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Abstract
“Communal violence” and “communalism” have long been central tropes of progressivist Hindi prose
writing. Tāvīz (The Amulet), a contemporary Hindi novel by Sheila Rohekar, is a recent and outstanding
example within this literary tradition. The plot revolves around a mixed Hindu-Muslim love marriage and
the complications this socially disrespected alliance leads to, culminating in the consecutive murder of
both husband and wife, and their son. The focal point of the novel is the reconstruction of the identity crisis
of the son, who – having a Hindu mother and a Muslim father – becomes a militant Hindutva activist and
is killed during an agitation for the construction of the Rama-birth temple in Ayodhya. Throughout the
novel, the recovered diary of the boy’s great-grandfather plays an important role as a historical narrative
linking up the present with the past. The diary is used to provide constant flashbacks to generations earlier,
when identities were still more “fuzzy” and open to inter-communal relationships compared with the pre-
sent. The present is perceived as a catastrophic decline. Nevertheless, even then the writer of the diary ex-
presses his frustration about independent India’s inability to put an end to the evils in society, and par-
ticularly to communalism. Sheila Rohekar is probably the sole living Indian-Jewish author in the world of
contemporary Hindi writing.  

Keywords: Hindi literature, Indian Jewish literature, communalism, secularism, contemporary Indian re-
ligion, violence and literature

Short stories and novels on the complexities of Hindu-Muslim relationships in gen-
eral, and of communal tensions in particular, are legion in modern Hindi literature;
the subject is common in colonial and post-colonial Hindi writing as well, including
authors such as Bhāratendu Hariścandra (Bhārat durdaśā), Premcand (Paṃc
parameśvar and many others), Amṛtlāl Nāgar (Taslīm Lakhnavī and other stories),
Yaśpāl (Pardā, Gamī kī khuśī, Prem kā sār etc.), Viṣṇu Prabhākar, Kamaleśvar
(Kitne pākistān), and many others. Partition stories are also usually labelled as
sāmpradāyiktā kā sandarbh in Indian histories of Hindi literature – and for instance,
to mention two recent examples, in Aśok Bhāṭiyā’s Samkālīn hindī-kahānī kā itihās
(p. 203ff) and in Bī. Ār. Panerū’s Bhārat-vibhājan aur hiṃdī kathā-sāhitya (Almoṛā
2006), for whom the creation of Pakistan was caused simply by “the influence of the
poisonous fruits of communalism” (sāṃpradāyiktā ke viṣaile phaloṃ kā prabhāv, p.
201). Probably the most popular example from Hindi literature is Bhīṣam Sāhnī’s
novel Tamas from 1974 and Govind Nihalani’s 1987 film version of it, broadcast on
Indian television 40 years after independence. Religious feelings are very often fic-
tionalized in the light of what is conveniently called communalism, and stereotypi-
cally juxtaposed with what is conveniently called “secularism”. Therefore, the cre-
ation of Pakistan is still primarily perceived as an epiphany of communal senti-
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ments, which means a construction of collective religious identities that disregard
modern nationalism.

In the 1980s, the subject of communal violence against the Sikh community after
the murder of Indira Gandhi is also occasionally treated in Hindi fiction, for instance
in Punnī Siṃh’s short story Śok. Usually, however, communal violence has been
perceived in terms of Hindu-Muslim riots exclusively.

The 1990s have seen another wave of fictional renderings of the Hindu-Muslim
relationship and contemporary communal clashes initiated by the terrible destruc-
tion of the Babri Masjid and the following wave of violence throughout India. I
would particularly like to mention Sudhā Aroṛā’s long short story Kālā śukravār
and Geetanjali Shree’s novel Hamārā śahar us baras (“Our town that year”, 1998)
as examples of literary responses to contemporary communal riots and their psycho-
logical impact on individual personalities and social relationships. Stories on the
general subject of inter-communal relationships without any concrete reference to
contemporary politics continue to be written, as for example Namitā Siṃh’s Rājā kā
cauk, or Uday Prakāś’s Aur aṃt meṃ prārthnā, which explores the subtle psycho-
logical mindset of Dr. Wākaṃkar, a devoted RSS volunteer.1 Over the last decades
authors with Muslim backgrounds like Asghar Vajāhat, Abdul Bismillāh, Śānī and
several others have contributed Muslim perspectives on these issues in Hindi, as has
been examined in Ulrike Starck’s excellent study on novels written by Muslim au-
thors in Hindi. Needless to say, communal riots, communalism, and inter-communal
relationships in general rank high on the list of subjects of Muslim authors, and I
would like to mention Muśarraf Ālam Zauqī’s Laiboreṭarī (2003) as a more recent
example, a novel based on the 2002 Gujarat riots. 

These are just some preliminary thoughts that I do not wish to keep to myself,
when I present my reading of an outstanding novel from the genre of contemporary
fiction on communalism. This presentation derives from my fascination with Sheila
Rohekar’s2 novel Tāvīz (“The amulet”), a wonderful, literarily refined and psycho-
logically insightful piece of Hindi novel writing, perhaps a bit less known simply
because its author lives outside of the hotspot of career making in Hindi literature,
i.e. outside of Delhi – she is in Lucknow. And besides that, I will also try to interpret
her novel as an example of Jewish writing in Hindi.

The plot of Sheila Rohekar’s novel Tāvīz is based on a love marriage between a
Hindu woman (Revā) and a Muslim man (Anvar) and the social, psychological, and
political consequences of this conscious transgression of religious boundaries. Inter-
communal marriage is not new as a theme in Hindi literature, and I would like to
mention Krishna Sobti’s Ār se bichuī in particular in this context.

Tāvīz is a novel on communal identity and violence, and was published in 2005 at
Vāṇī Prakāśan’s, with a second edition in 2008. It begins with the last announce-
ment in a Lucknow newspaper seeking anyone who could identify the dead body of
a middle-aged lady. At the end of the novel, which ties both ends of the narrated

1 The Rāṭrīya Svayaṃ Sevak Saṃgh (RSS), founded 1925, is a kind of right wing Hindu cadre organi-
zation.
2 In proper transliteration from Devnāgarī: Śīlā Rohekar. I use the English version of personal names, as
far as I am aware of a common standardized version.
Orientalia Suecana LX (2011)



“WHO AM I?” 51
time together in a circle, the readers will know that it was Revā’s body. In the first
chapter, Nainā talks to her husband Nīraj jokingly as he reads aloud the newspaper
announcement while she serves tea. His remark is that “if this poor thing is not even
identified, who might cry about her?”3 Nainā responds that the police will definitely
be crying because they have to arrange the final rites and leave the case open in their
files (p. 9). They remain unaware that both of them had known the dead lady, who
appears to have committed suicide by throwing herself under a train. Later on, the
truth is revealed by the all-knowing narrator to the reader: An innocent woman was
brutally killed. On the next page, Nainā and Nīraj talk about Revā’s son, who disap-
peared some years ago – the reader will find out that he too was killed, and that the
murder of both his parents was related to his own murder. All of them simply disap-
pear – without leaving names and memories, even among close relatives and
friends.

The frame narration concerns the fate of Revā, her husband Anvar, and their son
Anant (often called “Annu”). All three end up being brutally killed on different oc-
casions. After the flash-forward in the first chapter, the narration reverts to a con-
ventionally narrated time, beginning sometime in the 1960s. Revā is forced to break
with her family when she decides to marry not only a boy of her own choice, but a
Muslim medical doctor, Anvar. Her father reluctantly supports her decision and
does not make her go without his blessing, but he accepts the fact that the break with
his daughter has to be complete and cannot be questioned. The couple decides on a
civil marriage (p. 90) which, again, neither of the families can accept. Revā has a
modern middle class background, while Anvar’s family fits into the stereotype of
Muslim families in India; it is – according to general norms – more “backward”, An-
var being the first university educated person in the family. Nevertheless, Anvar’s
family finds a way to cope with what they perceive as one of the whims of their son,
while Revā’s marriage serves to break her off from her family altogether. The
couple moves to the boy’s family, where she is accepted as the new daughter-in-law.
The family members, however, initially take it for granted that she would convert to
Islam, which she refuses (p. 88). After the shock wears off, however, they manage to
cope even with this decision after some argument. Anvar, her husband, is liberal in
outlook, and supports her personal choices, and even accepts that their son, though
circumcised, is not brought up as a Muslim. This part of the story takes place in
Ahmedabad in Gujarat.

The narration switches back and forth in narrative time, changing between auc-
torial narration, reportage, and forms of non-linear story-telling, including flash-
backs, suspension and particularly a series of references back to the 19th and earlier
20th century events and observations reported in the diary of Revā’s grandfather,
which bind Revā together with her family’s past. This diary forms something like a
narration within the narration, contrasting the present, with its exclusivist identity
politics, with the colonial and early post-colonial golden past, with its less rigid op-
portunities to transcend religious boundaries. Revā’s paternal grandfather, a free-
dom fighter, not only narrates his own experiences in the diary, but also reports sto-

3 Is becārī kī śinākhat bhī nahīṃ ho pā rahī ho, us par bhalā kaun ronevālā hogā? (p. 9).
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ries that he has heard from earlier generations. Compared to Revā, her grandfather is
much more outspoken. After 1947, he becomes more and more critical of the new
state and its society. For Revā, the national enthusiasm and moral rigour of the liber-
ation struggle is already part of a remote past; her visits to the Sabarmati Ashram
close to Ahmedabad on her free Sundays have already become part of a middle-
class weekend routine, a ritualized form of reassurance, living off from the memori-
zation of a kind of folklore version of the liberation movement, unrelated to the pre-
sent and its civilizational decline. Mahatma Gandhi is somehow present as a kind of
moral ideal (p. 127), but is contested and lacks any impact on one’s own life or so-
cial and intellectual reality. During a later Sunday visit to Sabarmati Ashram to-
gether with her son Annu, some five or six years after Anvar’s murder, Maheś Jhā,
her future second husband, joins them and proposes marriage.

At crucial points in the book, critical reflections on the situation before and after
independence are mixed in, and particularly in the grandfather’s diary, which Revā
keeps exploring, and which constitutes the memorial link between not only the polit-
ical past and present, but also between herself and her own relatives (a broken rela-
tionship because of her love marriage). Her grandfather writes in 1959: “What has
been achieved by independence? The social setup is the same, the trench between
poor and rich is the same.”4

While Revā’s love relationship and marriage with Anvar is a symbolic act of
transcending the borders of religious communities, the brutal murder of her hus-
band, her son, and herself reveal the structure of a society which is threatened, when
walls between communities are disrespected and borders transgresseded. Annu and
his identity crisis as a young lad is a living symbol of the failure of identity construc-
tions that go beyond traditional social boundaries in modern India.

In addition to this basic plot, the novel allows several readings. As a narration of
several generations of Revā’s family, it is a family novel. It is also a coming-of-age
novel regarding Anvar and Revā’s son, explaining his identity problems and how
personal radicalization in terms of Hindutva is a substitute for a strong inborn iden-
tity. The novel can also be read as an attempt to explore the psycho-social basis of
religious violence. After all, it also concerns the plight of a secular-minded woman
transcending social borders, the loneliness and moral strength of Annu’s mother. A
certain identification of the author with her main female character is clearly evident.
She is the embodiment of the innocent passive victim of society.

The starting point of the linear narrated time is the post-colonial Indian present,
when Revā decides to marry Anvar. Both parental families disapprove of this mar-
riage, but the Muslim family manages to cope with it, even though they are not as
“modern” as Revā’s family. The son Annu is not religiously educated, even though
the Kadi is called (p. 110), which means, he is circumcised according to traditional
Muslim custom, but he is, as Rohekar puts it, Hindu as well as Muslim (p. 118).
Annu is educated in a space supposedly free of religion, which can be positively de-
fined as freedom from any pressure to choose or to follow any religion. This
cherished space is however highly contested. Even though he is circumcised, his

4 Svataṃtratā se kyā hāsil huā? Sāmājik hāṃcā vahī hai, vahī amīr-garīb kī khāī hai (p. 279).
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name is “Anant”, a Hindu-name (“the Endless; one who does not have an end”).
From the perspective of his second paternal grandmother (after his mother’s second
marriage), this means, his ritual status is – strictly speaking – untouchable, because
his physical father was Muslim. Anant is, in other words, a projection of an individ-
ual identity beyond traditional identity markers.

The novel narrates the failure to maintain this space. During the communal riot in
Ahmedabad in 1969, Anvar is lured away from home by Hindu rioters disguised as
hospital staff, who are asking the doctor to follow them to the hospital because of an
emergency. They also suggest to him to bring his son with him, but Anant decides to
stay with his mother. This spontaneous decision saves his life. This story is referred
to a couple of times in the novel (and particularly on pages 117 and 271). Later on,
Anvar’s tortured body is recovered. 

When Revā agrees to a second marriage to the Hindu widower Maheś Jhā, the
boy is twelve. Once she has moved to his home, which happens to be in Lucknow, it
emerges that he favours his two own physical sons over Annu. The most discrimina-
tory person, however, is Maheś’s pious widowed mother. This discrimination is par-
ticularly apparent in some symbolic prohibitions, particularly when she does not let
him come close to her Pūjā utensils and uses every chance to make him understand
that he is a half-blood and therefore illegitimate (p. 216 etc.). After some time, this
behaviour leaves its mark on her son and on the newly married couple itself. Anant
himself has never really accepted Maheś, who plays the role of the strict father. The
boy adapts himself, maintaining a spirit of opposition towards his stepfather, and
falls behind in school, while his estrangement from his stepfather keeps growing.
After some time, the situation becomes unbearable. On one occasion, Maheś turns
violent against Revā, but in a move that comes as a complete surprise for Maheś, she
returns his beating. Following this event, she decides to leave her second husband.

By this time Annu has already left home. He is studying in college, but his main
concern is his sense of belonging, which he receives neither from his mother, nor his
murdered father. His standard question is the ever recurring: Maiṃ kaun hūṃ?
“Who am I?” (p. 217, 219, 224 etc.), which reveals itself as the ever recurring for-
mula of a broken identity with its inherent desire for self-assurance. Annu experi-
ences his hybrid origin not as a positive gift, but as a burden. When his friends turn
towards Hindutva nationalism, he decides to follow suit: He himself begins to par-
ticipate in political meetings and denies his Muslim descent. Thus he turns into a kār
sevak (p. 239), an activist for the construction of the notorious Rām janmabhūmi-
temple in the town of Ayodhya. In a sense he simply compensates for his lack of
identity with religious radicalism.

He breaks with his stepfather and his mother, but shortly after, during the 1990
agitation in front of the Babri Masjid, Annu is killed by a police bullet. Then follows
the central event of the fictional plot: While his body is being prepared for crema-
tion, his friends find out about Annu’s circumcision – ... iskī to kaṭī huī hai! …
musallā hai sālā! Bhencod yahāṃ kyā kar rahā thā? (p. 245) – “His is cut away! …
this damn Mussulman! What has this sisterfucker lost here?”

The first reaction to the naked truth is that this aberration must be some kind of
cālākī, some trick: the dead Annu is immediately suspected of being Muslim (p.
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244). This leads to a cascade of ensuing questions and hasty conclusions. Since cir-
cumcision is the unquestioned male Muslim identity marker, Hindu activists imme-
diately start swearing and maltreating the dead body. The political leaders – all
Brahmins – discuss the issue more seriously. They are worried that this issue might
easily lead to complications. Annu is suspected of having been a Pakistani agent
provocateur. Most of his former comrades join in in the malign production of allega-
tions. It is in any case taken for granted that a Muslim has maliciously infiltrated the
Hindu campaign, and thereby polluted and desacralized the śobhāyātrā (“campaign
of splendour”), i.e. the campaign for the destruction of the Babri Masjid (p. 247).
Other options are also discussed with the Superintendent of Police, who appears to
be a close associate of the campaign, and also a Brahmin. In any case, it is taken for
granted that Annu must have been part of a larger conspiracy. The cremation is first
denied – and only when Annu’s close friends Vikās and Bhabhu take care of his
body is it finally cremated. The “leader” (netā), however, argues, his ashes should
be thrown in the dust bin instead of the river (p. 248).

Thereafter, it is decided to keep it strictly confidential that a Muslim may have
been martyred for the sacred cause of the Rām Janmabhūmi: the claim that the true
historical Babri Masjid was built on the site of the birthplace of Vishnu’s Avatara
Rama, and the demand that it be removed and replaced with a temple. In order to
avoid involving the campaign in a discussion about possible Muslim infiltration, it is
decided that Annu’s mother must be “silenced”. She lives alone in Ahmedabad, and
her precise whereabouts are investigated. It is found out that Annu had not main-
tained contact with relatives in recent years, not even his mother. The decision to
have Annu’s mother killed is taken because the influential politicians behind the
communal riot are scared that Annu’s family might demand his body for burial. At
the end of the novel, Revā is abducted and thrown on the train tracks on order of the
campaign organizers to make it look like a suicide. This happens immediately after a
friend of Annu, driven by his bad conscience, had all of a sudden appeared at her
house and urged her to flee immediately, warning her that a murderous gang was on
the way to her. 

In this dramatic scene, in order to be recognized by Annu’s mother as a true har-
binger of news concerning her, he hands over an amulet (tāvīz) to Revā, one which
Annu used to wear and had worn until his end. He had received it once from his
mother, and it has been worn by Annu’s grandfather, the writer of the diary. This
amulet is later found by Revā’s sister lying on the ground after the disappearance
(and brutal murder) of Revā, when she comes looking for her sister only to find her
flat empty. On opening the amulet, she discovers a piece of paper with a healing
mantra and a note dropped by a master from Ayodhya, which reveals an old friend-
ship between Revā’s and Anvar’s family in the generation of their grandfather’s,
symbolizing peaceful inter-communal relationships. It emerges that her own family
and Anvar’s family had been friends with each other in previous generations, and
that there once had been a pilgrimage to Ayodhya in a bygone age, when inter-com-
munal relations were more common than today – an epoch, when amulets were
readily given to members of other faiths as tokens of friendship. 

The memories of the past, conveyed by the diary of the grandfather, go back to
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what he had heard from his own grandfather, back to the story of a certain Pāgal
Bābā (“mad monk”) from 1855 – a religious discussion about the question of which
God is highest: Śiv, Rām, Devī, Nirākār, concerning dharmayuddh (“holy war”, p.
14) – an open discussion without any idea of rioting or infighting. In the 1920s, the
maternal uncle explains to the eleven-year-old Campak, Revā’s father (as the grand-
father’s diary explains): “Our country has never been fundamentalist. When the Mu-
gals or Parsees, Christians and Jews came from outside, once they had been living
here on the earth and water of this country, they were addressed as being from
here.”5 Revā explains dharma to her son Annu, when reflecting on his discrimina-
tion by Maheś’s mother: “Why is it that Hindus and Muslims are different...” (p.
217).

The present tragic relationship between Hindus and Muslims, culminating in the
Rām Janmabhūmi campaign, is contrasted with a colonial past, when many options
were open for all kinds of relationships among religions and religious communities.
The brutal murder of Anvar, his son, and his wife, society’s revenge for the mixed
marriage and its refusal to accept inter-communal relationships deeply affects the
present. Grandfather’s diary, which appears over and over again in the novel as
Revā keeps reading it, is a lasting link to her family after the break caused by her
love marriage with Anvar. In 1959 he complains about communal riots: “My God,
why have you granted me such a long life? For this? To see this barbarism?”6 Revā,
in her loneliness after having been deprived of her own and her in-laws’ family, af-
ter the murder of her husband, an unhappy second marriage, and being abandoned
by her son begins to continue the diary. 

A central element in Revā’s biography is the repeated visits to the Sabarmati Ash-
ram and the Mahatma Gandhi memorial culture that is related to this place close to
Ahmedabad. For Annu, this is just a visit to a museum, and completely unrelated to
his own life, in which the question Maiṃ kaun hūṃ? (“Who am I?”) gains more and
more importance. During a joint Sunday tour to the Sabarmati Ashram, Maheś pro-
poses marriage, and after some hesitation, Revā agrees.

Finally, the motif which transforms Annu into a Hindu activist is “power” (sattā,
p. 274). This “power” helps him recover from the feeling of being powerless com-
pared to his stepfather, who treats him badly. At the same time, Annu’s radicaliza-
tion is a way to overcome the impossibility of having a relationship with the four
years younger Nainā (p. 274), who is reluctant because of Annu’s half-breed back-
ground. Annu’s identity as a child of a mixed marriage cannot but create a severe
identity crisis in the young man. Becoming an activist is an overcompensation of his
psychological situation and finally leads to the complete denial of his Muslim father.
He reinvents his own biography with a Hindu father (p. 242), who in reality is his
stepfather.

5 Hamārā deś kabhī bhī kaṭṭarpaṃthī nahīṃ rahā. Bāhar se āe mugal yā pārsī, īsāī yā yahūdī jab is deś kī
miṭṭī-pānī ke hoke rahe to ve yahīṃ ke kahlāe (p. 51).
6 Īśvar! Mujhe itnā laṃbā jīvan kyoṃ diyā? Is barbartā ke lie? (p. 278).
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Jewish identity and fictional writing
I would like to refer to a questionnaire to contemporary authors in the September
2009 edition of the famous literary journal Haṃs, in which question number 7 was
“Why aren’t there many more contributions from Christians and authors with other
religious identities in Hindi, leaving out authors with a Muslim identity?” (Haṃs 9/
2009, p. 36ff). I cannot go into detail here. On the whole, however, I think the diffe-
rent responses illustrate how difficult it is for post-colonial Indian enlightened intel-
lectual discourse in general to perceive religion as a positive resource of resilience
and cultural resistance and of self-reflexivity, which means, in other forms than as a
resource for politically reactionary thinking and social conservatism. Arcnā Varmā
starts her response with the laconic sentence: “And finally once again this damn
identity.”

In his 2002 book Hindī upanyās kā itihās (“A history of the Hindi novel”) Gopāl
Rāy concludes the previously mentioned chapter on sampradāyiktā kā saṃdarbh as
follows: “In this context, the fact that has to be mentioned, is that Hindi novelists are
motivated by liberal, humanist, and democratic values as opposed to communalist
thought and emotion.”7

The background of such a position is an implicit assumption that there is a secu-
larist position as such. A central question of my reading of this genre in Hindi litera-
ture has been: Is there something like a common progressivist position shared by all,
independent of his or her inherited identity in terms of social, religious, or gender
conditioning? Is there a uniform literary perspective on communal violence among
the authors beyond their social, cultural, and religious aspects? Is it all just about, to
quote Aśok Bhāṭiyā again, sāmpradāyiktā, dharmāndhtā kā tīvra virodh – the se-
vere resistance against communalism and superstition (p. 212) – is it all simply
about the implementation of the terminology and concepts of enlightenment and its
grand narrative?

To what extent are the perception and the fictional rendering dependent on the au-
thor’s personal identity – including religious, social, regional, and gender identities?
And given this dependence, to what extent is the reflexivity of an individual author
related to his or her ability to completely transcend his or her background in the
name of what in South Asia is usually labelled secularism? Or, in other words, is a
multiplicity of “secularist” – in the South Asian sense of the word – perspectives in
fictional literature possible and likely, something like an identity-sensitive “secular-
ism”?

My own discovery of Sheila Rohekar (born 1942) came through my research on
Indian Jewish literature. In a private e-mail, Vishnu Khare made me aware of
Rohekar’s Bene Israel Jewish background. The Bene Israel lived mostly in the Kon-
kan region south of Goa until the 19th century, but after having been discovered by
the worldwide Jewish community, which revived and strengthened their Jewish
identity, they began to move to towns in the present states of Maharashtra and Guja-
rat. After independence, the great majority of them emigrated to Israel.

7 Is sambandh meṃ ullekhnīy tathya yah hai ki hindī ke upanyāskār sāmpradāyik soc aur bhāvnā kī dṛṣṭi
se udār, mānvīy aur prajātāntrik mūlyoṃ se paricālit haiṃ (Rāy 2002: 438).
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In her autobiographical book “The book of Esther”, Esther David writes the fol-
lowing prayer regarding her imagined emigration from India to Israel: “It would
wipe out my past. Give me a new life. Help me forget India. … I was running away
from India.” (p. 371). After many years in Israel and France and after her subsequent
return to her native town Ahmedabad in Gujarat, she writes: “If I wished to live like
a Jew, I could live anywhere. I did not have to live in Israel to feel more Jewish than
I felt in India. … Israel unnerved me.” (p. 377). Sheila Rohekar has moved from
Ahmedabad to Lucknow – like her character Revā, however, unlike her fictional
character, she does not return. She has changed from Gujarati to Hindi as the lan-
guage of her literary activity. The leading question that struck me when I read the
novel was whether her sensitivity to the complex psyche of Annu and the meaning
of his gradual radicalization as an assurance of identity has something to do with her
own minority status?

Rohekar has been living in Delhi and Lucknow for decades and is presently prob-
ably singular as a Jewish Hindi author. She has been teaching natural sciences on
college level and is married to the Hindi author Ravīndra Varmā. Her early stories
were written in Gujarati, and her first collection, with the title Laiflain nī bahār, is in
Gujarati, and was written in the 1970s. After moving to North India, she began to
write in Hindi. Her short stories were published in established Hindi magazines like
Sārikā and Dharmyug, and later Hans, Kathā Deś and Kathā Kram. In 1978 her first
short novel in Hindi, Dinānt, was published (unfortunately unavailable for me until
now) followed by Tāvīz in 2005. The manuscript of another novel with the prelimi-
nary title Apne hone kī jagah is more or less finished and will hopefully be pub-
lished soon. This forthcoming novel focuses on questions of Indian Jewish identity
before and after the post-colonial emigration that lead the Jewish community in In-
dia to the verge of extinction, narrated from the perspective of Jewish inhabitants of
a vṛddhāśram – a home for elderly people – and is a swan song for the dwindling
Jewish community in India.

The other famous Jewish Hindi author is Mira Mahadevan (Mīrā Mahādevan),
who is particularly known for one novel, Apnā ghar, originally published in Hindi in
1961 and in a free English translation under the title “Shulamith” in 1975. It de-
scribes the Bene Israel lifestyle and identity conflicts in early post-colonial India,
when the emigration of the majority of Bene Israel to Israel had happened only re-
cently or was still ongoing. Mahādevan has also written about a dozen short stories
on various issues, demonstrating a strong Gandhian influence on her perception of
social and communal conflicts in modern India. Mira Mahadevan, born Miriam Ja-
cob Mendrekar, and married to a South Indian Hindu, has lived in an atmosphere in-
spired by Gandhian thought, partly in the famous Sabarmati Ashram in Maharashtra,
where Hindi has been promoted as the spoken language of daily communication,
which made her feel at home in Hindi.

There are a few Indian Jewish authors of fine literature in English. Esther David
(born 1945) is perhaps the most famous among those still living in a quickly dimin-
ishing community, a returnee from emigration to Israel and later France. “The
House of Esther”, published 2003, is a kind of literary autobiography. Among the
poets, Nissim Ezekiel (1924–2004) is the most prominent. Ezekiel wrote some of
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the most interesting pieces of Indo-English poetry, sometimes directly related to his
Jewish background, for example as in the title of his collection “Latter-day psalms”.

Like Esther David, Sheila Rohekar only started in later years to write about Jew-
ish issues. Her forthcoming novel concerns the remaining bits and pieces of the
changing Jewish identity, from the rediscovery of the Bene Israel through the Jewish
ecumene to modernization and overseas migration. In particular it treats the threat to
their separate identity caused by emigration and middle-class mainstreaming pro-
cesses, and the difficulty of maintaining Jewish identity in India. At the same time it
is critical of Israeli politics and more or less of Zionism in general.

Of course, Rohekar subscribes to the national formula of unity in diversity, but as
a fiction writer she transcends stereotypical anti-communalist formulas in her narra-
tion. Religion does not only consist of the legendary dharm ke ṭhekedār (“dealers in
religion”) in the tradition of progressivist writing. For Revā, clearly the alter ego of
the author, the basic opposition is between dharm and adharm in the emphatic Gan-
dhian sense, as she explains to her young son, when he asks his mother why Hindus
and Muslims are different (p. 217). Real religion is about imāndārī (p. 133), which
is to say, it’s about honesty and personal integrity, and not about “bowing down”
(jhuknā, p. 133) or the struggle for power, as her son Annu perceives it. However,
the person who embodies this existential understanding of religion, Revā, is killed
and her body remains unidentified: Nobody cries for her, nor for Annu, whose ashes
the “leader” suggests be thrown into the dustbin. Society loses their “memory and
name”, so important in the Jewish tradition (Hebrew: Yād va śem). Only the novel
keeps a record.

The reference to dharm and adharm as transcending the stereotypical Hindu-
Muslim opposition allows Revā to evaluate religion as such as a positive value.
Revā and Anvar’s mixed marriage symbolizes this dharma that goes beyond tradi-
tional forms of religion. But this religion appears to have a past, but no present and
no future. The first one and a half pages of the novel describe the morning routine
and the joking relationship of Nainā (Revā’s sister) and her husband  – then, all of a
sudden her husband finds the news in the newspaper about a dead human body
needing to be identified – but they are not aware that this is Revā’s mortal remains.
The strange parallel between the petit bourgeois context of the morning talk and the
news about a brutal murder, which hardly disturbs the family routine, marks the ex-
treme contrast between the hardly hidden violence in society and the inherent ig-
norance of the social middle-class life, totally ignorant of the substratum of brutality
in society.

The most powerful symbol of the transcendence of religious boundaries is Annu’s
amulet (tāvīz), which serves as the title of this novel. This small token of inter-com-
munal well wishing, having gone lost during the abduction and murder of Revā in
the last chapter of the book, lies on the floor to be trampled upon. It is a telling sym-
bol of the failure to transcend borders, and at the same time a symbol of what
dharm, in the most emphatic sense, beyond communalism, is meant to be about. In
the present, however, inter-communal harmony is nothing more than a faint memory
of a bygone dream of dharm – from Revā’s and Sheila Rohekar’s perspective, reli-
gion and ethics transcending the traditional borders of belief systems.
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Rohekar, Śīlā, Tāvīz. Dillī: Vāṇī prakāśan 2008 (2nd ed.; 1st ed. 2005).
Singh, Maina Chawla, Being Indian, being Israeli : migration, ethnicity and gender in the Jewish home-

land. New Delhi: Manohar 2009.
Orientalia Suecana LX (2011)


	“Who am I?” : On the narrativity of identity and violence in Sheila Rohekar’s novel Tāvīz
	Heinz Werner Wessler, Uppsala University
	Jewish identity and fictional writing
	References


