writing, surely. Not all literature (and
not all of Kerouac and Ginsberg, Lapierre or Grass) can be dismissed as
just ‘style’. There is always authority in style, but there are some writings
that 1 prefer to others for reasons not solely to do with form. Some
Calcuttas, too, are better written. The point is that there are more ways
to read works than are ever immediately obvious. It is not the case that
versions of written Calcutta are simply wrong, or that a certain photo-
graphic image of some scene in the city is not a representation of that
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scene — there are, however, other approaches. Close attention to what
might be called the metaphorics of description alerts us to other possible
ways of reading an image. For example, the themes of travel, of flow
and of movement, evoke transnational production at the sarm; time as
suggesting the lyrical possibilities of style, of the flourish of the pen
A‘mqng many ways of following the itineraries of style in the texts o;'
tourists in Calcutta at a particular juncture in capitalist history, the
marker of writing allows many possibilities. As an inscribing app:u:atus
a n?ac.hine traversing the world, writing signifies global production anci
s0 it is already co-opted. And if it is co-opted, it also contains w’ithin
it t.h.e trace of something else, a trace of other possibilities, markers
waiting for incorporation. In this always volatile situation, Del‘euze and

Guattari were keen to find the moments of friction amid the stylized
morass:

{\rmud puts it well: all writing is so much pig shit — that is to say, an
literature that takes itself as an end or sets ends for itself, instead of b:{n z
process that "ploughs the crap of beng and its language,’ transports the wcgk
the aphasics, the illiterate. At least spare us sublimation. Every writer is a sell ’
out. Thc_only literature is that which places an explosive device in its nck:
age, fabricating 1 counterfeit currency, causing the superego and its forF:n of
expression to explode, as well as the market value of its form of conte
{Deleuze and Guattari 1972/1983: 134) o

All our themes are here in this passage which lauds Areaud, by a kind
association ‘with his own venomous critique, as the locus of n;l explosive
counterfeiting style — yet Artaud, too, causes flows to circulate, breaks
the wall, and still cannot succeed. The critiques only confirm tl;e form
of thc? machine, as if the words themselves were in circulation without
meaning - as in the form of currency. This challenges our notion of
the import of exchange, theories of the gift and of distribution:

socicty is not first of all 3 milieu for exchange where the essential would be
to c1rcular.e or to cause to circulate, but rather a socius of inscription where
ic c}sgnnn! thi-ng is to mark and be marked. There is circulation only if
inscription requires or permits it (Deleuze and Guarttari 1972/1983; 142)

So it may well be necessary to posit a theory of meaning where the
theory of production and of labour is to be linked to the protocols of
plane-tzfry distribution. This would be confirmed within the wiéiest
deﬁnm‘ons of writing, which perhaps Deleuze and Guattari anthropo-
morphise too much, but which none the less seem to offer up the
structure of all production as a mode of inscription: ’
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circulating — exchanging = is a secondary activity in comparison with the
task that sums up all the others: marking bodics, which are the earth’s products.
The essence of the recording, inscribing socius, insofar as it lays claim to the
productive forces and distributes the agents of production, resides in these
aperations: tattooing, excising, carving, scarifying, mutilating, encireling and
imtiating. (Delevze and Guattari 1972/1983: 144

But what experience is marked, or encoded, through these productive
forces and distributive agencies if not exactly an experience of marking
— of marking one’s self upon the text of the world, or specifically here,
in Calcutta, Just as Lévi-Strauss writes of a Calcutta he can see only
through his experience, his experience is seen through the exercise of
writing, and perhaps of a certain anguish of being faced with the abject
impoverishment of a crippled beggar. Similarly, the sensation of
Lapierre’s novel might be understood as a consequence of the form of
seeing Calcutta as a site for such historical fantasy. The project of Grass’s
writing also ‘confirms’ Calcutta in a particular way, excluding other
possibilities, etching one city in place of a (now im)possible other(s).

THE RETURN OF LEIRIS

In the promotional insert of his epic work L'Afrique fantdme, Michel
Leiris is described as an author ‘sick of his life in Paris’ and in search of
escape, adventure and self-realization. He views ‘travel as poetic adven-
ture, a method of concrete knowledge' (Leiris 1934, quoted in Clifford
1988: 165). But Leiriss escape does not offer many adventures, since
‘capitalism ... [has the] increasing tendency to render all true human
contacts impossible’. Despite his distaste for metropolitan cities, ‘by the
end of his journey, he yearns for recurn’ (Leiris in Clifford 1988: 166).
Leiris asks if he is obliged to record everything, every experience, every
thought or feeling, while he is among the Dogon (Leiris was a part of
the famous Dakar-Djibouti expedition led by Maurice Griaule in 1930).
He records such events as a satisfying bowel movement {Koepping
writes: ‘maybe Leiris actually has the guts not to glorify the experience
of field-work as he eliminates the romantic from the morning shit’
[Koepping 1989: 4i]), and complains that he is working against the
poison of publication. And what does he achieve in the end? In his
autobiography, Rules of the Gate, he reports: ‘ethnography only
succeeded in turning me into a bureaucrat’ and:

travelling, as 1 conceived of it (a solicary distancing), far from being a way of
making oneself other than what one js by changing one’s setting, is only the
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lelre and simple dlspl_accmcnt of a person who s always identical to them-
selves, 2 nomad only in the spatial sense ... a desire not to go away anymore
came over me, {Leiris 1948/1901: 197)

This ‘fa.nl:astic comment offers a symmetrical counterpoint to the arrival
of Lévi-Strauss in India with which this chapter began. In L’Afrigne
Samtdme Leiris writes that he is ‘cured of the “exotic mirage” - surely a
step in the direction of a more realistic view of things’ (Leiris 1934:
532). This ‘more realistic view’, at the end of a huge book more nkir;
to the African novel of Raymond Roussel than to any contemporary
ethnography or travel writing, leads Leiris to forsake travelling. And
specifically, he is cured of wanting to travel (o the very place .Lévi-
Strauss was destined soon to visit: ‘the exotic mirage is over. Gone is
the desire for Calcutta’ (Leiris 1934 509). '

In this. chapter 1 have examined writing technique and style in the
formation of Western views of Calcutta. The contested representations
of thc city — which were at stake in the debates, for example, around
Lapierre’s novel City of Joy — will reappear in Chapter 6. Suchl debates
and their effects indicate the scope of the global circulation of repre-
sentations of Calcutta, the systems of distribution which enable books
on thf:se matters to proliferate, and the ways in which the particular
experiences of particular writers come to be formed, and can form
sol_icf evidence for the need to attend more closely to the hegemonic
privilege accorded to such works. The stench of shie in writing about
Calcutta, apd the attendance to garbage and squalor that is the motif of
s0 many visitor writings on the city, have to be understood as snap-
shots taken within a particular representational frame. The technologies
of book production, and the circumstances of those who visit to write
produce Calcutta according to these themes as a cipher which travel;
all around the world. These, in turn, interrelate with all that is discussed
by budget travellers on the rooftop of Modern Lodge. It is the structure
of technc?logies of representation which give focus to the imagery of
decay = it is not simply there, but is discursively produced — which
furthe; e}vokes t:'le developmental and ‘charitable works' intervention-
ism of those who wou i
*clean it all up’. Grass bc::ofr:nt;;lr::dir:::;;;eszrlc:?:lgc \Tl:!::h l?e 'done o
: ) s irrelevant
amid squalor in a way which imples that local ‘intellectuals’ don’t care
f:nough. The invisibility of the communist organizations working to
improve Calcutta is another effect of his orientation. Once again this is
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the framework which attributes blame locally, and it is Grass, not local
intellectuals, who is unable to acknowledge complicity in his own
excremental production.

NOTES

1. This would also include how | came to *read” and “write' Calcutta; the subtext

of every page of this work.
+ It is worth remembering that Lévi-Strauss is visiting India only five years afier
cen killing cach other in millions for the second time in twenty-five

Europeans had b
years, and that Calcutta had not yet begun to recover from both famine and partition,

for which Europeans could also be held responsible.

3. For detsiled discussion of the Naxalite revolutionary movement in Bengal
from the latc 1960s, see Banerjee (1980, 1984); Dumas (1991)-

4. This ‘familiarity’ now extends through the film version. See Chapter 6 below.

5. The recent collections edited by Susic Tharu and K. Lalita, Women Writing i
Iudia, released by HarperCollins Publishers might change this. The two 6oo-plus-page
volumes in paperback are accessible translations and widely available in bookstores in
India and throughout the wotld, No other collection in English has been so impres-
sive, and an assessment of its varied receptions would be worthy of a scpatate com=
mentary (Tharu and Lalita 1990t, 1993).

6. Ronald Inden’s Imagining India is a useful rebuttal of the excesses of this
anthropology (Inden 1990). An assessment of the impact of his critique of South
Asian scholarship as imperialism would extend to another study, but thers is no
question that his writing is more lively and committed than that of those he lampoons.

CARTOGRAPHIC CALCUTTA:

AMAZEMENT

.

.Nobody.rca]]y understands the city; we are groping about for phrases and
images \.\mh the dexterity of a suburban zonal planning committee. (Emma
an architect: Letter) '

Among the myriad cultural productions that make up the representations
of Calcutta available to visitors — films, books, photographs — by far the
most explicit representational modes are those produced for the im-
mediate consumption of tourists, Maps, guidebooks and postcards
present the city in handy, portable, two-dimensionally convenient ways.
This is a ‘.reconnoitre' of what can be called cartographic Calcutta: its
representation on the map. I elaborate upon the way a seemingly abstract
guide or representation of the city is more closely aligned to the
production of subjective experience than many would imagine. Just as
1 have argued that Grasss imagery provides a literary-metaphorical map
of sorts which guides visitor experience in the city, explicit maps also
carry a.hegemonic and ideological load. Finding a way through Calcutta
Is 4 major project for all visitors. *‘New’ cities are easy to get lost in, so
gu.ldebooks and maps are necessary, and monuments become landm:;rks
orientated more towards the city than the histories they memorialize
Such markers offer a key to the ways a city can be made and experi-.
enced. R-.csidents and visitors alike would often be lost without refer-
ence points; but tourists need maps and guidebooks which calibrate
with expectations and evocations formed before their arrival (often of
thc' city as a place of immanent exotic adventure) and often throughout
their stay. Ferguson' notes that ‘the guide sets up an expectation of

the city via its landmarks’ (Ferguson 1993: 17), and suggests that ‘ma';;;
establish routes on a ground level from monument to monument which
enable the tourist to move freely through the unfamiliar city’ (Ferguson

nz
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1993: 17=-18). Maps are an adjunct to the monumental vision which
orientates the traveller in a foreign place. For some, however, a kind of
traveller protocol requires a renunciation of the convenience of the
guide in favour of a more individualistic and ‘authentic’ exploration. It
is also possible that the physical representational ‘souvenirs’ of maps,
nnages of monuments and postcards can be presented as an exigent, if
often kitsch, mode of inscribing presence in, or of, a place.?

In an important metaphorical construct which entwines travel with
writing on the city in a way that oricntates both experience and
reading, Mitchell says that a map is like a preface (Mitchell 1988: 148).
Deleuze and Guattari take this text metaphor further: “The map is
open and connectable in all its dimensions; it is detachable, reversible,
susceptible to constant modification. It can be torn, reversed, adapted
to any kind of mounting, reworked by an individual, group or social
formation. It can be drawn on the wall, conceived of as a work of art,
constructed as a political action or a mediation” (Deleuze and Guattari
1987: 12). So it should be no surprise that much traveller writing tends
to seek out and reference the metaphors and images of transport to
map the city, and continually to seck co-ordinates of coherence and
orientation. It is just this which guides Scotc through his daily write-

up of Calcutta:

The city becomes a thoroughfare for a rush of images which trundle along
one after another like cabs, rickshaws and pedestrians jostling their ways along
the road. The paths of these images intersect and cross, sometimes following
predetermined routes, at other times searching out shortcuts. Some journeys
cross the whole of the city, winding forwards and back and touching every
corner, some remain on just one strect corner, small and barely noticed, but
just as significant as any major motorcade rushing by with otficial escort.

(Scotr: Diary entry)

MAPS AND GOVYERNMENT

In 1989 a Central Government edict declared that any map of India
which did not comply with topographical Survey of India maps would
be considered illegal® Maps of Calcutta readily available to tourists
varied considerably, with none of them - not the Lonely Planet Guide,
ot that of the Indian Tourism Development Corporation, or the
offering of the TTK Mapping Company = providing more than
approximate, ‘not-to-scale’ versions of the city. There were some
travellers who were alert to conditions which affected their choice of
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destination: ‘It's the Government which determines where we po
where the international air routes take us. That's why Calcutta isgn';
.really on the map for us’ (Emma). This ‘routing’ determination has
international and local effects, and political considerations impact upon
all aspects of travel. Although new arrivals to a city might be taken
by“taxi along circuitous and expensive routes, the most effective wa
fqr tr.avellcrs to find any particular place is to ask taxi-drivers fo):
directions and, with specific addresses such as street numbers, to rel
upon dhobi-wallahs {clothes-washers) who, interestingly, usua'lly havZ
the most comprehensive knowledge of local streets (this is significant
bcc;u'lse local skills are hereby co-opted into wider, even global, needs
and inscriptions). Local knowledge is important, since Calcutt; maps
seem particularly inaccurate in both scale and content, although thefe
are good strategic and historical reasons for this: street names changed
from old British Raj appellations, for example, or the brilliant ircgm
of changing the name of the street on which the American Consulatz
stands as a protest against the US aggression in Vietnam, so that a
search for an American visa leads the traveller to No. 1 Ho' Chi Minl
Sarani. A fine thing. o -
l.t. is important at least to outline the intersections between Calcutta's
political history and the seemingly more innocuous trappings of tourism
like the paraphernalia of maps, guidebooks and the itineraries of taxis
The shape of a city is never accidental, and urban planning strateg.ies.
as much as what is disclosed on maps, are consequent upon milita ’
and defence agendas, communications, and transportation requiremen?;
- qf -goods and for deployment of troops — and upon the intricacies of
polmc.al symbolism. For example, the ‘vast expanse’ of parkland that
occupies the centre of Calcutta, the ‘lung’ that is the Maidan, is ‘a
prf:)'duct. at least initially, of the defence requirements of the B‘ritish
military, who cleared the surrounds of their citadel Fort William of all
dwellings after their defeat at the hands of Suraj-ud-daula in 1756, so
as to provide clear firing ground for their cannon (a different kind' of
black hole). This Maidan park has become a boon for the city as an
open recreational space (able to host, simultaneously, dozens of cricket
mntc‘hes and political mectings, as one local wit observed), a site of
massive pelitical rallies, and a focal point for much of Calcut'ta’s public
life. Open space contrasts with the busy blocks of the built-up ci
;Itho.ugh there are lines of escape and marks of political history withti}r:
of e curent Bengll govessmne 1 e Wepmes g, o
e Writers” Building, which was
the head office of the East India Company and later of the British
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administration, is more than a convenience of accommadation, as it
provides a commentary on the shift of power in the state after
Independence. New elites replace the older administration under so-
called postcolonialism. Other examples could be found.

The organization and representation of a city is rarely straightforward.
Maps are not a representation of material realities so much as historically
and socially conditioned representations of the lived, and contested,
world (Stratton 1990: 68). Maps ‘map’ power — 1 point made by Pratt
in more general terms when she notes the curious iconic drawings of
elephants and the like that filled the blank spaces of early European
maps of India. She argues: ‘like the rise of interior exploration, the
systematic surface mapping of the globe correlates with an expanding
search for commercially exploitable resources, matkets, and lands to
colonise, just as navigational mapping is linked with the search for
trade routes’ (Pratt 19g92: 30). Tourism, and its study, can also be under-
stood within a range of causal and affective registers, of which the least
insignificant of all would be the economic considerations that could
attend studies of international travel, and/or {over against) the cultural
imperialism that may accompany an academic mapping of Third World
backpacker activity.

How the city is mapped presumes more than the one-to
pondence of city as habitat, at Jeast to the point of presuming differing
habitats according to the kind of use assumed for the map. Tourist
maps constitute the city as a place to be explored, as a site for the
geographical unfolding of experiences, as topos of visiting. Such maps
work differently from, say, those of use to local residents, the mental
maps of taxi-drivers (which overlap somewhat with the tourist trade},
or public-transport routes (the same maps may also be read in different
ways). The unfolding of experience via the tourist map, or in a differ-
ent way via the guidebook, continues to posit Calcueta as an accumu-
lation of images experienced — watkthrough images — a tableau laid out
across time in a packeted geography.

Henri Lefebvre raises questions about the relation between mapping
and travel when he suggests thac if ‘the maps and guides are to be
believed a veritable feast of authenticity awaits the wourist’ (Lefebvre
1974/1991: 84). In his classic work The Production of Space, Lefebvre
argues that it is capitalism which has produced ‘space’ in such a way
that, with the aid of the tourist map, a ‘ravenous consumption’ raids
the landscape. He argues that ‘Capitalism and neo-capitalism have
produced abstract space, which includes the “world of commodities”,
its “logic” and its worldwide strategies, as well as the power of money

-0one COrres-

.a-h' e
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qnd that of the political state’” (Lefebvre 1974/1991: §3). A vast network
lmlfs the power of the state through a complex of financial institutions
m:glor production centres, motorways, airports and ‘information lattices:
which lead to the ‘disintegration’ of the town as anything other than a
space tq be consumed {Lefebvre 1974/1901; 53). One of Lefebvre’s ke

points is that representations of space ‘have a substantial role and :
specific influence in the production of space’ (Lefebvre 1974/1991: 41)‘
such that maps of Calcutta can be understood as both a product t.o -I;c;
qsed, but also — and perhaps more importantly — as a means of produc-
tion. Speaking of space in general, immediately after his contemplation
of the space produced by maps, Lefebvre argues for an understanding
of space that attends to its political location: ‘this means of productionb
Pmduced as such, cannot be separated either from the productive f'orces,
including technology and knowledge, or from the social division oi'
labour which shapes it, or from the state and the superstructures of
society’ (Lefebvre 1974/1991: 85).

In terms of the production of space, it might have been relevant to
look to Heidegger, but Lefebvre seems somewhat hostile. He notes
that despite Heidegger's interest in the ‘dwelling’ place of being, ‘there
can be no doubt about the main thrust of his thinking here" time
counts for more than space’ (Lefebvre 1974/1991: i21). Yet he i‘s able
to agree that ‘space — the woods, the wack — is nothing more and
nothing other than “being-there”, than beings, than Dasein’ (Lefebvre
.19?4.-“1991: 121). Heidegger’s interest in time 15 not explored here, but
interestingly, Lefebvre’s discusston of Heidegger is followed in (;uick
succ?ssion by a reference to anthropology, and specifically to the work
of Lévi-Strauss, and immediately afterwards to the destructive effects of
the ‘tourist hordes’ (Lefebvre 1974/1991: 121-2). This progression in
Lefebvre’s thinking is surely not without some significance . What
wogld this work look like if he had taken up these influences (r;:mcm-
bering that he had approved of a ‘materialist’ Heidegger)? It is also
worth noting that for a time Lefebvre was close to the Situationist
Fntcrnational and its prominent spokesperson Guy Debord, who wrote
in The Society of the Spectacle: ' '

Tounsnj, human circulation considered as consumption, a by-product of the
cm:u]fmon of commodities, is fundamentaily nothing more than the leisur:
of going to sce what has become banal. The economic organisation of visits
to different places is already in itself the guarantee of their equivalence. The
same inodernisation that removed time from the voyage also rernoved it .f .
the reality of space. (Debord 1970/1983: para, 168)° o
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SCIENTIFIC ORDERING

Sociological and scientific researches have muitiple, and sometimes
covert, motivations beyond their most obvious justifications. No one
can now deny that the social sciences have been implicated in militarily
motivated research, just as the ‘hard’ sciences, with calculations of
trajectory, speed and weight - Galileo playing with cannonballs, the arc
of archery, Leonardo’s war machines — have been ‘motivated’ by the
demands of the military since Antiquity. Today the military-industrial
complex of the new world disorder and its geopolitical divisions leaves
aside no effort to extend its interests, a5 Ver, through researching tech-
niques of surveillance, photography, represcntation, corporate espionage
— even, perhaps, in the pursuit of the tourist dollar — in ways that are
sometimes frighteningly explicit. (Other examples: consider Geertz's
thinking on Evans-Pritchard and Ruth Benedict in Works and Lives; the
controversies around the University of Sydney Anthropology Depart-
ment involvement in Chiang Mai; US Army participation in L3SD
research, known as the Electric Cool-Aid Acid Test, semiotica and the
Gulf War, and so on. In these and other examples the complicity of
academic production with the planetary work machine is clear.)
Among the potential, often unintended, consequences of the various
representations and cultural understandings generated in social science
research as well as in urban planning and tourist promotion, are 3 series
of studies which amount to experiments in social control. In Imagining
India, Inden questions the ‘purpose’ of social scientific observations of
‘others’, and claims that ‘more often than not' this ‘has been to
constitute those others as agents who can be managed’ (Inden 1990:
22). This involves notions of behaviour that can be predicted and con-
wolled. He suggests that the attempt to create 2 science of society “was
and still is imperialising because it claims that a privileged, unitary
knowledge can displace the disputable knowledges of the agents about
which it knows’ {Inden 1990: 22). Such a science then opens the door
to an administrative expertise which may use this ‘superior knowledge
. on behalf of market forces” (Inden 1990: 32), Maps share this orien-
tation, and so the politics of knowledge in a study of urban represen-
tation in the context of international imperialism requires that we read
them as more than just handy ways to visit a city.

METAPHORS OF TRAVEL

Tourism studies seem to ignote the charged global circumstances of the

contemporary situation — new modes of transport, capital and informa-
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tion flows prevail. An initial entry into this debate might begin b
pushing the metaphorics of travel itself. e
We should be charitable towards travel, As it is the ‘topic’ of this
analysis a reader might — not unreasonably — presume that a certain
engagement with travel — even participation, fascination - could be
supp'os.ed on my part throughout. As with a traveller, the point of
providing a critique of travel cannot be to stop travelling, however much
a moralism for better travel might prevail. More than this, however, m
own engagement with travel must extend across many zones travcr'siny
various tropics, down numerous avenues and along all co;'ridors AE
times | want to argue that there is, now, nothing outside travel Travc.l i
the context of everything studied here — a study tour - co-ordinates ou::'
experience and understanding of the world, Travel, close to travail
works as a metaphor of all exchange. Keenan says: ‘exchange is '
system that traffics in abstractions’ (Keenan 1993: 175; emphasis‘x’tlxine)a
Marx writes: ‘In the value-relation of one commodity to another it;
value character emerges or steps forth through its own relation to the
other commodity’ (Marx 1867/1967: 141=2), and Heidegger could well
be ca}'ricd along this path too. Travel is a metaphor of movement and
meaning; from transport, which carries across, to tourism, the ideol;a
of ravel, rlnadc available to everyone.Van Den Abbeele repo'rts Rousseai
democratization of the philosopher’s tour ‘by implicitly allowing anyone
who stumbles while out for a walk to claim great thoughts’ (Van );)en
Abbe?le ngz; 130). The entire horizon of thought, theory and repre-
sentation is circumscribed. Theoria requires travel = ‘the etymolo Pin::nl
sense of the word theory ... is that of a vision or a spectacle’ (Van ?)en
Abbeele 1992: 65). Theory becomes sightseeing, even if a ‘line’ of thought
does m.)t ‘develop along well-marked paths’ (Papastergiadis 1993a: "gs)
Travel is re-present-ation, through a metaphoric displacement i.n;er-.
woven and intricately cross-referenced in order to travel ever. whe
with no final destination, no undestined place, ’ "
A stl_lmbling block for conventional thinking about travel, as it might
be applied to the experiences of visitors to Calcutta, is th:;t the trf e
gf the journey has often assumed the straight (Iim:ar' narrative) line l:ls
its guide. The difficulties that linearity, and narrative, can have with th
convoluted trajectories of experience have become a favoured topic f'oi
contemporary culeural analysis. This is complicated all the more with
visitors who never escape the map of packaged tourism, since ‘for all of
their claims, they never really left home’ (MacCanncil 1992: 2), and
their Jjourney remains the same, i
Maps are explicitly reductions of a complex multiplicity into a two-
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dimensional code. The process of mapping presumes a ‘prefigured’ form
that can be transposed, so that — subject to the possibilities of con-
densation and reproduction, and to conventions of cartographic repre-
sentation — aspects of public convenience and touristic import can be
codified and transcribed on to a paper grid. In a way that might evoke
Lévi-Strauss again, looking down from on high at his subject matter,
or conversely equating the patterns of South American myth systems
with astronomical maps of the heavens to a degree, these reductions
privilege the person standing over and above the two-dimensional
representation (Lévi-Strauss 1966/1983). According a certain power o
the map of the world, they are thereby separated from the world as
represented, and are thus of a ‘frame’ of mind to be able to manipulate
it (they may also get lost); harking back to Heidegger's ‘enframing’, the
map-reader is able to treat the world as an object, as something which
stands ready to be understood...

This *objectification’ of the world is reported by Greenblatt in a way
that describes some of the main themes of this work. Greenblate sets
out his own project as wanting ‘to emphasise the multiple sites of repre-
sentation and the crowd’s movement among them’, in a way that gets
at the problem ‘of the assimilation of the other’ as linked to what he
calls ‘adapting Marx, the reproduction and circulation of mimetic capital’
(Greenblatt 1991: 6). Whether this adaption is valid or not, for
Greenblatt, ‘in the modern world-order it is with capitalism that the
proliferation and circulation of representations {and devices for the
generation and transmission of representations} achieved a spectacular
and virtually inescapable global magnitude’ (Greenblatt 1991: 6). This
magnitude is then characterized as the ability to travel across vast
distances, usually in search of profit ‘to encounter and represent radically
unfamiliar human and natural objects’ (Greenblate 1991 6; emphasis
added).

Recognition of the reductive necessity of representation may lead us
to see that the ‘blinkers’ are on the map, not on the eyes — or rather,
in the printing process. Enframing: Heidegger suggests that ‘every
seeking gets guided beforehand by what is sought’ (Heidegger 1926/
1963: 24}. Any other recognition fosters the illusion of a pure experi-
ence. This has been sold as an adjunct to tourist maps for a long while
— the ‘cultural baggage’ which comes with the visitor is built into the
production of the map as much as it is a characteristic of those who
use maps. To think that any mode of textuality can ‘fix’ Calcutta is a
real madness, as mad as that in an anccdote from Borges: where 2
map-maker made a map s0 precisely detailed and correct that the
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citizens chose to live in the map instead of their city, which was
becom_mg rather tattered, while the map was resplcndcnt' with nicel
Iruled lines and neat angles. In the widest sense, the mapping of Calcc{; :
is somcl:thing like this, where inscription at work at all kinds of levli:]tsn
ex‘tendu?g from scholarship and literature to travel diaries, letters anc;
:l::cr‘nc. \.ndeos, amounts to a never-ending cartography where residents
e c\;;:lrt:rs are only ever somewhere inside their map, squabbling over
While there are some visitors who struggle against the ‘official’ ma
makc.rs — say, against the Lonely Planet Guide or the West Be p-l
Tourism Authority ~ there are more who accept the convenienc "S‘;
comfort of having their experience of Calcutta drafted for theinarzn
advnncel..(And why not? Maps do help.) It is still worth considerin
hgw visitors” predispositions predetermine the deployment of differi .
kinds .of maps, and how differing degrees of energy are exerted E“:g
map.f: in order to generate their meanings, Deleuze has oﬁ'e'red the 112! \
that ‘Maps are maps of intensities’, and that ‘geography is no less m .
tal and corporeal than physical in movement’ (Deleuze and Parnet 1 e"/‘
;:95117; 38).. Tllis sug;gests that the ideological work of reprcsenthng
th::: c:iyta is ‘intensely’ at ‘work’ in the touristic reading of any map of
Any map? It is a good metaphor which opens the possibility of
saying that guidebooks, filns, and all the various crisscrossed rcfcrcnz
of texts - ir.n the broadest sense — on Calcutta tend towards a l.xmf'y?rigs
do-.fumentanor'a of the city which constructs it as a romprchcnsiblg
entity. In an immense overlay of representations, a vast series of like
images find, and communicate with, each other to make it possible
magine an orderliness under the name ‘Calcutta” which ¢an }l’Jc visi zio
known, and (perhaps) controlled. e
In this sense, cartography is a mode of enclosure, and the con-
strL.lcted boundaries are a kind of stagnation — this c:}uld be said of
national boundaries and of graveyards, as well as of academic disciplin
For example, with regard to the politics of nation-states, some ml;’l ;S.
we wqu]d do better not to name a ‘nation’, as this en;:ircles a hyr:tc:ry
ogencity and conscripts 1t to nationalism and the fictions of natio -I
c.ulture. People live in far more pliable and fluid ways than the ir‘lscr!“l
tions and demarcations of these representations convey — life chan o
adapts._ duplicates, inverts, and so on, according to the stylistic fef:l
strategic choices of the commentators who say so. Attempts to dn
lineate de.ﬁnitionnl boundaries is wortk aligned to that of upndertakcer;
and morticians who deal with the dead. Provocatively, Spivak says in
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an interview about (among other things) the identity boundaries of

Indian nationalism:

Indian-ness is not a thing that exists. Reading Sanskrit scriptures, for example
~ [ can’t call that Indian, because after all, India is not just Hindu. That ‘Indic’
stuff is not India. The name India was given by Alexander the Great by
mistake. The name Hindustan was given by the Islimic conquerors, The name
Bharat, which is on the passport, is in fact a name that hardly anyone uses,

which commesmorates a mythic king. {Spivak 19g0a: 39)

The adept of strategic essentialism will shift the boundaries of her map
to her own-advantage: ‘For example, when I'm constructing myself as
an Indian in reaction to racism, I am very strongly taking a distance
from myself. If an Indian asks me what [ am, I'm a Bengali, which is
very different’ (Spivak rggoa: 39).7 Alexander’s great mistake was to
take this map as a code for identity.

THE MAFPPING RHIZOME

Edward Saids work would keep us alert. His attention to the global
geography of Empire in Culture and Imperialism {1993) goes beyond the
focus of Oriemtalism (1978) and suggests scope for more work needed
to unravel the map of contemporary cultural geopolitics. It is necessary
to begin such work because:

to ignore or otherwise discount the overlapping experience of Westerners
and Orientals, the interdependence of cultural termains in which the coloniser

and colonised co-existed and battled each other through projections as well
as rival geographies, narratives, and histories, is to miss what is essential about

the world in the past century. (Said 1993: xxii=iii)

and:

Onee we accept the actual configuration of literary experiences overlapping
with one another and interdependent, despite national boundaries and
coercively legislated national autonomies, history and geography are cransfig-
ured i mew maps, in new and far less stable entities, in new types of connec-
tions. Exile, far from being the fate of nearly forgotten unfortunates who are
dispossessed and expatriated, becomes something closer to a norm, an expe-
rience of crossing boundaries and charting new territories in defiance of the
classic canonice enclosures, (Said 1993 384; emphasis added)

Said attempts, like some (nascent) explorer, to map a new intellectual
landscape and rethink national and international identities. The point,
however, would be to take this further. In these densely packed passages
which frame Culture and Inperialism and summarize some of the main
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points of all of his work, Said’s optimism for defiant boundary-crossin
merges with his celebration of hybridity in a way which, I think, is iE
danger of collapsing differences that are important. Dcs;)itc hyb;idity
some peoples are subjected to forms of exile and dispossession that an;
not so easily rendered literary or acceptable. Although to compare the
relative exile of a Salman Rushdie with those subjected to the conse-
quences of partition-enhanced communal strife between Muslims and
Blndus, or between Pakistan and India, is to compare unlikes, the
d.1fﬁculty is instructive. Hybridity as a concept, like comparison. and
simple notions of representation on a map, far too often achicvcs‘onl
a more refined homogeneity which, further, is highly suited to may
Fhe ‘new types of connections’ which characterize ccmtempor:lrp
tmperial and capitalist relations. Increasingly capital is hybrid, Aowin ,
border-crossing — and there is something to be said for tl;ose whgc:
argue that this may be the ‘cultural logic of late capitalism’, and thar it
is articulated in ‘postmodernism’ (Jameson 19o1), Guattari' repeated]
argues that under capitalism *deterritorialization’ is the new cultural c0}—7
ordi.natc which locates us all {Guattari 1992: 122). In this de-
Ferntorialization. capital incorporates all manner of bits of culture into
its ever-hungry commodity machine. Like a map that can represent
everything, this machine appeals and absorbs, appropriates and
consumes, enframes and reframes, every which way.
. Guatt.ari sees this as a global danger which is first found in the city:
on the international level ... cities constitute the connective tissue oi‘
. a nchork which tends to control the whole of human activities’
(Guattari 1992: 124). This is dangerous, because the map extends to a
!)ounfdary which absorbs even the most multiple and hybrid entities
into its matrix, and offers no escape routes:

connecred by telematic means and a great diversity of comimunications media
ic world city of contemporary capitalism has been detervitorialised .. its
various components have been scattered over the surface of a multipolar 1.1;'i31n
rhizome weaving across and growing tightly into the planet. (Guattari 1992 l.‘.‘.;)

This mapping rhizome could include the rich media centres and intelli-
gentsia, as well as sites of the poorest urban conglomerations. All this is
orchestrated by the skilled analytics of academic studies \vhic;h need to
be extended rather than constrained. The map must ;xp]odc {before
we do):

Hence the bi . .
bl:.ncc the plvut:l! tmportance of a collaboration, of a transdisciplinarity

etween the urbams.ts‘. the architects and all the other disciplines of the social
sciences, the humanities, ecology etc.... The urbanistic drama that is outlined
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on the horizon in this end of the millennium is only one aspect of 1 more
fundamental crisis which puts into question the very future of the human
race on this planet. (Guattari 1992: 125)

One visitor to Calcutta, with a somewhat morbid outlook, suggested
that cities were designed as monuments to death, with the cemetery or
the cremation site located in the centre of the calculations of town
planners. Planning on any grand organizing level came very late to
Calcutta, but it is true that the burning ghat at Nimtoliah, the Park
Street European cemetery and the (Muslim) graveyard at Tollygunge,
are placed in'a way that would allow a historical map of death in the
city to trace both the river, the Bricish presence, and by extension the
history of Bengal and, again, its terrible famines: what is the geo-
graphical residue of events, for example, such as that of 1943, when
‘maldistribution’ of food in India under the British during the war
(some would argue that this is 2 cuphemism for a starvation policy)
meant that thousands of Bengalis met their death on the streets of the
city? Such maps would evoke meanings that cannot be easily contained
within safe and conventional readings.

There are maps that resist rwo-dimensional conventions, and it is
important to recognize the extensions of cartography beyond the page
into the realms of the ‘mental map’, and so forth. The city is not just a
physical space but also a conceptual arena which plays out across a
non-geographical zone of meanings; and while it seems most conven-
jent to chart this non-spatial ferrain with the metaphors of geography —
arend, across, sone — it is possible and important to poiut teveards another
dimension of the cartography of Calcutta, Trave] writing might usefully
be considered under this cavalcade of metaphors, since transportation
tropes and travel writing attract each other as writers ges carried away
with certain convenient modes of representation. Ways in which the
Tanguage of transport conveys other meanings of the city are extensive.

A visitor to Calcutta maps the city in a way that offers a very
different approach to some of the main tropes of map-making:

It is nothing but an intersection. A place of migration where paths cross and
too many overlaps lead to confusion — not just the simplistic East meees West
crap, which is too 1dealistic even when presented with irony. Here East meets
East in a thousand ways, and the West meets the West and is shocked. Every-

thing interscets (John: Travel diary).

This map reduces aspects of a global view of cultural differences, with
a localized observation of the multiplicity of events in the city. The
intersection of this hybridity is a powerful reminder that the reductions
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of representation appear in many places, and this has much to teach us
about the ways in which we think: so that here it is not so much that
East meets West, but that the West again finds its representations of
othcr,ness to be another opportunity for self reflection — ‘West meet

West - so that the maps of visitors have still less reference to Ca]cutt:
than is supposed, and that many journeys never depart from self-
reference, or perhaps never arrive at the other shore.

It ‘should be no surprise, then, that some confusions seem more
prominent in this world of travel, and that the metaphor of the maze
comes to have a privileged ‘place’ (which place, where?) in the cultural
prodyctions of ‘the West’. To follow this notion down a more h'lm
soPhxcal path, we might consider how the composer Pierre ];Jm;lz;
raises a new cartography as a way of mapping Western thought:

le must be our concern to follow the examples of foyce and Mallarmé and
to jettison thc.conccpt of a work as a simple journey starting withla de, e
and cr!dmg with an arrival ... the modern conception of the maze in P-'“'t“r]f
of art is certainly onc of the most cansiderable advances in Western tl::nwc;r
;:;:l one upon which it is impossible to go back, (Boulez in Michelson :lfslgt‘

If we were o Jollow Boulez following Joyce and Mallarmé on a journe
which included a visit to Calcutta, we would first of all have t-(]) invcr{
the formu]a of a departure leading to an arrival, since to visit a ci
one instead usually begins with an arrival and ends with a de artur?
In the above quotation, Boulez seems to remain on a journcs more.
concerned with advances and with the impossibility of turning back i
Western. thought, such that this maze seems still to be direftccl b :
conventlorfal way of journeying. Nevertheless, the maze met:lphozr is
very prominent in descriptions of the city by other visitors. (In a com-
mentaty following Boulez, Michael Healy follows the circuits of the
maze in another journey, and has written, after the experience of a
fhort visit to India, that Western thought is becoming more diffuse
empty of unities and centres and frameworks’, so that we are left ‘goin :
round and round in circles ... that spiral back on ourselves’; as cvigencg
he referrs to the abundance of video shops in Indian ;ities which
suggests to him that: ‘the ghost in the machine is Indian’ [Healy 1985:
53]..1 do not really know how to co-ordinate the itinerary of tl :
particular departure). ’ "
Thch are aspects of travel that cannot be conveniently mapped
even with reference to the still-two-dimensional complexity ofPth‘
tnaze. Within ‘Western thought’, in 2 way that perhaps Boulez has noi
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yet anticipated, travel divides up into a multiplicity: departure, arrival,
strangeness, otherness, estrangement, alienation, exile, crisis, redemp-
tion, reconciliation, trust, return, death, end, and more. The two-
dimensional is not the outer constraint of the epistemology of the map,
but there are reasons to search beyond its limits. Going firrther (?) than
Boulez along the geography of this question, Deleuze suggests that:

You only escape dualisms effectively by shifting them like a load [a backpacker
metaphot], and when you find between the terms, whether there are two or
more, a narrow gorge like a border or a frontier which will turn the set into
a multiplicity. (Deleuze and Parnet 1977/1987: 132)

Perhaps, reconnoitring the terrain of these metaphors, Calcutta guide
maps should be understood as reference to a flight corridor or frontier
for visitors and travellers which marks an incellectual point of departure
most often described as chaos, frequently subjected and organized by
‘official’ cartographic reduction and transcription, and very occasionally
explored as a potential ‘line of escape’ (Deleuze) from the tyranny of

regulation.

So metaphors of travel provide a way of making sense of the maze of
Calcutta, allowing travellers to express problems of orientation, of
finding a way through the labyrinthine city. These kinds of metaphors
are especially appropriate vehicles for travellers trying to find their way
in a strange city which is visifed but not known in the way a home
town might be. The modes of concentration required by the visitor
are different; *Walking through the streets can be wugh, and some-
times you forget to look at what is going on, concentrating too much
on your destination’, (Cecilia — this criticism of tourists is also made
by Nietzsche [1887/1969], who likened them to stupid and sweating
animals climbing 2 mountain who forget to stop on the way and
admire the views. Harsh.) Awempting to solve the maze, to orient
oneself, or simply wandering in a kind of random pattern, are
commonly presented as the ‘project’ of being in Calcutta, as well as
being climed by some (Adrienne) as a metaphor of self-discovery.
Vincent Crapanzano says as much when he discusses travellers:
‘Spanning worlds, translating without really translating, explaining with-
out really explaining, describing without really describing,’ they are
‘doomed less tragically than comically to failure’ (Crapanzano 1992
93). Yet these travels provide ‘at least the illusion of a transcendental
vantage point for self refection’ (Crapanzano 1992: 93).

An important aspect of the labyrinth metaphor is the idea of
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exploration. Calcutta as a site for endless discovery is often discussed
to t-he extent that sometimes ‘the longer you stay here the more ym;
:‘Ei-lllze you hardly know the place ac all' (Peter). Just what it takes to
dlscover’-Ca]cutta, as the travel brochures and guidebocks would have
_you do, is a matter of quite different opinions. One volunteer ex-
pressed her view with some frustration: ‘You need to stay here ﬁftei‘:
years before you understand anything, How long do you need ¢ 5
in Calcutta? How long could you stay?” (Fiona). o
Another volunteer, who had heard Fiona’s comment, wrote:

Calcqttn is my example as | sit in its stomach. How could one begin to
describe th:.s city = it's audacious to try — an English girl, ignorant of la . 7

culture, politics, here for a pitiful few months; with m'y bias, prej d'nguabeci
nll- t-hc preconceptions of a *Western' upbringing, I'm cxpos;g r.:)ut}l:es o

miniature part, without the facilities to make sense of it. And yet ': mo?t
med in, impress themselves, force thought, and 1 have to find us)r’:x :m_gus
in myself. Calcutta speaks, but so much of it is noise and 1 hesitate tc; fc;;?;:

out individual voices, as sol i
0 mething suggests 1 can nev
er unders :
CTarmimy: Lestes) tand them.

Another visitor observed that the tourist-volunteers seemed to be put
or put themselves, into a situation where everything they ever bclier:rcci
could be questioned. Where nothing was certain any more, and nothin
secure (Suzie), it was difficult to find your way, but you h,ad a res :
snbili.ty to do so, however different ‘reality’ might be to the ways itpl E:;
previously appeared. Unfamiliarity is an enabling condition f,t;r som
travellers. Adrienne tramps the streets, almost lost, and says: ‘l see mo. .
when I'm feeling lost, not frightened, but just a lirdle ut.lsure of tl::
.\\'ay; I look more closely’. This theme of loss appears often in the more
counter-cultural’ kinds of expression: ‘You come here not so much to
find y?urself as to lose yourself® (Helen), and: ‘To disappear into the
conﬁ.:smn of differences which is Caleutta, and India, where you have
te reinvent your identity because all your reference points ~ from toilets
to language - are misplaced’ (Roland). When confused and ‘average’
middle-class youth travel to a place where they can only lose their \fa
- .for all the learning experiences and ‘character-building’ aspects o};'
this kind of travel ~ the political and ideological consequences and
context of international budget tourism become more troublesome
Representations become cluttered, chaotic. Home, order and redict;
able familiarity are privileged in contrast to the ‘disorder’ of diﬂeercnce
af\nother traveller repeated the Lettriste International experiment of tr ;
ng to navigate the city, in this case Calcutta, with a map of :mothir
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city, that of London. Spectacularly‘( unsuccc§sful. Walter.Benjn;n:;;

commenting on Baudelaire, writes: the revealing presentat‘lonsbo "

big city ... are the work of those who h'ave tra.ver?cd the city a }s:n Y,

as it were, lost in thought or in worry' (Benjamin quoted in Home
-7

‘99\"}}1-:“)'“": metaphorical register expands into unexpec?cd rc.alms,

such as another variant of the labyrinth offered by Catherine, diverse

effects need to be analysed:

‘Caleutta is crazy like an ants’ nest upon which someone has ptl:nurcd buﬂl;g
water, Everyone is trying to get from one Plncc to another at nc‘s:;rn:.h :
with no rules, except maybe the social version of the rnqtlium Farnz e t. :102;'
- people moving about at varied speeds and no possibility of predicto

the inevitable occasional collisions!

Lévi-Strauss also sometimes described social life in similar ant-mctapho‘z
terms (1966/1983), and the sepnrati.on of the obserw':r anq ;:ontc;:[
which operates in such descriptions is a recurrent one in soc}:o ogy. M
the same time, the scientific gesture claims some affinity with the nat:;
sciences, and attempts to predice the workings of the woric:]. Unl c:;
standings expressed through these kinds .of metaphors — be they tho: :
of the social scientist or of the speculating traveller — are suspect no
least of all in their importation of images from strange categories to
make sense of human lifestyles: people are not ants, nor are th?
particles in an atom, however much they may drive themselves towards
destruction. “This is 2 more natural city; everyone does whatever they
want. Look at how they drive all over the road’ -(Rachel).

Accidents do happen, and the traffic situation does generate a

number of interesting comparisons:

‘Calcutta is vastly different to Dethi, which 15 for.t'ourisrs just a vast arnlv‘;:_:
station of cultural differences. s a simple opposition; 'l.'hc Cu'im:)c.ﬁ,‘-n]l ,:,
against a new and fascinating-confusing one. People don't stay m- 5 n. (: [,;-
whereas in Calcutta tourists have more time and are furcc.td to negotiate t;‘u.
differences = to navigate the traffic, not always managing t'o w?11}d~ a n:‘\\.‘
bumps and scrapes. The taxis in Calcutta have fots of dents — in Delhi you'e
cither fine or smashed by a bus’ (Birgid)

ALTERNATIYE MAPS

Looking for maps that do not enclose the city, or at least tc:;I find
modes of map-making that leave spaces (of escape) for counter- ?egg—
monic inscriptions of experience, might be a good description ot the
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attitude of those who would renounce the Lonely Planet Guide pre-
figured versions of Calcutta. In Modern Lodge travellers expressed a
need for, and began to make, maps of the city which could be placed
somewhere between the mainstream cartography and the expectations
of existing maps, and the chaos and loss of not having a map at all.

Apainse the predictable ‘monument’ tourism of the travel guides,
which took in the Victoria Memorial, the Indian Museum and Kali

Temple, since 1992 an ‘alternative tour” has become popular among the
backpackers of Sudder Street. This ‘tour’ includes, in a haphazard and
eclectic way, a visit to the College Street bookshops near Calcutta
University, possible participation in a Communist rally, coffee in the
Indian Coffee House, lunch at a small Bengali food co-op, curiosity
shops, various film houses, dance halls and cultural venues, Nahoum’s
cake stall in New Market, views of the statues of Lenin, Marx and
Engels, M.K. Gandhi and Netaji Subhas Chandra Bose, and so on. It is
symbolic of these alternative tours that the statues offered more than
bronzed histories as they provided opportunities to gain access to
important aspects of contemporary Calcuttas political life, The statue
of Lenin overlooks one of the busiest intersections of the city, Gandhi
was ‘festooned’ with lights for the fiftieth anniversary of the Quit India
movement, and Netaji Bose, adversary of the Mahatma and culoural
hero in communist Calcutra, sits astride a horse at Five Points Crossing
(also mentioned in Grasss writing on the city, and site for birth-
centenary celebrations — and Neiji’s possible return? — in 1996-7). It
was from such ‘tours’ of the political aspect of the city that calls for
counter-maps of Calcutta emerged.

For all the ‘received’ images of Calcutta that circulate in the travel
brochures, academic and literary texts, and in the guidebooks, the
‘production’ of the city is also very much a ‘productive’ activity of
every traveller. To differing degrees visitors not only internalize the
tropes of representation of the city but continue, elaborate, embellish
and evaluate them. The majority of visitors participate in the dissemi-
nation of the stereotypes of Calcutta to be found in the most popular
literature and in the most readily available guidebook, or marked on
the most accessible map. The experience of making an alternative map
of Calcutta offers, with all its contradictions, a useful lesson in the
tyranny of representation. Alternative versions of Calcutta, outside the
stereotypes, are difficult to maintain, hard to find, and continually
silenced, overlooked or forgotten, through lack of the same sort of
infrastructural supports offered by accepted maps and the convenience
of the Lonely Planct guide. Nevertheless, the city is mapped in ways
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Lonely Planet cannot imagine, and the notion of the map, and the
ways in which people come to understand and inscribe space, should
not always be reduced to the same flat and boring routines.

The alternative maps, however, were little more than an attempt by
some travellers who had stayed a reasonably long time in Calcutta
(longer than those who were simply ‘passing through’) to make available
some of the things in the city which made their visits memorable. On
the principle that things not described in the guidebooks will be only
‘accidentally’ found by travellers, there was an attempt to pass these
‘accidents’ along to newly arrived backpackers and volunteers. The
sharing of experience, hints, clues, and so on, is an important part of
backpacker culture and arrogance — these often-lost, reinvented, and
lost-again maps became a sort of codified version of the Modern Lodge
rooftop discussions. Perhaps even the alternative and counter-Lonely
Planet aspect of these tours and maps made them more credible or
fashionable under the aegis of the unusual or the exclusive, so that
those “in the know’ could think themselves more privileged than the
‘average' visitor,

This, of course, is not as much an ‘alternative’ as the word might
suggest. These maps are still machineries of perception. (‘What is it
that tells us that, on a line of flight, we will not rediscover everything
that we are fleeing’; Deleuze and Parnet 1977/ 1987: 38). While travellers
who stop ‘long-term’ in Calcutta disconnect from the conventional
circuits of tourism to some degree, the non-glossy aspects of the city
can be ‘marketed’ as well. When the ‘everyday’ becomes more interest-
ing than the monumental, difficulties and incongruities become routines
of pleasure. Large hotels and swimming-pools are ignored in favour of
the rough romance of the banana-pancake trail and cheap ‘local’ colour.
New conventions emerge to cater for market differentiations, so that
recently one large travel publisher released a City Guide to capitalize
on a very suburban experience of the city. The map promoted an
‘informed’ experience of Calcutta, including sites of various charity
organizations selling handicrafts, emporiums, missions, and cultural
markers for a kind of ‘alternative’ or ‘intelligent tourism’ that does not
seem too far removed from any other mode of consumerism. The
danger here is that everything can be fitted into the mould of
consumption (in this case through a kind of altermative policing of
space).

Different kinds of map might still be made. Following another
observation by James, a traveller in Calcutta who said: ‘Caleutta is
nothing but corners of streets, everyone crossing the road in any which
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way, and the government saying the chaos of unrepaired and crowded
roads keeps down the traffic speed, and therefore there are less
accidents’, an experimental map might track actual use of a street on
any particular day. The street where most travellers stay, Sudder Street,
is uneven, the footpath is more often rubble than flat, the holes in the
road are large, and dangerous during monsoon flooding, and vet ‘the
chflos seems uniform’ (James again). Everyone seems to find an appro-
priate path or position, there is a ‘code’, there are protocols to learn,
and patterns into which visitors *fit’ — in spaces, or corridors, designated
for them (no doubt Gunter Grasss cow would pass by sometime). Some
hawkers attract tourists to one side of the street, others avoid a particular
corner, street children occupy a disused sidestall, the heads of passers-
by turn at the more popular café to see who is there, a newspaper-
wallah stops customers in the middle of the road — a tracing of the
patterns of these trajectories would reveal the ‘code’ of use of the street
in econemic as well as cultural and political terms. Another visitor,
with unintended aural irony, called the chaos of everyone wandering
all over the road the ‘staggering urban clutter of Calcutta’ (Vanessa).

*Walking in the city is a zigzag, serpentine, stop-and-start, crab affair’
{Vanessa again). Even the dignified promenade under the splendour of
the colonial verandas of the Oberoi Grand Hotel along Jawaharlal Nehru
Road can be a series of collisions punctuated only by occasional
moments of co-ordination and symmetry when the entire crowd pushes
the same way at the same time.

‘Slouching and side-stepping on uneven pavement, taking a detour to avoid
a bu‘rst pipe, roadworks, the underground, or some heap of rubbish. The
continuous noisc [a constant 60-8a decibels in many streets] becomes a barely
noticed background hum to an urban dance. Bicycle bells ring from nowhere
Ambassador cabs lurch like demons down the sereet, walking in this city is ar;
adventure! (Jennifer)

De Certeau comments: ‘The motions of walking are spatial creations.
Tl_ley link sites one to the other’ (De Certeau 1985: 129). Among what
might at first appear to be chaos, there are techniques of pedestrian
locomotion which are developed quickly by visitors to the city —
excluding the chauffeur-driven guests of the Oberoi — which amount
to a certain jaunty, jostling step and a preference for abandoning the
bustle of the pavements in favour of the edge of the road. To walk in
danger of being clipped by a bus or car, giving the pavements up to
the commerce of hawkers and the all-too-basic dwellings of displaced
families, is an option which makes the roads still more congested. There
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seems to be no respite from this. Amazingly, Calcutta appears as a
pedestrian’s city.

Perhaps this amazement, which is also the recognition of the parti-
ality of all representation, is something like that wonder with which
Borges approached the city of Aleph which could not be mapped:

what I want ta do is impossible, for any listing of an endless series is doomed
to be infinitesimal. In that single gigantic instant 1 saw millions of acts both
delightful and awful; not one of them amazed me more than the fact that all
of them occupied the same point in space, without overlapping or transpar-
ency ... what | shall now write down will be successive, because language is
successive. Nonetheless, 1 shall try to recollect whae I can. {(Borges 1971: 13)

The maze or labyrinth model of the city converges with one of the
favourite mystery-fantasies of intellectuals since, at least, medieval times,
conjured with by Bataille, Borges, Eco, Kafka. It may remain undecided
as to whether or not the ultimate ‘fix’ of the scholar is the paranoid
realism of Kafka's The Trial, where the frustrations of bureaucracy always
threaten to drive on to a screaming hysteria, but within which the
citizen is obliged to behave with good humour, as if all were routine.
Or perhaps it is Ecos The Name of the Rose, where 2 lost text by
Aristotle on the importance of laughter is rediscovered, only to be
consumed in a fire that destroys an irreplaceable maze-like library
(remembering Alexandria and the destruction of its library) lit by a
defiantly anti-Dionysian guardian (a death shrieking in the flames,
stuffing poisoned pages into a ravenous and frenzied mouth). It would
be difficult to find a more manoeuvrable metaphor of the unending
desire and ultimate undecidability of knowledge. No other register could
present itself with such facility for representing so much in such tanta-
lizing complexity, yet finally provide so little. (There is something here
for a critique of Said’s flat hybridity.) That the maze seems more and
more drawn towards the city should not be a surprising consequence
of our experience of wandering, perhaps with less and less compre-
hension, the streets of Calcutta.

The city-as-a-maze is one which forces the traveller to ask directions,
to articulate what is otherwise drawn on paper with the — perhaps
forlorn — hope of explication. Hollier’s reading of Bataille’s labyrinthine
texts leads him to suggest that the labyrinth:

does not hold still, but because of its unbounded nature breaks open lexical
prisons, prevents any word from finding a resting place ever ... multplymng
meanings by inverting or splitting them: it makes words drunk. (Hollier 1974/
1989: 6o}
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Amid all these maps, which must sometimes overlap with contrary
cedifications, it should not be surprising that I am often lost. When 1
ask the way I become more confused, or I am drawn into some other
c-xchange. another direction, which demands a change of plan. Some-
times the plethora of images fragments into incomprehensible differ-
ences; at other times it seems all too much the same, Lost in differences
and lost in similarities. My own desire to make maps of Calcutta can
also be charted alongside these themes; the irreducibility of the city to
any mapped representation; the two-dimensionality, and linearity, of
*Western thought'; the convergence of travel and terrain metnphor; in
the way these projects are described; the stops and starts of attempts to
escape the maze, spiral, labyrinth; and the convolutions of counter-
hegemonic efforts continually (intermimably) to sidestep the dead ends
of representation.

Along the way [ have found my inadequate mapping skills a recur-
rent obstacle to ever completing even a half~finished version of this
project. I often wondered if I had the stamina to continue, whether 1
had the discipline to connect all these scattered bits and pieces together,
to ‘write it up’. The technology is not so easy to manipulate; prc—'
folded along creased lines. Al the ime there has been a plan, or 'plans
and never any illusion that this catalogue of fragments would n'ot rcquirc'
work on the part of the reader, but still 1 wondered if it would all
come together with the haphazard coherence I thought was there, but
F_earecl was invisible, The months of editing my notebooks loomed aiwad
like a terrible weight; I kept postponing the task, finding excuses for
diversions, excursions, delays. I kept on going back to Calcutta, filling
my passport with stamps, my notebooks with more notes. All the roads
I followed led to others and never to a main thoroughfare, and all the
roads were clogged. | became more and more doubtful of the readability
of _tlu: entire enterprise. While it is something that will always be re-
written over and over, and while 1 would like to avoid the reductions
and fixations this inevitably entails, I think 1 would have liked the
security of having taken notes on the notes (yet another delay/relay)
and of providing a map to this map, a guide (to this) book. ‘

CARTOGRAPHY IN ITS PLACE

‘ln Hfasrs and Guests: The Anthropology of Tourism, Greenwood asserts that
tourssm is the largest scale movement of goods, services and people
that humanity has perhaps ever seen’ (Greenwood 1989 172). In the
same volume Lett qualifies this perhaps with an exclusion of military
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travel: ‘Modern tourism accounts for the single largest peaceful move-
ment of people across cultural boundaries in the history of the world’
(Lett 1989: 275-6). These discussions within the growing anthropology
of tourism represent significant changes in the map of the world, yet
somehow the tone of such comments seems terribly mundane. While
they are able to rehearse the themes of conventional travel studies
literature, an overly optimistic evaluation of tourism as a ‘profound,
widely shared human desire to know “others”, with the reciprocal
possibility that we may come to know ourselves’ (McKean 1989: 133)
seems prevalent, One traveller at the Modern Lodge wryly noted that
what mass tourism was about was ‘coming miles and miles away to
look at people you'd ignore at home’ (Emma). A critique of ‘otherness’
as something to be packaged and marketed through tourism (Green-
wood 1089: 179) is inadequate if it remains only the subject of anecdotal
accounts, as Greenwood complains, Summarizing the work of other
analysts, Lafant and Graburn write in Tourism Alternatives: Potentials and

Problems in the Development of Tourism:

The tourist industry’s system of production is now considered one of the
world’s most powerful driving forces. Through mergers and concentrations,
these companies have become agents of an interconnected network penetrating
many sectors. The transnationals of tourism are the avant-garde for strategies
of capital internationalisation. The system of tourist production has evolved
into network-companies, models for transnational companies in the world
cconomy. (Lafant and Graburn 1992 97)

The need for detailed studies to chart the particularities of tourism as
articulated by Nash (1989: 52}, is not filled by the majority of travel
writers; or travellers who write, and who remain within the Lonely
Planet grid of these conventions; the stay-at-homes.

Let’s go, lets go, all aboard your armchairs! ... you must get an idea of these
journeys and of the people who think travelling is really something. Today
the world is cut up into litde paved squares and served up on a platter, yet
there are stil] some doughheads out there who talk about their “travels” with
papal seriousness, as if they were the first ones ever to have gone anywhere
.. [they] have been to the suburbs and back! As long ago as | can remember,
I have dreaded people who rik about their vacations. (Aragon 1928/1991:

41-2)

Aragon’s contempt is for those ‘adventurers’ who expect great revelations
from people they have just met in strange foreign cafés — ‘avoid them
like the plague’ (Aragon 1928/1991: 42). This is as good an approxima-
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tion of any of the general boredom with travel conversations that still
prevails in academic literature.

thrc more than ten years ago Crick could lament the dearth of
detailed anthropological writings on travel (Crick 1985), it is now the
case that anthropologists, and sundry other writers, seem plagued by
faf too much literature. Tourism studies is becoming a boom industry,
Yet perhaps the particularity of Crick’s lament — that despite a fc\\;
good general texts, we still have too few ethnographic studies of traveller
behaviour in specific places — remains valid. The boom has been in the
area of a kind of *booster’ philosophy of tourism which is only mildly
cr.ltical of the industry. Courses in universities on the development of
!elsurc and tourism abound, travelogues occupy more and more space
in the bookstores, and the debates which fared over Crick’s alleged
conflation of the persona of the tourist and of the anthropologist gh:ls
now mellowed into a polite, even insipid, negotiation of distinctions. It
seems that tourism is the most conventional aspect of the g]oiaal
economy.

Academic studies, including this one, contribute to this situation. It
may seem valuable to be able both to satisfy the demand for a localized
study of touristic activity — an ethnographic study of a ‘tribe’ of tourists
= :md. to map out formal distinctions between the work of anthro-
pologists and the play of tourists in the context of global politics -
some sort of literature survey of recent debates about the negotiation
of cultural difference — but I fear that neither of these projects is
ultimately very useful. This is because I think there is still some point
to the taunt that anthropologists are a species of tourist — they just have
more up-market tools — and as such they participate in a global
econony of cultural differences which can be seen in all locales, but
cannot be understood without reference to much wider matters. \X’/hi!c
it 1 important to remember that a travel brochure is not a monograph
on culture, slippage between the forms deserves close attention (Garcia
1988: 93).

Pico lyer has called tourists the ‘terrorists of cultural expansion
anyone with a credit card could become a colonialist’ (Iyer 1989: 1 3)
I.n her thought-provoking volume, Rana Kabbani has noted the closé
links between Empire and travel writing: “To write a literature of travel
cannot but imply a colonial relationship’ (Kabbani 1986: 10). This
colonialism is founded on an imperial power that includes the authority
of academic institutions to articulate the ‘real’ space of exotic sites.
f\lo.ng the way Kabbani has a dig at the derivative writing of travellers:
It is 25 if the imagination of the traveller, in order to function, has to
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be sustained by a long tradition of Western scholarship, by other Western
texts' (Kabbani 1986: 10). There are conventions of description and
conventional clichés which are renewed over and over, so that the
continuities of travel literature may be traced across long periods of
time. Kabbani's work is to follow the echoes of Burton and Lawrence
in contemporary writings about Arabia. A similar project could find
much older sources than I have presented for this representational
cartography of Calcutta.

However, the chssic Orientalist narrative of the splendidly rich and
exotic East is curiously less readily associated with Calcutta than with
almost any other part of India, While Calcutta was the port through
which wealth flowed into England, it is the Black Hole that is always
remembered, while the rest of Indian Orientalist history abounds with
tales of ‘exotic travels’ which require the reader to wade through sagas
of fabulous and ostentatious wealth, Nizams, palaces, banquets, tiger
hunts and feasting. At best Caleutta gess Kipling, who wrote powerful
words on the city: ‘built on sil, I am Asia, Death in my hands, but
gold!” Exotica versions of the ‘Orient’ rarely entail scenes of poverty or
exploitation, preferring instead a spicy history of riches, which then
flows into fantasy films like Octopussy (discussed below in Chapter 6),
Indiana Jones and the Temple of Doom, and so on. This contrast, which
makes Calcutta only the Kipling-routine of ‘city of dreadful night’, and
glosses the rest of India as mysterious and mystical, is like a prophecy
imparted to the visitor before arrival, and all too often confirmed. The
front cover of the Lonely Planet guide now carries a classic postcard
porteaie of the Palace of the Winds in Jaipur. No surprise there.

Neither academic nor touristic literature — and none of these maps,
of course - can be independent of projects of consumption under the
social formations of capitalism. This includes the ways in which
resistances and creative realignments of previously mapped-out expecta-
tions can be renegotiated and drawn into the consumption processes of
visiting Calcutta, The flows of life are continually inscribed and re-
inscribed by this cartographic mentality. While the city can never be
totalized and gridded in full sufficiency — unlike the achievement of
Borges’s map-maker — and indeed, the purpose of a map is never “full’
representation but, rather, adequate and convenient reduction, there is
still a slippage which conflates reduction with representation with illus-
tration with manifestation. To some extent this applies with the logic
of: Yif there is nothing marked on the map, then there is nothing there’,
but it also operates in other modes of representation, just as reductive

as maps.
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Debates in geography offer a relevant coda for this chapter. Marxist
scholars brought to geography the recognition that ‘mental maps’ of
social dommains were produced in specific socioeconomic formations.
Qf course geographers are produced under similar conditions, so that it
is Eossnblc to read the programmatic statements of urban scholars like
Dear and Scost in ways that are also relevant to tourism studies and the
place of maps in cultural production. In a suggestion that also applies
to cartography, Dear and Scott posit that:

urba.nisntion is decipherable only as a mediated outcome of the social dynamics
a?ui imperatives of the capitalist mode of production in specific conjunctural
circumstances ... urbanisation and planning [and maps] can never be effec-
tively treated as objects of theoretical study divorced from some wider theory
of society. {Dear and Scott 1973: 4) o

This comment can also remind us that the project of this specific study
of tourism is one where some attention to a variety of contexts is
crucial — in the social sciences the contexts of study are diverse: practical
problems and theoretical interests; the priorities of military-orientated
urban planning; political histories and socioeconomic hierarchies; the
global orders of tourism; cpistemologies of “Western thinking’ :md, the
New World Order; the covert agendas and unforeseen (7) applications
of social research; consumerist orientations; the dark exposures of
photography; the language and metaphors or protocols of representa-
tional forms; the demarcation of boundaries and differences; desire for
alternatives and counter-hegemonic productions; and so much more
All this might also be explored as a context for making sense of maps.
in this chapter, as it is for the discussion of the camera in the next two‘
chapters (5 and 6). Enframed as they are, maps bring Calcutta into
fg::ism;:l:or:;my one approaches them is, of course, a guide to the

This Fhaptcr has explored metaphors of travel and the city, drawing
attention to the use of the notion of the maze or the labyrinth as a
guide to an otherwise disordered experience. The map, as 2 mechanism
which can order a city, overlaps with a traveller’s expectations, guides a
tr:wrzller through strange streets towards expected monumcnts‘nnd sites
(s:ghts).What 15 sought on the map is, more often than not, found — as
Heidegger would have us believe. The production of space is intricately
co-ordinated with the metaphorics of travel, especially in so far as these
appear in official representational forms, and industry adjuncts. The
means of production of mapped space is also the map — a landscape
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that is both ‘imaginary’ and with significant effects in a global economy
reaching in to describe also local space. Even in its labyrinthine forms
— and indeed, in attempts by some travellers to indulge in, and/or
escape, this cartography with alternatives — the map remains a tool of
power. Tourism alternatives reinscribe the city in ways which are quite
closely derived from the established protocols, and from within the
consumptive logic of inscription and globalized commedity exchange.

NOTES

1. Ferguson’s study (1993) of maps and trave] guides of Venice from Jacopo de
Barbari's 1500 woodcut to Baedeker, the famous cultural guide published from 1829,
offers a useful atempt to unpack travel ontology.

3. As kitsch 1 have in mind here the series of nwelve or so ghastly colour repro-
ductions of the Queen Victoria Memorial available as postcards on Sudder Street.
These postcards are printed just shghtly out of focus, or with the colour registration
2 millimetre our, or with garish foregrounded foliage from the memorial gardens,
They are so bad that they are truly great.

3. This chapter was 2 maze itself before a guiding hand plotted a better course.
1 am indebted o Michae! Dution for much-needed and valuable support during
important stages of this project.

s. Thanks to Jonah Tennick for pointing out these connections.

5. At one stage in the 1960s Debord was Lefebure’s research assistant; some com-
plaints have been made against Lefebvre for citing Debord only twice in The Preduc-
tion of Space — such complaints are ironic coming from the champions of plagiarism,
Interestingly, the arrival of the UK punk group the Sex Pistols allowed these points
to be coded in the slogan-anthem 'Hohdays in other people’s misery’ (Pistols, 1978:
Never Mind the Bollocks).

6. 1 reviewed Geertz's book in an essay for the journal Secial Analysis (Flutnyk
1990). Heated debates over the activities of University of Sydney researchers in Thai-
land began in the mid-1970s and still continued into 1992, with a seminar in the
Department of Anthropology which was notable for the polarization of two strictly
demareated 'sides’ of the argument, The question of sesearchers in the direct employ
of the US army is one which could completely undermine scholarship’s right to
claim any legitimacy whatsoever. See Cohen (1993) for a stimulating discussion of the
politics of academia under capitalism.

7. At this point | should thank Nikos Papastergiadis and Scott McQuire for
making it possible to link up with Spivak hete, travelling all night up a mad highway
in Australia, back in what seems like less than ten-plus years ago.

PHOTOGENIC CALCUTTA

This chapter and the next consider the most popular of technologies of
representation available to tourists: the camera. Tourists are characterized

and caricatured, everywhere as camera-wielding beings who take phom;
of everything. The technological production of a kind of photogenic
Calcutta as a series of appropriated images (which need not necessarily
be of Calcutta) can be explored through the ways in which the camera
is handled by visitors,

. Fascination with representation in recent times scems to correspond
with the emergence of computer graphics, heightened levels of infor-
mation exchange, and the proliferation, internationally, of an economy
of the image. Cameras have been widely available for some time,' and
while it is not necessary to agree with Crary that it is so sign;ticant
that *‘most of the historically important finctions of the human eye are
being supplanted by practices in which visual images no longer have
any rgference to the position of the observer in the “real”, optically
perceived world’ (Crary 1990: 2), the interrelations of vision and tech-
nology do become problematic.

Emergent technologies of image production are becoming the dominant
.moF'leIs. of visualisation according to which primary social processes and
mstitutions function, And, of course, they are intertwined with the needs of
global information industries and with the expanding requirements of medical
military, and police hicrarchies. (Crary 1990; 2) ,

Representation has long been of concern, and it is perhaps only
recently {see Foucault 1066/1970) that the ‘real-time’ observing sub-
Ject has come under scrutiny. While worrying about representation and
its histories, | want to employ Heidegger’s notion of enframing and

143
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Marx’s discussion of commodity fetishism as a means to tighten the
focus on discussions of ‘the gaze’. Crary’s pursuit of the ways in which
‘techniques of the observer” calibrate with global ‘events and forces’
and ‘forms of insticutional and discursive power’ {Crary 1990: 3)
provides the backdrop. The presentation of Calcutta to travellers, as
explored in the chapters above on travel literature and in Modern
Lodge, can now be placed alongside those items most closely associ-
ated with the returning traveller: the holiday snapshot and the souvemr.
These are what the traveller brings back from Calcutta; they are the
material Jink with the ‘outside’ world, or home. Just as the traveller
who arrives with loaded baggage carries much besides rolls of empty
film, the returning traveller carries away more than exposed rolls and
a backpack bulging with memorabilia. I want to take the souvenir
and the photograph together to show that the conditions in which
they are taken by travellers are quite similar, and must be understood
within the circulating and technological contexts | outlined with

reference to Marx and Heidegger in Chapter 1.

INSTAMATIC ANTHROPOLOGY

There is a photograph of a mm, one of the Missionaries of Charity doing
the work of Mother Teresa in Calesttta, and this wun is skipping with a rope
among @ group of children. 'm not sure why this photo catches e so wsich
= she is facing away from ihe camera, back to us, yet it is as if she vere
tooking; the sari covering her head condd cqually cover hrer face. The uptuned
sole of her bare foot confinns that she is facing wmvay; as I look closer it is
revealed that there are two skippers, one almost fully hidden behind the i,
probably a schoolchild. Among the group of watching children a third of them
look past the wun into the lens — this photo has more than bonnce; what
springs to mind is ot the screnity or austerity which might easily be expected
to cover the conntenance of such a nun, but iustead something far more lively,
and 1 want this photo to stand for what has so often been ‘skipped over’ in
popular conceptions of Calentta: there is more life bound np here than a brief

glance might entertain.

Discussions of photography and the image in tourism studies seem to
me always to be framed with nostalgia. The image that one retains is
somehow deployed as a mirror for experience, a kind of mimetic
souvenir, a token which enables a return down the path of reminis-
cence, reflection and understanding. At the same time a critique of the
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image, Iand of the gaze (Urry 1990), seems also to have the structure of
nos'ta]gm = a nostalgia for a more authentic vision, for a photography
\Vhlf.'.h does not ‘steal’ the image away, which reflects without the trans-
gression of power that is often (not always) casily recognized in the
photographic moment. Among contemporary social theorists it is
pnudril.lard who articulates this nostalgia most eloquently. What is also
mteresting is the photographic or cinematic code in which it is framed:

We used to live in the imaginary world of the mirror, of the divided self and
of the stage, of otherness and alienation. Today we live in the ima ir;a

world of the screen, of the interface and the reduplication of conti 'uig :u:z
.ncr.works.All our machines are screens, We too have become screv:nsb ax?c; our
interactivity has become the interactivity of screens, Nothing that ap'pears on
ic screen 1s meant to be deciphered in depth, bur actually o be explored
msmnt:m.cously, in an abreaction immediate o meaning = or an im::m:diu-
convolution of the poles of representation. (Baudrillard 1988: 7) "

During my study of foreign tourism in Calcutta, over and over again
througll what Amitav Ghosh called the ‘endless flow of Indo-babble’ ir;
dlscoqrse about travel, I heard the same kinds of metaphors guiding the
ways in which India was to be understood by the travellers I met. Of
course I myself often utilized the same themes; and so very freque.ntiy'
they were those of the media world, of film, screen, photo, image. Yet
at the same time it was as if we all knew already that this, was _jl;st a
scene of illusions — the image threatened to ‘slide off the screen’ at an.
moment. All the talk of Maya within Indian philosophies had somehoxz
found its way into the technological frameworks of what might be
called Western understanding. This repetition of screen-like images in
Fhe ways travellers, especially backpackers, talk about their experiences
indicates, ar least, a particularly specific construction of those experiences
through a mechanism of othering learnt, | suppose, in front of the
television, at the cinema, and from the family photo albuni. However
unsure | remain about this, it is still plausible to argue that the
construction of experience through the medium of preservable two-
dimensional (moving or still) representation is one of the most impor-
tant contemporary phenomena of international travel, and consideration
of th-ls in the context of the disparate economic and social privileges of
tourists and others could indicate the path towards more sophistic;;ted
responses  to the problems of culral difference, at least in so far as
tourism, and perhaps anthropology and photography, are concerned

Tht.: camera is the international signifier of tourism. With the n;ass
explosion of leisure travel in the latter part of this century, many photos
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have been taken, an amazing compendium of images — sunsets,
mountains, beaches, etc. — now piled up and in boxes under beds and
above cupboards in every home, everywhere. Holiday photography is
the record which shows, no matter how rushed the visit, that what was
seen was what was there; and it is always realist, things as they appear
to the mechanism. That photography has a place within the economy
of tourism will be readily recognized. The extent to which it is one of
the major framing devices of all ‘tours’ is perhaps less clear, but to
consider just the superficial appearances, in only the prepatations for
travel, there would be abundant occasions to refer to photography. The
travel brochure, the passport, the visa application, the duty-free film,
the ‘camera-safe’ luggage X-ray, and so on. Travel is overexposed to
photography.

At the same time a more complex involvement of photography in
the experience of travel can be signalled with reference to philosophies
of perception. Photography has changed the way the world can be
viewed, yet following the shortcomings of art history, the history of
photography has paid too little attention to the sociopolitical ramifi-
cations of this. More generally it might be argued that culeural repre-
sentation under contemporary capitalism goes on through technologies
which have until recently largely escaped detailed serious and sustained
analysis in terms of techniques of representing culture — the frame of
the visual, the tropes of narration, the authenticity of images, and so
on. The ethnocentrism of European modes of representation of the
visual grows out of the frame of painting, which promoted certain
ways of knowing the world, the body, and so on, and has continued
today into the frames of Kodak, Fuji, Agfa and the thoroughly pictorial
orientation of documentary and realistic photography. At the same time
this ethnocentric perception is not confined to the visual, but partici-
pates in a wide matrix of technologies which co-ordinate a very spe-
cific mode of cultural awareness and a constraint of possibility that
hardly seems visible from within the consumer world of cameras, videos
and tape-recorders, yet is utterly and overwhelmingly ‘framed’:

Memories you can keep. (Kodak advertising slogan 1987)

Would you trust your memories to anyone else? (Kodak 1993}

In the hands of travellers from so many nations, cameras whirr and
shutters click at an alarming rate, a global industry. Culture, meaning,
experience — the circulation of these forms is the work (labour) of
‘enframing’, and today this work operates through technologies of
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reproduction which ever more rapidly bring a world of endless
repetition/duplication of images and meanings (and experience) which
can b.e grasped, had, owned, bought and sold, in a convenient form.
This is true for an ever-increasing segment of the population of the
planet, including many of the workforce of the ‘Third World’® states.
&ls.an Sontag sees the development of camera technology as something
w]u'ch ‘carried out the promise inherent in photography from its very
Peglnning: to democratise all experiences by translating them into
images’; and, somewhat uncritically, she notes that photography is a
way of ‘converting experience into an image, a souvenir’ (Sontag 1979:
7). Does she mean that my passport is a souvenir of democracy? Almost-
everybody now carries at least one familiar (family) photograph, or at
least a pass card, but 1 dont see much democracy in that. T]’ll'JS the
.mechnlnisms of the camera spill over into tourism, cultural difference

imperialism, politics, and so on, in so many scenes — the intcrrelntec;
technological appropriations of capital through which everything is
understood as if it were snapped-shot in the frame. Cameras point at
cu!turt? everywhere, poking into the darkest flashlit nooks and crannies

capturing anything and everything in a million rolls, a massive campaignj
At 3smm a second (I am intentionally confusing formats here). The
co-ordinates of cultural identity and comparison are fixed in small,
easy-to-carry squares. It is as if a great reduction machine were at work
turning life into a billion miniatures.

PICTURE THIS

A story I heard in India — perhaps on the roofiop of Modern Lodge -
described the scene of the young Picasso, beginning to gain some inter-
national fame, being asked by a North American journalist if it was
true that he was such a good painter he could paint anything. And as
a kind of test, the journalist presented a photograph of a woman which
he carried in his wallet (this is the way journalists sometimes behave)
and said: *Could you paint my wife?’ Picasso studied the photograph
for a few seconds and replied, ‘No, she is too small; and then, after a
pause, continued, ‘and besides, she is too flat” Questions of fidelity to
the real can be inserted here. In The Tonrist Gaze, John Urry writes that
the 'pq\ver of [a] photograph ... stems from its ability to pass itself off
a2 m{niaturisntion of the real, without revealing its constructed nature
or its ideological content intimately bound up with the rourist gaze’
(Urry 1990: 139). It is clearly not only the captions attached to photo-
graphs — ‘my wife’, ‘the tourist’ - which direct ideologically motivated
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interpretations. The point of the Picasso anecdote, however, is also that
any critical perspective on such interpretation cannot claim power to
dispel the ‘ideclogical effects of the gaze'. Interpretation still colours his
response; he could probably recognize the wife.

Anecdotes themselves can function like snapshots to give the idea of

a scene, just as — cliché — ‘a picture paints its thousand words’. One of
the more significant consequences of backpacker travel to Caleutea is
the retrieval of a host of stories {some of which escape the conventions
of ‘the rumour of Calcutta’), a treasure trove. An entire archive of
traveller tales has largely been ignored in urban studies and tourisin
economics and consigned instead to guidebooks and ‘literature’. The
imagery of the traveller, however, plays a crucial role in the formation
of opinion about the city. Calcutta as the font of storytelling would
not be anathema to its intelligentsia, but the snaps the travellers take
home are perhaps less developed than might be hoped. The traveller
comes and goes quickly; Virilio sees Calcutta, like any other major
metropolis, as an ‘image-site’ at the end of a speeding airliner (Virilio
1084/1989: 7) and in his text the city flickers at the end of a media
transmission while its corporeality begins to disintegrate. Now every
city is to be seen through a filter, through an electronic haze in a
wider economy; and by pointing the device at some corner of Calcutta,
the photographer is immediately = snap = ready to escape with a
‘souvenired’ version of it for the ‘outside’.

What is it that is taken ‘outside’ in all those rolls of film shot by the
travellers, volunteers, visitors? What kind of Calcutta do they represent?
There are a number of set conventional images which collate some
rather narrow stereotypes for the city — the rickshaw-wallah pulling his
cart, the destitutes queuing at the street clinic, the overcrowded double-
decker buses; but over and over, the poor. Every photo is seen from
some perspective; there is always an angle. And while all photographs
can be said to be ‘constructed’, this, of course, does not mean they are
without political effects (for good and bad?). Nothing is ever seen just
as it is; all angles, especially camera angles, are positioned and deter-
mined by factors of context and contingency. Even pointing the camera
withoue thinking invokes a complex set of figuring preconditions.

Photostop. | woke one morning and went for breakfase at the Fairlawn
Hotel (when breakfast there was cheaper than it is today, before it
became a set for City of Joy). | arrived just before an effervescent North
American tourist, with an enormous zoom-lens camera, who had been
photographing lepers and other street-dwellers as they woke up. ‘The
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culture of the streets’, he announced to all. Bruner has written of the
camera as a ‘wonderful device for closet voyeurs, in that they can look
even stare, without embarrassment’ (Bruner 1989: 441). A visit u;
Fairlawn to meet the well-off North American tourist was an already
loaded invitation to be provoked by the vast contrasts of wealth and
vilues that are displayed — but even being prepared for this, and
attempting some sort of balance and reserve, | found it impossil;le to
ur?derstand how anyone could enter into such a voyeuristic enterprise
with no sense of embarrassment or hesitation at all. Provoked, I asked
as po!itcly as I could whether he felt at all guilty intruding on‘pcople's
lives in this way. A blank expression for two seconds was followed by
the rationalization that he'd paid his guide five rupees to wake the
sleepers up in the first place. It is no surprise that I found this obscene
(Part of my outrage here is fear that this book is not all that different.
Anthropologists have long since traded tobacco, blankets, beads mone.
and solidarity for stories. Who should [ be paying?) The ea'se Witl):
'whichl Calcuttan street-dwellers are exposed to such transparentl
imperialist appropriations is a product of the ‘open’ nature of the streets)-(
as-abode. Exposure itself is one of the problems the people face even
beyond the occasional annoyances, and stil more occasionally the
revenues, of tourist-voyeurs,

C.nlcutta 15 opened up, then, for those from the ouside, in pre-
ordained ways, The ways in which the city is imagined by the visitor
are v.ivisectionist and have little relation to the life of residents, treating
the city instead as a corpse for observation. The vision of this vivisection
cuts through the living areas of the city to extract the central organs
the heart = the monumental scenes of Howrah Bridge, perhaps — ir;
hard n.nd awesome focus: the ‘poor’ living beneath the Ayover. This
scene is not so much panoramic as epic in its representation of poverty
in Calcutta, And the aesthetic orchestration of poverty for the camera
is 2 consequence of an audience which will consume this poverty with
compassion, as ‘news from the front’, or from the urban hell ‘end of
the -world’. Caleutta has achieved this special reputation outside its
precincts. The camera provides more and more actors for this melo-
drama which unfolds as much in the Western press as on the streets
themselves.

In certain ways tourists and travellers are without identity, 2 mobile
army of camera-clicking suction cups sweeping into cities and villages
as subtly as a cyclone, a *frenzy of photo-mania’ (Crick 1990) - of
course‘ this cannot apply to all travellers, but there is an alarming degree
of purist consumerism to be observed on the tourist trail. Rather than
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give anything at the places visited ~ and tourists now visit almost every
place — it is more or less all take. Click. An anonymous consuming
cultural machine, buying, eating, looking, writing, filming (at the more
organized levels not even their foreign exchange remains within the
tourist sites for the most part, for it is spent on prepaid foreign-owned
packages in the country of origin {Crick 1994]); the paradigm of face-
less consumerism, a sucking vortex of dollars. And so, without a cultural
identity — and by this, of course, | mean that tourist identity is mostly
one of money, the equivalence of everything, so many differences
among the culres of the West which are reduced to the common
denominator of wealth — tourists hardly ever need to reflect seriously
on a predicament as voyeurs; or, when there is a chance to do so, there
is always the safety net of cynicism and apathy which is even part of
the fashionable post-tourism pose. No need to act — except, perhaps,
to point out how 1, like every other individual, do not act like afl the
other tourists and travellers. Just how is it that almost every tourist
seems to claim to be different in such similar ways?

WHAT IS PHOTOGRAPHY? SOUVENIRS

Photographs amount to a material manifestation of the imaginary work
of producing understandings and opinion about Calcutta, which can
make sense only within the wider processes of commercialization and
consumption of India. The city is inscribed in a variety of ways within
a variety of contexts, a plenitude of imaginary sites, each with cerrain
political loadings and each according to sets of specific preconceptions
and expectations, overt or covert, many of which impinge vpon the
images produced by tourists in determining ways. As with discussions
on the rooftop of the Modern, in travel guides and in literature, the
common tropes for representing Calcutta as the poor city, the
over-crowded city, the teeming city, the deformed city, also appear
prominently in the photographs of travellers. These tropes appear as
consequences of choices no more complex than simply the ‘what'-to-
photograph, ‘when’-to-photograph decisions of clicking the shutter, All
this amounts to the subjugation of Calcutta within the economy of an
ethnocentrism that continually elaborates dominant modes of percep-
tion and understanding. Much more than a critique of photographic
representation is needed here. To challenge the clichéd imagery of
Calcutta, it will be necessary to challenge the choices that are made in
the consuming and appropriative zone within which shots can be taken;
and, further, to challenge the realist sanction of photography, which,
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outside of the art-studio photography of New York, Paris, and so on
h_as rarel.y been disrupted from its mirror-function, its projection of thc:
city as it supposedly is. Beyond the viewfinder there may be other
pf)S.Sl.bl]itics not so easily subjugated to the ideological co-ordinates of
dn::smns such as First World-Third World, developed-underdeveloped
exposed-overexposed, and so on: l

‘I just froze as I was taking a photo and it hit me = i i

| J = I put myself in their place
and c.ould realize how I'd feel if they were taking photos of me while Ipwns
hanging out washing in my backyard. (Mitch)

‘My view of India is filtered through train windows and camera lenses” (Paul)

‘I caughe myself taking photographs of fishermen but ignoring the middle-
class as if being middle-class wasn't also part of India. No one wants a photo
of a sadhu standing in front of an electricity pylon, or sitting inside a Elnck-
and-yellow Calcutea taxi. People back home expect the sadhu to be covered
in ash and locking devout. (Mary)

The peculiar character of the material productions of the visitors to
Calcutta, their letters, diaries, photos, films, all carry the halo of
docx.lmcfn.tary. memory and preservation, even as they also inscribe
ambiguities. Among traveller photography, besides my own amateur
sho_ts, I have seen untold number of photographs of authentic-looking
Indian scenes (in which few travellers appear), alongside occasional shots
of other tourists, especially five-star-packaged ones, looking lost, and
casually posed scenes of *‘my’ Indian guide, friend, adopted fnmily' and
s0 on, all of which amount to so many exemplary and imaginary,sites
in which the consumption of culture masquerades as comprehension
and w-hich have an uncanny resemblance to the otherwise anathcmatic;
advertisements in the travel brochures. Some travellers are at pains,
however, to point out that the sky is not always blue, as it is in the
travel guides, although ‘good” photograph days have blue skies. If it
means anything to say that photographing an event or a site, is a
simulacrum of that event or site it is necessary to examine the stru,cturc
of the ‘authenticity’ and nostalgia that is deployed here. It is possible
that writers who stress the voyeurism of ‘the gaze’ without such an
amlysis do little more than produce text (keeping academic book
production in business). Authenticity-striving is a version of the
traveller’s quest, and that of the analyst. Walter Benjamin suggested
something like this, and perhaps an alternative, when he wrote, in the
late 1930s: ‘Culture appears reified. Its history then becomes nothing
but the residue of memorabilia that have been unearthed without ever
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entering into human consciousness through any authentic, that is
political, experience’ (in Buck-Morss 1989: 289).

It might be suggested that the photograph, as memorabilia, is here
“taken’ in a political context, but reified. Photographs as memorabilia are
akin to souvenirs. Despite appearances, the souvenir is hardly just a
thing. Its object status is little compared to its significance as a marker
of cultural experience, of difference, of travel to the frontier, of status
itself. The object of the souvenir is almost immaterial. Olalquiaga says:
‘souvenirs are instant ruins: they freeze a moment in time’ (Olalquiaga
1992: 35). The souvenir must be understood in the context of a history
of plunder, but also alongside the varied forms of the commodity, the
gift, give-and-take, and charity. Who shall attend to the charitable
intentions of those organizations, so often international NGOs, who
have set up factories for the fund-raising manufacture of trinkets and
crafts? Catalogues of politically correct gift ideas for Christmas arrive by
post to homes in Europe, America, Australia, to raise funds for Western
NGOs, but there is little more than tokenistic mention of the people
who produce those ‘traditional’ artifacts for Western consumption. Fair
trade would be well and good, if it really could be fair — but under
capitalism it is not, despite best intentions. Isn't it a fine thing to buy
souvenirs for charitable ends? Who gives what? In so far as souvenirs are
bound up with power, with unequal cultural relations — in colonialism
as well as tourism — there are also spectral stages of authenticity, theft and
exchange, which need to be addressed. Economics, then:

leisure is one way among others of squandering — of destroying — the surplus
energy.... Pure leisure (and of course labour strikes) is merely added to the
outlets that the available energy has beyond what is required for basic neces-
sities ... eroticism ... luxury products (whose energy value is calculated in
labour time) and amusements, which are the small change of the heliday;
then there is work, which in some way increases the amount of production

.. and lastly wars. {Bacaille 1976/1g91: 187)

In his sccond volume of The Acairsed Share Bauaille points to the
imperative that we must consume — even waste, squander — excess
energy. Are photographs like this? Linking holidays to wars, eroticism to
work — Bataille’s thought disturbs. The links relevant to this book would
stress the representational privilege that accrues to those who can take
holidays, cross-matched with the economics of the international division
of labour and the exoticism of those (holiday) representations, linked
again to the destructive war and exploitation that privileges First World
over Third. The consequence of Bataille’s thoughts linking eroticism
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(exoticism), consumption, appropriation, excess and decay in this way is
not o.ﬁ:en enough the obscene but stark realization that the consuming
machine which is capital is like a hungry ghost, eating its own excre-
ment wallowing in the cesspools (Lafleur 1989: 281) and that we are its
agents, we ourselves are the ghosts. Abstracted and alienated from the
valiles, meanings, artifacts — lifestyles — that we ourselves produce and
consume, this phantasmagoria of surplus is decay itself: the decay of
gc')or.' intentions, of experience and of meaning. There are echoes of
Lévi-Strauss and Giinter Grass here, and of charity, but the photograph
cannot so easily be placed in their — or in Bataille’s - care, In the Journal
Lusl_lania, Gregory Ulmer suggests that travel can be understood as a
sacrifice which ‘is part of the order of unproductive expenditure’ (Ulmer
1993: 10). Alongside war, cults, spectacles and monuments, travel can be
seen as a necessary expenditure in an economy which demands ‘con-
siderable losses’ (Ulmer 1993: 10), though not as much a useless squan-
der_' as.thc redemptive sacrifice of the Mother Teresa charity workers
doing it for God. In the same place, Gayatri Spivak is at pains to point
out that the consumption of surplus in potlatch ‘is not the same as
surplus value or profit’ in Marx (Spivak 1993a; 56). She says she does not
want to ‘take the road’ of potlatch within a Marxist understanding of
surplu's value as that which is objectified labour consummated as profit

(A brief note on surplus should be included here: surplus value is no;

profit, but that value which is more than what is required for the

reproduction of the worker, and which is then made to deny ‘its value

natt_Jre’ in producing more capital or in being ‘spent in consumption’

[‘..Spwak. 1993a: 56]. Surplus value must be ‘recouped’ as profit through

circulation.) Photographic expenditure is certainly a cost of travel phot:g)-

graphs are readily consumed, and conspicuously, for varied uses. ‘Giorgio

Agaml:'»cn has argued that ethnography has discredited the ‘prejudice that

no object can be invested with value if it is not something useful’

{(Agamben 1993: 48), so even the most useless of photographs - out of
fbf:us, perhaps, or repetitive postcardy scenes - might be inserted into

this nostalgic economy.

Budget travellers, for all their renunciation of the high-cost extrava-
gances of tourism, would be holders of an accursed share under Bataille’s
eye. So-called budget tourists are very much oriented by cost. The market
or thc‘ bazaar, the price of accommodation and food, and in general
the price of consumer items and services, are the figures that guide the
budget traveller. How much is the entrance fee? Who pays for dinner?
Postal charges to ship purchased items home? Five rupees for a photo‘
From the visa charge before the Jjourney to the departure tax at the;
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end, budget travel is a business of accounts, receipts, and exchange
rates. Expenditure without reward. Only more generous interpretations
romance travel as the accumulation of experiences.

Just as photography may render suffering photogenic, souvenirs
reduce the entire world to a flea market, and everything can be
collected. Global culture is not a homogeneity but, rather, the reduc-
tion within the same framing device of all differences, endless differ-
ences commuted into the sameness of ‘things’ that can be purchased
and brought home from the enormous jumble sale, There are conven-
tions about going home, many of them directed towards friends’ and
relatives’ expectations of presents and exotic tidings — the last days of a
stay in Calcutta are spent shopping and taking photographs. Some
travellers — as can be seen from a visit to craft markets in Western cities
— are able to subsidize their travels from the sale of ‘trinkets’ they have
brought home from the exotic ‘Third World'. Tourism does its part in
the wholesale extraction of handicrafts and other locally produced goods
from the subcontinent. The contribution to a kind of cottage version
of international trade which is represented by those hundreds and
thousands of backpacks filled with souvenir items is not without
significance. The point at which foreign exchange enters the market-
place is important here.

Every purchase tells a story: the umbrella from New Market, the book
from College Street, the chocolate from Nahoums (best chocolates,
good chocolates, fine chocolate), People buy shirts, trousers, cloth, sa-
ris, shawls, wall-hangings, mobiles, brass figurines, brass utensils, plates,
drums, books (1 am especially susceptible here), toys (and here), bicycle
horns, bags, jewellery, and more. This list catalogues some of the most
interesting items: ‘The best thing 1 ever bought in Calcutta was my
black umbrella from Burra Bazaar, it is so beautifully made, with a
decorated bamboo handle and a fantastic lotus flower frame’ (Bronwyn).
The black-cloth lotus-framed bamboo Calcutta umbrelia was always
destined to become a souvenir cult item among longer-term visitors.
With the cheapest ‘special best quality’ versions available for less than
50 rupees, and better-quality ones not much more expensive, the black-
cloth umbrella scorned by many Bengalis in favour of more convenient
nylon fold-up models was a must. These black brollies satisfied some
backpackers' eccentric desire to appear properly, and dapperly, British:
especially useful during the monsoon months, One or two extra 0
take back home for friends were easy last-minute items, rolled up in a
blanket, or carried on board as hand luggage.
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Do travellers consider those who produce these souvenirs? To the
extent that a few organizations like the Bengali Women’s Trad;: Union
f\t}mlhary or Community Aid Abroad advertise ‘non-exploitative’ and
fair trade’ (CAA pampbhlet) working conditions at the site of production
of the goods which appear in their glossy brochures, perhaps there is
cause for some approval. Certainly some volunteers working in Calcutta
were alert to such issues, and made efforts to shop from emporiums set
up b)‘/ the organized charities near the Sudder Street area; despite greater
(relative) expense, better-quality goods were sometimes a\'railnble :tsg com-
pared to the New Market shops (Consumer Price Watch Committee
Moderr! Lodge Branch, 1994). However, a rhetoric of non-ewploitative.:
production gleaned from glossy brochures does not immediatefy confirm
that those who work in the production homes which supply Oxfam
and_ CAA are adequately compensated for their difficult and of;en
bor:mgly- rc!:octitivc labour. Responses to questions about this elicited
va.nc:us Justifications ranging from ‘but they wouldn’t have jobs other-
wise’ (Heidi) to ‘at least the profits go to a good cause’ (Jason). Is

of small-scale commodity production are more complex than 'to::liei
evaluations of cottage capitalism allow, 5

What should be understood is that the souvenir or photograph is a
form .of" commodity which can be analysed in terms which bring out
Marxs insight that the commodity expresses a social relationship ~ that
in the market (which is now everywhere for tourism): ‘persons exist
for one anether merely as representations of, and, therefore, as owr;crs
of, commodities’ (Marx 1867/1967: 85). Souvenirs are social before
they are objects; they are things made of power; encrypted relations of
power; ciphers; signs. The souvenir or photograph of Calcutta taken by
Fhe Wes.terr? visitor may evoke a mood, a nostalgia for the context of
s orgin in an emporium, on a hot crowded pavement, or in a
cluttered market stall = but may be read more revealingly as'a marker
of a social relation. More than a status symbol or an ornamental displa
(souvenirs are kept, stored up on the mantelpiece, here more likz
potlatch than gifts), also a sign of power, a trace of imperialism. What
remains of heat, smoke, bustle, when the image of travel is t.:arried
Ilome? Litele perhaps, but the social relation which allows the trans-
portation and the nostalgia is exactly this. The image remembered is
also a marker of an economic and social privilege.

cher comments from travellers indicate a little of the scope of
India as a market. One can find almost anything in the chaotic
rummage that is the consumer’s Calcutta:
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‘['ve done out my house with bits and picces I've picked up on my travels —
its like a warchouse of Eastern artifacts.” (Joseph)

‘I did a course on Indian art which was presented as a kind of up-market
Indian travel guide. (Lucy)
‘I collect dolls or figurines from every place 1 visit = 1 want to have a mini-

ature world full of different people. Not really to relive my trip, but to show
visitors somcthing interesting from where ['ve been! (Jacinta)

“This shirt | had made up in the Punjabi style, but in this blue colour — it is
good that | will have something Indian that 1 will wear at home. Though it
was difficult; 1 had to wait two days, and then | came to the shop at five
minutes before lunch, so I could not leave the shop for over an hour because
I was locked inside.” (Antoine)

Souvenirs come to represent experience; often in a way that has a
meaning that is specifically relevant to the visitor. Such souvenirs can
be without obvious value for others — for example, 2 metro ticket from
Caleuta’s underground rail service, a Campa Cola bottle, a tongue
cleaner, a video copy of a Mrinal Sen film. Experience is also collected
like a souvenir.? Wanting to know through the authenticity of experi-
ence, through the notion of ‘having travelled’, is another mode of
consumption, and of appropriation — however genuine and sincere the
intentions. The concept of experience is an enabling constitutive one
for travellers as well as other visitors; anthropological ‘participant
observation’ is dependent upon the same conception. Travellers must
‘experience’ Calcutta as different. The point about travel is that it is
experience away from home, with itineraries mapped through the lens
of a global consuming apparatus. This may be understood to range
across extremes: from what may be serious scholarly interest and investi-
gation, or — and I am not too cynical here —a more empathetic affinity
with the spiritual allure of ‘India’ (very much in a Jascinans et tremendim,
hocus-pocus, mystic John-and-Yoko, out-of-body Hare Karma way).
The souvenir and the photo, as a reminder of a place visited or an
experience gained, also asserts the idea of a face-to-face authenticity
which is now past — and this, 100, is a mystical nostalgia.

There might also be reason to consider the relative economy of
souvenirs bought in ‘weaker currencies’. The phrase ‘monopoly money’
is not uncommon among travellers referring to rupees (or Thai baht,
or Malaysian dollars). Derrida’s essay on gifts and counterfeit money
calls attention to the power of money to make equivalences out of
differences (a basic Marxist point), and he uses this to enter into a long
discussion of the status of a variety of exchanges in a way that is
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applicable to the study of the politics of souvenirs. (Although Derrida's
icory of the gift ‘souvenirs’ colonial examples too — his Eurocentrism
is a given.)

ij what value are these souvenirs? As icons which represent the
experience of travel, they come to stand in place - as do photographs
= of things which rely more on memory. At a simple level they are
substitutes, but these material reminders, if they are triggers of memo
{violent shots), also serve to show something more, They claim a certaz
status, or at least a cliim which would authenticate — as evidence
brought back from afar ~ a narrative of experience which is to be told
shown or written, to others: ‘I have been away, and T have the proo;'
here with me’ It is no accident that some photographic prints are
called proofs — although these have an intermediary status, and must
still be printed in full. Somewhat similarly to proofs souvcr;irs re u
a narrative of acquisition to become operative, ‘ e

COUNTERFEIT STUDIES

ISomcnmes it will be claimed that travel broadens one’s horizons
improves the mind and soothes the restless soul = and I do not want tc;
fail to take this seriously. But it would be ludicrous to think that tourism
can save the world through the widened horizons of the children of
the ma’ddle class, and it would be a parody to suggest that all the ills of
tourism can be healed by some kind of scholarly critique. Yet there is
some cause for a more serious social-scientific analysis of what is at
stake in this domain. While not all scholars have demeaned themselves
by ur‘lcrin'cally taking up the soft ideology of ‘tourism for cultural under-
st:fndmg' = perhaps following long-established anthropological concern
with _whal: the people involved think about what they are doing —
there is scope for closer attention. In this context the work of Malcslm

S . . ;
Crick has ope_ned up many interesting questions, most provocatively
when he queries the status of:

:c.s;*archers who reckon themselves superior to tourists because of their effores
Qe ]
© L;rn about other cultures, [and so] are, of course, not like the naive fools
ad . - H
often caught by the local touts. Are they not simply ‘sophisticated’ tourists

who deservedly gee caught by “sophisticated’ ists? ;
seript: 206) y ‘sophisticated’ con artists? (Crick 1994: Manu-

T TR . .
: he relationship between what tourists think of their acavity and the
o . A . AT
‘ fmment:u-u:s and explanations of ‘disciplined’ researchers might be
. .

ocused with regard to the fact that many social scientists, while in
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‘the field", take photographs and collect souvenirs. Their efforts may be
uneven, their images not always good ones, but somehow their ‘social-
scientific’ status of their shots always accords more authenticity than
holiday snaps. (Their kitsch souvenir collections appear in this text Jess
often.) I have heard travellers complain that the anthropology lectures
they attended at university before they came travelling were little more
than collections of holiday snaps; the intrepid anthropologist with his
or her ‘tribe’. (I have shown photographs of travellers to a political
science class; is there to be no end to cyclical duplicity?) It is a matter
of the frame in which these events are presented; the framing of the
scholarly photograph is already quite different before the researcher
arrives, focuses and shoots, because the disciplinary support systems of
texts, research visas and universities, and the ‘pursuit of knowledge’,
carry so much greater weight. The holiday snap is comparatively adrift
as opposed to the scholar’s representation which is pasted as a plate in
a monograph setved to a specific readership, even where there is little
difference between the snaps. It does matter very much who takes the
photo, and where they stand is not simply a matter of finding the best
light. Still, the fantasist with a camera is a sort of utopian anthro-
pologist, able to go anywhere and get the best shots with the best
equipment. And let us not forget that most of these cameras are
produced by the cheap labour of those in the very Third World sites —
or rather, in factories just adjacent to those sites — which are photo-
graphed by tourists. The irony that it is the ‘exotic’ peoples who now
provide the labour to provide the mechanisms of their own representa-
tions, by others, is particularly sharp since it is rarely recognized as
exposing the imperial bargain. It is this link between photography and
tourism that Fussell seems to find so frustrating:

Cant 2s the tourist may of the Tay Mahal and Mt Everest at sunset, the real
target today is the immense Ocean Terminal at Hong Kong, with its miles of
identical horrible camera and tape recorder shops. The fact that a tourist is
best defined as a fantasist cquipped temporarily with unaccustomed power is
better known to the tourist industry than to anthropology. (Fussel tg80: 42)

It is not necessary to conflate the project of ‘knowledge’ with the soft
idcology of tourism as cultural understanding to recognize that what is
at stake in both projects entails a similar economy. Even allowing
differences of degree, the desire to produce ‘understanding’ and to
comprehend experience is common. There are other constraints which
condition differences — social science presents itself as more sophisticated,
as scholarly. There is no doubt that the ready-made formats of the

-
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travel guide and the stock postcard image are insufficient for the
purposes of ‘research’. Similarly, commercial considerations and weight
of numbers conspire to ‘produce’ a great many more tourists than
anthropologists. Is it such a surprise that commercial centres like Hong
Kong devote the front line of their stores to camera supplies rather
than ethnographers’ notebooks? OfF the pline on the run, load up
with film, and shoot, shoot, shoot — the Kodak, Fuji, Agfa campaigns
have the urgency of combat, F-stop shock troops (is this a case of
rourist self-loathing?).

This is not even to raise the question of the authenticity of the
representations themselves,® although if we are all aware that photo-
graphs are sometimes inauthentic, that they sometimes ‘lie’, we so very
often forget this and accept the mechanical fact of representation as
authenticity. Holiday snaps, even when they are treated with utmost
disdain by all who are shown them, are still accorded more credibility
than any of the hundreds of photographs of UFQs, Yetis, or Loch Ness
Monsters. The point is that all these photographs are thoroughly fore-
grounded by complex expectations and ways of seeing — a key argument
of this book. Kabbani captures exactly this when she points out that
the productions of travellers ‘do not depend so much upon the traveller’s
individual gaze’ (1986: 122} a5 upon their education, the myths they
have reason to cherish and the political and social structures they belong
to and function within. The location of the photograph as a tourist
memento has a very different circulation from the published shot, so
tht the sanction of publication attracts a greater general responsibi‘lity
in comparison to the experiential and specific character of the memento.
When these aspects converge, and the memento snap is published some-
where, as may sometimes happen, the sanction shifis, experience
;u_:quires a different narrative and authoritative credence as part of public
discourse. The sanction moves from ‘my experience’ to ‘generalized
event’ as the photograph moves away from the private narrative into
depersonalized locations and its authority expands — stripped of its
reference to ‘my experience’, it comes to stand for Calcutta itself,

Curiously, the realist sanction of photography seems to be reversed
.when it comes to the souvenir; often kitsch. Souvenirs pose a problem
in terms of authenticity as they can, in so many ways, be fakes, and can
be intentional fakes {enabling the authenticity of the false, which might
be best represented with traveller fascination for a ‘kitsch’ balsa-wood
model of the Taj Mahal, which for certain others would carry a more
?rofound meaning), A skilled (crafty) tout can sell all sorts of goods as
authentic’ to different audiences in different ways, just as news reports,
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photojournalism, and eyewitness accounts address authenticity to a range
of possible consumers; another tout might sell what to all but certain
tourists would be absolute local junk; and individual travellers — as did
the Modern Lodge guests = might seek junk, using their own ‘found
objects’ as souvenirs (is a Mahatma Gandhi bottle-opener an avithentic
souvenir?), Souvenirs can also be ‘faked’ by location — as not being from
where they are purported to be from. Elaborate explanations may be
fabricated to sanctify otherwise meaningless knick-knacks; whole myth-
ologies, anecdotal and circumstantial evidence, elaborate conjectures,
may become attached to objects. Are these inauthentic? Even if they are
‘made up’, can such elaborations be denounced as false representations?
In the same way in which all evidence can be forged, there is no doubt
that such exchanges apply to tourist souvenirs also.

This is not news. The structure of the sign, the essence of represen-
tation, already teaches this. Derrida says as much when he shows how
complicated ‘truly fictive’ narrative is with regard to the gift (Derrida
1991/1992: 94). A writer, already a fiction, can invent a fictive narrator
who will tell, as if true, a fiction about a forgery. A fake truth about a
true falsity — all of this Derrida attaches to the structure of the money
form with regard to his essay on Baudelaire’s story of the countetfeit

coin given to a beggar:

in order for there to be counterfeit money, the counterfeit money must not
give itself with certainty to be counterfeit money; and this perhaps is also the
intentional dimension, that is, the credit, the act of faith that structures all
money, all experience or all consciousness of money, be it true or false,

{Derrida 19919921 95)

From this we might wonder if Derrida means to say that credit is
the structure of all experience, or of all experience of money — both
interpretations are plausible. Certainly the credit-ability of the souvenir,
as well as the souvenirs narrative, is what is at stake in terms of
accountability, Need authenticity be accounted? (At what cost might
we take account of this wealth of metaphor? Can we afford to remain
bereft, not to invest the necessary in order to take stock and evaluate
the purchase of such metaphoric currency? Marx on the money form,
as discussed above in Chapter 1, is the context here.)

Derrida says: ‘Authority is constituted by accreditation’, but he means
this in the double sense of both credulity and ‘capitalised interest’
(Derrida 1991/1992: 97). The souvenir carries a certzin value, which
must be invested to constitute itself as souvenir, and this must be under-
stood within a cultural economy which is, after all, capitalism. But
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furthermore, credit is gained by giving the souvenir — as story and
shown object (proof) or as gift from afar — and so it is worth consider-
ing the status of the gift in this scene: the retrieved or plundered object
made into an offering of value to another is always more than a mere
accessory to authority claims. In Baudelaire’s story a counterfeit coin is
Biven to a beggar. The one who gives — as so much anthropology
describes — is the one who claims power. This would have to be meas-
ured in the context of charity, also = which is often a righteous kind
of giving which claims ‘heaven’ as its own reward and so, in exchange,
claims all. Derrida links this to representation:

As an ifientiﬁnble, bordered, posed subject, the one who writes and his or
her writing never gives anything without calculating, consciously or un-
consciously, its reappropriation, its exchange or its circular return — and by
deﬁnition) this means reappropriation of its surplus value. (Derrida 1991/
1992 101

Charity, then, is yet another way of making a mark for capital.

The authority or credulity of the souvenir and its narrative is based
upon what can easily, and without remainder, be fictive, The souvenir
and narrative can be false, yet still be invested. Indeed, the most suc-
cessfully reinvested images of Calcutta are patently forged from dubious
sources (I have in mind The City of Joy). Among the many ways in
which this might occur are those souvenirs peddled by the crafty touts;
the fabricated village handicrafts of charity organizations; and the m:my;
and various objects that are actually ‘from’ somewhere else but are
claimed, credited, with Calcutta origin. Alongside these, the elaborations
of authentic ‘souvenirs’, which are truly found on site and are then
embellished with a fictive narrative, are little different from the ‘false’
souvenir, since this remains a souvenir, while the place it represents
becomes less stable. Perhaps it does not matter where the souvenir
comes from, nor if the narrative which authorizes it has the ring of
truth or merely a structure ~ a narrative structure — which lends au-
thenticity. The Calcutta that is souvenired among all these knick-knacks
and narratives has more to do with an economy of storytelling, status
and media than of geopolitical lived-in space. The distance between
Calcutta and the world of souvenirs, as with any representative struc-
ture, is one of flux. What is important is that the souvenir circulates,
allowing a recoupment of its (surplus-) value.

If the image of Calcutta were considered in terms of Marx’s analysis
?f the commodity fetish, we might see this as an immanent critique of
representational’ relations. Marx says:
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The mysterious character of the commodity form consists therefore simply in
the fact that the commodity reflects the social characteristics of human iabour
as objective characteristics of the products of labour themselves.... Through
this substitution, the products of labour become commoditics, sensuous things
which are at the same time suprasensual or social, In the same way the im-
pression made by a thing on the optic nerve is perceived not as a subjective
excitation of that nerve but as the objective form of a thing outside the eye
... [Marx then finds a better analogy in religion where the ‘products of the
human brain appear as autonomous figures endowed with a life of their own’]

... I call this fetishism. {(Marx 1867/1967: 1645}

How uncanny this analogy would be had Marx referred to the camera
obscura here. The image of the excited eye very much recalls the
mechanism of the camera invented thirty years earlier. Nevertheless,
this passage is mysterious enough; he goes on to say that the commodity
form ‘is nothing but the determined social relation between humans
themselves which assumes here, for them, the phantasmagoric form of
a relation berween things’ (Marx 1867/1967: 165). Marxs use of the
term phantasmagoric is, according to Agamben, traceable back to his
enchantment with the planned phantasmagoria of the first Universal
Exposition in Hyde Park in 1851. Soon after, at the Paris Exposition of
1867 — the year Marx published the first volume of Capital — the or-
ganizers declared their method: “The public needs a grandiose concept
that will strike its imagination; its spirit must halt, astonished, before
the marvels of industry. It wishes to contemplate an enchanted scene,
not similar products, uniformly grouped’ (in Agamben 1993: 38). This
enchantment could also be that which provoked Marx to describe the
commodity form of a simple table as an idea which escapes that which
made the table — labour — and enters an abstract world where, out of
control, ‘it stands on its head’ [as in Hegel?]; the table has ‘evolved out
of its wooden head whims more wonderful even than when of its own
accord it begins to dance’ (Marx 1867/1967: 164). Marx was mad - a
footnote to this passage adds that Chinese tables do dance.* Dance as a
metaphor for circulation, perhaps? Movement? Travel? The warning
sounded here is important, however; the dark magic of this enchant-
ment is ‘the transfiguration of the commodity into the enchanted object’
(Agamben 1993: 38), where the products of labour enter into an ever
more global market, and exchange value begins to eclipse use value. It
is not unlikely, also, that substantial ‘commodities’ from Calcurta graced
the pavilions of the grand Expositions of Europe from 1851 onwards.
And it is not without significance that protests against the construction
of the Eiffel Tower for the Paris Exposition of 1809 were, Agamben
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declares, based upon arguments that ‘the tower (in addition to giving
the coup de grice to the labyrinthine character of old Paris by offering
a reference point visible everywhere) transformed the whole city into a
commodity that could be consumed [and photographed] in a single
_glance‘ (Agamben 1993: fngo). ;
As I have suggested above, the mimetic effects of the camera and
the nostalgia of the souvenir can be understood as examples of this
commodification of an (unequal) social relationship between produced-
subjects and tourists. Lukics summarizes the ‘essence of the commodity
structure’, and characterizes relations between people as taking the form
of a thing which has ‘an autonomy that seems so strictly rational and
all-embracing’ chat it conceals ‘every trace of its fundamental nature:
the ro_::lation between people’ (Lukics 1968/ 1971: 83). The importanc:;
of this for the role of the camera and the souvenir as technologicall
produced ‘things’ is one of showing that the ‘rumour of Calgcutta):
cn:ncrypted in their production is an expression of the relations between
different classes of people under capitalism and imperialism. The dual
nature of the commodity is, rather, a dual nature of hbour ~ as an
activity and as a commedity (used, appropriated, etc.). It should be
remembered, then, that the fetish of Capital is the fetishism of capitalists
who attribute value-forming power to capital, when all it ‘really’ has
the power to do is to command labour. Class-conscious workers will
recognize this, and see capital as a power which they will resist,

THE GIFT OF PHOTOGRAPHY

Calcutta is a city which has been built by labour which can be specified
= ac‘tua] labourers engaged in actual toil. But the rumour of Calcutta
the imagery by which the city is known, is the production of a somc:
what different order. There is a dilemma here to do with representation
which causes headaches for the Bengali government, which would like
to have some say in the kinds of inscriptions that are produced about
Calcutm. Recent controversies over the film City of Joy could be a case
in point® - but more generally, it seems, a debate over censorship is
responding to a complicated double need with regard to rechnologies
of representation.There is a felt need to regulate the haphazard and ad
hoc inscription of Calcutta which is going on through the proliferation
Qf' cameras in the hands of so many visitors to the city. Representation
is s‘omehow out of control, yet at the same time it is possible to discern
quite specific patterns and continuities in this representation (stock
mmages of poverty, etc.). To regulate this haphazard inscription by
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demanding certain standards and, in the case of the film, a problem-
atically defined ‘ideological balance’ is at the same time shown along-
side the need to challenge the proliferation of representations with
disturbing continuities which suggest that the inscribing of Calcutta as
the site of poverty is not haphazard at all.

Is it in the nature of the technology that this dual dilemma oceurs?
It is not possible to regulate the flood of cameras snapping freely in a
constant frenzy in almost every corner of the city. Sontag noted that
the photographer was ‘an armed version of the solitary walker recon-
noitring, stalking, cruising the urban inferno, the voyeuristic stroller
who discovers the city as a landscape of voluptuous extremes [an] adept
of the joys of watching, connoisscur of empathy’ (Sontag 1979: 55).
The ‘cottage-industry’ or informal character of visual inscription (for
those who can afford a camera) can always slip through any attempt at
material censorship or regulation - sneaking photos from afar with a
telephoto lens, ever quieter and faster and more automatic mechanisms.
Urry paraphrases Sontag {quoted above) when he says that photography
‘involves the democratisation of all forms of human experience, both
by turning everything into photographic images and by enabling any-
one to photograph them’ (Urry 1990: 139). This intentionally invokes
the money/commodity form. But not everyone has a camera, although
perhaps the camera-effect extends into all hands? (What does this
argument have in common with debates about guns?} Ulmer suggests
that ‘the camera is an effect, not the cause, of the “depth of field”
point of view that dominates Western thought from the Greeks through
Freud’ (Ulmer 1989: 8). It seems to be not just simply a matter of load
and shoot. Since the development of the daguerreotype, Europe’s
cultural others have been incessantly photographed, mostly with a
greater realism than the medium promised in Europe itself (as opposed
to painting} but also with an exotic loading (see Crary 1990, McQuire
1995). [ would like to argue that the ‘viewfinder’ of photography
remains well within the ‘frame’ of & very conventional = and human -
concept of technology which serves, largely, to present subjects in a
way that is wholly modernist in its fidelity to presence. The structure
of realist photography is already structured by the presentation of the
scene — a gift of being-there which seems to return and return.

So is it the ideological production of the meaning of Caleutta that
entails this dilemma? The forces which encourage a certain depiction of
the city are so great as to seem to be beyond disruption. The vast
literature and popular imagery of poverty sustained by an internationally
and economically reinforced reputation which continually resists attempts
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to portray any other side of the city predisposes visitors - in varied ways
— to slot experiences of Calcutta into the received frame. The dilemma
is a challenge to the dictum that the camera never lies, but although we
know that the camera shows only one perspective, gives just one side of

_a multifaceted object, takes a dim and unfocused view of context, is

suspended in the snapshot of time, isn't it the case that we still hold out
the hope of a full and adequate representation? As if a multiplication of
lenses would bring us closer to truth, to that fidelity to the real. The
‘gift’ of photography is that it promises an originary return; the world
made photogenic can be saved — this remains a kind of impossible
charity work. The old fallen story. It should be clear that the multiple
exposures of mass media do not wipe away the channelling and con-
ditioning and determining effects of established patterns of representation,
even though some might like to hold out for some kind of dysfunction
of the technological and of the censors in order to see opened new
spaces, new lines of flight, the possibility of new scenes.

Virilio has called the media forms of inscription — video, photo and
writing — a translation machine which entils a ‘geometrification of
looking’ (1984/1989: 2). Everything is ordered into a guattrocento kind
of spatiality, a cartography of perception which would accord with
Virilio’s camera rigidity. In contrast, a less structured kind of looking
would evoke the traveller, tourist or anthropologist, just wandering the
streets, tatking to people, glancing left and right, up and down, looking
haphazardly at whatever catches their (our?) attention in the winding
crowded Calcutta streets, But this would be nothing more than a ripple
in Virilio’s regime, as even the least intentional modes of looking are
heavily conditioned by a geometric ordering of otherwise cluttered
perception. An anthropologist might claim that 'participant-observation’,
the casual interview, and other less structured and ‘dialogic’ aspects of
ethnography might offer an alternative to these technocratic cart-
ographies, but this is also an illusion which forgets that anthropologists
look, listen and participate with books in mind - they are always on
the verge of perpetrating some sort of literature, they carry the uni-
versity and its attendant constraints with them always. There is no
perspective that will not be constrained in some way, The camera itself
brings this out clearly — much more, but also sufficiently — by imposing
its frame.

What Michael Taussig finds significant abont the camera is the *curious
and striking recharging of the mimetic faculty caused by the invention
of [such] mimetically capacious machines’ (Taussig 1993: xiv), What is
more striking is that this mimetic charge comes to be understood as a
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kind of mechanization of perception — this gives us the curiosity of a
technological enframing which produces and is produced by capacious
camera effects at a time when interpretative skill and computer capacity
seem to converge. Yet Taussig remains concerned with the ‘construction’
of social life, and asks: ‘how come it seems so immutable? How come
culeure appears so natural? ... construction deserves more respect; it
cannot be name-called out of {or into) existence’ (Taussig 1993: xvi).

PHOTOGRAPHIC IDENTITY

‘I'm amazed at the winding streets which never match up with the views
I have from the windows of my room. Even if | took photographs from
the windows of the various buildings | look out from | could never quite
square them up with a map of the streets.” {Suzie)

‘I am not a camera.’ (Gary)

‘I slip into a photographic mode after sitting about an hour in a chai stall;
it is casier, the camera has become a hittle less visible! (Suzie)

‘l Iike to go alone into the streets and wander, [ get lost among the maze,
no other tourists have seen just what | have seen, even while it's just one
more lot of everyday events. No, 1 don't have a camera.’ (Adriennc)

It is ironic to find Moorhouse’s patchy book on Calcutta published in
the Penguin ‘Travel Library” series, as if the massive city were somehow
on the move. The travel library is always-already an outsiders’ library,
written from a visitor's perspective. And it is also ironic to find
Moorhouse recognizing that perhaps there are problems with the project
of representing Calcutta. While he does not see the importance of his
own words for what he has done in his own book, he nevertheless

explains:

you return from Calcutta, unless you are very tough or a professional, with
a camera which may be full of exposed film but which contains hardly any
record of people. Quite apart from the risk of violence when a camera is
raised, which is considerable, you are also deterred by the indecency of the
act. (Moorhouse 1971: 128)

For some, the act of photographing is impossible in Calcutta; having
become acutely aware of the voyeuristic nature of its projection, or
simply feeling some sense of discomfort, many travellers seem to leave
their cameras in the Modern Lodge safe. Kodak and Canon may sell
their equipment with the promise of memory on film (note the curious
character of this idea: if it were a memory, it would not need to be
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prescrved on paper), but maybe the best moments of travel experience
cannot be captured through the visual. Certainly the pictographic
dominates the narrativization of travel after the return, and for some it
conditions a day'’s, or even every day’s, travel programme (‘Gotta get a
shot of the bridge', a shot of Queen Victoria, ete., etc.), and often
scenes may evoke the idea of a photograph — “What a nice shot that
would make’ — but there are tastes and smells and sounds and even
scenes. which cannot be accommodated within the fields of vision
appropriate to photography. The camera always sets up a certain distance.

As in a passport photograph, souvenirs produce identity, and this is
complicated, and bound up with other areas of this work discussed in
Chapters 2 and 4. One prominent example is fashion: traveller
‘identities’ proliferate on the stalls of the travel market, in a way which
suggests that an amalysis in terms of the production and consumption
of personal images would not be misplaced. Brian Massumi noted that
‘it used to be that assuming or redefining an identity took a lifetime.
Now it can be done in as long as it takes to /shop for an image’
(Massumi 1992: 134). Where images have become a commodity, and
traveller identities and ways ‘to be’ in India have become codified -
with varying degrees of formality and reference to the marketplace - it
is important to look at what is produced. This would include not only
the material trappings of these purchased identities, such as fashions
and paraphernalia, but also conceptual purchases — everything from
literature read to the price of cinema tickets and the complexities of
identity and memory. It should be no surprise that travel literature
‘produces’ more than just text in this zone — the fetish of the photo-
graph or souvenir as nostalgia for travel is, like all fetishism, something
which presents what Agamben calls the fetish-paradox: ‘the fetish con-
fronts us with the paradox of an unattainable object that satisfies a
human need precisely through its being unattainable’ (Agamben 1993:
33). The souvenir reminds us of the trip we are no longer on, or the
life we cannot lead, the person we are, but can no longer (or not just
now) be.® Identities are commodities, too, and we trade them now on
the market of world travel - whole (fragmented) personalities are pieced
together our of bits of glossy brochures, bits of cloth gathered together
under the logic of fashion, old texts and textures orchestrated through
an image-laden marketplace that saturates all aspects of our lives (not
only is all simulacrum [Baudrillard 1983], but all simulacrum is the
market). In this way colonization reaches the furthest zones of the
!)Ddy, thought, world, idea, and more, and recliims all values through
1ts ever-flashing exchange. It is a metaphor of distance.
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In a stimulating point-form passage on travel photography, Urry sets
out a few, somewhat generalized, ideas on the construction of travel

with the camera:

Photography gives shape to travel, It is the reason for stopping, to take (snap)
a photograph, and then to move on. Photography involves obligations. People
fee that they must not miss seeing particular scenes since otherwise photo-
opportunities will be missed. Tourist agencies spend much time indicating
where photographs should be taken (so-called viewing points). Indeed much
tourism becomes in effect a scarch for the photogenic, travel is a strategy for
the accumulation of photographs. (Urry 1990: 139)

For some it is the escape of travelling that is destroyed by the techno-
logical record - somehow the permanent material representation changes
the quality of an experience. The desire here is possibly an atempt to
escape the regimentation of surveillance, to hope that it is still possible
to live outside the routines, to live in the spaces between the grids
imposed by habits, laws, governments and technocracy. Like bustees
and pavement dwellings, perhaps, at the edges of state surveillance there
are opportunities to escape; although the bustees are very well ordered
in specific ways, too: there are many forms of hierarchization.

(It is important not to overlook the ordering of bustee life. The
informal sector of work in Calcutta, largely organized from those who
live in the bustees, must be considered a more or less long-term factor
for the Indian metropolis (Sethuraman 1978: 15; Sivaramakrishnan 1978:
136). Those who travel to work in Calcutta from other Indian states do
often slip between the interstices of both sociclogical and state surveil-
lance. Indeed, most of the staff of the Modern Lodge were, before the
establishment was sold, from outside Bengal. Lubell has noted that there
is a distinction to be made between these people who migrated into
Calcutta from East Pakistan — on the whole entire families = and those
who migrated from rural Benga! or from nearby states — who are often
males leaving families in villages to earn income in the city (Lubell
1974; Lubell 1978: 112). Many visitors would be unaware of any such
distinction as they point their cameras at families encamped by the side
of the road.]

It remains an open question whether the multiplicity of forms of
inscription (personal notebooks, photos, memories are all inscribed)
can indeed escape from the bureaucracies of surveillance — do we dream
of an illusory cultural production exempt from the tax of administration,
and always running ahead or around the next corner rather than
following behind? Official documentations have become so sophisti-
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cated — are our amateur, independent and personal efforts the repository
of popular cultural life or, rather, a shallow remnant, a fading image, of
a long-gone creative autonomy? Certainly the military, multinational
and technological agencies have been the ones to offer innovations;
and, more importantly, this has enabled the marketing, on a grand
scale, of so many cameras and books and other such tools of surveil-
lance and proof that these are available everywhere, and never before to
such a degree. But does this mean that institutional agencies retain
control over publications? To a great extent the conventions of academic
work have determined the shape of this commentary, but is the situa-
tion so tight that there are no avenues down which we can go to avoid
the impositions of received forms? What kinds of camera effects can
disrupt the conventions of the camera now? What shots of Calcutta
will offer another city in its place? Is it possible to swap Calcuttas? Are
tilljere so many that we can choose? What are the constraints upon our
choices?

CIRCULATION OF COMMODITIES

What has been called ‘the commodification of everything’ (Wallerstein
1983) is also a major component of budget travel, Pietz has underlined
the importance of the first chapter of Marx's Capital, which analyses
the ‘process of the historical production of universal forms’ (Pietz 1993:
147), among which the possibility of exchange is arranged, Keenan
calls this an ‘axis of similarity [which] enables a comparison, makes the
different uses of things commensurable’ (Keenan 1993: 162). This
possibility is achieved by an abstraction which is, first, an erasure of
difference. The money form as universal exemplar of this under capital-
ism allows everything to find a price. Everything can be measured and,
cynically, everything can be bought. Keenan, remembering that the
commodity expresses a social relation, reminds us that ‘exchange is
possible because abstraction reveals the common humanity [labour]
surviving in the thing exchanged’ (Keenan 1993: 171), This commodifi-
f:ation, however, is not an abstract conceptual event, but takes its form
in a myriad of local contexts. The market is manifest, there are buyers
and sellers, products, producers and purchases. This complexity intro-
dpcgs some interesting problems. Tourist travel seems to collapse the
c!:stmction between extant forces of production and historically or
stationally contingent relations of production, since the technical
aspects of travel already presuppose relations between those who serve
as travellers and those who are visited. What does this mean for an
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analysis of the development of the mode of production in this zone?
Where travellers consume services ‘on the spot’ there is, possibly, some
reason to consider them — along with the service providers — as agents
in the production of that which is consumed. This question of the
relations between consumption and production must be taken up again.
The point here is that the relations between visitors and visited are
ones which we must also understand in (but not only in) economic
terms.

At a global level these relations have been transformed; new tech-
nologies for the circulation of goods, and for the circulation of those
who would consume goods or services, as well as new forms of
production and new opportunities for exchange, all produce new subject
positions which encompass the whole of the travel industry, from ticket
seller and travel agent to the Kodak snapshot-processing technician and
those who pose for the photos = tourists and locals. Everyone is drawn
into these relations and forms of production, and whole nations —
witness Thailand, with five million-plus visitors every year — have been
made over into a huge cultural marketplace: ‘Culture is being packaged,
priced, and sold like building lots, rights-of-way, fast-food and room
service, as the touristn industry inexorably extends its grasp’ (Green-
wood 1989: 179). This ‘commaodification of everything’ is not to be
thought of as some sort of conspiracy by a cabal which knows what
we want better than we do but is, rather, a ‘logical’ extension of the
consumer culture that now finds ways to traverse the world, normalizing
— by its logic = all relations according to the needs of the market.

There is nothing to regret, the world moves in every which way, men and
women cross the planet every which way, through interposed images and
sounds, or directly through the displacement of their own person. But let us
immediately pick up the paradox. Everything circulates: the types of music,
the advertising slogans, the rtourists, the computer viruses, the industrial
subsidiaries and, at the same time, everything seems to freeze, to be stationary,
as the differences fade between things ... everything has become interchange-
able, equivalent within standardised spaces. The tourists, for example, travel
virtnally motionless, herded in the same types of airline cabins, pullmans,
hotel rooms, and secing ride before their eyes landscapes they have already
encountered a hundred times on their television screens or on touristic
brochures, (Guattari 1992: 123)

What is at stake in this place where everything circulates but nothing
moves? Human self-constitution, it is now well known, occurs through
the labour of producing meaning. Against the Habermaniacal critique
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that Marx reduces communicative action to mere instrumental activity
while social labour produces humanity (Habermas 1983), might we not
suggest that the development of the means of production has moved
very much into the information or communicative sphere, and hence
the relations of production are driven all the more by meaning? This
might be to accuse Habermas unjustly of reformism, a lack of reflec-
tion upon the conditions of his own production, and failure to see
what Marx had meant when he referred to *social production’. But so?

If social production is taken to imply a complex social context, it is
meaningless to consider the technical abstracted from any such context.
What was intended when the distinction between the forces and the
relations of production were set out on paper? While it is important to
acknowledge that technical abilities of a certain level are historically
given — meaning scientific techniques and human skills, for example —
and it is important to recognize these as organized by a certain historical
level of social formation, it is perhaps more important to recognize
both forces and relations of production as subject to the production of
values, or meanings. Heidegger’s comments on technology are again
relevant, allowing us to see that the forms of technology bring certain
versions of the world into focus, or existence, and occlude others (in
whose interests?),

In what must be a response to Habermas, Derrida takes up the issue
of the status of technology in a way which, despite an ‘apocalypric
tone’, might lead us back to Marx’s intentions: ‘s it not necessary to
have a new critique of the new effects of capital (within unprecedented
techno-social structures)?” (Derrida 1992: 57). He goes on to consider
Habermas’s notion of communicative competence as a possible ‘new’
critique, and finds some disturbing trends:

Climing to speak in the name of intelligibility, good sense, common sense,
or the democratic ethic, this discourse tends, by means of these very things,
and as if nawrally, to discredit anything that complicates this model. I tends
to suspect or repress anything that bends, overdetermines, or even guestions,
in theory or in practice, this idea of linguage. (Derrida 1992: 55)

If Habermas has simplified the notion of social production, it is possible
that the charges brought here by Derrida would be consistent. In the
context of ‘unprecedented techno-social structures’ in late-twentieth-
tentury society ~ which Marx could not have clearly imagined — the
mplnplicntion of modes of communication suggests that what some
m:glft call the development of the mode of information capitalism
fequires interrogation, One danger here is thac all this talk of the
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democracy of the image, of dialogue, dialogic anthropology, ‘communi-
cative action’, authenticity, the gaze, and so on, all of which proposes
a ‘model’ of language transparency, is perhaps, rather, a pernicious new
form of bourgeois culturalist makeover which we ought to resist.

Academics working in their various disciplines, filmmakers and
documentary photo-journalists, as well as writers of fiction, and of
travel fiction or guidebooks, handicraft merchants, and also the advocates
of development, self-determination and/or cultural difference, all
channel, through a global touristic vortex, culture into a deterritorialized
marketplace. In this market, which has only the geographical limit of
the entire world, a normalization and standardization process operates
by means of media codes and criteria — accessibility, translatability, ease
of consumption — to shape all cultures and all differences into forms
appropriate to and authorized by the ‘capacity’ of the market. “What
the market will carry’ determines the degree of sophistication of nor-
malized, standardized cultural products — taking into account the level
of development of the means of consumption, which means the mode
of touristic consumption, or how much ‘work/leisure’ can be expected
to be necessary to ‘consume’ (make circulate) the codified information.
There will be various market niches, and class privileges will specify
the elaboration of codes — more ‘sophisticated’ cultural meanings will
be consumed by the managerialist classes = but in general the point
holds that these structural variations will be subject to the ubiquity of
media under conditions of ‘information capitalism’.

Tourism is astonishingly capable of these deterritorializations which
both commodify and (seem to) democratize all locations through a
global, mobile, media-frenzied, omnipresent, transnational, hegemonic,
dematerialized normalization process. With the traveller-volunteers of
Calcutta this process has the added consequence of fitting into a wider
aid-orientated (restricted development) NGO/World Bank mode of
neocolonialism, also using all manner of tele-technological mechanisms
to achieve its aims (the glossy photographs of the Oxfam catalogue are
a case in point). The reterritorializations of media mean thac the
question of exchange must be taken up from a different angle by
considering the various tedimologies of perception as discussed in the
eatlier parts of this work., With writing, certainly with photography
and film — perhaps less obviously so with the localized dialogues of the
Modern — it is the machineries of the production of Calcutta which
cannot be separated from what is said about the place. As Heidegger
points out with his concept of ‘enframing’, and as Deleuze and Guattari
follow after him (Deleuze and Guattari 1972/1983: 17), there is littie
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difference beeween what is said and how it is said. It is worth taking
up the metaphoric surplus of these earlier themes in order to think
through the ways exchange must now be understood as a part of an
ever more unequal global production.
. {f‘. Pmduction can be considered as an image machine, as a2 way of
inscribing meaning and value within a global economy — as transnational
commentary — then there are forms and styles which might be said to
cor.rcspond to the variously distinguished and defined demarcations
which circulate in the history of production. All that can be done here
is to indicate, perhaps, the possibility of such demarcations, and elaborate
on some of them. Part of my purpose is to explore the metaphorics of
international travel and representation as frames for the contemporary
particularities of this economy. Another study might take up other
moments of historical importance. To keep this moving, to avoid getting
stuck, a theory or strategy of manoeuvre, its economy and related
metaphors might offer an heuristic device, a machine, an inscribing
apparatus, to enable a second look, a replay, 2 review — possibly to enter
into circulation against capital (if we enter the circle with Heidegger
and Marx, perhaps) with this machinery of the image. This is not Just
the simple project of seeing if it is at all possible to think things differ-
ently; it is also to recognize that the way we think and the way we see
and the ways we collect images, the ways we photograph and write ar:;
very much the consequences of manoeuvres, and the politics of 'this
entails moving again. Circulation, Travel.

But this encircles us too. Lyotard shows how our choices (and
probably this form of critique) are determined by an almost redernptive
or religious photo-iconic frame:

the important thing is the final return, what we ean get out of it, which as
we know is the attitude adopted nowadays on their holidays by'all wage-
carners, as well as by the rich, their bosses and masters: the desire to bring
back it_mgcs, photos, film, prestige, the tourism of the return, retourism, a
successian of explorations that always follow the same outline, (Lyotard 1989:'4)

T(I)1 return.wnh so many rolls of film, to return as the bearer of the
ashes (Lévi-Strauss?) of so many events, to return with the eternal rep-

resentations is the eternal return.?
ANOTHER TOWER

M, (31 ] 1
" Y decision to study the production of stories and representations of Calentta
as the consequence of many things, but none more ‘representative’ of the
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links between anthority and perspective than the comment of the West Bengal
Chief of Policc, whom I visited in his office at Lal Bazaar in order to obtain
permission to climb Saheed Miuar {formerly Ochterlouy monnment) when |
first arrived in Calcutta. After meeting what seemed like a dozen fumction-
aries in as many separate parts of the headquarters, I was finally nshered into
his office and welcomed with an expansive gesture and the greeting ‘So, yon
want a panoramic view of my city?” The next day I was able to climb the
165 feet of the tower in order to observe the police chiefs city. And with a
360-degree panorama, his city is very impressive indeed. The cricketers on the
Maidan looked so small, and T thought that every perspective offered some-
thing both utterly different and yet somehow the same; perspective and perception
are like the co-ordinates of a prism sucking many influences iuto eaclt momentary
glance, and yet among all the myriad flashes of Calcutta — Sfrom the veiled
perspective of the Missionaries of Charity to the gaze of street children staring
into an North American’s camera — it is this one choice phrase, ‘So, you want
a panoramic view' (Chiefs of Police sometimes talk like this), that is set apart
(never perfectly, since there is no single anthoritative perspective) to represent

it all.

In this chapter 1 have considered the photograph and the souvenir
productively together: as an image taken, as a mimetic aid, and as icons
conditioned by a structured touristic world-view of Calcutta which fits
the city into the necessary flows of global capitalist production. A fetish
of travel frames the traveller’s identity and experience in Calcutta as
something to be collected, recouped and stored. Experience of the city
is framed at a distance which enables a separation quite amenable to
the ideologies of development and charity which are encrypted in the
Baudelaire scene of the coin given to the beggar. (This is taken up
again in the next chapter) The shots taken by travellers and their
collection of souvenirs can be understood as a part of wider processes
of the circulation of values. It is this which enables the ‘charitable’
orientations of the travellers working at the clinic and living in Modern
Lodge, as well as the urgent call of those writers who want ‘something
to be done’. Again it is interesting to note an invisibility here, in that
what is being done, especially by the municipal authorities and the
communist parties, is less easily made the subject of travel photography
and souveniring. The next chapter continues this examination with
regard to film, especially the Hollywood epic City of Joy.
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NOTES

1. lnventf:d in 1839, and its growing popularity coinciding with a preater expansion
of European imperialist power, the daguerreotype soon gave way to the brand-name
cameras we are famniliar with today, and became closely associated with tourism during

:h;]s ccnIt,lI:rg.Thc work in this chapter owes much to discussians with Scott McQuire,
bvc :::blismd(;gp;ig::::.ldrcsses the history of photography, forthcoming in a book to

2. T}}c traveller’s body, too, even as it wastes away, is shaped by ‘fashion’ in a way
that is akin to the ‘souvenir’, *Today I heard people telling their friend, who seemed
pleased whr:'n they told him, he looked fiail, thin and sick. He had been in Calcutta
for a long time and was wasting and enjoying it as he disappeared’ (Gayle). Similarly,
Adrienne once rematked that she would rather be poor in Caleutta than in nny:
Western city. While there is something to be said for her empathetic identification
ll;;rc, t}lu: _pliasure ;J; martyrdom attends her comment. As 2 stance that can be taken

a relatively wealthy visitor with an air i is identificati i
s ;yfashion :blc o icket home, this identification with poverty
3 Sec_cqmmcnts in the Introduction on Fredric Jameson's suggestion of a shift
in ?mphas:s in discussions of authenticity in post-structuralist work from political
critique to celebration (Jameson 1991: 198). I remain unsure about the usefulness of
his point. Certainly some so-called post-structuralists could be criticized for their
evocation of the ‘authenticity’ (or not) of everything — and I suspect that Baudrillard’s
notion of simulation is singled out here ~ but post-structuralist work cannot be made
an ‘:nuthcn.tically' whole and singular body so easily.

4. Heidegger also manages 2 mad discussion of tables in his Nierzsche book
(H:nd:_:ggcr 1961/1979: 173-87), in which, again similarly to Marx, he considers
what it Is 10 produce 2 table and what the idea of a table might be, It would be
worthwhile loaking to the metaphors and examples both Marx and Heidegger use —
Marx especially seems concerned with the cold, since he goes on and on about the
cost of a coat (Marx 1867/ 1967). A useful model, though in some ways disappointing
anq politically abstract {(and anti-party), is Derrida’s book on Marx and Hamlet, in
which there is also mention of Marx’s tables, tables with brains, dancing Chin'csc
:a]t::;s. and so on (Derrida 1995b: t53). For Heidegger and Hamlet, see Ronell (1994:

5. This is one of the subjects of the next chapter.

6. I could include something here about how tourists wish themselves enframed
sometimes as *proof” of presence. The protocol of staged in sitn shots,

7. Here, on returns, | would like to include the scenes of Suzie photopraphing
the phlotogrnphcr who ends up providing a photograph for the front page of The Age
my daily paper in Melbourne. The photograph shows this photographer taking thcl
phon?graph which was used in The Age as an advertisement for a travelling exhibition
to raise money for Calcutta Rescue, A photograph a few seconds later shows the
Journalist taking down the name of the volunteer while the ‘patient’ is left to do her
own dressing. For a time | thought of using these images on the front cover of this
baok. Correspandences like these probably haunt everyone's research project, but this
f!lso s!lows the reach of the globally circulating images of Calcutea that [ have in mind
in tl,u chapter. In the end the cover image 1 chose was Ashis Auddy's tribute to
Cartier-Bresson, which offers something like 2 metaphor for the backpacker view of
Calcutta, Look in the reflection for the umbrella.



CINEMATIC CALCUTTA:

CAMERA ANGLES ON THE CITY

This chapter considers cinematic Calcuttas, focusing prir‘narily upon
Roland Joffe’s City of Joy, but also on films by the French dlrcct?r Louis
Malle, Germany’s Reinharde Hauff, and others. The. Joffe film C.‘n‘y of. _.on
is the primary focus because this film was made in co-operation with
volunteers from the Preger clinic living in Modern Lodge. It presents a
highly worked, advanced media technology, scripted ar.ld choreographed
version of the rumour of Calcutta, so that the experience of travellers
and visitors as portrayed in the film version of City of Joy, and to a ]cssv:er
extent by Malle and Hauff, offers a rehearsal of the themes raised in
earlier chapters. Now constituted as a scenic backdrop to thc? work of
the volunteers, the images of these visiting filmmakers, their dlffe_rcnccs.
their evocation and extension of the ‘myths’ of Calcutta, and the impor-
tance of film as a contemporary guiding metaphor of cultural undt?r-
standing, can lead us through a reflection on the process and technol-ogles
of film in a way that unpacks touristic viewpoints. Here I canvass issties
of charity work, the motives of travellers, and the frames of perception
deployed to make sense of a cinematic Calcutta.

The city is an image, seen through a screen — or rathet, on one. More
and more, international public perception of India is framed by the
movie camera, The cultural role of the old literature of }:’.m.pire has
been usurped by film. Once it was the likes of Rudym.:l Kipling who
represented the exemplary Indian city to the world — with much con-
tempt, arrogance and superiority, and while Somerset Maug'ham sweated
beneath an overhead fan in the tropical heat. Now the mainstream film
industry, with multi-million-doliar budgets, famous directors like Roland
Joffe and superstars like Patrick Swayze, produces the scenes.
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Released in 1992, City of Joy, directed by Joffe and starring Swayze
alongside Om Puri and Shabana Azmi, offers an opportunity to evaluate
the role of the movie camera in the presentation of India, and Calcutta
{to the world beyond its shores). The distribution circuits of the film
are all the more relevant here, since City of Joy takes as its subject a
volunteer’ visitor who works in a street clinic very similar to that in
which the wavellers [ met worked. Indeed, ‘the same’. With this film
showing throughout the Western world (it has also been screened via
satellite in India, but has not seen commercial release in Calecurea),
potential ‘volunteers are provided with a set of images before they
arrive of what Calcutta might be like, Or are they?

Given a large and healthy Indian cinema, especially the cinema of
Calcutta’s great directors Satyajit Ray, Ritwik Ghatak and Mrinal Sen, it
i1s disappointing that Joffe’s film has been able to dominate world atten-
tion on the basis that it is ‘one of the few feature films to be made in
Calcutta by a foreign director’ (film notes 1992). Joffe’s version of Cal-
cutta has travelled so much further than the Calcutta films of Satyajit
Ray or those of Ghatak or Sen, despite their ‘art-house’ acclaim. The
ideological investments of the world system of film distribution demands
critical attention. The publicity-machine-induced visibility that a director
like Joffe is able to marshal and the peculiarities of international cinema
are such that one film by a ‘world-renowned’ mainstream director can
monopolize space in ‘mainstream’ cinemas, while Bengali representations
of Calcutta languish in the obscure corners of various film festivals and
specialist video collections. While it is difficult to redress the imbalances
of this situation, it is important to direct attention to the ways Joffe’s
camera contributes to an ongoing ethnocentric orientation that needs to
be understood as integral to the structure of imperialist representation’.
If there were not reason enough to examine what big-budget foreign
cinematographers like Joffe are doing in Calcutta, the justification, which
close focus upon the City of Joy provides, is that insight into the ongoing
politics of representation between Calcutta and beyond is possible in a
way that ties the themes of this work together in a cinematic tangle.

CAMERA ANGLES ON THE CITY

“We're going to be in the movies!” (Heidi, on being asked to attend filming

by Jofie}
Film is a contemporary guiding metaphor of perception. Some
critics would agree that the movie camera initiates 2 new rupture in
conduits of perception in the twentieth century, Walter Benjamin’s



178 THE RUMOUR OF CALCUTTA

aphoristic style captures the explosive impact of camera technology
best:

Our raverns and our metropolitan streets ... appeared to have us locked up
... then came the film and burst this prison-wotld asunder by the dynamite
of the wenth of a second, so that now, in the midst of far-flung ruins and
debris, we calmly and adventurously go travelling, With the close-up, space
expands; with slow motion, movement is extended ... the camera intervenes
with the resources of its Jowerings and liftings, its interruptions and isolations,
its extensions and accelerations, its enlargements and reductions. (Benjamin

1955/1973: 226-30)

The moving camera in Benjamin’s hands is a demolition machine. Yet
this is what allows film to achieve its effects; the joining together of
many pieces of film ‘actually does seem to work’ (Murch 1992 13),
despite the mysteries of the ‘cut’ which ‘represents a total and instan-
tancous displacement of one field of vision with another in just a few
milliseconds, a displacement that sometimes also entails a jump forward
or backward in time as well as space’ (Murch 1992: 12). With film in
an urban setting, a kaleidoscopic vision of the clutter of city life in a
place like Calcutta meshes with the ways we become attuned to multi-
plicity, or perhaps with the ways we have learned a selective appropri-
ation of the otherwise too complicated sensory world. Our editing of
perception most often goes unremarked.

Is the film camera (even video) in the hands of a visitor a rupture in
the codes of perception of Calcutta, or 2 continuation of the same
modes of foreign construction? Changes in human perception can be
linked to the development and uses of its ‘tools’; the camera builds upon
the innovations of photography, but is registered differently over time.
Film offers the closest mimetic approximation of an ‘unmediated’ human
perception, and yet is significantly altered from the moment of the
quattrocentro viewpoint that sight shares with the still camera.

Much more than the immobile single images of photography, the
movie camera is a travelling eye (see McQuire 1995). A camera can
become one of the crowd, it ean follow someone walking, it can follow,
or board, a vehicle, it tracks, it zooms, it can zero in on some detail
and can make some small incident in a crowd the central focus of its
view of the ‘action’ — it has the capacity to create such icons as the
centre of action, even as they might have been unavailable to or over-
looked by unaided sight. And not only can the camera travel, it can be
in many places simultaneously. The movie camera, after the film has
been subjected to studio edit, can sce from several sides at once. The
structure of quattrocento perception is disrupted in the editing-room
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Juxtaposition of perspectives. Images colliding and/or moving across
the screen offer more in sequence than visual representation ever has
beforf:. Collage initiates a new dimensionality to the way we can
perce!ve life, a city, and so on. Time, movement, focus, size — afl these
now influence our mode of seeing - not only through the representa-
tion of the single images from which flm is constituted, and which are
brought to ‘life’ through their repetition across the projector lens, but
in all the shifting capacities of cinema which amount to much r,nore
than simple pictures.

. The ways in which the camera sees the world, the relations brought
into play by juxtaposition and sequence, and the capacities of film to be
edited and re-edited must be included in any understanding of cinema

In addition the tropes of viewing film would need to be considered: tht;
reception of already familiar and determined meanings, differcnce.s in
these meanings according both to the contest in which the film was
made and the contexts in which it is viewed, the circuits and convoluted
avenues of how a film comes into being over and over again.

The famous early public showing of film of a train arriving at a
station, which caused a stampede among the audience of the Salon
Indien at the Grand Café in Paris 1883, is often given as an example of
how modes of perception are subject to rapid change. Marx suggested
that the steam engine (the iron horse) would radically transform India
— if he had but lived some two more years beyond his death in 1883
he might have discerned just what an impact this train could have.ﬁi
two-dimensional screen displaying flickering images of such a train trans-
forrps .perccption in Paris at approximately the same time as a further
capitalist expansion has turned resolutely from coastal colonies towards
the hinterland resources and mineral wealth of Empire. In many ways
Fhis moment in the Salon Indien could be seen as a rehearsal of the
impact of mass tourism today, with planes and trains as the vehicle of
further capitalist expansion into the world ‘hinterland’ of non-Euro-
pean cultural wealth and resources. That the film City of Joy begins
with a train arriving at the crowded Howrah station, by far the most

Important point of access to Calcutta, is not without a certain histori-
cal irony,

Who knows Calcutta anyway? Who can tell? Who authorizes this film
to pronounce judgement upon the condition of even one rickshaw-
puller among the millions of people in Calcutta? The film focuses upon
thc. life of one family, one place, one city: but the slippage for in':er-
national audiences will be that this focus shows only one side of
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Calcutta, one-dimensional ‘poverty’ and righteous ‘charity’, and viewers
will not see all.

While it is possible to recognize ‘Calcutta’ in City of Joy, the duplicity
and disarming nature of the film’s narrative carries a paternalistic and
imperialist edge which cannot be avoided. For all that chis is a story
about one small part of one very big city, for all that it is about the
interwoven polarities of poverty, joy and the generalized human
predicament, for all that this film is about suffering and struggle and
hope against the odds — as Swayzes character Max says: ‘It is the joy of
beating the odds that is so great’ — this film's particularities and it
genenalizing homogenizations deceive in the most insidious of ways.
This is a ‘feel-good’ film, directed to those outside Calcutta. It is full of
the kind of sentimentalism that serves to tell us that at least a few
people in the world are still capable of ‘good works’ and charity, but
also setves to render redundant any more analytical examination of
exploitation, poverty and opportunism beyond simplistic good-versus-
evil narratives.

Many viewers will be enticed into the vision of this film, and will
come to ‘know’ Calcutta, or have their ‘knowledge’ of Calcutta embel-
lished, through a closely edited two-dimensional frame. The Calcutta
presented here, and the charity and ‘joy’ that are evidently the “human
condition’ of even the ‘most embattled’ people is, unashamedly, a
cinematic construction. Joffe does say that ‘images of Calcutta are
constantly shifting in meaning’, and that ‘all interpretations are valid ...
to select only one at the expense of others, as Western visitors often
do, is to miss the point’ (film notes 1992). But then, which Calcutta o
choose? The shifting image of the city as depicted by the visitor Joffe
is, of course, a multifabricated, interpreted and ‘edited’ city — not only
in the script and on the studio table, but also on the set specially built
for the film, and in the publicity department and the media rooms. It
is perhaps more important to ask him how many versions of Calcutta
are not put before the audience, which were left on the cutting-room
floor, which were not seen by the camera, which were excluded, and
for what reasons?

The absence of contextual explanations, the cheap shots against
communism which will pass without notice by most but not by those
in Bengal, the homogenizations of cultural identities, the appropriations
of the director, the protests against the filming and the promotional
literature, and more, all switl about in a space (is it also Calcutta?)
which is the neocolonial context of the film. Governed by content
directives derived as much from Californian-English (Joffe is an English-
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man, .but works with US dollars) narrative expectations as from the
experience of volunteers, let alone Bengalis, the camera lies in a context
\Vhlt‘.‘}'] cannot always be so strictly demarcated; the boundaries of t!;is
(Joffe’s} city expand. In an epic story, there is much to be told about

the making of City of Joy and its version of Calcutea, and there is much
that cannot be told by this film,

MALLE

Before Roland Joffe, a host of Western visitors have carried their cam-
eras to Calcutta. Most prominent among these is possibly the late French
documentary maker Louis Malle, director of Phantom Iudia, but there
are also many others, and increasingly, many anonymous tou;'ists armed
WI.th video cameras and the like. There is some documentary reality in
thls. .and the many versions of Calcutta that appear cannot be sir?: |
dismissed as wrong, however ideclogical. (The point, however, is top);
In the many hours of film that have been ‘taken’ in Calcutta' the Cl
itself moves across the screen, even when the moments or peop'le show?:
may be long passed away. The series of still frames which make u
these films are detached images which cannot exist on their own (exlz
cept as photographs), and yet they are also a form of record of *what
was really there’, but not quite — the problem lies between two points
within which there are so many intervening ‘screens’ such as thcl:sc of
context.s. perspective, choice, interpretation, that the demarcation be-
tween image and Calcutta remains indiscernible. The early film cameras
ﬁxcd upon their tripods — before the development of multiple perspec-
nve.s,. pan, zoom, tracking — were only the limited version of an always
limiting perception no more capable of presenting a ‘true’ Calcutta
overseas than any other technological mode. Now, this indiscernibili
applies to all production of meaning, within Calcutta or without et?:
can be shown that it is still possible to make distinctions, to 'nisi
preferences even where exact demarcations are unal:tributabl:: &
That Malle’s 1969 film Calautta remains banned in India yl;:t appears
Fegularl.y in the ‘art-house’ cinemas of Western cities can be takenpfs an
3l|ustrat|on of the ways preconceptions and expectations are generated
fabstr.actly’ among visitors before they arrive. The Calcutta of Malle’s
\ﬂ::;-, 1;4 Zﬁei:b:mc-tf one. betfause i.t can be argued to have more to do
specific experience in the late 1960s, and may have fewer
reference points for contemporary viewers. On a number of counts the
film can be questioned: it was made at a time of major civil unrese
around the Naxalite uprising and the lead-up to the war with Pakistan;
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it was made by a director whose reaction to the city was one of dis-
taste; it does not engage with residents of the city in any meaningful
way; and it has been rejected by state and central governments. A re-
view of the extensive and hostile literature in India on the film raises
further problems of this kind. To quote the most famous example,
Satyajit Ray wrote at the time:

The whole Malle affair is deplorable.... Personally | don't think any director
has the right to go to a foreign country and make a documentary film about
it unless (a) he is absolutely thorough in lus groundwork on all aspects of the
country ~ historical, social, religious, ete., and (b) he does it with genuine
love, Working in a dazed state — whether of admiration or disgust — can
produce nothing of any value. (Ray in Robinson 1990: 328)

Rather than a debate over censorship and morality, however, it is more
important, I think, to evaluate the film and its structural effects in the
light of its continued appearance in the West as — until City of Joy — the
most often-circulated cinematic version of Caleutta available.

Malle’s film begins with shots of Brahmin men bathing and praying
at the edge of the Hooghly river; there are no voices, there is no
commentary, Among the first shots the camera picks out three faces:
the first scems to look neutrally into the camera; the second appears
angry; and the third stare turns into a scornful Taugh. The next sequence
begins with a long pan across the expanse of Howrah bridge. After
these Brahminical ablutions, the bridge shot is the proper ‘arrival
anecdote’ to the city in a film which ends with outraged detailed shots
of sewers and shit in full bubbling stagnant close-up - something of a
Louis Dumont typelogy seems to have affected the structure of Malles
film, from purification to pollution (Dumont 1970). The bridge as seen
by Malle is impressive: the steel framework underneath the span
occupies the bottom two-thirds of the shot; almost lost crammed up at
the very top of the frame is the road crowded with vehicles and
pedestrians surging across into the city. As the camera pans across this
expanse of steel, no sky can be seen above the bridge; the entire
horizon is dominated by a mesh of structural supports = an awesome
piece of engineering.

This long shot of the bridge cuts to a crowded street scene, and
Malle picks out a series of ‘curios’ where, although the shot is un-
broken, the capacities of the camera allow a montage of discrete images
to be strung together ‘impressionistically” through pan, zoom, tracking,
change of focus from foreground to background, and so on. After the
immobile structure of the bridge, this shift into moving humanity -
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which soon turns to images of leprosy, and ends by returning over the
!)ridge to the rubble of Howrah slums ~ displays a correspondernce in
its structural drift from rigid steel to decayed flesh with that of the shift
from the pure to the impure. Malle’s editing choices are clearly inten-
tit{na[ in a sequence moving from a coolie carrying a basket on his
head, a brass band member in uniform, a rickshaw, another man
carrying a huge bundle of straw, a sadhu and an urn carried at waist
heighe, a boy sitting in the middle of the road oblivious to traffic
careering around him, naked children, overcorroded buses, overcrowded
trains, cars, goats... the cumulative effect of such images is that which
is called ‘Calcutra’. The implication is that a whole city can be docu-
mented through such a list, although it is doubtful that Malle would
attempt something similar under the names of First World cities like
*Paris’ or ‘Chicago’.

After more than ten minutes of film a man holds a piece of card-
board in front of the camera to protect his face fron Malle’s invasion,
a boy stares at the filmmaker as he trains his lens on the crowds at a
railway station, and then, shifting to the inside of Mother Teresa’s home
for the destitute and dying, the first words of the film are spoken,
Malle asks one of the inmates: "Why are you here? ~ a strange question,
which might also be addressed to Malle himself. Directed at a dying
man, rather than one of the wealthier or healthier citizens of Calcutta,
the question “Why are you here?” is one that Malle seems to ask of
Caleutta as a whole, and, perhaps like many visitors to the city, he does
not understand the answer as the question cannot be detached from
the overcrowded context in which it is asked by a famous French
filmmaker of an anonymous Indian destitute in 2 Missionaries of Charity
hospice.

The propriety of Malle’s power-full question ‘Why are you here? is
Important in other parts of Calntta too. At the Kali temple the pan
across the line of beggars outside is uneven and bumpy, a technical flaw
absent from much of the film and one which could possibly be
explined by seeing Malle carrying a covertly functioning camera by
his side rather than holding it up to his eye, attracting attention as he
enters the temple (an authenticity effect born of anxiety and deceit).
His decision to focus upon the watch among all the presents given at
a wedding he films, his shots of people washing at a public pump, pigs
snuffling in the drains while children play, and the way the camen
seems to slink around the corners of the bustee he visits, could all be
used to raise questions about the moralizing imperatives that have con-
ditioned Malle’s choices. His commentary adds little to the film, as he
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continually wants the camera to show Calcutta, he wants us to see —
but the camera is less agile than our eyes, is unable to shake its head to
say no, has to be forced to spy around corners and cannot look over its
shoulder. The documentary folly of Malle is his failure to let go of the
illusion that the camera cannot lie, that the camera cannot lie from the
particular (enframing) perspective of a rich (sugar empire heir)
‘Westerner.,

Malle’s only appearance in the film occurs at the end of his slum
tour when he is surrounded by a family of Tamil refugees living in
straw huts; straw huts are the structural antithesis of the steel bridge
which began the film. Malle's cameo is accompanied by a final mono-
logue in which he refers to the Tamils in Calcutta and says: *They are
astonished to be filmed’. Yet the camera seems always to intrude when
the one who wields the camera is from outside.

Surprisingly absent from the film, since on at least one occasion it
was Mrinal Sen who acted as Malle’s guide in the city, is the voice of
the Bengali intellectual. Malle allows an ex-public servant to speak of
the ostracism he faced after contracting leprosy, but the very vocal
middle classes and workers of Calcutta are silent or presented only as
the chanters of political slogans. Malle’s behaviourist observation ignores
local opinion in a way reminiscent of anthropologist Fred Bailey, who
once said that only observed behaviour was important, and people’s
ideas — ‘supposing they have any in the first place’ (Bailey 1957) -
should be ignored. It is not true that presentation of the ‘voice’ of the
subject necessarily makes a better or more authentic film; as Roberge
has noted, a concerned commentator: ‘cannot give their voice to the
voiceless, they can only give their own voice. The image-maker can
only project his or her own view of those who do not have the power
to produce “their” own images (Roberge 1991: 5). Roberge may be
correct in pointing out the inevitability of Malle’s ventriloquy, but given
his opportunities, the arrogance of omission cannot be accepted; it is
no surprise that the film was banned. In relation to the availability of
the film outside India, it is important to see the inclusion of certain
scenes in context in a number of ways. A single image, such as the
interview with a member of a leper community, appears in the context
of that community, in the context of other images in the film, and in
the context of other representations of Calcutta which are or are not
available for viewing by various audiences - at all of these moments
the ‘image’ may take on different meanings for differently placed view-
ers. In a discussion about the representation of poverty in films of
India, Nargis Dutt (star of the 1957 blockbuster Mother India) replied to

CINEMATIC CALCUTTA 185

a question about why films on poverty in India — she refers to Ray’s
Pather Pauchali — are so popular in the West, explaining: *because people
there want to see India in an abject condition. That is the image they
have of our country and a film that confirms that image seems to them
authentic’ (in Robinson 1ggo: 329).2

“The multiplication of camera angles which descends upon Calcucta
in the hands of more and more of its visitors does not mean that the
volume of ‘adequate’ or authentic representation must increase, It is
worth noting that | operate a kind of dubious cultural authenticity
here again when I do not include Bengali documentaries in this study;
tl?erc is nothing for it but to continue to focus only on ‘outsider’
views, since these are the terms of my brief — even as these outsider
views include ‘experimental’ approaches, and sometimes collaborative
work. In any case, any creative initiatives that may be possible in this
context could be erased by the domination of the established image-
language with which Calcutta is recognized. Whatever curiosities or
disruptions to this language may appear in any particular visitor’s repre-
sentation of the city, the points of reference for most viewers ‘back
home’ of such images will be familiar stereotype scenes of poverty,
crowds, perhaps the Howrah bridge, and so on. This is certainly the
case with City of Joy, where the markers of ‘Calcutta’ are highly visible
— crowds, rickshaws, Howrah station — although there are few black-
and-yellow ambassador cabs, few people from Caleutta’s middle class
and next to no communist presence. Should the middle class, the rac:;
track, the expensive restaurants of Park Streer, the large business
establishments, the book fair, the film festival or the cultural programmes
of places like Rabindra Sadan ever appear on film — as they do in
Malles documentary - they can be consigned away as categories of
lesser importance or as remnants of the Raj, and considered not part of
the ‘real” problem of Calcutta. At best they will be considered, without
analysis, to be the ‘cause’ of the problem of massively unequal distri-
bution of wealth. There is a form of insistence that ‘both’ sides of the
story be told which amounts to a desire for equality from a power
position that hardly ever requires such ideals for itself,

It might be said that Western experience of Calcutea is “framed’ not
only by specific films, whether those of Malle, Satyajic Ray or Joffe
!Jut also by the idea of film, the structuring effects of the mctaphm:
itself. In this context it is possible to question whether it is Calcutta at
all that is prominent on these screens, the image of the city snapped
out of place and featured in the looping media circuits of information
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capitalism. The ‘image’ escapes reference, and anything which approaches
the screen is absorbed into the black hole/black box vanishing effect of
the camera, where everything can appear but nothing is differentiated,
all images are reduced to equivalence and stereotype through the preju-
dice of film. Caleutta projected on the far wall of a suburban audito-
rium in the same way and in the same place that hosts Batman,
Bladerunner, Apocalypse Now and Mary Poppins, or on the living-room
television screens of a thousand video recorders and their holiday epics,
is just the extension of the displaced city which was prefigured in the
homogenizing effects of the camera described by Deleuze:

in the final analysis, the screen, as the frame of frames, gives a common
standard of measurement to things which do not have one - long shots of
countryside and close-ups of the face, an astronomical system and a single
drop of water... the frame ensures a deterritorialisation of the image. (Deleuze

1983/1086: 14-15)

For example, within the snapshot and video collections of tourists are
the most incongruent comparisons: between the face of the poorest
street-dweller and the wealth of the Queen Victoria Memorial, between
the cramped clutter of a small bustee and the expanse of the Maidan;
between the slick underground railway and scenes of a street-side
medical clinic — Deleuze might call this the ‘deterritorialisation’ effect
of Calcutta. Within the frame of the screen, other shapes single out
‘icons’ of Calcutta for attention — for example, the way well-known
tourist ateractions might be used to locate representations of ‘poverty’,
as in shots of the poor in the shadow of the deluxe Oberoi Grand.
Frames ‘frame’ in film in a variety of ways; the most common with
reference to travel is the frame of the journey, of arrival and departure
— it is not only that so many Western films on Calcutta begin with
arrival scenes and end with departures (hardly surprising), but other
modes of framing — between events, between sequences, and within
shots through shifts of focus or perspective — mean that representations
of Calcutta are continually coming and going in film.

In a less well-known documentary made by Dieter Hetleb, entitled
Caleutta, One Day, the kaleidoscopic effect of the visitor pointing the
camera at anything that attracts interest provides a seemingly endless
string of curios. The choices of this visitor determine what is interesting,
where the gaze lingers, where the gaze moves on. The ordering
narrative of a day in Calcutea suggests that nothing is omitted = it is 2
full day - yet the dawn-to-dusk compendium of traffic, cows and
sleeping dogs suggests an even more eclectic and Eurocentric prejudice
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than in Malles case. Images of cats and skulls, of Howrah bridge and
the Queen Victoria Memorial, of a man crying, another pushing an
overloaded cart, trams, street people, and snatches of Bengali speech
edited mid-sentence with no regard for sense — the “daily life’ of
C_alcutta presented as vérité. There is no ordering other than the phantas-
magoria of jumbled impressions — and this is so often the case in
traveller video, for reasons that are more than the effects of turning the
camera on at one point and off at another. There are any number of
scenes a camera can make interesting in Calcutta, such that often the
point of making sense or providing any form of intentional structure is
lost in the kaleidoscope of received framing,

CITY OF JOY: THE MOVIE

There are structured points of arrival. The tracking shot of entry into
the city in documentary is often that of the sweep along the street
from the taxi window travelling from airport to hotel. The first scenes
of City of Joy are nothing more than a variation on this theme.

The plot is simple. The film begins with the death of an anonymous
patient on an operating table in a modern American hospital. The
surgeon in charge of the operation suffers anguish and despair over his
failure. Cut to India.

Hasari (Om Puri) and family travel to Calcutta by bullock and cart
bus then train — the acceleration of this travel trajectory is not accidcntal:
With warnings from a grandmother to ‘stay away from the cinema’
they arrive at the crowded Howrah station amid a Communist rall);
{the only scene which indicates any formal political presence in the
city). They spend a first night encamped by the Hooghly river, and are
then deceived into renting someone’s apartment by the charlatan Mr
Ganguly. After Ganguly disappears, and Hasari and family begin to
settle in, they are suddenly chased from the apartment, which was not
for rent, and was not Mr Ganguly’s in the first place. Having lost all
their savings, they mark out a space of pavement.

Dr Max (Patrick Swayze) arrives at Sudder Street’s Fairlawn Hotel
(no bar fridge, offers of a ‘lady’) and takes a shower, musing over his
absent passport, which he has left at an ashram, and his earnest quest
to fm'd enlightenment/escape from his failed life as a surgeon in
:‘\mqlcn. In the first of what are many uncommon occurrences for this
typical’ American tourist, the porter from the Fairlawn brings Poomina
}(ISur.\eeta Sengupta), an allegedly 20-year-old ‘lady’, with whom Max
35 'some problem’ (a euphemism for sex?), but resolves this by going
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out drinking. As must happen -vich all Americans stranded in a ‘foreign’
city, Max ends up in a sleazy nightclub, the drinking bout leads to a
bar fight, as goondas bash him - a very unusual event to befall a
tourist in even the most seedy of Calcutta’s bars, more likely in New
York - and he is robbed of all his belongings. Hasari, from his pavement
space nearby, intervenes and brings the near-unconscious Max, with
Poomina’s assistance, to Joan's ‘City of Joy' street clinic. Joan (Pauline
Collins) patches up his wounds, shows him around the clinic, its small
dispensary and school, and pays his way back to his comfortable hotel.

Max ‘doesn’t like sick people’, and resists Joan's obvious plans to
recruit him as doctor for the clinic. Hasari learns to pull a rickshaw,
bringing Max back to the hotel in a mad zigzag through proverbially
crowded streets. The unlikely entrance of such a rickshaw into the
grounds of the hotel is not the least of the inaccuracies (or rather,
artistic licence) of the film — the street protocols and hierarchy of
business and propriety which operate even in Calcutta’s relatively small
tourist trade are glossed over in this realist portrayal.

Rickshaw work is controlled by the family of Ghatak, whose son
Ashoka (Art Malik) — the one whose gang beat up on Max — demands
that Hasari ‘neigh’ like a horse if he wants to pull a rickshaw. The
more pragmatic father examines Hasari’s chest (for signs of tubercu-
losis) and demands ‘loyalty’, and Hasari becomes a rickshaw wallah.
While in Pilkana, the real City of Joy, hand-pulled rickshaws have been
long replaced by bicyclist-driven ones, artistic licence again erases the
contemporary conditions of Calcutta, and no recognition is made of
the Calcutta Municipal Corporation campaign to end the use of hand-
pulled rickshaws. Although the hand-pulled rickshaw is still prevalent
in the inner-city area, this fictive shifting of them to the City of Joy is
another calculated inaccuracy: such omissions of urban planning efforts
in Calcutta are significant devices in presenting the city as the exemplar
of massively abstracted ‘grinding poverty’. When Hasari has established
himself as a rickshaw wallah, he and his family move into a room in
the City of Joy. Hasari plans to save for his daughters dowry (no
criticism of this practice acknowledged, despite signs of a school, and
thus by implication the usual campaigns to prevent the illegal practice
of dowry and the many tragedies to which it leads through extortionate
demands).

The notion that Ashoka and the Ghawk family organization are
somehow, consciously or unconsciously, placed in the metaphoric
location of the Left Front Government and its officials in Joffe’s version
of Calcutta may occur to some, With the slippage from specific charac-
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tenzat.ions to peneralized ‘how things are in Calcumna’, and with the
conspicuous absence of the communist parties in most of the film, it
seems clear that Ghatak, as embodiment of all evil and corruption, will
be associated with formal authoriey in the city. The message is that the
only authority in Calcutta is corrupt. This crypto-anti-communist lesson
from Jofrc will be acknowledged and internalized to varying degrees of
conscious recogmition — and all the more so if audiences are aware of
any of the wranglings Joffe had with the Government of West Bengal,
Bengali intellectuals and the Calcutta press over the propriety of making
this film. While it is not possible to show that the characterizations of
the Ghatak family must be scen as a Joffe slag against the CPI(M)
through ‘metonymic’ substitution, this does raise questions of the
motivations of those involved in this sort of filmmaking, and makes
one think that perhaps the film is about Joffe’s, and Swayze's, frustrations
more than much ekse. The explorations of Swayze’s tortured self, the
search for enlightenment and meaning, the works of ‘charity’, ,in a
psychoanalysis by substitution, can be read as Joffe’s own experience.
Despite criticism from almost every quarter in Calcutta — from the
government, which banned his film, to other flmmakers, including
Satyajit Ray, who said he couldn't film on the streets of the city — Joffe
belligerently and relentlessly pursued his project. He encountered great
difficulties in scenes filmed in the streets, although most of the film
was shot in 2 specially built million-dollar set in suburban Calcutta.
Swayze recounted the evitentent of filming with a certain tension in a
promotional interview: ‘We were forced to just set up the camera and
shoot before anyone noticed what we were up to’. {Less generous critics
on the roof of the Modern Lodge called this the clandestine realismo
approach to filmmaking).

Max, meanwhile, is trying to buy a hamburger in a street-side ‘no
beef” café. He spots Ashoka, gives chase, but is detained by the police.
Rescued a second time by Joan, he comments upon her work in the
street clinic: "Are you just nuts, or are you doing penance here?' Joan
replies with the first of many pro-charity soliloquies that would not
seem all that out of place at a Modern Lodge rooftop meeting: ‘I came
on a whim in the first place, but then I stayed. In the beginning it was
really frustrating trying to convince them not to be so bloody passive
and then I realized I was fighting a thousand years of passive acceptance.:
The theme of passivity is the recurrent explanation of people’s predica-
ment throughout the film,
| ﬂ{ﬂ.\'.‘ ‘Maybe you should stop daing this. foan: ‘Maybe I should ...

ut 'm not very good at loving just one person, it seems to work out
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better if 1 spread it around a little bit! After this exchange Max re-
affiems his faith in the Dallas Cowboys, American cinema and Mickey
Mouse. Joan’s ‘simple-minded, but tidy’ three-part explanation of the
ways of the world — there are rumaways, observers, and the connmitted —
does not seem to impress Max as Hasari invites him to share a meagre
dinner. After a planting ceremony of seeds in a pot on behalf of his
daughter’s dowry, the farmer, who must always watch something grow,
asserts the ‘simple’ joys of life. But very soon afterwards, this tranquil
scene is disrupted by an emergency which only Max can deal with,
and although there is no morphine, diazepam ... local anaesthetic, he
is able to assist in the delivery of a breach birth — an awesome scene in
which the doctor asserts the full authority of the medical tradition
contra indigenous superstition and fear. Amid all this, Hasari’s wife Kamla
(Shabana Azmi) assists the doctor on the strength of her experience as
a mother of three, and earns a position as his nurse when - after the
loss of his air ticket home, and a little soul-searching: *l don’t even feel
good about what we did down there today, bringing another little
mouth to feed into this cesspool’ — he ‘volunteers’ to help in the clinic
on a continuing basis. Max: *You call this a clinic!’ foan: “We've got no
brain scanner either Max, but we're doing the best we can’ (these lines,
and a scene involving the sale of donated milk, were offered to Jofte, 1
suspect, from the chief humorist at the Preger Middleton Row clinic).

In the meantime, Poomina has been ordered to attend school under
Max’s directive. Max and Joan visit Ghatak (Shyamanand Jalan), who
offers Max a lesson in goonda philosophy — ‘I have learnt not to trust
those who say they do things for the benefit of others’ — which Max
violently rejects. This is an interesting refusal which encodes much of
Joffe’s message: unlike the passive and yoked people of the City of Joy,
Max will not bow down before the power of the oppressor Ghatak.
He calls upon the people of the City of Joy to rise up against the
Ghatak family: ‘You should get pissed at the people who are really
using you. This is as admirable a message as it is naive. Even the most
cursory history lesson about Bengal would have taught Jofte that any
suggestion that Calcuttans need American coaching in order to organize
a political mobilization is wholly absurd. Passivity here works as Western
arrogance and denial displaced by sclf-importance. Near the beginning
of the film Grandmother had warned Hasari’s sons Shambu and Manooj
to ‘stay away from the cinema’, but Max, a film-buff’s fanatic, had
taken them to see an action-hero epic. Max is the agent of (cinematic)
change, although a mature assessment of the effects of cinema upon
him in his youth, when his adulterous father packed him off to the
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movies while pursuing his affairs, might lead to other evaluations of
the impact of paternal directives. While Jofte does not take up the
metaphor of movies and paternalism which could be read into this
scene, the self-referentnlity of his cinema jokes may have unforeseen
c.lysfunctions which should not be lost on critical audiences who are
Tikely to note that the real ‘users’ in this film are the Americans, Swayze
:u.1d Joffe, and the imperialist system which makes possible this sort of
cinematic characterization of Calcutta by wealthy celluloid ‘bosses’.
Fatherly protection and paternalistic charity are the guiding themes,
The rest of the film follows the script of classics like The Wild Bunch
and Tjre Seven Samurai, as Max leads the people of the City of Joy to
organize and, subsequently, Hasari inspires the rickshaw wallahs to rebel

against the oppression of the Ghatak ‘family’. There are several almost

predictable setbacks: Hasari contracts tuberculosis, a common complaint

among rickshaw wallahs; he loses his rickshaw to Ashoka and is forced

to sell his blood (a sensational aspect of poverty included in the story,

about which the author of the book City of Joy, Dominique Lapierre’

was severely criticized); an attack upon the leprosy clinic is organizcci

by Ashoka and his goondas; and there is a near-death action-camera

experience for Max during the monsoon flood (the 250,000 gallons of
water for the flood was specially pumped into the watertight set Joffe

had built to enable monsoon filming without regular ‘polluted’ monsoon

water — the entire project overseen by Star Wars trilogy special effects

wizard Nick Allder).

There is one terrible scene where Ashoka traps Poomina and uses a
razor 1o cut her cheeks to ‘accentuate that beautiful smile’, although
Max’s surgical skill is sufficient to restore her beauty. Moving from
active woman to silent ‘child’, Poomina develops in a way that under-
scores certain gendered and ethnocentric assumptions about Indian
women. From an assertive but faflen woman whe initiates all inter-
action between herself and Max, and brings him to the City of Joy
clinic, her increasing passivity contrasts with her initial resourcefulness
as sl?e is ordered off to school, is attacked with the razor by Ashok and
carried to safety by Max, who sews her slit mouth shut ~ making her
unable to speak in the entire second half of the film. After functioning
as the catalyst for Max's arrival in the City of Joy, as well as providing
a hint of exotic and erotic intrigue, Poomina is silenced almost as
COmpI.etely as Hasari’s daughter, who, without a2 word, and possibly in
Poomina’s place, is married at the end of the film with the dowry that
Hasari has almost killed himself to earn.

After this, the film’s denouement is a scene reminiscent of the
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manger sequence in Bethlehem in late December two thousand years
ago. Amid a grey Caleutta, just one shining light beacons for all
Christian souls — the clinic of the City of Joy — as the camera pulls
back to a full panorama and the credits roll.

OTHER ANGLES ON THE CITY OF JOY

There is much in City of Joy that people could find offensive. The
simplicity of the emotive codes in which poverty and the conditions of
Calcutta are explained away as problems of passivity, and localized
exploitation, avoids any analysis of the global economic factors which
depress such sectors in the city. Max, even though the audience
recognizes that he is from the wealthy “West’, is still presented as the
man with the answers, despite the self-help rhetoric of the clinic. It is
never acknowledged that Max’s own patronizing attitudes and ‘answers’
are founded upon the full might of neocolonial exploitation of Calcutta
by international capitalism. Nor does the representation of women in
the film — as smiling, passive, beautiful and increasingly sifent beings -
provide any degree of analytical sophistication. Such formulaic repre-
sentations of bodies cannot achieve more. The absence of those who in
other (local) narratives of the city are seen to be doing things in Calcutta
- be it the Corporation, or the militant communists and CPI(M) ~
simply affirms the film’s misrepresentations of Calcuttans as passive
{apolitically joyous) and Americans as those-who-have-answers. This is
not Calcutta, and although I am not sure what is, or how its diversity
could be represented (but see the filins of Mrinal Sen), it is possible to
argue that despite being ‘about’ Westerners in Calcutta, Joffe’s film does
not at any stage address an explanation of the problems of the city in
terms of international relations, nor does it consider the dimensions of
local conditions — positive and negative — in the context of Calcutia’s
political history, or provide more than a gloss over the factors of class
and caste which should take at least some place in any narrative. That
he prefers instead to lay all blame on a local perty bully boy, in an
emotional and sentimental heare-throb Wild West adventure in which
Patrick Swayze saves the day — Hi ho Silver! — is nothing short of
amazing.

Can the camera, in the hands of a Western visitor, see otherwise? If
‘images of Calcutta are restless and constantly shifting in meaning’, as
Joffe says (film notes 1992), is it possible to disrupt the code that he has
played out here? There are other films of Calcutta, but I do not think
the ‘difference’ that these films display is a difference that enters or
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cﬂ.'cr:ts the codifications that determine Joffe’s images. The reasons for
this are prejudices and ethnocentrisms that are not specific to the cam-
era,. but are neither disrupted nor displaced by it either, Imperialist
busm.css—as—usual seems to be the order of the day - the camera is a
Eold in perception, and yet nothing much has changed. Similarly, Joffe
can present himself as a more sensitive filmmaker, alert to many (;f the
pitfalls and assumptions of cultural difference, able to recognize at least
a degree of the indeterminancies of meaning in which he is involved —
‘Calcutta caught me to take nothing ac face value’ (Joffe, film notes
1992) = and yet still make a very conventional film which reiterates
Kipling-like arrogances.
There are too many of these bad-news stories in a city which gets
a bad press. Its inscription as the exemplary site of photogenic poverty
and‘ overcrowding is continually reinforced, the analysis and action
which might address Calcutta’s problems are not forthcoming, and
despite all this, Joffe persisted in forcing his production onto the sgc'reen
In Calcutta the filming was bizarre: riots outside, and invasions of, :hv:;
set, hijacking of the cast’s food truck, union bans, huge crowds c:)me
to see the Indian film stars, stone-throwing, police lathi (bamboo baton)
charges, delays of all kinds: the shooting attracted much — perhaps too
much - attention. There were also, it seems, some problems with Patrick
Swayze's bowels: in April 1991, Modern Lodge volunteer workers were
able to auction off a stool sample bottle with the star’s name upon it
f‘ound among junk donated by the departing film crew. If we were
interested .in authenticity we might expect to find Dr Max in City of
qu spending most of his time in the bathroom attending to his
diarthoea. This, of course, would be unseemly in a popular film
hox.vever much it would resonate with the experience of visitors ;mci
their ongoing shit-talk, The viscous limit of City of Joy is reached b
blood, childbirth and a fairly sanitized focus upon the stumps of Icprosy!',
With a fabricated slum, with imitation monsoons from pumped bOI'L;
water, hand-pulled rickshaws where there are bicycles, Jjoy in destitution
and what the film crew described as ‘chaos all around’, it is still ;;
won.der that the film appeared at all (a tribute to Joffe’s cash reserves)
During the period of filming there were numerous reviews pro ;mci
con, and promotional articles in the Calcutta press reporting t'he sensa-
tions of riots and intrigues on the set: a whole gossip and rumour
system in itself. Subsequently the whole affair has entered more literary
wntings as a background event in other stories about Calcutta. For
example, a character in Sunetra Gupta's novel The Glassblower’s Breath
announces his successful tender for the contract to build Joffe’s set: ‘So
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he would be building a slum, a slum to slum all slums in this city of
slum, for no slum had proved slum enough for the City of Joy.... Do
you feel no shame?’ (Gupta 1993: 233).

Wholesome purchase and transportation of slum-dwellers’ houses
went into the construction of the ‘City of Joy' set. One volunteer
noted that the bustee-dwellers must have thought Joffe was mad: ‘He
comes in, sees the broken-down roof of hessian and tin sheets and says,
‘I love it, I'll have it’, and peels off three or four hundred rupees to
give to the owner. Then his henchmen get to work, remove the old
wrecked roof as carefully as possible, and replace it with a strong solid
new roof’ (Kath). Yes, it is crazy. The old roof is fitted into Holly-
wood's authentic Calcutta. Some of us prone to clichés might exclaim:
‘Only in Calcutta’, but we know commercial cinema much better than
that. As Deleuze says; ‘The cinema does not just present images, it
surrounds them with a world’” (Deleuze 1985/1989: 68).

Given Joffe’s no doubt admirable good intentions to try to do some-
thing for the people of Calcutta (having already saved the Cambodians,
and as a ‘representative’ patron of Latin America), perhaps a more useful
approach would have been to provide an analysis of the range of
informal-sector activities which, along with the rickshaws, have become
essential components of the functioning of the city. While the film can
note, for example, that only these rickshaws can navigate the flooded
streets of monsoon time, analysis of the informal work world of the
cconomically disadvantaged sectors of Calcutta needs to be examined
in a context where the formal economic order is unable to provide
(food, shelter, transport) within the framework of the law. This analysis
is available in Calcutea: for example, in the Calcttta 1981 volume Jean
Racine reproduces comments from the local group Unnayan linking
sections of the informal sector togecher in the functioning of the city:
‘Pavement dwellers obstruct the pavements. Hawkers obstruct pave-
ments and screets. Rickshaws obstruct traffic flow. So what to do with
them? They are underprivileged people, petty citizens, but they play
their role, a decisive role, in city life’ (Unnayan in Racine 1990). While
local studies do take up these concerns, Cify of Joy glosses over such
perspectives in the interests of cinematic sentimentalism. Similarly, debate
about the banning of hand-pulled rickshaws has continued for forty
years in Bengal, and although there is little evidence in the City of Joy,
this debate has raised the question in the context of the relation between
the informal and formal sectors. Rickshaw wallahs (1,00,000 of them)
make up the largest informal-sector grouping and provide the most
heavily used mode of transport, for all manner of conveyance — trade,
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school, personal, and so on. It is estimated that only one in five of the
vehicles in this sector are licensed and banning of rickshaws, if effectively
enforced, would have the dual effect of increasing real unemployment
and overburdening an already inadequate formal transport network to
the point of paralysis. These are serious problems to contend with, but

“not in Joffe’s helpful film.

City of Joy begins as a story of one - Hasari — who learns to sell his
labour, as a rickshaw wallah in the big city, and of another — Dr Max
— who learns, I take it, to ‘give’ his labour for free in the strange city.
Both men are robbed at the beginning of the film: Dr Max of his
wallet (he is forced to “wire’, not phone, home for more), Hasari of all
he :mf:l his family own: this difference should be noted. In the film
Hasari saves Max from the monsoon flood (in the book the Westerner
only falls into a drain/sewer; in cinema heroes must weather falling
trees and twenty-metre depths — Joffe elaborates the sewer to drown
the entire city). From this bonding moment Hasari and Max are pre-
sented as equal except that one remains a surgeon, the other a rick-
shaw wallah, Are we supposed to ask, meaningfully: ‘Ah, but which
one is richer in the spirit?’. Oh joy.

In lieu of analysis (this is fiction, after all), joy works in the film as
a romanticist acclamation of the heroism of the poor, and it is not
difficult to recognize this also as a curative offering to the Western
.vicwer rather than as a description of the condition of the impoverished
in Calcutta, Whose joy is it? Joy which allows Western viewers to feel
‘proud’ of the heroism of the downtrodden, a heroism activated by the
appearance of Swayze, The real ‘take’ in this film is that it imagines this
state of affairs as somehow progressive; sanctified and naturalized by
appeal to a universal spirit. When the monsoon breaks in the middle of
the film, everyone rushes outside to dance in the downpour. This
cleansing rain comes at a time when differences between Max and
Hasari have begun to be resolved as Hasari sees that Max does have
some answers = although it is through the monsoon floods that he is
nb_le- to earn extra money with his rickshaw. The establishment of the
clinic in spite of the Ghatak opposition is also celebrated with this
dance. Joffe says he is not in the business of selling poverty, yet as has
been noted, it is very difficult to avoid camera effects which package
poverty for the viewers back home. Whatever the ‘real’, and varied,
experience of the poor, there is no reason to think that the material
and emotional conditions of Hasari Pal’s part of the city are best
descrll?cd with terms ~ joy — resonant of Christian celebration. Certainly
there is a creativity required for a life in Calcutta under conditions of
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economic hardship, and the success and co-operation of Calcuttan com-
munities should be noted — along with the initiatives of the Marxist
parties’ — but to portray the poor as indomitable, and to accord them
a generalized ‘courage in adversity’ which really leaves them as passive
victims, is to idealize their situations for the emotional pleasure of
foreign and middle-class audiences.

METAPHORS FOR CINEMA

At 2 much more abstracted level, it might be possible to agree that the
cinema metaphor of the mechanical eye articulates closely with Euro-
American hegemony through a specific documentary understanding of
the Rest of the World. The actor Hans Zischler, who has appeared in
1 number of Wim Wenders films, said that ‘Film criticism no longer has
any meaning’, and it is ‘reality that we have to analyse in a cinematic
way’ (in Virilio 1984/1989: 65). Contestations of the nature of ‘reality’
have become more intense at the same time as cinema becomes popular-
ized — not that a causal relationship can be claimed, but it is interesting
to consider the introduction of the techniques of cinema in comparison
to an idea of unmediated ‘perception of reality’ in order to show per-
ception as always mediated, yet not necessarily cinematic. The choice
example here could be the effect of editing, which, as Orson Welles
said, is ‘the only time when you can be in complete control of a fAilm’
(Virilio 1984/1989: 65), and which is not as obviously a mechanical
process when it comes to unaided human sight (some psychoanalysts
might want to disagree). The problem that film presents for critical
evaluation is that the interpretative choices, perspectives and moralities
of filmmakers and their audiences have remained opaque where the
mechanical mode of representation has been understood anthropo-
morphically as a simple extension of sight. The cinema metaphor for
perception must remain ‘only’ a metaphor, so long as it is recognized
that all understandings are metaphorical in some way, all perception is
mediated through mechanisms of perception which have various condi-
tioning effects, some more evident to us than others.

In consideration of the effects on perception of various factors, and
different theoretical ways to make sense of these factors, the sociologist
Manuel Castells came into conflict with Lévi-Strauss at a kind of
junction of the screen image and the city. Attempting to explain the
variety of processes which structure perception of urban life, Castells,
too, hastily rejected the anthropologist’s orientation as a wish to find
the ‘history of a society in the trace of its stones’ (Castells 1977: 216),
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in favour of what seems very much like a late Lévi-Serauss position
recommendmg a ‘semiological reading of urban space’ which would
study the expressive mediation through which are realised ideological
processes produced by social relations in a given conjuncture’ (Casgtell
_To77: 219). Castells’s distance from structuralism was not so great wh 5
he made use of the cinema metaphor to describe the city:g o

In thi i i

pcr;:;s per]spectwc, urban space is not an already written text, but a screen
o nently ;‘_r“‘:t““’fi by a symbolic that changes in accordance with the

;: uction of ideological content by the social practices that act in and on

the urban unit. (Castells 1977: 219}

Howlcver clumsy this language may be, the point is valid that social
practices — in the case of film, editing, directing, and so on - prod .
and structure the content — ideas, ideological mode, the s mboll)ic _“C':_
our understa:_'lding of urban spaces. The complexity 'of thiz structurino
of the.condltioning effects of productive social practices, or of t}ﬁ;
dynamics of metaphor, are not easily elucidated, and 'shou]d b
anmnched with a caution that would avoid simplif,'tcations It is noi
simply that Joffe’s direction - as a filmmaker with access to' the hu
resources of Western cultural and financial capital — has ‘prctduced'ge
ccrt:un. kind of film but, rather, that a range of social practices a ;
conditions, historical relationships, technical effects and particularitie . f
both local experience and the world system have combined to ‘prod e
a film about another ‘culture’ that serves a certain set of interl:sts -
The conditioning effects of film, however much Orson Welles'ma
want to assert control, are not all open for easy manipulation at thz
editing .table. The production of film entils what Castells might call
proc.luctwc social processes in ways that are by no means straightfgrward
Whll(‘? a great degree of choice presents itself under the editor’s scissor;
= to include the last thirty frames or not, to juxtapose close-up with
panorama, to edit out a voice or to include some other sound — the
choices at the point of exposure of the film are important too — whe
to press the trigger(?), choice of location, of script, of time of dan
Ed:n‘ng also has less than total control over the way a film is rcceive)c:
by different viewers; the indeterminacies to be considered here are those
of all the perception and choices, selections, interpretations, prejudices
and Preferences that operate to make any one film mean a;ly number
of chﬂ'crcnt‘ things. Yet total indeterminacy is unlikely, too — the ver
preconceptions and prejudices that influence the choices of dil’CCtCll:'
and editor coincide in certain ways with those of the viewers: so much
50 that some writers have seen film leading towards a dangerous
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homogenization of the world. This is certainly the case with City of Joy,
where, so it seems, the narratives of the white man’s burden, the Wild
Bunch/Magnificent Seven, charity/redemption, and so on, are success-
fully transplanted to the strange location of Calcutta — which becomes
Jamiliar in the process. Every scene is framed in the same comparative
and equalizing rectangle of the screen.

Editing also has its dysfunctions or resistances, as can be seen,
curiously enough, in the failure — or irony = of a scene in the James
Bond movie Octopussy, where the splicing of two shots filmed in
separate Indian cities made a tense chase scene into a surreal comedy
for Indian viewers, while probably few people in Western audiences
noticed the disruption. Having narrowly escaped death, some thugs
chase 007, who flees in a specially modified auto-rickshaw past the Taj
Mahal in Agra. His auto-scooter has a turbo-charged motor, and faced
with 2 dead end in a market lane alongside the Taj he is able to
accelerate up a ramp and leap over the colourful market stall; incredibly,
he lands in Udaipur by the Lake Palace some Go4 kilometres away.
What is for Western observers the same picaresque town full of fabulous
‘Eastern’ mosques and palaces appears to Indian viewers as two totally
different Indian cities in far-separated states. Is it inappropriate to
castigate a fiction film for its fictionality? Of course; but the point here
is that this conflation of urban India into an amalgam of the sites of its
most exotic tourist ateractions is exactly the kind of fabrication of the
‘Orient’ that Said pointed out in 1978, and what is interesting here is
the two divergent ways of reading the scene that are also made passible
— slapstick or romance? That this is achieved upon the editing table —
which has made nothing of the fifieen-hour train trip or three-hour
flight that must have separated the two ‘takes’ for the film crew -
underlines the constructed ‘reality’ of all film, fictional or documentary.
The creativity of cinema enables new continuities to emerge across
time and distance simply through the removal of sections of film, or
turning the camera off and moving it. If the Udaipur scenes had been
shot a week before those in Agra, it would make no difference — the
comedy of Bond's leap from an already ridiculous Utear Pradesh market,
with too many sword-swallowers and snake-charmers, to a southern
Rajasthani one filled with a very different set of people, remains the
hidden gift even in this fictonal ‘Indian’ city.

Another curious juxtaposition of cities occurs in a less unreal, but
nevertheless disturbing, way in Paul Mazursky’s 1990 comedy-drama
Scenes from a Mall. A middle-class executive couple enter a Los Angeles
shopping centre cinema complex and walk into an almost empty
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auditorium where Mira Naic's Salaam Bombay is showing. The husband
and wife, Woody Allen and Bette Midler, fall upon each other and
fuck in the aisle. Two Sikhs, who are the only other occupants of the
theatre, call for silence, but are ignored, while the screen shows scenes
of_ child Jabour and poverty. Even while a critical point about the
shallow lives of middle America is being made, Indian cities are reduced
to the generalized image of poverey and distributed unquestioned to
{the fornicating residents) of other cities like LA.

Virilio’s argument is that the cinema is coming to dominate our
understanding and to determine the production of all social relations
In War and Cinema he argues for a broad-sweep view of history whicl;
moves from urban space to global perception:

The West, a‘fter adjusting from the political illusions of the theatre-city (Athens
Rome, Venice) to thase of the cinema-city (Hollywood, Cinecitti Nurem:
!)crg), has now plunged into the transpolitical pan-cinema of the nt;clcar age
into an entirely cinematic vision of the world, (Virilio 1084/ 1980: 66) s

Rus‘h-ing too fast into generalization as he does, Virilio perhaps omits
recognition that all these cities, and even the present world system
have allowed, or had forced upon them, some space for those whc;
would challenge the hegemony of power that controls the city (or
citadel, since here the city has become metaphorical too). The theatre-
city allowed a certain space for the public to enter political process
through entertainment — as the chorus in the tragedy, as the forum in
the Senate. Whatever the great limitations of this participation, the
preceding mythological constellation which allowed the gods alonc‘(:md
their priestly representatives, the authority of the Muse or the deity
c!mnnclled through the few) to govern life was less inclusive. The
cinema-city and capitalist media also includes a somewhat illusory
avenue of participation ~ the game-show, the election-night telecast
the ‘real’ lives of soap opera — in a way that is less hermetically sealcd,
than the global cinema dominance of MGM and Lucasfilm which
would be Virilio’s cinematic nuclear world. Within the world market of
Sony and Spielberg there are also disruptions and disconnections where
people take cameras and ~ often clumsily in comparison to Lucasfilm
tcchnp-effccts (and remembering that Joffe’s special effects were
organized by the same people who brought you Darth Vadar and Alien)
- lpok at the world somewhat differently, There are sites of resistance
o 1mperialism, sometimes in the very centres of cities like Calcutta
however blind Joffe may be to them — the world market is not sewr;
up. The films of Mrinal Sen and other Bengalis, although not widely
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distributed and not accorded equal acclaim, are evidence of ‘another’
cinema (Roberge 1984).

It may be an error to think that 2 new regime of urban represen-
tation has emerged which demands that we write about or film culture
in a wholly different way. The city of Virilio’s cinema is Ridley Scott’s
Bladenumer, Jean-Luc Godard’s Alphaville or Fritz Lang’s Metropolis, the
urban nightmares of Vonnegut’s Slanghterhonse Five Dresden, or the post-
apocalypse genres of Hollywood fantasy or the murky decayed violence
of Airstrip One in 1984. The hyper-real ethnography of Wenders's Wings
of Desire or the sentimentalized street realism of Mira Nair's Salaam
Bowmbay leads now to Joffe’s City of Joy. Fantastic cities circulate inter-
changeably. Yet these fantasies, which are crucial to Virilio’s conception
of cinema cities and a cinematic world, do not technically pose any
more difficulty for writing than was present for ‘pre-nuclear’ (pre-
Virilio) commentators, The same critical analysis which must be brought
to bear upon Kipling, Maugham, Lévi-Strauss, Grass, and other imperial
writers must be brought to the contemporary cinema. At the level of
narrative, writing about film presents similar difficulties as does writing
about other events, in that the order of one type of narration is inter-
rupted by another in the context of 2 complicated set of power relations
we must continually try to unravel — the peculiar functions of the
camera should not divert us too much from this work, while we do
ke stock of the differences.

Increasingly film approaches the city as a moving entity, even as it is
fixed upon a map, Virilio's cities are hardly sedentary, and the speeds of
representation provide an illusion of ever more rapid movement. The
fast cuts of a frantic cinema coincide with the requirements of a
commodity capitalism that now even sells its images in bite-sized fast-
food consumable chunks. The spluttering production of this cinema
resorts to rapid cutting more often in the Third World or alien city
(Jofte’s Calcutea), as a representational mode suitable for the expression
of difference. Increasingly also in the advertisement and touristic world
of our fantasy cities, the myriad images of fragmented lives flash past in
quick succession: postcard. news-flash, cartoon, souvenir, snapshot. The
curious effects of time-exposure photography or fast-forward film — of

waffic at intersections or upon highways, of people seen as ants on
footpaths or mounting and dismounting from trains, of crowds enter-
ing buildings or crammed onto buses — begin to defy the normal
rhythms of life, yet seem more representative on the screen of urban
experience than true-to-time scenes. Our imagination allows the city
to become a hyperfast flow (yet it doesn’c move; again we are flickering
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on the s ill i
on the ltalt:t as the §tlll image rushes past the projection bulb), perhaps
pecause | e r:n(;)rmle of population numbers no longer allows us to
mans, but instead demands a new kind of statisacally cal
lated species. i
The i i
rcl;rcsemif:nuty‘l?ﬂ'ect produced through camera and documentary
ion still retains many of th isti
repres e characteristics of tl
e : he general
fen _tg'l that hns c_!ommatcd European consciousness for a very long
elect} . e optl‘;r.ust[l)c evaluation of the proliferation of video and other
nic media by writer-filmmak
: aker-teacher Gregory Ul
thinks that such media wi i i C e
a will achieve a ma ' i
ink . jor disruption of the ‘logos’
within which we have i writing
thought since the i
onset of phonetic writi
- . though itin
S,r:: ;r:st ;ooh hasty: .Ulmcrs experimental exploration of video with rcﬂ:f’
,l; «© ct| he writings of Derrida and Ong (Ulmer 1989) is fascinating
ut the disruption he projects o :
nto the camera appear i
s as yet unlikel
to be greater than other ev - . .
; ents (represented by pro
- per names such as
E - - *
g‘op L?xclus, Columbus, Kaiser Wilhelm, Gandhi, Oppenheimer, Ho
it Min :
} 1, Fon.da, Madonna, etc.) that also threatened to disrupe all
the ways we think, yet allowed business as usual
iev 1
.n.V :S such asdthtljse of Ulmer with regard to video, and Virilio's
injunction to read the world in i i
a cinematic way, still reside i
! . e i the
?eografhlc and technological space of a visual paradigm not far different
Lr?:: Sttmt o)f Xther writers considered in this work (such as Clifford
évi-Strauss), A vectorial perspectiv i ’
¢ on the city, and a fo
of global transmission, d : o SR
» does suggest the beginnin
of a rupture of tl
spatial code, but one so n i ibrati gs ; oo of
eatly in calibration with
: . ) new technologies of
mformathndﬂow that the interests of global capital do notgseem
compro i 1
con is m;s:é: .l It is necessary to continue to watch the circulation of
spaf_ th(:t Calcutta with an eye to their effects in a representational
. impacts upon a number of | i
evels — for tourists, vol
; . volunteers,
eaders, analysts, photographers, cinematographers, and us 'all

HAUFF

:\':Y ar:i:;ng:);lls n:\;}:;h begins this C!’itil‘.’fl] work, Reinhardt Hauft's 1087
the v e itry rzs:: mc l]Days in Caleutta can be examined for
Mrinal Sen, as a city f:}mt c:gn b;::c;':l[:lale:is ithc' [te i e et
" . it n interesting ways, as a cit
o :shslljccr;:i:snt;zl:,e:cco}rdlng |t-°' Hautt, to the filmic 'discussign’ of sociay;
This versonr £o Cal;};, utt:c po }:tlcal‘responﬂbnliry of the artist, or identity.
walking st th a, where intellectuals discuss philosophy while
the cacophony of car horns and crow calls that fills the
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streets, is importanely different from that which appears in most other
European films about the city.

Hauff also begins with the bridge into the city,
way his camera seems to be among the people, focusing upon various
workers to make them into ‘images’ for the film, yet in a way that
consciously attempts to tell a story about the city’s labour rather than
offer some curious gaze upon cultural otherness. Unlike the ‘curios’
Malle selects, the sequence created by Hauff’s camera and editing leads
directly into Sen’s first comments, which draw Hauff’s film more closely

but in a different

into Calcutta:

We are in the thick of the sprawling city of Calcutta, and I am one of around
ten million people living in this city. This is a city which is loved and hated.
Kipling called it ‘the city of dreadful night'. Lord Clive, the founder of Brit-
ish India, called it ‘the most wicked place in the universe’. Nehru called it
‘the city of processions, of political manifestations’ and Giinter Grass called it
‘God’s excrement’; and you, Reinharde Hauff, you have probably survived
the first shock and have started liking Calcutea, (10 Days itt Caleutta)

Where Malle first asks “Why are you here?’, in Hauft’s film Sen states:
“We are here in Calcutta’. Perhaps this declarative rather than interroga-
tive mode allows a very different kind of documentary. In many ways
Hauff’s film is a collaborative work with Sen, especially when segments
of the latter’s films appear as parts of Hauff’s film — interestingly enough,
this includes a sequence from Sen'’s 1978 Parashuram, a shot of a boy
performing a stunt at the top of a pole in the Maidan, This same bay
doing the same stunt — spinning high above the audience - also appeared
in Malle's Calarta, but where in Malle’s film this passes without
comment, in Sen’s a voice asks the boy, in Hindi, ‘Seen him?’ and the
boy answers: ‘Yes, he is lost in the whirl of the city’. In Sen’s film, and
so repeated a third time in Hauff, the boy spins above his pole, and in
both these films the boy speaks of one who is lost in the city. But who
is Jost? Malle’s scene stops with the spinning boy, but Sen’s moves on
until a woman, confronted with a young man looking for a space on
the pavement to sleep, shouts: ‘Hey, Young Man! What are you doing
there? There'’s no place for you' (Parashtran). In Sen this plays a part in
2 fictional tale of life on Calcutta streets, but repeated in Hauff'’s film it
resonates with further meanings which question anyone’s presence,
especially that of a filmmaker, in the life of that street. This question,
“What are you doing?’, may be in the same form as that asked by Malle
in Mother Teresa’s Home for the Dying, but in this context the meaning
and the possibilities for exchange of meanings seem very different.
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ted!\:?::; c:..r 1l-lnarh(lzf'f;; ;:: film is about the production of politically commit-
v B tWo-diutta. Rather than presentation of the problem of
poverty & 2t n‘!ensm.nal form, Hauff, through Sen/with Sen, is
ed with questions like that of what ‘cultural production’ might
be able to do about poverty on the scale of the city. There are t%w
answers to-thc many questions which stand like accusations — among
the most interesting passages is the one where Hauff discusses thb
dnler'n'ma of filming in slums, and says: ‘Can one escape the danger ‘;_
maklr‘lg suffering photogenic? Can I, with my foreign eyes egrcei\?
anything real at all’ (10 Days in Caleutta). Ts it because wit'hPMr' j
Sen, Hauff is an interlocutor in a way that few visitors t('; Caleutt .
be, and although he does not film so much of Calcutta in his tenﬂclam
anfi.much of his Calcutta is put together from bits of Sen spliced g
editing table in Germany, he is able to make more of t:e i onhan
many other directors could in much longer time, F e
A.s an -mterlocutor, Hauff engages Sen in dialogue which brin
the identity of the Bengali film-maker and his feeling for |:hgs 5
Towards the end of the film Sen says: ¢ e

F:r the‘bl':;st few days you have been asking me questions about the moral
;np?]:m' t: l]th'Of a ﬂ:m}-makcr, of social responsibility, about the role of the
ema itselt in social change ... the mo ]
. ve [ think of your film whicl
making now, | gee this feelin i ot flon, (16
' & g that I discover myself tl
Days in Caleutta) Y roseh your fim: (19

In a way that identity was always tied up with local concerns for Sen:
even tlle' glib clichés of the Indian Tourism Authority slogan ‘D't: '3'“-
Fnd.la, Discover Yourself” find expression in his sc]f-criticgal cvalu?t)'wr
inside Hauﬁ' s film. While Sen admits that his love of talking someti s
leads him to talk nonsense, his reflection upon his pmcticegis int .-
he presents this to Hauff as the result of a journey: T

I hav lle |
i :f lCl':l\]v‘L“Ld a 'long way ... and I don't feel tired at all ... [ am like the
4 (:y 2 :] cu;t;], vibrane, full of vitality. I still continue to serve my own time
a i i :
ind of introspection, self-searching, self-criticism to be mote exact
’

pulling myself by the hai 1 i
iy C‘TE"”:) y the hair ... making myself stand before the mirror. (10 Days

:—:‘]l n?ll:; e;:l:::liev ac:f' thls reflection, a ch:m‘gc is possible in the film, a re-

the vyt intm"juatl(:ir:.c when Sen realizes that he is not happy with

i b e hu}c-:;: fTalcutta the day before. Film does allow such

el ba.Ck e gh Hau has left the moment as a rupture rather than
a repair and a seamless entry to the city. Sen says:



04 THE RUMOUR OF CALCUTTA

after the shooting, 1 always feel T have missed something; for instance, yester-

day, when [ first introduced Calcutta, | very much regretted the fact that |
hadu't called Caleutta a city which is full of vitality, a vibrant city. | didn't say
that, but even otherwise it is there, but then 1 would have felt very happy.

had § said it. Calcutta is a very vibrant city, it is there in my comment on
Calcutta but 1 would have liked it to be clearer. (ro Days in Calcutta)

Often used as a term to defend cities that are disliked, this ‘vibrancy’
which should be ‘clearer’ is another sight metaphor in a world of
moving shadows — after all, that is what film is: moving shadow. The
coexistence of this image and another comment in Sen’s film Calartta,
My Eldorado, where the city is compared to a kaleidoscope, again
confirms the importance of vision, among all senses, in understandings
of Caleutta,
This is not to say that Hauff and Sen are concerned only to be
publicists for a cosmopolitan city. Many of Sen’s films have been very
sharp criticisms of Calcutta. For example, John Hood notes that the
film Calanta 71 is not just about the cruelty and suffering of the city’s
iniquitous economic system. Instead it ‘seeks to identify causes, to lay
blame and to point to consequences’ (Hood 1993: 36). As such, the
film is often dismissed as merely polemical, but it transcends polemic as
an intellectual essay. Illustration can be seen, for example, in the
‘opening and closing montages [which] sharpen the notion of class
conflict and make clear the isolation and abandonment of the poor ...
[while] ... the acitude of callous indifference of the establishment stands
out as a cause for disquiet’ (Hood 1993: 36). Calcutta is not always El
Dorado offering gold, but Sen can sec that it is a mine for hardworking
miners and others in despair. The point of evaluation would be to look
at the efficacy of his response — the degree to which his polemic and
exploration, even expressed in film, offers more than the charitable
‘care’ of Modern Lodge, Mother Teresa and her ilk.

In a scene near the end of his film, Hauff follows Sen as he returns to

a village in which he had shot a fiction film some years before. Sen
again sees the child who had played a part in that film, and discovers
that now she wishes to become an actress, and had in fact travelled
alone into the city to camp outside Sen'’s house — although Sen was
away from Calcutta at the time. Sen is distressed at this story, and
recognizes his complicity in having developed unattainable aspirations
in this young villager, The untrained Arati could fit into Sen’s film
(noting that her name could mean adorable goddess), but once the
aspiration to act appears, somehow her authenticity has dissolved. Sen

——

CINEMATIC CALCUTTA
205

leaves Arati i : . .
e carliertlﬁ;:; }::rawllage. having her again act out the final scene of
camera looks past Hl;c; eng for }-.lauﬂ' 5. As the car moves off and the
in the shot by the LILEel) Sen in the back seat, Arati is left framed
y the rear window as she runs waving behind the vehicle

SELF-REPRESENTATION

In 1990 a i
Ro“g’)gaedgrzup of travellers working at the Preger clinic on Middleton
Row d ed to make a video about life at the Modern Lodge. This
reac 3 .
il t:ocnll tt? the excess of schmaltz and unreality/alienation we
rienced after watching a i ‘
particularly bad Channel F i
on the Preger clinic i e
. and after various cont i
: acts with television j
R : ' : vision journal-
e At ahos Clthc time when City of Joy was becoming a controversial
s ity, various rough scripts for a satire on documentari
a - i
b alie:u&at ll;.,alv:l.lr.ta were prepared. Scenarios included an invasion l;?'
;_mm e .dot er Teresa, and a scene where the Queen Victoria seatue
7 hs/; Z the Memorial hitched up her skirts and set up a chai stall
outside Mo e
i elrn Tgodgc. Amateur humour and irony; the final product
it together by Susan Fry, did ’
: : not follow any such scri it i
st : script, but it
e _ Is a
::] 1L .], and.irom;:. piece which does go some way towards ;eprcsenting
1e viewpoint of Modern L '
odge tourists. Jokes i
. about toilets, talk
the rooftop, from the chai in tropes of
5 chai stall, along S
udder Street: i
. - et: certain tropes of
a i peated, sometimes as farc 1 i
| e. What 1s considered i
A idered curious is
e }cameo appearances, and there is a tendency towards what
g ook : . Ee
oo photogenic poverty’. The clinic is shown in a way that does
y romanticize the charitable * i
. able ‘samuiness” of care
oo . of carers (as som
o :t.nl.cmar;)es have) but, racher, focuses on comedy and slip( ups o
okin . . o
mmjw Drgwantcr between volunteers and patients, and the h1phn‘zard
Sy estern efforts, contrasted to the dedication of the clinick
oc i
engalh do 0t:rs. This m;y not fit the broadeast requirements of con
: umentary, buc on the wl iti ;
A hole the self-critical
venvional document : _ ical and roughl
Moderi . f this video :cs]ccord it authenticity for those from the ﬁms};
. Its status as a document fi i
or other audi i
more b ences will always be
In one i i
I }p';:(rjtlcuiiar siene, Fiona threatens in a joking way to adopt 2
an's child and ‘take it back ¢
o England’. Th 1
R ke it ba ' . The mother does not see
recom, As never a serious intention, and becomes angry. A failure to
- T:fsens:(;we political issue for homeless mothers in a city where
esa doe i i
became o o 4 s organize adopt}ons for wealthy Western visitors
ol e ous scene in the video. This was not a case of inten-
¢, and an otherwise honest and intelligent person made a
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mistake which resulted in serious conflict. Negotiations of cultural
differences — here in performance and humour — are difficult on a
highly politically charged terrain. Is it possible for travellers to become
more alert to these difficulties?

In the final sequences of this video I follow the negotiations of an
older woman attending the clinic in order to gain a new sari (cotton
saris are sometimes given out to those in need). Her repeated requests
are refused: she is well known, she is always asking for something. She
asks new volunteers and old, she asks each doctor in turn, and finally
_ with the camera following this as it would an epic adventure — she
persuades a clinic administrator to hand over a sari. The last image of
the video is a close-up of this woman with her hard-won gift, and its
chequered colour pattern.

John Urry points to a shift in the nature of the ‘tourist gaze’ in
the contemporary eta. The shift is from a tourism of exemplary ‘sites’
to one of ‘out-of-the-ordinary experiences’ (Urry 1990: 102). While
the ‘new tourism’ does not seem that much different, it would include
more ‘individualistic’ pursuits such as sporting or adventure holidays,
itonic ‘alternative tours’ of Calcutta’s Marxist monuments, and other
off-the-beaten-track variants — perhaps even auto-documentary of the
kind described above. Urry's distinction between two ‘modes’ of

tourism might be worth accepting as a heuristic device. Of the first

he writes:

The pleasures of tourism stem from complex processes of both production
and consumption. 1 have emphasised the socially constructed character of the
tourist gaze, that both production and consumption are socially organised,
and that the gaze must be directed to certain objects or features which are
extraordinary, which distinguish that sight/site of the gaze from others. (Urry

1956 101)

What changes for Urry is perhaps less important than the continuities
between the social constructions of production and consumption, and
of distinguished ‘sights/sites’, across his two modes. Nevertheless, he
proclaims that ‘post-tourism transforms these processes by which the
tourist gaze is produced and consumed’ (Urry 1990: 101):

the post-tourist emphasis on playfulness, variety and self-consciousness makes
it harder 1o find simple pleasures ... the post-tourist is above all self-con-
scious, “coo}’ and role-distanced. Pleasure hence comes to be anticipated and
experienced in different ways than before ... holidays have become less to do
with the reinforcing of collective memories and experiences and more to do

with immediate pleasure. (Urry 1990: 101=2)
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Wh:s if the po.stmodcrn self-consciousness of the tourist engaged in
wh ‘:‘:: ()\:;:::;c::;f:'nagniown some Himalayan waterway were all that much
- " S col_lecuv? than that of the visitor to some
emorial or other ‘historical’ site in Europe or Asia! This change
_has. to do, first, with a multiplication of sites for tourism, some gf
which ncc.-d no longer be visual but have become experi;mial' Od
second, with a fragmentation or segmentation of tourist marke‘tsarslo
that ever more diverse numbers of clients can be made to consume th
mfmlfoifi icons of tourism. Calcutta could be a good example Tlerec
with City of Joy and the reputation of Mother Teresa luring trasellcr t ‘
a form of charity-tourism. Urry (how ‘postmodern’ this is 1 don't k o)
suggests that it ‘is an interesting question whether it is in fact o? '0;;’)
to construct a postmodern tourist site around absolutely any pol;’ect‘f
(L!rry 1990: 102). Poverty, perhaps? That everything can be con ! d
is just the correlate of the intellectual point that everything is * mclS umS'
and that market capitalism has colonized every cornergof fhe ulceb ‘
every corner of our lives — just as Marx promised it would N
But is everything consumed in the same way? Perhaps it‘is ossibl
to watch City of Joy against itself. Just as cravellers somewhat n[:i }1' -
vously parody postcard tourism with ‘found object’ mosquito-coilsiuc'-
tops, as they create alternative anti-tours of the city, and as with ct)l.:-
hony: video of life in the Modern, perhaps also pa‘rticipation in the
ﬁln.ung of C::!y of Joy can be seen within an ironic frame. :
_]oﬁ.'? is tireless, he invites us all to these long breakfasts ac th
O.bf:rm (Katrina). Here, Joffe’s stamina, and the incongrucusly luturinn‘:
dining-room of the Oberoi Grand Hotel, are gently mocked b i]u
backpackers. Much was made of the bit-parts clinic volunteel}'ls har:ig'ry
tIu? film - a scene showing them lounging around in the garden of |11"
Fairlawn, and another, which was left on the cutting-n:n':'[r;n:l ﬁoor0 o[f :
f::;l:n c:rscssed :n I_nppy-trippy pyjamas- dancing with Swayze i‘n an
. wayze’s dirty dancing failed him on this occasion), The wa
C:!).' of Joy can be watched by clinic workers, as well as I;y Ben l):
au_dter?ce‘s, as incongruity and outrageously miscued farce, does undiar-
mine its .reall.sm’ at the very moment where this agninst-th::-grain view-
F::,:;]e???:, lar:] ?thentlcuy. At a showing of the film organized by
Tl ‘?enrlgnrnge opposite Modern Lodge, both travellers
i ot 3211 y (Sultana-bibi and children) who watched the
e e wasroarc x‘\.nth laughter at many scenes. Hasari Pal’s rick-
e i catl:lse or as much r:urth as Swayze's grim dedication,
s ansformation of _]pffes drama into slapstick is the most
means of critique. As is often apparent, the jokes are always
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half-true, allowing a nod towards a recognition which shares the critique
and then moves past it.

Escape routes are never exempt from reterritorialization. This keeps
resistance on the run; so that perhaps only a persistent humour can
prevail against the ways in which the ‘image’ of Calcurta can be mar-
keted to suit the imperatives of charitable world-views. In City of Joy
poverty is a condition that is to be ‘developed’ through the intervening
benevolence of Doctor Swayze, and by extension by the aid organiza-
tions which follow. The space in which Caleutta is produced here is
one that does not escape the dominant frame of a capitalist develop-
mental world, of progress, and the world as a manipulable resource.
The practice of travellers doing volunteer work slots into this frame
and facilitates its global distribution. Joffe picks up hings from the
travellers at the Modern; it is quite possible that he was even able to
watch the ‘home’ video. His film occludes real structural disadvantages
by presenting the ‘solution’ in the guise of a virile North American
hero, and leaves no space for a rupture in the narrative of under-
development plotted in this place.

As 2 development narrative, the lack of fit with Caleuttan experience
for many travellers means that Swayze's proffered ‘assistance’ as the
American-with-the-answers works primarily outside the city. What is
‘miven’ in City of Joy? A technology for those who do not ‘*know'
Calcutta to place its aberrant reputation into a well-rehearsed narrative
of reassurance — things are bad, but they will/can be improved by our
charitable acts. This mental ‘gift’ is carried into Calcutta by those
travellers who now come to work in the organizations ‘aiding’ the city.
Unfortunately, Calcuttan ways of viewing the film are not distributed
by the promotions office. While it is also possible to watch against the
film in foreign cinema halls, it is the ideological reach of this widely
distributed production that has effects which reinforce the ‘rumour of
Calcutta’. The ‘joy’ that is attached to this rumour now serves as the
reward for charitable souls = come and share the experience is Swayze's
call. Many liberal consumers would presumably succumb to this reassur-
Ing narrative,

Budget tourism, even in highly ironic and sceptical forms, 1s little
more than a temporary and illusory escape from a privilege based on
inequality. The resources of capitalism allocate a little space for alterna-
tives, for a break from more explicit modes of consumption. No wonder
Joffe can go to Calcutta and make a film that seems to come from
Hollywood. Swayze said at the Melbourne premiére that while he could
normally command a seven-million-dollar fee for a film, he so wanted

Marx is 1o be
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other commuodities. Max’s coin cannot be exchanged. The coin, how-
ever, is a marker of an exchange in another way - the coin given to a
beggar is a marker of power. This is a transaction which shares its
structure with the appropriation of photography or film, an abstract
directional exchange. Max exchanges his coin for the return that comes
to all who give.... The coin he gives has its value “stripped away’ (Marx
1858/1973: 147), and it comes to stand for a social relation, so that the
trick of this scene is that the gift of a coin, like any similar scene of
is reinvested through the media circuits and wider economy
ges of India. This scene travels. In another context Spivak

‘in
the

‘poverty’,
of received ima
provides an analysis of this counterfeit, and quotes Marx as saying:

the friction with all kinds of hands, pouches, pockets, purses ...
coin rubs off’ (in Spivak 1983: 81), recalling that Nietzsche, too, men-
tions coins which have lost their face through rubbing. This occurs in
his famous comment that truths are only metaphors, of which we have
forgotten their illusory nature — ‘coins no longer of account as coins’
{in Spivak intro. to Derrida 1067/1976: xxii). Another formulation; in
Capital, Marx says: "During their currency coins wear away’ (Marx 1867/
1967: 125) [‘Tm Umlauf verschleissen nimlich die Goldmiinzen, die
eine mehr, die andere weniger' (Das Kapital p. 139)]. Some more, some
less. Coins are markers of value not by weighe, but by sign. Even the
coins are a fetish, a rumour of value stored elsewhere, His gibt?

This deceit is played out over and over in the relations of tourism
and charity. The exchange of a coin in begging and photographing
calls up all manner of other circuits. Marx says that coins are always
circulating back towards the mint = they rely upon these double orders:

Since the producers do not come into social contact with each other until they
exchange their products, the specific social character of each producer’s labout
does not show itself except in the act of exchange, (Marx 1867/1967: 73}

So where is the exchange of tourism and charity if the products of
Jabour are sold and exchanged, and their values set, far away? It would
be important not to lose sight of the difference between airline tickets
and souvenirs.

That the character Max {and Swayze, and Joffe, travellers, and me)

Calcutta on an overnight plane, and may also instantly leave

can jet into
ficant too. Many

(allowing for lost passports and Air India delays), is signi
writers point to developments in transportation systems and their con-
eribution to the circumstances of both international travel and inter-
national capitalism (the shorthand explanation of change in late capitalism
cites development of transport, telecommunications, and technology}:
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As the last scene of City of Joy fades into Hollywood schmaltz, words
from Hasari Pal appear on the screen: ‘All that is not given is lost’.
These words offer a fitting point at which 1 would like to chance my
own conclusion. The point has been to show how touristic under-
standings of the world are arranged according to the needs of a travel-
industry ‘technic’ view of the world. Travellers have views on why they
travel — or at least, wravellers doing aid work in Calcutta do offer expla-
nations and understandings of what they are doing — and somenmes
these are highly self-critical. Tt is possible to suggest that aid work is
not all that different from souvenir-hunting or sightseeing. What 1s
important, however, is that budget travellers, charity workers and other
visitors to Calcutta participate in the dissemination of ‘versions’ of the
city that can be described as technology-driven approaches to the world
serving objectifying and manipulative ends. It has been one of the main
arguments of this work — attending to the metaphorics of travel in
words like ‘driven’ and ‘approaches’ — that a view of the world, and of
Calcutta, as a site to be developed and consumed (collected, manipu-
lated, aided) finds its way through the prevalent representations of West-
ern visitors. That the images of Calcutta which circulate do so according
to the basic structure of a capitalist world system, and reinforce — even
dysfunctionally = that system, has been the context of this discussion.
I¢ is not to say what Calcutta is really like that is important; it is to
question why 2 flm like City of Joy needs to ignore the communist
parties in the city, how the heroics of Patrick Swayze ignore a common-
place visitor’s experience, or how Malle collects trinket-mages of the
exotic with his camera — all at the same time presenting these myths in
a way that reconfirms stereotypes. What is interesting, and revealing, is
how Lévi-Strauss responds to beggars asking for rupees, how Giinter
Grass and Dominique Lapierre can se¢ only garbage, how travellers feel
lost in a labyrinthine confusion, discussing their predicament along the
banana-pancake trail, looking for familiar images, or organizing ‘social
projects’ within the development mould - Mother T, photogenic
poverty - and how the efforts expended in charitable work are
squ:mdered in self-interest and folly. These rcpresentations are Calcutta,
but in the service of a wider, tour-ocentric, neocolonial frame which
this book has attempted to illustrate, unpacking a city built not with
bricks but by rumour. Everything you have heard here is true. ‘Built

on silt... but gold
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CONCLUSION:

THE GIFTS OF CALCUTTA

e? There's not much
bility. We have the
t personally have

“What can we do but try to improve things a lireh
hope for this city, but semeone has to take responsi
resources and the knowledge so we have to give it. | don’
that many skills, but together, those of us working here, all of us, do. We
are lucky to be able to bring this to Calcutta. (Mitch)

aleutta and doing charity work among destitutes

Travellers visiting C
deological and hegemonic effects

are located in a place through which i
are played out in complex yet co-ordinated ways. This book is an

attempt to understand the complexities of this situation within the
contexts of an international order where specific practices and tech-
nologies of tourism, representation and experience combine to reinforce
and replicate conditions of contemporary international inequality. It is
the Western youth of the budget-travel circuit visiting Calcutta who
provide the central illustration, but the ways Calcutta is represented
beyond the gossip and traveller-lore of backpackers extends to a variety
of forms of representation which reach worldwide. Travel guides, formal
literature, maps, postcards, photographic collections, amateur and main-
stream cinema, souvenirs, and so on, contribute to the elaboration of a
Calcutta which circulates around the world in ways which play a crucial
role in the maintenance of the geopolitical hierarchy. Budget travellers
can visit the “Third Wotld’ because it is cheap; because there are devel-
oped systems of transnational transportation and communication; and
because they have the ability — even, perhaps, the need — to leave their
usual domestic circumstances in order to travel and ‘see the world’.
These enabling circumstances are also necessary components of the
world system within which all tourism operates: travel, as the largest
global industry, is not innocent of capitalism. There is no way that the
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Guattari (1983) imagined as travel. I have intentionally allowed a slip-
page between travel, research, writing and rhizome in the metaphors
that have guided this project on the rumour of Calcutta, because this
‘rumour’ is not fixed and immutable, despite its determined effects.
What is produced here is, it must be insisted, only a rumour. The
rumour of Calcutta as site of poverty is one whose maintenance suits
dominant interests, and the dysfunctional inequities of the global order.
I charity were an ‘answer’ rather than an ideological necessity carefully
tended and retained to salve the consciences of the privileged First
World and comprador classes, then why haven't greater Western
resources been directed towards it? Part of the deceit of this predica-
ment is that studies of aid work infrequently ask why so many resources
are directed towards government-administered military and industrial
projects disguised as aid, while ‘helping the poor’ is so often left to the
haphazard and underorganized efforts of church and community groups.
Among travellers working at the Preger Middleton Row clinic, and in
Modern Lodge, the community organization was celebrated as a
‘people’s effort’ at the very same time as the usual lament for lack of
funding was directed into the air. The tendency to proclim a local-
people-orientated style on the part of Western NGOs is a sham. Instead
of concerning themselves so much with their bowels, and projecting
this on to what they see in Calcutta, visitors could conceivably strive
for something else. Rather than the Calcutta of rumour and charity-
squalor, there is a Calcutta that is a part of this world, full of people
active in all sorts of projects, works, lives and dreams, alert to prob-
lems, as well as successes (3 great many) and, whatever the problems of
the place, not in need of the patronizing charity of the revolutionary-
dancing Patrick Swayze or the caring Christmassy gestures of volunteers
and the global NGO apparatus. Photogenic, maybe, but imagine: the
Calcutta cinema, the Bengali literary scene, the adda, the political to-
and-fro, the coffee-houses, the bookshops, the theatre spaces (the rui,
the mishti-doi)... Why does so little of this enter the touristic text? No
doubt because tourism as charity is self~obsessed; it projects.

It is also clear that the social sciences have sometimes been complicit
in maintaining distinctions and privileges among different classes of
people, and between First and Third World, by choosing to investigate
the conditions of ‘the poor’ and the ‘disempowered’ rather than pursuing
research into power. This choice — encouraged, no doubt, by funding
availability and ease of access — is very much to the benefit of the
military=industrial complex, which would like to remain invisible.
Interestingly, this occurs in a double movement in work on Calcutta,
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and produce global meanings; those who are visited, those with visas;
those who are communists and those who are travellers (some fellow-
travellers); those who are written about and those who are writers; the
filmed and the filming; and so on, While actual demarcations are never
so easily polarized, an attempt to unravel the technologies of com-
modification and representation which operate in this scene has been
the premiss of this work.

In the ways Calcutta is conventionally represented, there is much
more at stake than can be explicated by any critique of prejudice or of
‘the gaze’. The ways the camera makes poverty photogenic are not only
camera effects to be understood within an economy of voyeurism, but
more besides. Vision has become supervision. Cultural imperialism, ethno-
centrism, ideclogies of race, exoticism and romanticism can all be seen
in operation within Western experience and evaluation of Calcutta, but
any understanding of the interconnections between these things, and of
the various examples mentioned throughout this book, is more arduous.
Crick’s point that ‘for all the talk about sacred journeys, cultural under-
standing, freedom, play and so on, we must not forget the fundamental
truth that international tourism feeds off gross political and economic
inequalities’ (Crick 1991: 9} requires closer attention to the politics of
representation in tourism, development and aid, since this ‘gross in-
equality’ is too often papered over by brochures and snapshots that
forget. What is now demanded is an engagement with the varied and
multiple particularities of the contemporary situation in a way that enables
the underlying coherence of singular dysfunctional examples to be
grasped. Those who preach good works and non-governmental best
intentions may also be the worst alternatives. The tenacious grip of the
capitalist world-view makes it difficult to keep any critique from the
recuperations which attend efforts to reveal and expose its fundamental
workings. Heidegger’s understanding of the ways certain views of the

world come into being through technology (not a simple causal relation)
can also open guestions about the possibilities and limits of thinking
against this frame. Writing about disconnected individual examples
(anecdotes) can be co-opted into the same liberal humanitarianism which
is found in the ‘outrage’ of concerned charitable development wotrkers -
the self-confessed ‘front line of caring colonization’ (Janer). We care
about this just as we care about the photographs and television images of
the shocking conditions of ‘the poor’ which are recouped into photogenic
poverty for sale as postcards and coffee-table books. Allegedly, we care:

In addition to representational apparatuses, experience of Calcut®
for wavellers is also framed within the context of an attitude which
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cultural exchange is not incompatible with ongoing exploitation.
Cultural understanding and the ‘concern’ of charity cannot pose a
challenge to the World Bank/IMF/comprador elite/hegemonic order
exploitation and oppression. Calcutta as a site for
concern only extends this reformist logic and never poses a challenge.
Consumption renders passivity bearable — consuming charity redeems
the giver. It would not be too far-fetched to imagine charity and
redemption as the allegorical accompaniment of travel and the souvenir
— 1 argue that this allegory 1s discernible in the scene of tourist volunteer
work in Calcutta with Calcutta Rescue, and with Mother Teresa, as
this circulates from the Modern Lodge and beyond into jnternational
cinemas through films Yike City of Joy. The basis for this construction is

that the souvenir can be seen as a technology which prepares and allows

a certain view of the world to prevail, irrespective of the social relations
Attention to the reification of

which, in another view, it might express.
these relations suggests that the collection of souvenirs serves more than
decorative ends.

There is a deceit involved in the souvenir thought as an allegory of
— in that giving charity leaves a trace or memory of
erience, just as the souvenir

which perpetuates

giving charity
charitable work imagined also as exp
memonializes the encounter or exchange with the ‘other’. This scene

demands the production of the ‘other’ — the constitutive power of those

who are in a position to give is then also productive of Calcuttan

impoverishment, within a demarcated frame, within the developmental

narrative, and very much within an international situation of developed

world capitalism, where social relations are unequal, but obscured under

the soft ideology of tourism of ‘other cultures’. Instructively, Andrew

Lattas has offered a pithy summary of Marx's investigation of the
commodity form as an effort to ‘explore the ideological way it conceals
and rationalizes the appropriation of surplus value so as tO legitimise
the power relations between capitalist employers and wage labourers’
{Lattas 1993: 108). It would not take too great an adaptation to see this
as the basic structure of Third World tourism. Variations, of course,
abound. Lattas continues his discussion with a comment on gifts: ‘An
analysis of gifts has also to ground gifts in those structures of reification,
self-mystification and legitimation which gifts make available. It is not
a question of denying or dismissing as false the gift's ideology, but of
exploring its constitutive power” (Lattas 1993: 108). The gift of charity
and the purchase of the souvenir should be understood as constitutive
here. In this constitution of Calcutta as a reified site of poverty,
exploitative and unequal relations between different classes of people

i ——— 1
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This gift of charity is not given only in the context of Calcutta, or
in that particularity which is the exchange between the visitor and the
beggar; it is, rather, a gift which has effects in multiple contexts, and
which is given its possibility according to already established precepts.
Travellers are doing ‘what needs to be done’ (Natasha), even as what
they must do has limited hope of successfully confronting the situation
{where success would mean proper care for the sick, preventative
practices and medication to combat leprosy, better water facilities,
sewerage, and so on: what the Left Front says it is aiming to achieve).
A *solution’ would also require a transformation in the ways people are
able to think about Calcutta. Is it possible to think otherwise? Perhaps
such thinking would be the communism of the Bengali parties, or that
reinvented communism of Negri and Guattari {who want to ‘rescue
communism from its own ill-repute’ [rgg0: 7]). The point is that a
change in the world - ‘we can only change Calcutta if we change the
world’ (Peter) — requires a change in thinking and interpretation and
the political order on a world scale: the reformist critique of Giinter
Grass, who can sce only piles of garbage and rows of bodies sleeping
on the streets, or the critiques of the gaze, or of Eurocentrism, are still
insufficient to imagine the possibility of a world where the rumour of
Calcutta does not prevail as truth.

But of course, it is not enough just to raise questions about the
moral propriety of First World youth taking holidays among the people
of the Third World; it is not enough to encourage discussion of such
contradictions in cafés along the banana-pancake trail; nor is it sufficient
to reflect critically upon the politics of charity, while working — because
something must be done — at a ‘sound’ street clinic. An intervention
into the institutional context of such practices would include a critique
of cultural consumption in the schools, colleges and universities of the
West; in the cinema and media; in the shopping mall and Christmas
catalogue — and much else besides. Such interventions would still not
suffice to unpack the oppressive structure which belongs to tourism
and charity; without interventions into the global balance of power,
the commercial realities of the capitalist world system and the cannibal-
izing machine that is popular culture — in short, without a transforma-
tion of everything — tourism and aid remain a running sore. There are
reasons to consider a political activism among travellers and ‘Third-
Worldist’ Western youth (those into alternative travel, for example) which
would seek to extend an awareness of an internationalist responsibility
to fight for a redistributive justice that was more than mere charity.
“This would be informed by recognition of the exploitative structure @
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