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Abstract

'Paul Scott's Hippie' and Hanging On
Roger Ashton-Griffiths 2015

This thesis consists of a critical essay examining the evolution of genre
and aesthetic in English fiction about South Asia, and a novel about a family of
Sri Lankans settled in England.

In the essay I question how a contemporary English novelist can place
himself amongst the cohort of those earlier writers who have written about South
Asia, since the relationship between the former colonists and colonised has
changed so greatly. I demonstrate that generic elements were established in the
earliest examples of this fiction, which remained notably constant throughout,
even up to the late work of Paul Scott. However, I show that the aesthetic
attending this Anglo-Indian genre begins with an affirmation of the benefit to the
subcontinent which the colonial project might bring and ends with a repudiation
of that idea. I seek to break new ground by arguing that the repudiation is so
unequivocal in the work of Scott and others that this fiction comes to express an
aesthetic of apology.

I argue that Scott recognises that it has become possible no longer to write
within the Anglo-Indian genre, and that his final novel, Staying On, has evolved
into the Commonwealth genre.

My novel, Hanging On, is an echo of Scott's last novel. It examines the
life of a man who wishes to remain more-or-less British, rather than become
independently Sri Lankan, and the legacy of his position as it filters down through
the generations of his family in Luton. Cultural difference is now the prime source
of conflict, rather than political power, and it aims to demonstrate that cultural
hybridity is the paradoxical consequence of the racial rigidity which accompanied

the colonial project to its termination.
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Preface - Fact Before Fiction

Such was the extent of the British Empire, and so recently its end in
memory, that it continues to exercise influence on the lives of many around the
world. It may not be unexpected, therefore, that personal accounts are beginning
to emerge as a research methodology in literature, whereby family archives form
the starting point for broader critical studies. Niall Ferguson, for instance, begins
his history of Empire with an account of his family as colonists (Ferguson 2004),
Mary Louise Pratt writes of her colonial upbringing in Canada (Pratt 2007), and
Bart Moore-Gilbert turns a personal quest for his father's history into an
exploration and assessment of the British in India before Independence (Moore-
Gilbert 2014). I seek to contextualise both my novel and the relationship of fact

and fiction in the colonial project through research within my own family archive.

When I married, there was no accompanying peal of old church bells,
neither quaint village green nor too-busy city street, nothing of the usual English
way of life, whatever that might be, and yet the deed was done in Lancashire, in
English, under the rites of the Church of England, and an important part of the
wedding breakfast was trifle.

I didn’t spot it at the time, but the principal guest at my wedding was not
timeless tradition, or even those habits which come to be thought of as such,
rather it was history. The difference is that the one depends on no change, possibly
stagnation, whilst the other demands a forward drive, with the looking backwards
done, as it were, in a rear view mirror. And the view behind us? It was the
receding memory of Britain’s imperial past.

The location of our wedding was a fine country mansion, Quernmore Park
Hall, situated on the edge of one of England’s most scenic landscapes, the Forest
of Bowland. This house was owned in the mid-nineteenth century by one William
Garnett, esq., who was high sheriff of Lancashire at the time. He had come into
his considerable fortune as the son of John Garnett, a merchant in Jamaica (Burke
2010), when one of the few possible sources of funding for such a purchase, other
than for the established aristocracy, was through the exploitation of opportunities
thrown up by the mercantile expansion of the Empire.

At the time, the house was owned and occupied by an order of Anglican



monks, the Society of the Sacred Mission. Here, again, there was a colonial past,
as the order was founded in the late nineteenth century for the purpose of
facilitating the spread of Anglicanism throughout Empire and beyond (Society of
the Sacred Mission 2011).

I had been told that the order had come by this property when one of the
brethren, freshly arrived in Lancaster to act as chaplain for the emerging new
university, had been tapped on the shoulder by an elderly gentleman called
Garnett, descendant of the Jamaican merchant. The monk was asked if he was
Roman or Anglican, and upon giving the correct answer, it was explained to him
that his interlocutor was childless and would be leaving the bulk of the estate to
his nephew. However, since the nephew had embraced Roman Catholicism, he
was only going to get the Home Farm, and not the Hall — and would the Order like
the Hall for themselves? Thus SSM acquired a new house, some of the fifteen or
so brethren who moved in came to be closely involved in life on the campus of
Lancaster University, and I became a particular friend of one of them.

My wife and I married on July the fourth, a date which reverberates in
colonial history, and amongst the handful of guests posing for photographs amidst
the imported rhododendrons, was a nun who had recently retired from her own
missionary work in southern Africa, my Canadian mother, and a couple of
Christian Sri Lankans, who were there because it was their daughter who was the
bride.

Also present was my grandmother, a woman of no religious affiliation
whatsoever (and possibly no belief either) yet who, in a strange echo of the
prejudicial history by which SSM had acquired the Hall, objected far less to my
marriage to a South Asian than she had to my brother’s marriage to a Roman
Catholic a couple of years earlier. It seems that religious prejudices lingering from
the sixteenth century can be stronger than racial prejudices withering after the end
of Empire, although this might not be apparent from the reading of Anglo-Indian
fiction.

This flurry of postcolonial festivity arose because I had met Sharmini as a
fellow undergraduate, both of us students of music in the western tradition. Whilst
it may pass without remark that I, having grown up in Cheshire, was studying
Viennese music in Lancashire (though there is history in this fact alone, of

course), it is much harder to take for granted either my Sri Lankan wife’s interest



in this tradition or her presence in the north of England as a student, certainly for
anyone who might have gleaned their knowledge of the subcontinent from
fictional accounts in English literature.

A key element in this study is my assertion that narratives about the British
colonial presence in South Asia are generically derived and socially driven, my
first evidence for which is that they generally omit the native Christian!, whereas
the history and experience of my wife’s family attests to a different, altogether
more humdrum relationship of tolerance, born in part of evangelism-with-perks.

Selvaretnam, my late father-in-law, was born in 1919 in British Malaya.
He was the second child of parents who had settled down to a life of prosperity on
Penang, having emigrated from Ceylon the year before. An outpost of the Raj, the
Straits Settlements had had close ties with colonial South Asia dating back to the
eighteenth century occupation of Penang by the East India Company (EIC), one of
the consequences of which was the commonplace movement of economic
migrants from other parts of the Empire (Howe 2002: 21). There had been
widespread migration of labourers from Tamil Nadu to Malaya, supported by the
English who required a workforce to exploit the two principal natural resources,
rubber and tin. Sinnathamber’s move to Penang from Jaffna was equally
unremarkable as it followed a well-established pattern of migration of Tamil
professionals from Ceylon, whose services were to provide the foundation of the
business community.

This legacy is still evident in Malaysia today, where there is an easily
discernible class divide between the descendants of these two groups, and when I
first visited I was welcomed into a community of Anglophone doctors, lawyers,
engineers, accountants who considered themselves Sri Lankan Tamils, yet whose
servants considered themselves to be Indian Tamils. Neither group seemed to
consider themselves to be Malaysian, neither group spoke more Malay than was
absolutely necessary, and the upper classes spoke only enough Tamil to
communicate their needs to the lower classes.

Crucially, whilst the servants were generally Hindu, the professionals

came from families with a well-established Christian background, pointing to the

I The complex history of Christianity in South Asia is beyond the scope of this essay. Its
establishment in the subcontinent is ancient, probably pre-dating its spread through Europe,
although it expanded greatly through the evangelical enterprises of Europeans from the earliest
colonisation by the Portuguese. Although a small minority, it remains the third largest religion
in India (2.3%) and fourth in Sir Lanka (6%). (Norton, 2008)



strong generational advantage which might accrue to those subjects of the Indian
Empire who converted early to the religion of the occupiers (Holt 2011: 565). And
it is unsurprising that Jaffna, as the earliest and largest of the Methodist missions
in South Asia, should have been the source of this curious professional diaspora.

During WWII my father-in-law joined the army, the British army, with
which he saw active service and rose to the rank of major, a dark-skinned officer
under whom served pale-skinned British officers and other ranks. On his
demobilisation, he was offered the choice of a scholarship at Cambridge or
entrance to the Inns of Court, and he chose the latter, subsequently being called to
the bar from Grays Inn. He was a senior lawyer by the time I knew him, top of the
tree in Penang, and had twice turned down the offer of a judgeship because his
Christianity prevented him from feeling able to hand down the death sentence, as
might have been required. He was particularly friendly with one of the English
lawyers who had stayed on after Independence, although in a rare moment of
pride, he was keen to tell me that his superiority as an advocate had long since
driven this poor man back into the office, to concentrate on what would have been
solicitor’s work in the differentiated legal system of the UK.

There is a great deal of persistent prejudice amongst the peoples of South
Asia, such that my father-in-law was determined to find a pale-skinned wife to
dilute his own great darkness, so he travelled back to the mother country to find a
bride, whom he met in Colombo. She joined the Tamil Christians of Penang, but
remained always a Sri Lankan abroad. They produced four daughters, all of whom
were sent to England to study. The eldest (who was to become my wife) arrived
initially with a music scholarship to Sherborne School for Girls, arranged by the
Bishop of Winchester after he had heard her play violin and piano in a concert of
western classical music he attended at St. George’s Church in Georgetown — as if
she'd come from the Home Counties.

Naturally Rohini, my late mother-in-law, was another Anglophone
Christian Tamil, otherwise the match could not have been made. But her history
was somewhat different, and removed from the separateness of the Jaffna
Methodist community of her husband’s family. She belonged to a line which had
sufficient self-confidence to possess a family tree, on which document could be
found the source of the social preferment which had enabled her family to hold

their heads high amongst the Singalese majority outside Jaffna — her father was



the Principal of Uva College in Badulla, and her brothers, another teacher, a
surgeon and a lawyer, had each trained in England. Family history records that
this professional standing stemmed from 1855, when my wife’s great-great-
grandfather, Sedonade Modliar Mathusela Rasakaria Canagaratne Modliar,
converted to Christianity for the sake of his promotion to the rank of Chief
Mudaliyar of the Eastern Province, a senior position in the British-created native
administrative class?.

These biographies belong to people who were born and raised under the
rule of the Indian Empire. Yet the facts of their lives seem to differ wholly from
the fictional lives portrayed in English fiction. They were not nationalists, not
desperate for independent government, not restricted in their movements, not
religiously constrained. In fact, they appeared to be more than content to belong to
a system which, for them, brought security and social standing, and as such
remained stalwart friends of the British community which ‘stayed on’ after
Independence, amongst whom no hint of either racial or social tension could be
detected. Indeed, when my wife’s sister married a convert to Christianity, whose
family had originated in the Hindu Tamil Nadu diaspora, more complaints were
voiced amongst her family than there had been on my account, in a manner
remarkably analogous to my grandmother’s prejudicial remarks not long before.

It is this family, this history, which has provided the raw materials for my
novel, and which prompts me to examine the very different image of the colonial

project in Asia as projected by the literature which it threw up.

2 The certificate confirming this promotion, signed and sealed by Sir Henry George Ward,
Governor of Ceylon, is still extant in the family.
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1. Introduction

My novel, Hanging On, is related to Paul Scott’s Staying On, his final
novel, which won the Booker prize in 1977. He was writing about an English
couple who have grown into old age in independent India, and I am writing about
a Sri Lankan couple who, post independence, have grown old as immigrants in
England. Other than this simple, imperfect symmetry, the novels have nothing in
common whatsoever, no characters, no plot points, they’re written decades apart,
set in different historical periods, and so on. What can it possibly mean when I
compare my novel so audaciously to Scott’s?

There’s a long history of English fiction about South Asia, and an even
longer one of non-fiction, so I’'m placing myself at the chronological front of a
large cohort of writers, many of whose members have been highly distinguished.
This is a precarious place to be and it seems appropriate, therefore, to be certain of
my position, to understand exactly what it means to be writing within this world,
and how Scott and I are connected.

In a critical literary account, infused with modern scholarship and
historical reflection, I will seek to demonstrate that there is a strong sense in
which Scott provides the last word on the matter of genre in novels about South
Asia in English, the Anglo-Indian novel, in particular in his set, The Raj Quartet
(The Jewel in the Crown (1966), The Day of the Scorpion (1968), The Towers of
Silence (1971) and A Division of the Spoils (1974)).

However, for the last word to be his, it is necessary for the first word to
belong to another, and Sydney Owenson, who published The Missionary: an
Indian Tale in 1811, appears to have been the first writer of the Anglo-Indian
novel®.

Using these authors as my beginning and end, I shall examine the way in
which the Anglo-Indian genre persisted, whilst its aesthetic evolved to suit the
socio-political requirements of the ‘home’ readership in Britain, since, as Said
points out:

Western writers until the middle of the twentieth century [...] wrote with an
exclusively Western audience in mind, even when they wrote of characters,
places, or situations that referred to, made use of, overseas territories held by
Europeans. (Said 1994: 78)

3 There were epistolary precursors in Hartley House, Calcutta (anonymous, 1789) and
Translation of the letters of a Hindu Rajah (Elizabeth Hamilton, 1796)
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Ian Baucom addresses the issue of this 'history of cultivated confusion'
(Baucom 1999: 3) in his study Out of Place: Englishness, Empire, and the
Locations of Identity, in which he suggests, for instance, that Ruskin is reduced to
being a 'wholly conventional and unoriginal thinker' by the bias of the newspaper
reports he has read following the uprising of 1857 (Baucom 1999: 76). The
implication is clear, that if a man who, we must assume, is usually an
unconventional, original thinker is so affected by accounts of India which are
beyond his ability to interrogate, how much more so the 'person in the street’,
reading voraciously the fiction generated by imperial imaginings.

I will reference Rudyard Kipling and Leonard Woolf as stepping stones,
the first because his writing is often regarded as epitomising the Empire at its
peak. In my view, however, Woolf's The Village in the Jungle more completely
represents the colonial project as perfected and complete than anything even in
Kipling. These two writers straddle the top of the arc of the aesthetic trajectory I
will describe, seeming to represent a turning point. I will not be referencing
directly either Forster or Orwell because they represent a continuation of the
downward curve, rather than a turning point.

The meeting of English and South Asian cultures has interested many
writers since the Raj Quartet was published, and there is little sign that this
material is about to dry up. Given that I am arguing that Scott has the last word on
the Anglo-Indian genre, it follows that this newer work must belong to a new
genre, which evolves from the earlier one yet which differs so significantly that it
cannot be seen merely as a development of it. Whilst Staying On is described by
many as a light postscript to the epic tragedy of the Quartet, I will argue that this
is in fact a much more important work than that, that it is the first novel in the new

genre, that Scott is showing us the way forward.

The use of the word 'genre' in the title of an essay about a 'kind' of
literature generates challenges which are not easily met, since 'genre' is a complex
idea without a precise meaning. The concept had been central to critical thinking
since the time of Aristotle, and classical genres were described and adumbrated
routinely. However, the repudiation of genre which followed the collapse of the
Neoclassical ideal of generic taxonomy has, in ebb and flow, persisted for two

hundred years, causing David Duff to begin his introduction to Modern Genre
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Theory with a clear warning when he writes, 'In modern genre theory, few
concepts have proved more problematic and unstable than that of genre." (Duff
2000: 1).

The Romantic revolt against classical genre theory coincides, moreover,
with the historical rise of the novel, rendering it a 'kind' of literature which had not
been subjected to classical scrutiny, and one which has developed, therefore,
within a critical atmosphere which has never been wholly conducive to its
classification by genre. Attempts have been made to describe the novel generically
by, for example, EM Forster in Aspects of the Novel (1927) and Robert Liddell in
A Treatise on the Novel (1947), and by many others since, but Paul Scott himself
is not alone in making no reference to the term whatsoever in On Writing and the
Novel (1987), and it seems probable that novelists don't set out routinely to write
according to the laws and definitions which Benedetto Croce describes as the
mistake of those who give scientific weight to a word, or become enmeshed in
phraseology (Croce 2000: 28).

So, as a novelist, there is sense in which I would seek to recuse myself
from the task of producing a working definition of the term 'genre' as I have used
it here. However, as a reader and critic, it is necessary for me to be as precise as
possible without resorting to a full exegesis of contemporary genre theory (for
which I do not have space), since I will be seeking to enumerate features of
novels, and find interconnections, which I will argue are generic. My dichotomic
position reflects, somewhat, the two sides of the theoretical generic coin.

Croce, in Alastair Fowler's view, carries the 'Romantic repudiation of
categories of genre [...] to a logical conclusion' (Fowler 1990: 153). His position
centres on his view of the difference between intuitive, aesthetic, and logical,
generic, knowledge. He writes in 1902:

Error begins when we try to deduce the expression from the concept, and to find
in what takes its place the laws of the thing whose place is taken; when the
difference between the second and first step has not been observed, and when, in
consequence, that we are standing on the first step, when we are really standing on
the second. This error is known as the theory of artistic and literary kinds. (Croce
2000: 27)

By this he means that it is not possible to discuss a work of literature from
within a generic framework, because to do so excludes the possibility of

appreciating its aesthetic; it is to commit a philosophical category mistake, since
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'art and history do not construct concepts of class, but represent concrete and
individuated facts' (Croce 1913: 263). As a consequence, each work of literature is
a singular aesthetic expression, to which the idea of genre has no relevance.
However, Croce goes on to acknowledge that it is not 'scientifically
incorrect' to group works together 'if it be only with a view to be understood, and
to draw attention to certain groups of works, in general and approximately’
(Croce 2000: 28). This flaw in the purity of Croce's position is reflected later by
Wittgenstein, who argues for the coherence of groups in family-like relationships,
not as hard-edged classes, which idea is developed by Fowler in Kinds of
Literature (Fowler 1982: 41). Derrida had argued in 1980 that the 'law of genre'
was contradictory, not least because that textual clues as to the membership of a
generic class cannot become part of that genre (Derrida and Ronell 1980), but
Fowler disagrees, arguing that genre is a continually metamorphosing dynamic, in
which 'kinds' (here he deliberately reintroduces the renaissance term for genre) are
reassembled, practised, changed:

[generic] repertoires are not means of classification so much as a resource of
signs in a language or coding system that allows economical yet intelligible
communication. Change of the repertoires is continual, for new works signify
precisely by their modulating of specific previous states of the genre. (Fowler
1990: 158)

For my purpose, recognising that 'it is likely that genre theories will
always [...] compete with author theories' (Duff 2000: 16), I seek to take a
position somewhere between Croce and Fowler. The essentially diachronic,
familial model which Fowler advances - especially the idea of 'kind' of literature -
supports very well my argument that the Anglo-Indian genre evolves over time,
but not to the extent that it becomes possible no longer to identify a continuity of
family relationship.

I detail below (ch.5) the tropes which I have identified, which are often
both thematic and structural, and which, I argue, amount to generic elements.
They include devices to emphasise the otherness of India: the differentiation of
'religions of the book' from the 'paganism' of Hinduism; the frequent use of Indian
vocabulary; the existence of female sacrifice, including the inevitability of the
failure of interracial relationships; the a-historical omissions of Christian Indians.

European colonists are universally accomplished, stories are set at frontiers, not
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either at borders or in established colonial trading centres. Most importantly, the
politics of power over the land runs through this literature.

At the same time, I am going to argue that we are entering a post-
postcolonial period in which Croce's position is utterly relevant, when each novel
must be read hermeneutically on its own merits, and neither according to the
synchronic mores of 'Commonwealth Literature’, nor the the generic strictures of

postcolonial literature.

I seek in this essay to break new ground by proposing a hitherto
unidentified aesthetic which persisted in the period after independence, and which
I have labelled the period of apology. This aesthetic is implicit in, for example,
Said's observation, 'Many people in England feel a certain remorse or regret about
their nation's Indian experience [...]' (Said 1995: 18), and I will suggest that the
postcolonial discourse and the aesthetic of apology arise in the same period. By
framing my work in post-postcolonial terms, I will be arguing for a move away
from postcolonial criticism as the set of principles it appears to become in the
writing of, for example, Bart Moore-Gilbert.

It is my hope, moreover, to reintroduce Scott as a pivotal figure in modern
scholarship for, whilst a great deal has been written about him, he has not hitherto
been placed explicitly at the centre of an apologetic aesthetic. Much of the
existing writing on Scott, represented in this essay by, for example, Robin Moore,
Michael Gorra and Hilary Spurling, was written following the wave of interest in
him which arose after the broadcast of Granada Television's adaptation of The Raj
Quartet (Granada Television 1984), and he has failed largely to draw the attention
of modern critics or theorists since. Given that there is a now a greater historical
distance from his work and its period, it seems appropriate to return to his novels

with a view to their reassessment within the contemporary intellectual climate.
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2. The Periodization of Anglo-Indian Writing

There is a pertinent example of the way in which India has come to be
imagined in Le Musée d’Art Moderne in Nice, a work by the late French artist
Serge III which consists of ten triangular canvasses about 70 cm high, arranged as
a group in a larger triangle. Each canvas represents a sea, so that the Black Sea is
painted black, the Red Sea red, Coral coral, Yellow yellow, the Dead Sea is black
with a white cross, the Channel has a physical sleeve (une manche) stuck on it.
The Indian Ocean is painted marine blue and has a hand-sized cluster of pink,
fluffy feathers stuck in the middle. It is clearly a reference to the luxurious Eden
which we all know India to be — don’t we?

This European troping of India as a landscape of the exotic and feminine
has a long history, stretching back to the Early Modern period, when the first
popular accounts begin to appear. The Mughal Empire had reached its apogee, in
both its splendour and geographical extent, whilst Europe was itself pre-industrial.
In many respects, India at that time would have seemed to have been a wonderful
place by comparison, to the extent that the folk memory of that wonder has
persisted, even such that it was incorporated into a French avant garde painting in
1970. The 'hegemony of European ideas about the Orient, themselves reiterating
European superiority over Oriental backwardness' (Said 1995: 7), does not seem
to have arisen in the Renaissance, as Said suggests.

That we in the West acquired our first sense of India from the writings of
early European travellers is certain, because travel was very difficult, and
remained so until the opening in 1869 of the Suez Canal, nicknamed ‘The
Highway to India’. It is surprising, though, how many early traveller-writers there
were, and how much material they produced. Europeans have been writing about
India* for centuries, and as early as 1600 there is enough work beginning to
appear that a tradition emerges. It is instructive to reflect on the manner in which
this tradition has been examined because, of course, its criticism forms an adjunct
to the same literature.

Major works of criticism examining this area have ranged from Bhupal
Singh's early A Survey of Anglo-Indian, (1934), to Under Western Eyes (Rajan
1999). For my purposes, Pramod Nayar's English Writing and India, 1600-1920

4 As a short form, henceforth I shall refer to India, which should be taken to include the entire
South Asian subcontinent.
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(2008) is the most useful, since his focus is on the aesthetics of this writing. He
argues that from the outset non-fictional writing, largely taking the form of
travelogues, intentionally opens up dialogues of colonialism, that

[...] particular aesthetic modes trope India in specific ways in order to
demonstrate English control and power over it. The various tropings of India were
transformative in nature, proposing particular roles for the English in India. In the
early mercantile age it helps English rhetorical or narrative control over Indian
variety and vastness. The later aesthetics of the picturesque and the sublime map a
colonial shift from a primitive, poor and desolate India to an altered and
'improved’, 'Englished' one. (Nayar 2008: 3)

He divides the three hundred and twenty years included in his study into
five aesthetic periods, arguing that each reflects the perceived needs of the ‘home’
readership of the moment.

Thus he argues that the first aesthetic, which he terms the marvellous, is
intended to allow the English to become familiar with an Indian landscape of
immense variety, yet great difficulty which, through description and narration,
allows the reader to explore and explain Indian difference. The transformation of
India from a place of ‘enviable plenty’ to one of ‘wicked excesses’ indicates that it
is a land too vast to be governed by the native population, a trope, he argues,
which allows the writer to assert that it is a place not only worthy of European
interest, but that the triumph of Early Modern culture over nature could well be
brought to this distant land to the benefit of all.

His second aesthetic, the monstrous, runs more or less in parallel with the
first, and he argues that its focus is to take that which is frightening in India and
turn it into the grotesque, the ‘ludic’, so dehumanising In