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NAYANTARA SAHGAL'S LESSER BREEDS :
PART I- AN OBSERVATION

Dr Indira B Shetkar*

INTRODUCTION

Nayantara Sahgal's ninth novel Lesser Breeds is a historical novel
dealing with the turbulent times of the 1920s and '30's down to within two
years of India's Independence, that is, the end of World War II. The post-
Independence generation, and certainly the later ones, do not know what
it was to be subjects under a colonial power, what atrocities were
committed by the colonial rulers against the freedom fighters, and how
unjust was the British regime, as also the challenge that the satyagrahis,
the non-violent agitators, posed before the armed constabulary of the
British Government with which it meant to suppress the Movement. “The
distinctness of Gandhi's way in a world that conceives of certain human
beings and races as “the lesser breed” becomes the theme of Sahgal's
novel Lesser Breeds. Sahgal like Gandhi , borrows the phrase from
Kipling's poem of 1897,”The Recessional”, the second-last stanza of
which contains the uneasy phrase that forms the epitaph to the novel.
However, in responding to the same source — Kipling's poem and phrase —
Lesser Breeds highlights the miraculous yet highly human possibility of
the marginalized undertaking agency and responsibility.”'

Quite a few details add up to make a picture of the times in which
Indians lived, their status being that of second class citizens. When
Nurullah, a Professor, cycled to the university campus to procure
dispensary items, for the dispensary set up in one wing of Nikhil-Da's big
bungalow, he had to take his turn after the Angrez customers had been
served, at King and Company in the Civil Lines.(p 32)

The novel falls into three parts:

I CompanyBagh (pp.1-216)

I AnlIsland called America (pp217-355)
III Tradewind (pp357-369)

The first part,Company Bagh, deals with leader Nikhil-Da's
mansion in Akbarabad (a surrogate name for Delhi) where the freedom
fighters meet and camp and discuss the day-to-day development on the
political front. It had been every patriot's Mecca for over decade (since
1921). It isn’t that all of them have unshakeable faith in the Gandhian
Philosophy and the weapon of non-violence with which he sought to fight

*Associate Professor, Sharnbasveshwar College of Arts, Gulbarga-585102
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the oppressors. Having seen that the Movement had not produced even a
shudder in the ruling power, some of them did contemplate violent means
towards achieving the end of India’s emancipation from the foreign yoke
—men like Eknath, a history Professor. He couldn’t puzzle out why 'soul
force' had possessed the country and sent hundreds of thousands of
people to jail. (p 44) Gandhiji's policy of offering no resistance, to let the
enemy 'slash, and stab, and maim and hew', to suffer till the enemy s rage
has died away, breathed the very spirit of Shelley's Mask Of Anarchy. But
Eknath, the historian, believed that for savagery as way of life the
Europeans took the prize. 'If you want a place in history' he advocated, 'do
as Europe does'. (p 42) This part is, whatever else it may or may not be,
about the socialization of Nurullah who as a child did not know what soap
was or was meant for, and his gradual mental conversion to Gandhiji's
philosophy of non-violence and into becoming party faithful and an aide
of Nikhil-da and his band.

Nurullah has an additional role assigned to him — of tutoring Shan —
Nikhil-da's 6-year-old daughter. Nikhil-da had decided that the Sacred
Heart Convent did not suit her temperament. What he wanted was
'counter teaching'. (p 23) Nurullah sometimes recalled the circumstances
in which his mother was being punished by an evil-doer, and how if a
good samaritan had not saved the girl-mother from the torture and
befriended the boy, he would have had nowhere to go. The first lesson of
Nurullah in 'counter teaching' was while everyone who came surrendered
to the spell of Hindustan, only Europeans did not. “The 'epiphany' on the
strength and power of non-violence does not remain a passing phase with
Nurullah. In such a frame of mind, convinced of'its truth, he even marks a
poem on the subject of non-violence in a text book for his class the next
day:

And ifthen the tyrants dare

Let them ride among you there,

Slash, and stab, and maim and hew...

What they like, that let them do.

With folded arms and steady eyes.

And little fear and less surprise.

Lookupon them as you slay

Till their rage has died away. (p 45)™

Once while on an evening stroll he crossed over into Colonelgunj, he
was stopped by a police van and taken to the police station and he spent a
night in police lock-up. He had not known that there was curfew because
an Angrez had been found dead in suspicious circumstances. From the
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morning newspaper he understood it was the manager of the Imperial
Bank, Mr. McCracken. The paper editorialized that during Martial Law
in the Punjab in 1919, the bank managers had been targets of misguided
revolutionary fervor. 'But that was in 1919', Nurullah had remarked to
Eknath 'what makes them so jumpy now?' And Eknath had countered,
'For the authorities it is always 1919, and in Akbarabad it is still 1857 as
far as they are concerned.'(P 74) He expatiated that bank murders, mobs
(Kisan) rallies, mutineers — were the stuff of Angrez brain fever. 'They
had violence on the brain though they were dealing with ahimsa now' (p
75). To Eknath's remark: '"They would probably hang one to be on the safe
side', Nurulllah's rejoinder is, but there is the law and there are law courts.
He himself knew, at first hand, that a Magistrate had refused to register a
Kisan's complaint against an Angrez Planter. Nurulllah was simplistic
enough to judge the Angrez through his reading of English literature. His
perception was that they were a just and upright breed who ruled even
those they subjugated according to the law. He had to learn that Life and
Law were two domains apart, even as Life and Literature were.

We incidentally learn that the master (Nikhil-da) had made a tour of
the countryside and seen with his own eyes the near-famine conditions
prevailing there. And at land-rent had been raised. The Crown had made
Zamindars the owners of all cultivable land, so that they would act as
revenue-collectors for the Government. As a result, the kisans were
reduced to serfdom. A conference convened at Akbarabad was poised to
launch a No Tax campaign. With the Congress leaders outlawed they had
no one to turn to. We learn about the brutality of the police at Dandi Salt
Satyagraha in 1930. However, police brutality had moderated in the
space of only two years, which surprised the volunteers. The
punishments were inhuman and disproportionate. It was quite usual for
one who threw a bomb to be hanged; for lesser crimes — editing a paper
and criticizing the government (which was dubbed 'seditious') or airing
Kisan problems or taking part in the Kisan uprising could earn
banishment and proscription of the paper.

The Europeans owned most of the world's land and natural
resources, especially oil and raw materials like cotton and jute. A map
prepared by an unusual cartographer lay spread out on a wall in
Bhai's(i.e., Nikhil-da's) library, which showed how the Europeans-the
English, French, Portuguese, Spanish and the American together owned a
large part of the world. A plan for Shan was forming up in Nikhil-da's
mind. He wanted to send her to university abroad, to breathe the air of a
free country. Edgar wanted Nikhil-da to leave the arrangements for her
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education to him. Such sifting and recording of facts might have seemed
to belong to an exercise in History Revisited, not to Fictional discourses,
but it makes its entry by a plausible excuse, that is, by way of correction
of Shan's knowledge of history and geography. For the proper education
of Shan, Nurullah had to unravel the story of how history had been
distorted, and how the English annexed large chunks of India and
consolidated their empire. “First they came as traders to trade, then they
got greedy and broke the trading rules, then they armed themselves to
protect their ill-begotten profits , then they hired soldiers and built
fortresses to defend the loot. Then they grabbed land and called it theirs.
The story of empire, dost. It goes from Company to Cantt to Crown”. (p
81) Clara A.B. Joseph writes, “Shan as The lesser breed is a literary and
metaphoric contrast and antonym to the colonial literary terminology of
the lesser breeds that breeds the narrative...”’

Bhai's sister, Nina and other relatives had come for a family reunion
on Bhai's home coming after a spell of absence in jail. Jeroo, Nina's
friend, conversationally, puts forth the view: 'What's wrong with the
British being here? It is history now. Why not let them stay?' Bhai's
answer 'because we can't afford them'. (P102) He elaborates, 'The very
first year the East India Company took charge, it raised land revenue by a
hundred percent, and by another hundred percent over the next ten years.
The famine in the province killed ten million people but Warren Hastings
was proud to report that revenue collection in 1771 had gone up even
though cultivation had dropped drastically because a third of the
population had been wiped out.' (p 102) He goes on to add that it was not
just history. The loot has continued. 'The company's enormous profits
from the land and from its trading monopoly went back to Britain to
finance their spinning jenny and power loom and steam engine. When the
Crown took over from the Company, most of this “tribute” was lent back
to India and called the public debt. When Indian tax-payers repaid it, it
was used to finance British wars... And who funds their petroleum
ventures in Iran and Iraq, Saudi Arabia and Kuwait?'(p 102)The best
brains of the country had lectured and campaigned, but the mock councils
and legislatures served no purpose; the resolutions passed by them
carried no weight.

'How pertinent is ahimsa in face of an imperial power bent on
repressing all revolt and rebellion? is a question many in those days must
have asked and many in this day and age? Confronted by Nurullah with a
similar question, Nikhil-da answers: 'What else have unarmed people
got?' 'But since you ask', continued Bhai, 'it has been a great education for

1



us and a greater human experience. Already it has changed us. Other
changes will come'. (P 108) Was it David Hume who had propounded the
doctrine of Ahimsa or Thoreau? Sahgal is not in the habit of making
identities explicit; she has a fondness for referring to people and
personalities very often by allusive description. “...by subordinating
Nurullah to the Gandhian principled “Bhai” whose motto is ahimsa,
Sahgal appears to suggest that decolonization can indeed be effected only
through resistance, but also that the only kind of resistance that can truly
succeed is non-violence.”

There comes in the midst of the bustle of talk and discussion,
comings and goings of people at Nikhil-da's monument-like mansion, an
interlude like the casual fling involving Nurullah and Miss Basappa.
Sahgal's description of the effect runs like this: 'under the sheltering,
victorious arch the night became a banquet... A century of progress had
taken place far into the night. Things had irrevocably changed. His very
brain cells had grown and multiplied.' Nurullah finds that text books,
such as were prescribed in school and college, began with the arrival of
Europe on the World scene. It was annoying to know all knowledge was
Europe-ordained. Having to tutor Shan had put Nurullah on the road to
discovery. In an eye-witness account of the Columbus era by a historian
named Bertelome Cascas he had read awesome details of how the
English, Spanish and Portugese had exterminated the aborigines of
America.

Nurullah meets Edgar Knox at a party at the Ghasvalas. Edgar Knox
was an American and a liberal, and as such a friend of India. When Edgar,
as anews reporter, was reporting the run-up to war in Europe, Europe was
remote enough for his fellow Americans (who were an Island nation) His
editor had suggested to him that he omit India in his tour this time,
because nothing was happening there. 'India isn't news' The Bengal
famine hadn't been news either. Sam, the editor, set, 'Gandhi may be a
household word out but here he is a word for a loony bag of bones. And
Great Britain happens to be our ally. There's a point beyond which
carping and criticizing shouldn't go at this time'". (p171) Edgars taking a
stand on independence for India right now, would not go down well with
the British, and so with the Americans. The leading American papers had
called the Mahatma 'a dabbler in international intrigue', 'a stooge
Mahatma' and so on and so forth. One of them even said the Indian
leaders were traitors to civilization, since they were giving aid to the
enemies of mankind. Edgar tired to convince Sam that these peoples —
Indians and Vietnamese — and their leaders (Gandhi and Ho Chi Mint)
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were on our side. (p173) His fervent plea was: Freedom is their Holy
Grail. They quote English poets and American philosophers. They revere
Western law. They beseech the United States to support their demand for
freedom... I tell you these are legendary times in Asia and these men are
living legends. Now is the time to befriend them.' (p173)

Edgar was a guest at the Governor's party-Sir Humphrey Hartley
was the Governor of U.P. He still remembered Edward Knox's report
about police action on the beach at Dandi. There had been 320 casualties
of broken bones, gashed scalps and fractured skulls, as Edgar had found
out from the hospital later. Sir Humphrey is deceived by the lull in the
resistance movement-but there were individual protests nevertheless.
However, the administration was on its guard. A mob around Akbarabad
had plundered and burned European residences and butchered
Europeans. He refers to a paper which wrote seditious matter in issue
after issue. The editor was jailed and finally deported. He was attacking
the land tenure system, too. When Edgar referred to a sympathetic write-
up about the peasants' agrarian demands, in The Times back in 1922,
Humphrey's reaction is: judgment from London is easy, Mr. Knox. The
Government here bears the brunt.' And it is a proof of how the colonial
mindset can put an absurd construction even on simple matter that hand
spinning which the peasants had taken to is spoken of by Mr. Humphrey
as “aclear symbol of revolt”.(p 183)

Edgar acquaints Lady Hartley with the fact that he has a sister who
collected fairy tales. And this he does in response to Lady Hartley's query
as to what had intrigued him about the non violent movement. But what is
the connection? asks Lady Hartley. Mr. Knox explains that the movement
is like a fairy tale that describes a journey where there are no signposts.
Edgar, conversationally, asks Mr. Humphry if self-government for India
was the agenda — if not now, then after the war.?" 'self-government is
always on the agenda', replies Mr. Humphry,' but it is not possible to set a
date for it? In fact, added he, the war has made our presence in Asia all the
more necessary. We have had to occupy Iran to prevent oil from falling
into Nazi hands'. (186) Having been governor of the frontier province
during The Salt stir of 1930, Humphry knew what influence Gandhi had
over there. The Afghans' leader was known as Frontier Gandhi. And
when men of the Garhwal Rifles refused to fire on their “unarmed
brothers”, the British rulers had a full-fledged mutiny on their hands.

Edgar mentions the American President, Mr. Roosevelt as taking a
personal interest in the Indian question. He would like to see a provisional
Indian government setup immediately, says Edgar. Asked if he was
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authoring a book about this region, (S-E Asia) as rumour went, Edgar
admits he was, adding that he was titling it as Empire, interested as he was
in the why and wherefore of'it. (p 187) The crooked British mind had put
the condition, for granting independence to India after the war that every
British province and native princely state would have the right to declare
its own independence if it so wished! (p 192) Hadn't Abraham Lincoln
gone to war on similar provocation. The Monroe Doctrine saw to it that
the mother country did not interfere in the affairs of the United States. The
confabulations between Nikhil and Edgar centered on the Asian blueprint
for a future era.

When the summer of the 1942 arrived, the freedom movement
gained a new momentum. It was also the time when the Second World
War was at its height. The Civil Lines of Akbarabad rumbled with army
trucks full of British and American soldiers. Bhai's party held a meeting
in Bombay. Fed up with appeals and supplications, it resolved to ask the
British to quit. Before the news spread, the Congress Leaders were
arrested and taken away to an unknown destination. Bhai and leading
members disappeared into hiding to escape arrest, Students took to the
streets. The university was closed for a week. The Bombay revolt
unloosed revolt across the whole province.

Ekanth was convinced that only armed rebellion could turn the tide
in favor of Indians. He was an admirer of Subash Chandra Bose (he is not
referred to by name, but as the patriot who had escaped the British
authorities and flown out of India to seek German and Japanese help.)He
proposes to Bhai that he give the signal. The Allied forces were recruiting
men to trainin guerilla warfare for posting on the border, Patriotic Indian
youth could take advantage of that and joined the armed camp set up in
the jungle on the Indo-Nepal border, by Zaheer Sahib and others. Bhai
said,' I am the wrong man; I've been delivering another message too long.
It is Ekanth's view that the British have left us no alternative. We should
have taken up arms long ago' (p 209). Bhai felt bitter about how even
when their soldiers were fleeing Asia, the evacuation arrangements made
were meant only for Europeans. Our people fleeing Burma had to trudge
over a 600-mile march through jungle and hills, dying of hunger, sickness
and wounds. His decisive answer to Ekanth's proposal was:' 'This is no
time for amateurs to enter the game' (p 209). Bhai was off to resume his
underground existence. He was dressed like a mendicant, and his matted
hair bore no hint of bronze and had a two month growth of beard.

When Nurullah went to station next to collect a parcel from Nina, at
sight of him the mendicant's eyes lit up, and he took a step toward him.
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That was enough. The secret police laid a hand on him and led him away
to jail. The violent uprisings of 1942 were a setback to non-violence.
Though he regretted the outbreak of violence, Pete Ryder wrote, “But
they were a great step forward, if we look at the effect they had on the Raj,
which non-violence never did.” Lord Linlithgow wired a message to
Churchill on 31" August 1942, saying that he was faced with the most
serious rebellion since 1857.
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