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1 Introduction



With Amitav Ghosh and Kamila Shamsie this study discusses two highly celebrated voices of the contemporary English-​language literary world. Although their writing covers a wide range of themes, each author has increasingly become associated with a distinct thematic field. While Ghosh has become a central figure in a rapidly growing ecocritical canon, Shamsie is considered essential reading for all those interested in questions of global feminism and a translocal perspective on female lives through time. Approaching the novels of both authors with these contexts in mind, one might expect that they have little in common beyond a – differently accentuated – political commitment, and wonder what should make reading them side by side worthwhile. However, this study will demonstrate that there are indeed good reasons for doing so. In developing the notion of postcolonial romance as a lens through which the novels of both authors can be approached, it allows to see that they engage with a set of related issues concerning the state – and the future – of modern life and to recognise how, in different ways, the literary category of romance plays a pivotal role in these engagements. 

In discussions of Shamsie’s as well as Ghosh’s works, the terms ‘romance’ and ‘romantic’ crop up at regular intervals. Critics variously draw on them to emphasise the texts’ thematic preoccupation with human love and friendship as well as with journeys, quests and adventures, their interest in anti-​modern worlds, or their distinctly ‘non-​realist’ mode of writing. Madeline Clements, for instance, argues that “[p]ost-2001, Shamsie continues to blend anticipated cosmopolitan ‘Pakistani’ and newly interesting ‘Islamic’ tropes and themes into romantic and Asia-​centring historical English-​language fictions” (127). Rehana Ahmed describes Shamsie’s Kartography (2002) as “a story of romantic tensions and personal conflict” (21), while Antoinette Burton finds, rather dismissively, that she “cringe[s] […] at the somewhat hackneyed romance plots and cross-​racial ‘bromances’” (76) of Ghosh’s Sea of Poppies (2008). In a different vein, Gaurav Desai calls Ghosh’s In an Antique Land (1992) “a romance with a lost world” (125), Manav Ratti emphasises the “dichotomy of romantic and realist perspectives” (200) in Ghosh’s The Hungry Tide (2004), and Padmini Mongia maintains that The Shadow Lines (1988), Ghosh’s second novel, centres on the “power of romance – romance understood as expressive of heroic action, lonely men, and distant places” (“Geography Fabulous” 63). While these observations, taken together, confirm romance to be a “confusingly inclusive” (Regis 19) category that subsumes various things under a single heading,1 they provide powerful evidence that this ‘inclusive category’ of romance somehow holds a central place in the texts of both authors. 

While remarks on romance aspects of individual texts hence abound, the question whether there is a particular reason why romance reoccurs throughout the writing of both authors has failed to spark sustained critical interest. In effect, critical discourse has largely remained silent about a striking feature of Shamsie’s and Ghosh’s oeuvres: the ways in which they systematically engage with established literary traditions surrounding romance and, in so doing, continuously employ romance to a distinctly political end.2 According to commonly held views, romance and politically engaged writing do not align well. As Emily Davis points out, the idea that the “genres of the romance and the political novel function[] as two mutually exclusive and thus irreconcilable traditions” (1) is widespread: associated with an “idealized world” (Frye, Anatomy of Criticism 367) and with the ‘fantastic’ rather than realistic, romance is often considered escapist and, if ascribed any political function at all, declared to have a conservative effect in appeasing and reconciling with the status quo.3 While this view in fact mirrors some of the comments on romance quoted above – Ahmed, for instance, seems to think that Kartography’s love narrative undermines the novel’s political credentials (see 21), an evaluation which might also be at the heart of Burton’s dismissive rejection of Sea of Poppies’ ‘bromances’ – this study provides an entirely different perspective. In their large body of non-​fictional writing, both authors have established themselves as vocal critics of modern politics and society who continuously point out the need for change (see for instance Ghosh’s blog, Amitav Ghosh, or Shamsie’s Offence). In his reading of Ghosh’s work, Anshuman Mondal argues that “it is probably not wise to distinguish between his [Ghosh’s] fiction and non-​fiction as it is perhaps another of those artificial boundaries that Ghosh insistently interrogates, the overcoming of which constitutes one of the central threads running throughout his work” (19). This thought, at least its first part, also holds true for Shamsie’s novels: both authors’ fiction displays a similar political impetus as their more openly political texts, with many ideas in fact flowing freely between their fictional and non-​fictional writing. It is in the context of this political dimension of their novels, I will argue, that romance comes to play a preeminent role in both authors’ works. 

The following chapters offer close readings of Ghosh’s The Hungry Tide (2004) and his three novels collectively referred to as the Ibis trilogy, Sea of Poppies (2008), River of Smoke (2011) and Flood of Fire (2015), as well as of Shamsie’s Kartography (2002), Burnt Shadows (2009) and A God in Every Stone (2014). Bringing into focus different moments and regions of the world between the 19th century and today, the novels provide various impressions of global modernity and critically reflect on the ways of thinking and living, the social, political and economic principles that have come to signify modernity worldwide. Their verdict is far from positive: with the history of global modernity being inseparably tied to that of colonialism and capitalism (see Huggan, “General Introduction” 19), the ways of thinking and living that have become constitutive of the modern, they stress, emerged in tandem with attempts to dominate and exploit human and non-​human others. On this basis there developed a modern world which is, the novels point out, both bound up with “systemic inequalities” (ibid.), as postcolonial critics, amongst others, have argued long since,4 and continuously furthers its own endangerment and destruction.5 Not only do Ghosh’s novels foreground the threats to the planet caused by the ‘modern’ project of seeking to dominate and exploit nature, but Ghosh’s and Shamsie’s novels alike continuously attack the urge to conceptually separate the world into distinct – national, ethnic, cultural – groups which has characterised modernity worldwide. This urge, they suggest, needs to be traced back to the modern competitive spirit and the search for possible ‘Others’ to be exploited for one’s own gain. Like the continuously advancing destruction of nature, the tradition of separating and exploiting the world and its people, the novels insist, poses a threat to the very survival of the planet itself. It promotes a mentality of antagonism and conflict, which makes warfare a constant and threatening prospect in a world where modern military technology has unleashed incredibly destructive power – the danger of nuclear attacks explicitly hovers over Shamsie’s Burnt Shadows. Moreover, this tradition inhibits thinking in terms larger than national interests, which the novels present as a prerequisite for tackling the global problems of an interconnected world.6

If the texts thus depict modernity as tied to social, political, and economic principles with which, to put it bluntly, much is wrong, they also suggest that it does not have to remain this way. On a more optimistic note, they insist that, if people were ready to open up their notions of what it means to be modern and to rethink how they conceptualise modernity and modern history, our modern world itself could provide us with possible paths to move on to a radically different modernity, one that would take us beyond the injustices and endangered state that characterise the status quo. While they share this general assumption, the exact reasoning of both oeuvres differs. 

Ghosh’s novels, I will show, set out to demonstrate that the history of modernity, particularly if we look at the non-​West, has also produced ways of inhabiting the world which contrast with the dominant, ‘modern’ ones. These ways are characterised by their tendency to connect what modernity as we know it thinks of as separate entities: they refuse to divide the world’s population into groups of ostensibly isolated nations and cultures, or, challenging another separation that Ghosh associates with modernity, to disconnect humans and their agency from the non-​human realm.7 With their emphasis on connections, his novels suggest, these alternative traditions could in fact offer solutions to many of the modern world’s pressing problems and help to produce a more sustainable and peaceful global modernity. At the same time, however, Ghosh continuously underlines that a long-​standing tradition of associating modernity exclusively with the West has created a situation in which such alternative traditions tend to be simply dismissed as inherently pre-​modern. As such, they are not regarded as options to be considered for future development. If, however, people were able to overcome their Western-​centric understanding of modernity and reconceptualise global modernity itself as a transcultural phenomenon to which all cultures contribute and belong, Ghosh invites us to conclude, these traditions would gain a new significance. They would come into view as alternative possibilities of modern life and the potential inherent in them could be harnessed for bringing into being alternative modern futures.8 By contrast, Shamsie’s novels propose that a ‘corrected’ understanding of modern history could by itself provoke the transition to a different modernity. Maintaining that the dominant modern way of conceptualising reality tends to gloss over the transcultural connectivity and interconnectedness of the modern world, they promote a take on history that brings into focus these connections. Such a changed perspective, Shamsie somewhat idealistically suggests, would dissolve the basis for antagonisms and us-​versus-​them dichotomies, which her novels depict as the main obstacle to a more peaceful and secure world. It would also awaken a sense of shared responsibilities for creating such a changed world. Thus, the novels insist that a revised understanding of modernity and modern history could herald a more peaceful and collaborative modernity. 

While the exact ways of reconceptualising modernity which Shamsie’s and Ghosh’s novels envision differ, they both relate, in one way or another, to a project, recently promoted by Frank-​Schulze Engler as well as Elisabeth Bekers et al., to move on to a transcultural understanding of modernity.9 This project forms part of a larger endeavour by postcolonial critics to challenge the idea that the West alone produced modernity and to refute long-​standing Western-​centric narratives of modernisation, according to which a transition to modernity must necessarily bring forth modern societies in line with the Western model all over the world. This expectation had the effect, they argue, that alternative ways of inhabiting the modern world which diverged from this model were looked upon as anti-​modern, their representatives being simply declared to have ‘not yet’ arrived in the modern age. Pointing out instead that out of different cultural contexts there emerged different ways of being modern, critics have argued for substituting the notion of a single modernity with that of modernities in the plural (see my discussion in chapter 2). Advocates of a transcultural modernity now argue that the idea of multiple modernities, while constituting an important intervention, yet runs the risk of essentialising cultural difference (see Schulze-​Engler, “One Modernity” 158, 60). Stressing the “transcultural dimensions that are inherent in all projects of modernity” (Bekers et al. xiv), they draw on the work of critics such as Ulrich Beck – his critique of a ‘container theory’ of culture in particular (see Schulze-​Engler, “Transcultural Modernities” 91) –, Ulf Hannerz and James Clifford to insist that cultures in the globalised world are neither territorially bounded and fixed to the borders of a nation-​state, nor separate, clearly delineable entities (see Schulze-​Engler, “Literature in the Global Ecumene” 379–82). Against this background, they promote their view of modernity as a transcultural phenomenon which encompasses various “interconnected varieties of modernity or modernities” (Schulze-​Engler, “Transcultural Modernities” 91). Not only does reconceptualising modernity in transcultural terms thus help to overcome a Western centrism that stubbornly prevails in discussions about how to conceptualise the modern, to do so also means to view modernity through the lens of an intellectual paradigm that highlights connections and interactions between the world’s ostensibly different parts. 

While, as I will show in detail, Shamsie’s and Ghosh’s novels subscribe to a view according to which reconceptualising modernity in transcultural terms could, in two different ways, pave the way for achieving a different modern future, they do not leave it at that. In fact, they use their narratives to actively initiate such a process of reconceptualising modernity – and it is through romance, this study sets out to show, that they do so. The following chapters read the various novels they analyse against the backdrop of the 19th- and early 20th- century historical and imperial romance as novelistic subgenres with which they actively engage. Patterns that characterise these genres are their practice of conjuring up a self-​referentially marked romance realm, inhabited by exotic Others and contrasting with the ‘modern’ world, as well as their celebration of the ‘romantic’ charms of the anti-​modern Other. Both Ghosh’s and Shamsie’s novels draw from these patterns ways of employing romance to promote and actively lead their readers towards a transcultural re-​reading of modernity and modern history. As they do so, they constantly emphasise how this re-​reading could help to move on to a different modern future; one which once and for all disentangles modernity from colonial histories. 

In discussing the connections between anti-​colonial politics and the theoretical, revisionist project of postcolonial criticism, Graham Huggan has suggested to understand the latter as an intellectual intervention (see “General Introduction” 12) which, like its more visibly ‘revolutionary’ counterpart, seeks to transform the world, yet intervenes in it not by armed struggle, but by challenging dominant epistemological patterns.10 Stressing that “the grounds for continuing anti-​colonial struggle are as much epistemological as they are physical and material” (ibid. 12), he underlines that for many postcolonial critics, “postcolonialism is best understood as a sustained form of intellectual interventionism, at once individually committed to the parallel pursuits of freedom and justice and collectively driven by the will to change a flagrantly unequal, unevenly developed world” (ibid.). In Ghosh’s and Shamsie’s novels, romance, far from being apolitical or seeking to conserve the status quo, embodies the very agenda that Huggan describes: promoting a revised understanding of modernity in order to make a transition to a different modern world possible, romance constitutes the specifically literary tool that enables the novels to pursue such a (quintessentially postcolonial) intellectual intervention through the fictions they narrate. It is this function that my term postcolonial romance highlights. 

Followed by an in-​depth analysis of my selected novels in sections 3 and 4, the next section seeks to specify and contextualise the projects that I trace in Ghosh’s and Shamsie’s novels. It starts by presenting the larger intellectual debate in which they are situated. In a next step, it introduces the major points of Ghosh’s and Shamsie’s respective takes on modernity and, in doing so, clarifies what exactly reconceptualising modernity in transcultural terms means in the context of each oeuvre and why this specific reconceptualisation is in each case connected to the hope of transitioning into an alternative future modernity. As I will argue that in both oeuvres this hope is inextricably tied to cosmopolitan visions that surface throughout the various novels, I will briefly comment on the notion of cosmopolitanism as a controversially discussed concept, particularly from a postcolonial studies perspective. It is against this backdrop that I then theorise the link between the question of modernity(/ies) and romance writing on which I base the concept of postcolonial romance that governs my close readings.



2 Modernity and Postcolonial Romance: Preliminary Remarks



In interrogating the category of modernity and thinking about the state – and the possible future – of modern life, Ghosh and Shamsie are not alone. As Frank Schulze-​Engler notes, while

from the 1970s onwards, it had seemed that ‘modernity’ had withered away as a theoretical concept in a vast array of academic disciplines […], and that postmodernism had won the day in much of the humanities, in recent years modernity seems to have returned with a vengeance. Now it is the idea of postmodernity as a total break with modernity […], which seems on its way out (“Strange Encounters” 174).


In fact, a whole number of critics have recently emphasised that, the seemingly different implications of the term postmodernity notwithstanding, our current times form as much part of modernity as the preceding centuries. Anthony Giddens, for instance, insists that “[w]e have not moved beyond modernity but are living precisely through a phase of its radicalisation” (51) and Zygmunt Bauman stresses that “[t]he society which enters the twenty-​first century is no less ‘modern’ than the society which entered the twentieth; the most one can say is that it is modern in a different way” (28). In different versions, this last idea that, roughly speaking, the end of the previous millennium ushered in a new phase of modernity resurfaces in many contemporary discussions on the latter. For Bauman, what defines this new stage is its “liquid” character. By this term, he refers to a form of life in which change, brought about by the famous “melting powers” (ibid. 6) associated with modernity,11 is no longer considered as an interim leading towards a new phase of stability, but instead has become perpetual and deprived of an expected end point (see Bauman x). Ulrich Beck’s distinction between a first and a second age of modernity likewise points to a caesura within modernity, albeit with a different focus. In discussing modernity’s different ages, he develops not only his view of an emergent risk society,12 but also stresses how, under the impression of an ever-​advancing globalisation, “the principles of territoriality, collectivity and frontier are becoming questioned” (“Cosmopolitan Perspective” 87) in today’s world. 

If the consensus that modernity is by no means over has thus led to a revived interest in examining and theorising modernity, important contributions to this debate have come from the field of postcolonial studies. Given postcolonialism’s conviction that both the social and institutional realities that have become constitutive of modernity and the ideas that surround the notion of modernity themselves are inextricably tied to colonial histories and their production of knowledge,13 it is no surprise that a critical (re‑)examination of modernity has been at the very centre of the field ever since its inception. However, the internal diversity of the postcolonial studies project (see Huggan, “General Introduction” 4) has given rise to a heterogeneous and often contradictory set of assumptions about modernity. 

Some critics have condemned modernity wholeheartedly and, describing it as an intrinsically and hopelessly colonial formation, simply look for ways to move beyond it: according to Walter Mignolo, for instance, “there is no modernity without coloniality” (“Imperial/Colonial Metamorphosis” 110, emphasis in original). He maintains that modernity, while it might be able to overcome colonialism, “cannot overcome coloniality precisely because coloniality is constitutive of it – it is part of the fabric of modernity itself” (ibid. 110, emphasis in original). Enrique Dussel, too, as Saurabh Dube and Ishita Banerjee-​Dube observe, regards the “formations of modernity as grounded in the foundations of colony, where both colonialism and modernity are apprehended as dominant European projects of power/knowledge” (8). Dussel’s discussion of modernity focuses on establishing the ‘world-​system’ as the context out of which modernity arose. Seeking to move from what he calls the ”Eurocentric” to the “planetary” paradigm, Dussel emphasises that modernity is “a phenomenon proper to the system ‘center-​periphery.’ Modernity is not a phenomenon of Europe as an independent system, but of Europe as center.” (“Beyond Eurocentrism” 4, emphasis in original) While he thus attempts to rescue the “peripheral world” (ibid. 17) from its role as a “passive spectator of a thematic that does not touch it, because it is a ‘barbarian,’ a ‘premodern,’ or, simply, still in need of being ‘modernized’” (ibid.) and to show that it was indispensable to the formation of modernity, he yet understands modernity itself as the (political, cultural, ideological and so forth) formation that resulted from the “‘management’” (ibid. 13) of the world-​system by the (European) centre. As such, modernity is necessarily centred around “practices of domination and exclusion” (ibid. 19) and the ideology of Eurocentrism, and hence constitutes a formation which needs to be overcome.

With his often-​quoted vision of ‘trans’-modernity, Dussel therefore focuses on what he describes as a project emerging from an “‘exteriority’ […], a ‘beyond’ that transcends Western modernity” (“World-​System and ‘Trans’-Modernity” 165). He assumes that those cultures which were “excluded by the modern” (ibid. 178), i.e. whose indispensability for bringing into being modernity was denied by the Eurocentrism proper to modernity, have the potential to bring into being an entirely different future. Dussel argues:

From this ‘exteriority,’ negated and excluded by hegemonic Europe’s modern expansion, there are present-​day cultures that predate European modernity, that have developed together with it, and that have survived until the present with enough human potential to give birth to a cultural plurality that will emerge after modernity and capitalism (ibid. 179).


These cultures might then lead into ‘trans’-modernity, a stage that has transcended the limits of “simple modernity” (ibid.): they “might be able to develop in an autonomous, ‘modern,’ and creative fashion their own ‘universal’ cultures in the next stage, that is, the stage after the extinction of European-​North American modernity with its claims to ‘sole’ universality” (ibid. 178). Dussel’s account leaves no doubt about the desirability of the development he anticipates: maintaining that “the future ‘trans’-modernity will be multicultural, versatile, hybrid, postcolonial, pluralist, tolerant, and democratic” (181), he turns this ‘trans’-modernity into a utopian alternative to modernity as it is. 

While Mignolo and Dussel base their critiques on a view of modernity as a quintessentially colonial project, others start from an entirely different understanding of modernity. For many postcolonial critics, modernity must be understood as a heterogenous phenomenon, which has produced various articulations, rather than a singular one. Their central impetus is the idea to disentangle our understanding of modernity from a one-​sided association with the (imaginary entity of) the West and to challenge a long-​standing narrative that equals modernisation with Westernisation. Sociologist Shmuel Eisenstadt points out that the “‘classical’ theories of modernization and […] the classical sociological analyses of Marx, Durkheim, and (to a large extent) even of Weber” (1) all assume that modernising societies worldwide would necessarily follow the path established by the West. However, he maintains that “[t]he actual developments in modernizing societies have refuted the homogenizing and hegemonic assumptions of this Western program of modernity” (1). Stressing that modernisation and Westernisation are not one and the same (see 2–3), he suggests replacing the idea of a single modernity with that of ‘Multiple Modernities’. This or related projects are at the heart of many recent publications by postcolonial scholars. In an article introducing a special issue of Public Culture on Alternative Modernities (1999), Dilip Parameshwar Gaonkar points out that the essays in this volume reject an “acultural theory” (15) of modernisation, which understands “the transition to modernity in terms of a set of culture-​neutral operations, which are viewed as ‘input’ that can transform any traditional society” (ibid.). Instead, they argue that “modernity always unfolds within a specific cultural or civilizational context and that different starting points for the transition to modernity lead to different outcomes” (ibid.), from which Gaonkar concludes that “[i]n short, modernity is not one but many” (ibid. 16). Saurabh Dube and Ishita Banerjee-​Dube sum up this trend: “Recent years have seen the proliferation, in and out of print, of “alternative” and “early” modernities, “colonial” and “multiple” modernities, attempts to write into the concept of modernity anterior histories, multiple trajectories, and alternative patterns” (7).

Among the many attempts to reject the idea of a singular modernity and a universal historical trajectory of modernisation, Dipesh Chakrabarty’s Provincializing Europe: Postcolonial Thought and Historical Difference (2000) has proven particularly influential. Arguing from within a Marxist tradition, Chakrabarty seeks to make room for cultural difference within the Marxist account of the transition to capitalist modernity (see for example 92). In his somewhat against-​the-​grain reading of Marx’ Capital (1867), he develops from the latter a way to counter what he calls the logic of ‘historicism’: the assumption that transitioning to capitalist modernity must everywhere on the globe follow the same trajectory and is completed only when this modernity has triumphed over and entirely extinguished all the ostensibly ‘pre-​capitalist’ aspects of life (see 23). Focusing on Bengali modernity, Chakrabarty shows how this logic fails to adequately grasp the latter’s specific realities. Pointing out that “[o]ur historical differences actually make a difference” (vii), he argues that in India, capitalist modernity did not produce “classically bourgeois” (215) forms of life and did not position itself against everything that in a Western context was deemed ‘premodern’. Neither did it exclude the extended family (see 215–6), for instance, nor was it in any way incompatible with the belief in spirits and an animated cosmos (see 76–7). Yet, measured against the assumption that modernity everywhere must produce forms of ‘modern’ life according to the Western model and ‘leave behind’ everything that has no space within the latter, these aspects, which, according to Chakrabarty, form a vital part of Indian modernity, were simply read “in terms of a lack, an absence, or an incompleteness that translates into ‘inadequacy’” (32), as ‘remnants’ of a past to be superseded. 

Chakrabarty draws on anthropologist Johannes Fabian’s concept of the ‘denial of coevalness’ to describe this constellation: setting out to demonstrate his profession’s complicity with imperialism, Fabian argued that 19th-century anthropologists “spatialized Time” (15, emphasis in original). Suggesting that “relationships between parts of the world […] can be understood as temporal relations” (11–2), they divided the world into a Western sphere associated with “progress, development, modernity” (144) and a non-​Western ‘rest’ as its “negative mirror images: stagnation, underdevelopment, tradition” (ibid.). This created the ‘denial of coevalness’: the paradoxical imagination that contemporaries can inhabit different ages, 14 which provided an ideological justification for colonialisation (see 144). While ‘the West’ has reached modernity, the logic goes, the ‘rest’ is stuck in an earlier moment of history; being modern becomes itself a Western prerogative. Such a denial of coevalness comes to an end, Chakrabarty points out, once we acknowledge that modernity is not necessarily positioned against all that is conventionally deemed ‘traditional’: in many parts of the non-​Western world, insisting on a dichotomy of modern and traditional societies simply does not work as these alternative modernities can easily accommodate some ostensibly pre-​capitalist, pre-​modern, aspects of life.15

If challenging the idea of a quintessentially modern West and a ‘rest’ that is either Westernised or fundamentally anti-​modern has been a central concern of postcolonial scholarship, recent developments in the theorisation of culture(s) have provided new impulses to this debate. With the notion of a “wider cultural interconnectedness” (Hannerz 7) on the rise, the imagination of a world divided into clearly separable, disconnected cultures has increasingly come under attack. Such an imagination is founded on the traditional concept of cultures as it developed in the 19th century (see Welsch 194). With its emergence befitting the age of national consolidation, this concept suggests that cultures correlate to one distinct folk and place, binding together, as one singular, uniform culture, all those belonging to this folk and distinguishing them from others (see ibid. 195). Associated with one folk, so the traditional view, each culture, then, is clearly separated from all other cultures (see ibid.). Especially in the field of anthropology, a far-​going re-​orientation has taken place, at the centre of which is a revision of the very notion of culture itself. Anthropology started out as a “discipline for a study of ‘other cultures,’ for the West looking at the rest” (Hannerz 4) and presupposed that the world was made up of “more or less local, bounded entities; a sort of global mosaic” (Hannerz 4). Contemporary anthropology, however, has come to question this initial project and the assumptions on which it was based. Finding that anthropology’s task must be to “cultivate new understandings of how the world hangs together” (ibid.), Ulf Hannerz emphasises the need to distance oneself from national frameworks for conceptualising culture (see 9) and to abandon the idea that culture is contained in a distinct territory or belongs to a distinct ‘people’ (see Hannerz 8, 22). He points out:

That image of a cultural mosaic, where each culture would have been a territorial entity with clear, sharp, enduring edges, never really corresponded with realities. There were always interactions, and a diffusion of ideas, habits, and things, even if at times we have been habituated to theories of culture and society which have not emphasized such truths. (18) 


In a connected world, Hannerz maintains, it simply does not make any sense to insist on identifying pure and ostensibly separate cultures in the plural.16 The global ‘ecumene’ – the phrase he chooses to “allude to the interconnectedness of the world” (7) – is characterised by intermixing and fluidity. 

This revision has important implications for the ways in which we think about modernity. If there is a worldwide process of constant cultural exchange which renders the idea of clear-​cut cultural boundaries obsolete, one cannot seriously uphold the view that ‘the West’ alone transitioned to modernity while non-​Western cultures remained entirely cut off from this process. Hannerz observes himself that “[i]t is obviously characteristic of the contemporary global ecumene that there is no really distant Other, no ‘Primitive Man,’” (11) to consort with. The revision of the concept of culture thus dovetails with the postcolonial project of overcoming the one-​sided association of modernity with the West. However, Frank-​Schulze-​Engler has pointed out that applying the new insights about culture to the debate nevertheless requires scholars to rethink their suggestions of multiple, other, or alternative modernities. Although such notions are important in their emphasis on diversifying the possibility of how to be modern, he argues, they build on essentialised notions of cultural difference (see “One Modernity” 158, 60). If we take culture(s) to be intermixed and overlapping, rather than proclaiming disconnected, incommensurable modernities, we need to think of modernity as a transcultural phenomenon which consists of a number of transculturally connected variants of modernity(ies) (see “Transcultural Modernities” 91). In adding the concept of ‘transculturality’ to the discussion on how to reconceptualise modernity, Schulze-​Engler takes up a term that German philosopher Wolfgang Welsch, amongst others, has promoted to capture the cultural ‘interconnectedness of the world’ that Hannerz describes. For Welsch, this term provides a useful alternative to concepts such as interculturality and multiculturality. It breaks with the idea of absolutely different cultures that are cut-​off from each other which these concepts presuppose (see Welsch 196), yet without negating cultural diversity (see ibid. 203) or suggesting a “new global monoculture” (Doff and Schulze-​Engler 4). In proposing that there exist several transculturally connected variants of modernity, one hence acknowledges diversity within modernity but avoids overstating the differences between these variants or losing sight of their interdependence. 

The various attempts to reconceptualise modernity described above may not pursue revolutionary agendas in the sense of Mignolo’s or Dussel’s projects of ‘overthrowing’ modernity; however, they, too, have important transformative effects. Whether by proclaiming multiple, alternative, or transculturally connected variants of modernities, rejecting a singular narrative of modernisation based on Western history means to dissolve cultural hierarchies which have repeatedly served (neo-)imperialist agendas. If only some, i.e. Western(ised), cultures are considered modern, while all others are deemed ‘still’ traditional, the ‘modern’ ones can claim their role as leaders of those others. This is, in essence, what the notorious idea of the ‘civilising mission’ was founded on; an idea which has resurfaced in different forms in Western global politics throughout the centuries (compare, for instance, Ulrich Beck’s reference to the “military humanism of the West” discussed in chapter 2.1.2 of this study). Consequently, rethinking what Fabian calls “chronopolitics” (144, emphasis in original) in the manner suggested above deprives the West of its justification for positing itself as a model for all those who want (or are told to) ‘modernise’. 

Moreover, if we rethink modernity through a transcultural lens, in particular, there is another way in which the theoretical work of reconceptualising modernity can effect real-​world transformation. Proponents of the concept of transculturality have pointed out that the adjustments regarding the notion of culture also change how we think about identities. In the light of transculturality, individuals can no longer be reduced to one distinct culture to which they ‘belong’ and which is thought to correlate with their nationality (see Doff/Schulze-​Engler 2). Rather than proclaiming singular cultural attachments and essentialised identities, theorists of transculturality presuppose that “we all possess multiple attachments and identities” (Welsch 198). In a world of transcultural connectivity, classifying and categorising people becomes much more complicated, if not downright impossible. A revision of modernity that re-​assesses the latter as a transcultural phenomenon thus brings with it that we think about the inhabitants of the modern world in a new, more open and less essentialising way. In so doing, it makes it impossible to view the modern world through a ‘clash-​of-​civilizations’-lens.17 The idea that the globe’s population can be dissected into distinct groups, which each display a singular and homogenous cultural identity and move along their isolated cultural trajectories is simply incompatible with understanding modernity as a global transcultural phenomenon. On the very basis of this incompatibility, a transcultural understanding of modernity can function to dissolve enmities and to usher in a kind of global interaction between both individuals and collectivities, which, to anticipate my discussion of Edward Said’s famous argument further on in this chapter, takes us beyond long-​established “politics of confrontation” (Culture and Imperialism 19). 

Although it is not aimed at ‘overcoming’ modernity, rethinking the ways in which we conceptualise modernity thus also implies a change away from the status quo. Indeed, this intellectual project, too, works towards establishing alternative modern futures, ones that take modernity beyond its colonial legacies. For Ghosh and Shamsie, I will argue in the following, it is this potential that makes them locate a call for re-​conceptualising modernity at the very heart of their literary engagements. 



2.1 Reconceptualising and Transforming Modernity: Modernity as a Transcultural Phenomenon



I have started out by arguing that both Ghosh’s and Shamsie’s texts work towards changing the ways in which we think about modernity and that, in both cases, these endeavours are guided by the conviction that doing so can help to bring into being a radically new modernity. I have also argued that, more specifically, this conceptual change they work towards centres on establishing a view of modernity as a transcultural phenomenon, although what exactly this encompasses in each case differs. The various engagements with modernity in the field of postcolonial studies described above provide the intellectual context in which Ghosh’s and Shamsie’s oeuvres move. In fact, my analyses will show that several of these approaches overlap in one way or another with these authors’, particularly Ghosh’s, view on modernity. As the following chapter introduces these views and specifies what precisely a transcultural re-​conceptualisation of modernity means and how it can lead to a radically new modern future in each case, it will also clarify how they are positioned in relation to the theoretical debates outlined above. 



2.1.1 A Transcultural Understanding of Modernity as a Political Intervention: Two Versions 



Throughout his writing, Ghosh continuously challenges the idea of an intrinsically and exclusively Western modernity. His extended essay The Great Derangement: Climate Change and the Unthinkable (2016) contains some remarks on historical developments form early modernity onward which both critique and trace the coming into being of the one-​sided association of modernity with the West. He points out that the culture of innovation central to early modernity in fact emerged through an act of transcultural collaboration, assembling contributions from all areas of the globe:

In the sixteenth century, for instance, innovations in weaponry and fortifications traveled very quickly between Europe, the Middle East, and India. The same was true of ideas: early botanical works, like the seventeenth-​century Hortus Malabaricus, were often produced in collaboration by Europeans and savants from elsewhere. A continuous cross-​pollination of ideas occurred in mathematics too (GD 94, emphasis in original).


Early modernity, he insists, was characterised by an intensified transcultural exchange of knowledge and technology (see ibid.); it was by no means a “‘virus’ that spread from the West to the rest of the world” (ibid. 95), but rather “a ‘global and conjunctural phenomenon,’ with many iterations arising almost simultaneously in different parts of the world” (ibid.). In arguing that there is nothing intrinsically Western to modernity and that the Western model was only one among several variants of early modernity, he explicitly describes early modernity as a transcultural phenomenon. However, he finds that a characteristic feature of the Western model was, right from the start, its desire to gloss over the very transcultural exchange and collaboration involved in the development of modernity (see ibid.). It simply denied other cultures’ contributions and their own variants of early modernity, claiming modernity and the forms of knowledge and life it produced solely for itself. 

With Europe’s colonial hold over the world expanding, Ghosh argues, Western modernity was then gradually able to ensure that its narrative of history became universally accepted and its own variety of being modern set the bar upon which everyone’s modernity worldwide was measured. In sarcastically arguing that “the Time-​God of modernity[] has the power to decide who will be cast into the shadows of backwardness – the dark tunnel of time ‘outworn’ – and who will be granted the benediction of being ahead of the rest” (GD 70), Ghosh points to the emerging temporal order Johannes Fabian described, in which simultaneously existing cultures were arranged from backward to modern, creating a hierarchy in which the modern, i.e. Western, ones appeared automatically superior and offered themselves as a model to those ‘behind’.18 Not only was previous exchange denied and global history re-​imagined as innumerable separate cultural trajectories running side by side; this new order also had the effect of discouraging further influences from what were now considered anti-​modern cultures. 

If we follow Ghosh’s oeuvre, the development he analyses in The Great Derangement is what set the modern world on a destructive path. As modernity came to be exclusively associated with the West and its variant of modern life, 19 a way of living and thinking tailored to the colonial endeavours of the time became the model for modernity worldwide. Scholarship on Amitav Ghosh has often pointed out that he associates ‘being modern’ with a way of making sense of the world founded on dichotomies, separations and borders (see for instance Mondal 12, 19; P. Mukherjee, “Second Wave” 182). Not only does Ghosh’s oeuvre continuously challenge these, but it also suggests that they are themselves expressive of an essentially colonial approach to the world that pivots around attempts to dominate and exploit nature and fellow humans alike. When Pablo Mukherjee argues that “[a] significant amount of Ghosh’s creative and critical energies have been devoted to disenchanting the divisive and destructive borders and boundaries propagated by colonial and post-​colonial modernity” (“Second Wave” 182), this comment can be, firstly, applied to Ghosh’s expressed discomfort with a world tending to divide its people and space along artificial lines. The creation and partitioning of nation-​states are examples of this tendency, which he has interrogated most famously in his novel The Shadow Lines (1988);20 another one is the very insistence on juxtaposing an ostensibly isolated modern cultural realm of the West with an anti-​modern rest that his discussion in The Great Derangement foregrounds. In both cases, Ghosh’s texts suggest, it gives evidence of a society which builds up hierarchies and encourages competition and exploitation. However, Mukherjee’s comment can, secondly, also be applied to Ghosh’s attempt to dissolve more profoundly ontological boundaries which he locates at the heart of (Western) modernity. For instance, it captures Ghosh’s scepticism, reminiscent of Bruno Latour’s, towards a ‘modern’ attempt to entirely disconnect humans and their agency from the material world that surrounds them.21 This worldview, Ghosh indicates, is one that makes people assume it is possible to dominate nature without repercussions. It is thus in various respects that the one-​sided association of modernity with the Western model empowered a way of thinking and living that threatens the peaceful coexistence on and indeed the very survival of the planet itself. 

However, although Ghosh suggests that the Western model has over time become the singular model of modernity worldwide and, as such caused large parts of the globe’s population to adapt to its ways (see GD 108), it is a central assumption of his oeuvre that this model was never able to “capture, contain, or erase the plural ways of being in the world” (Mondal 84), as Anshuman Mondal points out.22 In fact, Ghosh insists that the ways of inhabiting and making sense of the modern world that were characteristic of the non-​Western ‘iterations’ of early modernity have continued to exist through the centuries. While they are now marginalised and widely ignored, he attributes distinct characteristics to them from which follow that they could in fact offer positive models for creating a future beyond the conflictual and endangered status quo. In this suggestion, his perspective overlaps in many ways with an argument recently presented by Prasenjit Duara. In The Crisis of Global Modernity. Asian Traditions and a Sustainable Future (2014), Duara argues that the climate crisis proves the dominant model of modernity based “on conquest of nature and driven by increasing production” (Global Modernity 279) on the one hand, and on dissecting the world into nations which each pursue individual interests and politics on the other hand, to be both unsustainable and unable to lead us away from the disaster that looms on the horizon (see ibid. 19). He explicitly argues, for instance, that we have to acknowledge the fact that our histories and possible future on this planet “are shared” (58) and that “[g]lobal sustainability requires a cosmopolitanism that is able to transcend the nation” (Global Modernity 19). Against this backdrop, he points out that the history of modern Asia as a ‘networked region’ in fact encompasses not only the dominant ‘modern ways’,23 but also alternative possibilities that might help to move on to a more sustainable form of life and society. 

Duara, too, returns to early modernity and, likewise regarding it as a “polycentric” (ibid. 89) global phenomenon, he describes an Asian variant of early modernity – or, rather, an Indian Ocean variant – which strikingly differs from (Western) modernity as we know it. Here, we encounter a world where a larger translocal and transcultural connectivity was very much acknowledged and indeed encouraged. Along with many scholars of the Indian Ocean world,24 he highlights that the Indian Ocean region was characterised by a high level of cooperation, fluid boundaries and a vivid and largely peaceful exchange among its various cultures (see ibid. 80). Duara argues that what he calls ‘traditions of dialogical transcendence’, such as Buddhism or Confucianism, played an important role in the region. These traditions contributed significantly to making this variant of early modernity different from the Western one with its orientation towards boundaries and exploitative practices. They fostered both an interhuman interaction which functioned along principles incompatible with the nation-​centric, competitive modernity we now face and a considerate approach towards nature. Despite the gradual expansion of Western modernity into the region, Duara insists, those historical particularities never got entirely lost. He points out, for instance, how opponents of nationalism have consciously evoked an “alternative cosmopolitanism drawn from Asian traditions” (ibid. 33) or how Daoist groups have developed an agenda of environmental commitment that is “compatible with historical Daoism’s sacralization of nature” (ibid. 44) In several ways, these traditions leading from an alternative non-​Western early modernity to today appear as promising alternatives to the dominant ways of our time. 

The novels analysed in section 3, I will show, also juxtapose the established ‘modern’ ways with an alternative connected to traditions which lead from an Asian early modernity to today.25 Like Duara, the novels insist that these alternatives provide powerful correctives to a modernity whose exploitative practices towards nature and humans has brought the world to the verge of collapse.26 Where Western modernity has created separations and borders both on a material and on a conceptual level, these traditions privilege connections: tendencies to dissect the world’s human population into distinct and unrelated groups or to disconnect human agency from its non-​human surroundings are absent from them. Absent, too, are human attempts to either dominate their fellow humans or to elevate themselves to masters over nature. Against the background of the positive visions they take from these traditions, the novels constantly emphasise that the one-​sided association of modernity with the West has served to simply dismiss these alternatives as remnants of the pre-​modern past. By declaring them to be something inherently ‘backward’ and hence irrelevant to the modern moment, a model of modernity based on separation and conquest ensured and continues to ensure that it stays the only ‘imaginable’ one. Parallel to Mark Fisher’s recent observations about the impossibility to even think beyond capitalism, this model “seamlessly occupies the horizons of the thinkable” (Fisher 8), in this case of how to be modern. 

It is here, however, that Ghosh’s novels also see a chance for change. If one both remembered that such traditions sprang from early modernity as a transcultural and polycentric formation and took seriously the idea that, as Hannerz and others have argued, in a connected world there are no entirely cut-​off cultural realms and ‘no really distant Other’, such alternatives could no longer be associated with the pre-​modern. Instead, they would themselves appear as one among several interconnected variants that together make up contemporary modernity. The latter would thus itself be re-​conceptualised – along the lines of Ghosh’s account of early modernity – as a transcultural phenomenon. These alternative practices would lose their marginal status and come into view as part of a whole pool of options for modern ways of thinking and living. In being thus taken seriously as options for shaping a new modern future, they could counter-​balance (Western) modernity’s problematic sides and its negative effects. Both the awareness of the world’s fundamental connectivity and the collaborative, as Duara emphasises, cosmopolitan approach that characterises them could spread around the world and, in so doing, herald a more wholesome modernity.

It should be clear from this outline in what sense establishing an understanding of modernity as a transcultural phenomenon is the central manoeuvre in Ghosh’s oeuvre upon which the possibility of alternative modern futures hinges. In his case, such a revision means to challenge the singular place of the West in the production of modernity and to foster an idea of modern life – and of modern futures – which accommodates and is open to influences from all existent traditions. Moreover, the specific approach towards the world which Ghosh associates with Asian/Indian Ocean traditions and which he seeks to bring into the pool of acceptedly modern ways of thinking and living is itself an example of what a world could be like that acknowledges and fosters transcultural connectivity. If these traditions came to have an impact on modern life worldwide, this would be another sense in which a transcultural understanding of modernity would prevail and set the world on a new track. While Ghosh’s ideas thus centre on this distinct revisionist project, his assumptions about and engagement with modernity also align him with some other of the theoretical positions I have introduced. My close readings will show that his attempt to open up our understanding of what it means to be modern and to bring non-​Western alternatives into view as modern ways of life in their own right parallels Chakrabarty’s: it, too, challenges the idea that being modern required people to abandon all ostensibly traditional aspects of life. It is thus no coincidence that several critics have either explicitly read Ghosh against the background of Chakrabarty’s Provincializing Europe (see for instance Forter; compare my discussion in chapter 3), or, by arguing that Ghosh challenges a dichotomy of modern reason and ostensibly premodern, superstitious ways of thinking (see for instance Ratti 18; Mondal 52) attested Ghosh with a project that notably reminds of the latter critic’s. 

Interestingly, in some respect, Ghosh’s approach also reminds of Enrique Dussel’s project. Like Dussel, Ghosh suggests looking beyond the borders of Western modernity as a formation tied to colonial practices and finds in those realms beyond a highly promising alternative from which he, like Dussel, hopes that a new modernity can at some point arise. This explains why Dussel’s ‘trans-’modernity, too, has been repeatedly evoked as a framework for describing Ghosh’s critical take on modernity (see for instance Martín-​González 7; Hoydis 94). However, despite these parallels, the previous discussion has shown that Dussel and Ghosh in fact start from entirely different assumptions about modernity. True, they both reject a “position that conceptualizes modernity as an exclusively European phenomenon” (Dussel, “Beyond Eurocentrism” 18, emphasis in original). Yet, Dussel’s emphasis on the world-​system as the context for the emergence of modernity and his interpretation of modernity as a project of world ‘management’ contrasts with the perspective that Ghosh’s works provide. As shown, the latter point out that modernity emerged as a transculturally connected polycentric phenomenon which also accommodated decidedly non-colonial and non-exploitative ways of living and thinking and seeks to undo the subsequent monopolisation of the signifier modern by the West. While both Ghosh and Dussel thus envision a future trans-/modernity that incorporates what is excluded from modernity in its current form, they do so based on two very different sets of ideas.

Ghosh hence starts from the problem of a Western-​centric modernity discourse and insists that overcoming the latter would allow us to inhabit modernity in a more sustainable and peaceful way. Shamsie’s oeuvre, however, centres on a different problem and suggests another sense in which a transcultural re-​reading of modernity could function as a possible exit route from an undesirable status quo. For her, the main benefit to be expected from a transcultural perspective on modernity is this perspective’s capacity to undo imaginaries of cultural difference and antagonisms between groups of people handed down through generations. As I will show, her texts suggest both that the tendency to produce such imaginaries and antagonisms is a defining feature of modernity in its current shape and that overcoming this tendency is our best chance to make the modern world a safer and more accommodating place. Proponents of the transcultural idea have long since pointed to the transforming effect of the latter in general: 

Conceptions of culture are not just descriptive concepts, but operative concepts. Our understanding of culture is an active factor in our cultural life. If one tells us (as the old concept of culture did) that culture is to be a homogeneity event, then we practise the required coercions and exclusions. […] Whereas, if one tells us or subsequent generations that culture ought to incorporate the foreign and do justice to transcultural components, then we will set about this task, and the corresponding feats of integration will belong to the real structure of our culture. (Welsch 200, emphasis in the original)


This idea that a shift about how we think about culture – and cultural identities – will deeply affect the social world we inhabit is indeed central to Shamsie’s works. In fact, she envisions a shift which far extends the one that Welsch describes above: in her writing, rethinking the world, and modernity in particular, through a transcultural lens is not simply a matter of incorporating the foreign but of actually giving up thinking in terms of the foreign and ‘one’s own’ entirely. It is a question, in the words of feminist critic Sara Ahmed, of moving beyond the “opposition between common and uncommon, between friends and strangers, or between sameness and difference” (180). It is in this context that a transcultural re-​reading of modernity, or rather of modern history, can bring into being a modernity radically different from the version we currently face.

Shamsie’s particular critique of modernity displays many parallels to the ideas of Edward Said. In Culture and Imperialism (1993), Said points to a paradoxical development connected to modern imperialism. While imperialism actually “consolidated the mixture of cultures and identities on a global scale” (Culture and Imperialism 407) and irrevocably “made the world one” (ibid. 4), it simultaneously brought about a “rhetorical separation of cultures” (ibid. 43). Central to imperialism was the insistence that cultures must be regarded as essentially different and hermetically sealed off entities. This doctrine occluded how much seemingly local histories had become interdependent as a very consequence of imperialism itself. Its rhetoric of separation, Said emphasises, was imperialism’s “worst and most paradoxical gift” (ibid. 407) to the modern world. It caused people to reduce one another to representatives of an essentially different ‘type’, to whom they conceived themselves to be in a relation of competition and enmity. It thus brought to life a thinking in terms of ‘us versus them’ which, manifesting itself in a nationalist rhetoric of difference as well as in larger notions of ‘civilisational’ difference between ‘East’ and ‘West’, is tied to “a murderous imperial contest” (ibid. 43). It led to an embattled state with periodically erupting conflicts, which the world, made up of “one global environment with a huge number of ecological, economic, social, and political pressures tearing at its only dimly perceived, basically uninterpreted and uncomprehend fabric” (ibid. 21), Said argues, “simply cannot afford […] many more times” (ibid).

Shamsie’s texts likewise present an – erroneous – assumption that the world and its people can be divided into separate, clearly demarcated cultures as a significant factor in the emergence of an increasingly explosive and fragile globe. They, too, emphasise how much global modernity relies upon us-​versus-​them dichotomies and on establishing essentialising categories of different (cultural) ‘types’ of humans with ostensibly disconnected histories. Like Said, they explore this on the level of nationalist discourses and their projection of an allegedly stable national identity backward in time,27 as well as, primarily, on the level of large-​scale cultural identities clustered around the categories of ‘East’ and ‘West.’ The latter, they suggest, are often discussed in form of a proclaimed civilisational clash between the Muslim versus the non-​Muslim world – a notion which has experienced a revival in the aftermath of 9/11.28 Also like Said (and in ways already familiar from Ghosh) they associate the very idea of fundamentally disconnected cultures with a will to dominate those who hence need to be declared as Others. In fact, across the different historical moments from the early 20th century up to the post-2001 moment that Shamsie’s various novels centre on, they foreground the devastating effects that this thinking in terms of categories and essentialised identities has produced. They emphasise how breaking the world down into, as Sheldon Pollock et al. put it, “a League of Nations with ten thousand fractious and anxious expansion teams” (580) paves the way for a ruthless egoism, which declares the suffering of those not belonging to ‘us’ to be none of ‘our’ business. Moreover, they demonstrate how understanding (cultural) difference in essentialist and confrontational terms creates a climate of suspicion which makes what Paul Gilroy calls a ‘convivial culture’ connected to “the ability and the desire to live with difference” (After Empire 3) unlikely.29 Against this backdrop, the novels’ conclusions are clear: in an increasingly connected world, proclaiming separate, essentially different cultures creates a spirit of antagonism and conflict and leads to a dangerous spiral of violence when, in fact, cooperation, solidarity and interest in each other’s well-​being are needed.

Just like the problem that Shamsie’s writing centres on corresponds in many ways to Said’s observations in Culture and Imperialism, the possible remedy it envisions also visibly resembles the latter’s approach. Said makes a case for the transformative power of a revisionist take on history – a take which foregrounds connections. He sets out to write “intertwined and overlapping histories” (Culture and Imperialism 19), which are designed to change not only our attitudes towards the past, but also the ways in which we think about the future (see 18). By drawing attention to those overlapping experiences and cultural interdependences which made up the modern world, he seeks to make a clear cut between ‘us’ and ‘them’ impossible and to complicate notions of singular and fixed (cultural) identities. In so doing, he hopes to ultimately take away the very ideological basis on which people classify, rank and dominate one another (see ibid. 408) and bring into view the possibility of a different world: a world which promises, as his last chapter is evocatively called, “Freedom from Domination in the Future” (ibid. 341). Said’s revisionist historiographic project thus amounts to a political act. Starting from the idea that resistance to imperialism, “far from being merely a reaction to imperialism, is an alternative way of conceiving human history […] based on breaking down the barriers between cultures” (ibid. 260), his rewriting constitutes, as Graham Huggan sums up, a “self-​consciously revisionist” (“General Introduction” 14) engagement with history. By showing connections, it seeks to pave the way for a new paradigm of global human interaction in which violent conflict and domination have no space. On this basis, Said’s work suggests, we might be able to bring into being a modern world that has left behind the legacies of colonialism. 

Shamsie’s novels discussed in section 4, I will show, likewise start from the assumption that a ‘revision’ of history can serve to challenge the separations and categories modernity has installed. Their central premise, like Said’s, is the idea that fostering an awareness of the transcultural and interconnected character of modernity and modern history will lead to a shift in the ways in which humans approach one another, which, in turn, could bring into being a fundamentally different modern world. Such an awareness would force people to give up the habit of positioning a modern, civilised ‘us’ against a barbaric ‘Other.’ It would also guide them towards recognising the global sources of many seemingly local problems rather than tracing them back to ostensibly culturally intrinsic reasons. The transformed modern world that arises on the horizon is thus one in which cultural difference is not perceived as suspicious or as something to be done away with, nor as a distancing factor that makes ‘us’ have nothing to do with ‘them’. It is a world defined by an acute sense of the necessity for transcultural collaboration and the shared responsibility for attempting to make the globe an accommodating place for all. My discussion will demonstrate that the novels both contribute to establishing a revisionist account of history that foregrounds connections and provide visions of what a society that takes seriously the implications of such an account could be like. They are, so to speak, constantly explaining the hope that drives the interventions in which they are themselves engaged. 

In Shamsie’s case, what I describe as her efforts towards establishing an understanding of modernity as a transcultural phenomenon thus captures a project that differs from Ghosh’s; one which takes her much further away from engagements with modernity such as Enrique Dussel’s or Dipesh Chakrabarty’s. Where Ghosh’s centres on challenging views that see the West as the sole producer of a singular modernity in order to empower traditions that are otherwise ignored as backwards, hers focuses on establishing a connected and transcultural paradigm of modern history. In this process, Shamsie’s novels, too, explicitly reject narratives that separate a modern West from a disconnected rest. However, they do so in the context of their larger attempt to promote their revised paradigm of modern history. It is to the latter, rather than to neglected traditions, that Shamsie ascribes the potential to bring about a transformed modern world. While Ghosh and Shamsie thus envision two different roads towards change, my discussion yet suggests that the results that both projects work towards resemble each other strikingly. 





2.1.2 Towards a Cosmopolitan Paradigm 



In their different ways, both oeuvres’ reconceptualisations of modernity and modern history are aimed at creating a situation in which human interaction worldwide is no longer ruled by the idea of exploiting or dominating an alleged ‘Other’. Instead, they envision a world society in which people connect irrespective of national or cultural categorisations and where global collaboration and a responsible dealing with what is now recognised as one single world rule the day. In both cases, their attempts to implement a transcultural understanding of modernity are hence guided by distinctly cosmopolitan visions, whether they draw these from past and present ways of life originating from Asia (Ghosh’s case) or conjure them up as an ideal society built on a new acknowledgement of shared histories (Shamsie’s case). 

In tracing cosmopolitan ideas in Ghosh’s and Shamsie’s oeuvres, I am not alone: critical discussions often point to cosmopolitan positions that run through both authors’ novels. Yet, this claim never stands on its own; critics always hasten to specify the version of cosmopolitanism they associate with the respective texts, distinguishing it from other possible interpretations of the concept. Shao-​Pin Luo, for instance, associates Sea of Poppies with a “‘vernacular cosmopolitanism’” (“Way of Words” 378), which, she argues, strikingly differs from a Eurocentric, elitist variety. Sanjukta Poddar, as well, sees in River of Smoke a distinct historical version of cosmopolitanism peculiar to the pre-​national Indian Ocean world (14). Likewise, Pei-​chen Liao argues that Shamsie’s novels are examples of ‘critical cosmopolitanism’. Critical cosmopolitanism, she points out, “rather than celebrat[ing] the borderless world and diversity under globalization” (Liao 266), does not “buy into” these ideas. Instead, it is committed to a project of political change, seeking to confront imperial politics, borders and classifications (see ibid. 277). Ahmed Gamal, in reading Shamsie’s Burnt Shadows along with a novel by Mohsin Hamid, suggests differentiating “between the ‘imperial’ and the ‘cosmopolitan’ paradigms with regard to the global project as an historical extension of capitalist modernity” (602). While “imperial designs are driven by the will to control and homogenize” (603), postcolonial cosmopolitanism arises as a “liberating strategy” (605) that – here he quotes Revathi Krishnaswamy’s observation – positions itself “against all forms of totalization and homogenization” (Krishnaswamy qt. in Gamal 605). Madelene Clements, finally, draws on Paul Gilroy, pointing out that the “ordinary (non-​elite, decentred, anti-​racist and humanist) cosmopolitanism” (10) that Gilroy develops echoes through Shamsie’s and other novels she analyses. 

The fact that these critics find it necessary to define the shape that the cosmopolitan project takes in each author’s oeuvre and defend its capacity for political change is no coincidence. Cosmopolitan(ism) is indeed a controversially discussed term. Particularly from a postcolonial studies perspective, it is looked upon with suspicion. Capturing, in its basic definition a state of “belonging to all parts of the world” (“Cosmopolitan”) and of being “free from national limitations and attachments” (ibid.), the notion of the cosmopolitan, like that of modernity, has often been evoked in ways that aligned it with the European colonial project. Walter Mignolo, for instance, shows how so-​called cosmopolitan politics as a “set of projects towards planetary conviviality” (“Many Faces of Cosmo-​Polis” 721) used to converge with the idea of the civilising mission. In discussing Immanuel Kant’s contribution, he argues that, while one can easily agree with the “ideas of justice, equality, rights, and planetary peace” (ibid. 736), this version of cosmopolitanism is inseparable from Eurocentric positions. “Kant’s cosmopolitanism presupposes that it could only be thought out from one particular geopolitical location: that of the heart of Europe, of the most civilized nations” (ibid. 735) and hence assumed that “the entire planet eventually will be organized by the terms he has envisioned for Western Europe” (ibid. 736). Today as well, the idea of cosmopolitanism is often evoked to reassert a form of philosophical universalism that emanates from ‘the West’ and creates a normative model of what every society should be like (see Robbins 2; Mignolo, “Many Faces of Cosmo-​Polis” 739). In discussing the ‘cosmopolitan paradigm’ he attributes to second modernity, Ulrich Beck points out, for instance, how the cosmopolitan project often amounts to defending human rights through a highly questionable “military humanism of the West […] founded on an uninterrogated world monopoly of power and morality” (“Cosmopolitan Perspective” 85). In effect, it all too easily represents “the old-​fashioned aims of imperialist world politics” (ibid. 86). At its worst, then, cosmopolitanism comes down to the very pressure towards cultural homogenisation and the desire to dominate that Ghosh and Shamsie position themselves against.30 

This history, however, does not mean that we must entirely dispose of the cosmopolitan idea, nor does it make a capacity to think and act beyond the nation or an otherwise limited category of belonging in any way less necessary. As Sheldon Pollock et al. have pointed out in introducing a Public Culture special issue on cosmopolitanism, there is not one single agreed-​upon interpretation of the cosmopolitan project (see 577). In fact, they insist, if we open it up to the multiple ways in which “people have thought and acted beyond the local” (ibid. 586), cosmopolitanism can be understood on very different terms than those of a cultural and philosophical universalism. The history of the non-​Western world, in particular, provides examples of lived “cosmopolitanisms” (ibid. 584, emphasis in the original); of people who did not think in terms of or organise their lives along exclusivist national categories. On a related note, Bruce Robbins suggests that focusing on “actually existing cosmopolitanism” (3) brings a version of cosmopolitanism into view which means above all an alternative way of attachment: instead of proposing a choice between an ”ideal of detachment” (ibid.) or attachment to a singular place or culture, a cosmopolitan stance is founded on the recognition that we are, in a globalised world, in fact “connected to all sorts of places” (3) and acknowledges “our complex and multiple belonging” (ibid.).31 It is, in fact, a “reality of (re)attachment, multiple attachment, or attachment at a distance” (ibid.). Moreover, Paul Gilroy points to a version of ‘lived cosmopolitanism’ which explicitly amounts to challenging continuing oppressive and discriminatory structures. Not only does he promote a “[c]osmopolitan conviviality” (After Empire 9) which starts where ideas of absolute difference and of “closed, fixed, and reified identity” (ibid. xi) are questioned, but he also traces an existent “[c]osmopolitan solidarity” (ibid. 89) that surfaces around the world. This solidarity is based on a “translocal commitment to the alleviation of suffering” (ibid.), suffering which is caused, for instance, through the effects of racism. Resisting ethnic absolutism without negating difference, this cosmopolitan solidarity constitutes in fact a “solidarity of the slightly different” (ibid. 88), which Gilroy regards as a vital tool for moving beyond the legacies of Empire. 

It is a cosmopolitanism understood in the sense of these latter critics, as an alternative to singular and fixed concepts of belonging and as a way of actively embracing a commitment to foster the well-​being of the earth and its inhabitants beyond borders, that runs through Ghosh’s and Shamsie’s novels. In this form, it is central to the new modernities they ultimately seek to usher in. A cosmopolitan paradigm under whose banner exploitative practices and a disinterest in the suffering of others give way to solidarity and cooperation appears, so to speak, as the expected result of their respective transcultural re-​conceptualisations of modernity. And in both cases, it is through romance that the novels work towards establishing the transcultural understanding of modernity they advocate and that they introduce the cosmopolitan visions they attach to it – how exactly, the following discussion will outline. 





2.2 From Exotic Romance to Postcolonial Romance 



If romance constitutes a ‘confusingly inclusive’ category, this is not least due to the term’s long history, in the course of which its semantics repeatedly shifted.32 The term emerged in the 12th century to designate texts written in verses that told stories of chivalric love and adventure (see Fuchs 4) and centred on their linguistic quality of being written not in Latin but in the vernacular: it derives “from the expression ‘mettre en romanz,’ which means to translate into vernacular French” (Krueger 1). Romances developed at medieval courts (see ibid. 2); through Chrétien de Troye, they became closely linked to the stories surrounding King Arthur (see ibid.). These stories contributed to the association with chivalry and love that became characteristic of the genre, and they provided a model for subsequent romances. While this is the original context in which the term romance appeared, once established, it came to denote not only its medieval namesakes, but was transferred onto other texts perceived to be in some way related to the original phenomenon. It was retrospectively used to describe classical Greek and Latin texts which had “in part provided the medieval romanciers with their material, and certainly shaped their imagination” (Saunders 1, emphasis in original), as well as texts following the medieval romances, amongst others a substantial group of Renaissance romances. From the 18th century onwards, with the development Ian Watt famously described as ‘the Rise of the Novel’, a phase in the history of romance began which made it particularly interesting for Shamsie’s and Ghosh’s writing. In the context of a self-​consciously modernising culture in the late 18th- and early 19th-century West, I will demonstrate, romance acquired a new meaning and function. It is out of an engagement with this specific meaning and function and the use to which a number of 19th- and early 20th-century authors from Sir Walter Scott onwards subsequently put romance, that both authors’ versions of postcolonial romance take shape.33 In outlining a tradition of ‘exotic romance’ and its implications for conceptualising modernity, I will show that it is by self-​referentially playing with and adapting these traditions that Ghosh’s and Shamsie’s novels develop their new forms of romance fit to their own political agendas.



2.2.1 Exotic Romance and the Modern Versus Anti-Modern Imagination 



Ian Watt points out that the 18th-century novel presented itself as a new form which differed from earlier prose fiction – romances – in its adherence to the “aim of verisimilitude” (Watt 33) and its focus on modern reality.34 In this context, romance came to be increasingly defined by its quality of providing a contrast to this ‘realist’ novel: it now denoted both the “realm of ‘fancy’” (Ferris, “Historical Romance” 297) and a “superseded literary form” (ibid.) connected to a past, anti-​modern age.35 This ascription, which turned romance into something to sneer at for some, made it attractive for others, causing the enormous interest in the romance at the time which the name ‘romanticism’ reflects.36 The cultural movement known as the ‘romance revival’ dedicated itself to retrieving medieval and renaissance romances, to editing them as well as to creating new texts modelled on the patterns of these existent ones (see Duncan 4; Ferris, “Historical Romance” 296; Robertson). The authors’ interest in the romance sprang from a newly awakened fascination with the past in the context of the formation of nations and the search for ‘tradition’,37 as well as from a dissatisfaction with the new restrictions on the imagination perceived to be set by the novel form. Ina Ferris explains that a “desire for a broader novelistic canvas than that offered by prevailing forms of fiction” (“Historical Romance” 300) led authors to demonstratively turn to a revived romance form and, along with this, to a different reality than the contemporary modern one: the past. Merging the past with a zone of imagination, the first texts explicitly calling themselves ‘historical romances’ emerged. Inaugurated by Thomas Leland’s Longsword, Earl of Salisbury: An Historical Romance (1762) (see Ferris, “Historical Romance” 296), the historical romance “approached the past as a zone in which the ‘liberties’ of fiction could find free play” (ibid. 298).38 Drawing on “standard romance plots and tropes” (ibid.), it established a pattern that proliferated around the turn of the 19th century.

Building on this development, Walter Scott then published Waverley (1814) and, in so doing, created a different version of historical romance.39 Like Leland, Scott ties the past to the sphere of romance, evoking familiar tropes of love and adventure. However, while those first texts that explicitly called themselves historical romances were entirely set in the past and enjoyed their freedom from ‘realism’, Scott embeds the anti-​modern past within the modern diegesis, the fanciful within the ‘realistic’ framework (see for instance Makdisi 85). Scott himself, in his “Essay on Romance” (1824), offers a definition of romance which explicitly positions the latter against the novel. He argues that the romance constitutes “a fictitious narrative in prose or verse; the interest of which turns upon marvellous and uncommon incidents”, whereas the novel is “a fictitious narrative, differing from the romance, because the events are accommodated to the ordinary train of human events, and the modern state of society” (Miscellaneous Prose Works 129).40 It is, however, by combining these two forms in a single text which then semanticises its juxtaposition of a romance and a ‘realist’ sphere that Waverley expresses its distinct view of history. 

Famously transporting the reader back to the Jacobite rebellion of 1745, a time Sixty Years Since from the narrator’s point of view as the text’s full title stresses, Waverley presents this as an excursion into the pre-​history of modern Britain. It confronts its readers with a time where a pre-​modern Scottish ‘Otherness’ – embodied by the Highlanders – was not yet “streamlin[ed]” (Moretti 40, emphasis in original) into the culturally homogenous, modern British nation. Stating in the postscript that the purpose of his tale is that “of preserving some idea of the ancient manners of which I have witnessed the almost total extinction” (Waverley 376), and to present to future Scottish generations “some idea of the manners of their forefathers” (ibid. 377), the novel depicts the journey of Englishman Waverley from the – already modern – England into the Highlands. This journey, taking him “ever backwards in time” (Makdisi 81; see also Moretti 37–8), transports him into a strikingly different “land of romance” (Waverley 116). As Saree Makdisi shows, the “Highlands-​Lowlands opposition enables (and simultaneously rests upon) a matrix of other essentializing dualisms” (85) such as “the fanciful and the realistic, the wild and the tame, […] the heroic and the quotidian, the youthful and the mature” (ibid).41 Waverley hence plays out the contrasting pairs of romance and the ‘realistic’ to juxtapose an anti-​modern Highland culture with a modern, disenchanted and homogenous British culture. 

With its approach to Highland culture, Waverley visibly combines a romantic desire to preserve an ostensibly threatened anti-​modern Otherness with an ultimately imperialist view that rationalises the latter’s extinction as a necessary step facilitating historical progress.42 On the one hand, the protagonist, as well as the novel on the whole, exhibits a fascination with the Highlanders’ romance charm: Waverley gets involved with the heroic struggle of the Highlanders, is mesmerised by the premodern customs he encounters, and falls in love with clan chief Fergus Mac-​Ivor’s sister Flora. On the other hand, the novel constantly stresses the need to ‘overcome’ romance and all desire for it (see also Makdisi 94). While it introduces Waverley as “warm in his feelings, wild and romantic in his ideas” (Waverley 62) and shows how this disposition draws him towards the Highlanders, it then, in the manner of a “prototypical Bildungsroman” (Makdisi 94, emphasis in original), “chronicles his growth and development from the immaturity and romance of youth to the steady rationality of adulthood“ (ibid. 94–5). In fact, this development manifests itself foremost on the level of Waverley’s friendship and love relations. Towards the end of the novel, Waverley feels “himself entitled to say firmly, though perhaps with a sigh, that the romance of his life was ended, and that its real history had now commenced” (Waverley 312). What he describes as ‘real history’ is a course of events in which he not only returns from the Highland rebels to the side of the English crown, but also gives up his love for Flora to get married to the less exciting Rose Bradwardine from the Lowlands. As Franco Moretti points out, this union “between the man from England and the woman from the Lowlands estate” (40) constitutes “a miniature of a national union based on the agreement, the mutual desire of the more ‘civilized’ spaces” (ibid.). It embodies the decision to leave both Highland culture and romance ‘behind’ in order to move on to a homogenous national community built on the extinction of ‘Otherness’.43 Yet, as several critics have argued, Waverley does not entirely affirm this celebration of progress either: the latter is continuously tempered by the novel’s nostalgic regret at what is getting lost – even while Waverley itself contributes to justifying this loss as a necessary one.44 

With the Waverley model’s juxtaposition of an anti-​modern romance sphere on the one hand and a ‘modern’ culture on the other, Scott created a literary pattern that lends itself to what Chris Bongie calls the “exoticist project” (5). This project starts from the perception of modernity as a “story of loss” (ibid.). Inextricably tied to a Western-​centric understanding of modernity according to which modernisation necessarily means flattening out cultural difference, it feeds on anxieties surrounding the global expansion of (Western) modernity. In annihilating plural ways of living (see Bongie 3), contemporaries come to fear, this expansion will create a “world without horizons, essentially lacking in mystery, out of which nothing new can arise” (ibid. 3). Against this, exoticism presents, by means of the literary imagination, a “possible refuge from an overbearing modernity” (ibid. 17). By “posit[ing] another space, the space of an Other, outside or beyond the confines of a ‘civilization’” (ibid. 4–5), it provides a nexus of culture, people and geography, which it depicts as distinctly anti-​modern. The exotic hence emerges as a realm on which all that is ostensibly getting ‘lost’ in the process of modernisation is projected (see 5), exciting, yet always essentially different, uncivilised and ultimately backward compared to ‘us’. 45 

While romanticism in general, and Scott’s portrayal of an earlier, more diverse moment in the history of an emerging unified British national culture in particular, stand at the beginning of the anti-​modern exotic tradition, it is almost a century later that the exoticist project gains full speed. At the turn of the 20th century, many contemporaries feel that Western imperialism, at its peak at this moment, threatens to cause the “complete dissolution of exotic horizons” (Bongie 18). They anticipate a world entirely deprived of places of anti-​modern difference and opportunities for heroism and adventure (see McClure 11), – a world “given entirely, and hopelessly, over to modernity” (Bongie 18) in which “there’s no room for romance anywhere” (Arthur Conan Doyle qtd. in McClure 11). In this atmosphere, a successor of the Waverley model rises to prominence, adding a new variant of ‘exotic romances’ to the canon. With novels such as H. Rider Haggard’s King Solomon’s Mines (1885), Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness (1899), Rudyard Kipling’s Kim (1901) or E.M. Forster’s A Passage to India (1924), what John McClure described as the ‘Late Imperial Romance’ has come into existence.46 

Arising out of the sensation that the ‘exotic horizons’ are dwindling, the late imperial romance reacts to this threat by desperately defending the idea that islands of anti-​modern difference still exist. Where the historical romance lingers on the pre-​national past, the late imperial romance, for instance, “dispute[s] imperialism’s capacity to rationalize the world utterly, pointing to the stubborn persistence of ungridded zones within and beyond the frontiers of empire” (McClure 12). By hence suggesting that, imperialism notwithstanding, pockets of exotic Otherness prevail, these texts, too, make room for journeys, like those of Haggard’s imperialist trio or Conrad’s shipping crew, into an exotic, anti-​modern world of cultural alterity still endowed with the dangers and attractions of romance. Like Waverley, they offer a diegesis structured around the ‘denial of coevalness’ as they contrast a world devoid of romance with one defined by it: they differentiate between “the West represented as zone of relative order, security and secularity, [and] the non-​Western world as a zone of magic, mystery and disorder” (McClure 8). Against this background, Wendy Katz points out, they feature the Westerners’ escape from the modern world “to a remote locale, the implicit character of which recalls a time past and even an earlier stage of human development” (32). In so doing, the late imperial romances express the same ambivalences as the historical romance in the tradition of Waverley. As John McClure points out, these texts, “in their determination to preserve the non-​Western world as the locus of magic and mystery, […] perpetuate a western tradition of ‘othering’ the subjects of imperialism” (12). Hence, while they dread the effects of an expansion of Western modernity and an annihilation of difference, they simultaneously provide a justification for the latter by conjuring up an essentially anti-​modern, uncivilised Other.
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