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Abstract

This article looks into two Bengali travelogues, Syed Mujtaba Ali’s Dese Bideseand Japane
by Annada Shankar Ray, to examine the identity transformation of travellers who under-
took journeys from India to other Asian countries in the mid-20% century. Both writers, a
Bengali Muslim in Afghanistan and a Bengali Hindu in Japan, find themselves in spaces
alien to them, but as they keep discovering common history, culture and values of Asian
societies they develop a strong sense of belonging. Encounters with people and historical
artefacts inspire them to reflect on their own cultural identity. The article argues that the
selected narratives can be read in the light of Pan-Asianism, a discourse that gained popu-
larity in India in the first half of the century, and that Pan-Asianism itself can be considered
an intellectual outcome of the liminal experience of societies undergoing rapid transfor-
mation during the fall of colonialism.

Keywords: Indian travel literature, Bengali travel literature, Pan-Asianism, liminality, Syed
Mujtaba Ali, Annada Shankar Ray.

1. Introduction
Throughout the 19" and most of the 20th century Western Europe remained the
most desired foreign destination for Indian travellers'. However, rising anti-colo-

nial sentiment made some eager to seck different routes or rediscover old ones.
Among such travellers were Syed Mujtaba Ali (Saiyed Mujtaba Ali) and Annada

1. Sen 2005, 6.
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Shankar Ray (Annadasankar Ray) who went to Afghanistan and Japan — countries
thatat some point in history were closer geographically and culturally to India than
England or France, but which more recently had not been attracting similar
crowds of Indian visitors as Europe. This article will look into Ali’s travelogue Dese
Bidese (Home and abroad) and Ray’s Jipine (In Japane) to examine their chang-
ing attitude towards fellow Asians and the identity transformation the travellers
experience during their journeys. It will argue that the period when they wrote
their accounts, the mid-20™ century, can be identified as a liminal era when socie-
ties and individuals were forced to rethink their identities amid a rapidly changing
political landscape, driving some to embrace ideas such as Pan-Asianism.

The term liminality, initially used by Arnold van Gennep to analyse transition
rites in traditional societies, was later adapted by Victor Turner to examine various
cultural, social and political phenomena. Turner defines a liminal state as «betwixt
and between the positions assigned and arrayed by law, custom, convention and
ceremonial»” In this transitional stage which leads to a change or transformation,
the liminal entities form «unstructured or rudimentarily structured and relatively
undifferentiated comitatus, community, or even communion of equal individu-
als»’. Recently Bjorn Thomassen proposed his typology of liminal situations* ar-
guing that the term can apply to experiences of single individuals, social groups
but also of entire nations or civilisations. They can happen in the timeframe of
moments, longer periods or epochs, in spaces as diverse as specific places, buffer

ZONEs of regions.

2. Pan-Asianism in India

The fall of colonialism in Asia constituted a long political, economic and cultural
process, and although it might be considered an era of liberation and hope, it also
brought instability and insecurity. Borders shifted. Identities and loyalties were
questioned. Countries and individuals remained in the transition period. From
this liminal experience new visions of the world emerged to replace old ones. One
of them was Pan-Asianism, the ideology or discourse «claiming that Asia can be

2. Turner 1991, 95.
3. Ibid, 96.
4, Thomassen 2014, 90.
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defined and understood as a homogenous space with shared and clearly defined
characteristics»”>.

One of the most influential Indian thinkers of this time to advocate for Asian
unity was Rabindranath Tagore, an outspoken critic of nationalism and imperial-
ism®. Fascination with Japan or China and in general with Indian influences in
Asia was a larger phenomenon among Bengali intellectuals in the early 20" cen-
tury’ but Tagore, with his numerous journeys across the continent, stood firmly
as the greatest champion of Pan-Asianism. He travelled to Japan, Persia, Iraq and
South-East Asia searching for a glimpse of shared cultural heritage, i.e. the legacy
of Buddhism and Hinduism in the East and South-East Asia®. He calls the journey
to Persia «my pilgrimage»’ claiming a common ancestry of Indians and Persians,
as well as acknowledging the contribution of Persians to the South Asian cultural
landscape.

Tagore elaborates on the future of the world in a number of his writings and
speeches, often focusing on the role of Asia in the new world order and envisaging
glorious years ahead. At the same time he firmly believes that he lives in an in-be-
tween period of historic shift. He writes in his letters from Persia in 1932:

Today we are born at the end of an epoch in the history of humanity. Perhaps
in the drama of Europe the scene is being changed for the fifth act of the play.
Signs of an awakening in Asia have slowly spread from one end of the horizon
to the other. [...]. If the new age has indeed come to Asia, then let Asia give voice

to it in the own special idiom of civilisation™®.

However, for Asia to succeed in the future, it must look back at and learn from its
distant past, ancient times, when all the regions of the continent remained con-
nected and lived peacefully, exchanging ideas and goods. India must work towards
the re-establishment of this lost link'". In a speech in Singapore in 1927 Tagore
calls upon his fellow Asians to awake:

S. Stolte—Fischer-Tiné 2012, 65.
6. Sen 2010, 63-74.

7. Gooptu 2018, 200.

8. Bose 2011, 13-15.

9. Tagore 2003, 33.

10. Tagore 2010, 28-29.

11. Lahiri 2013, 140.
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We have our common interest in a new era of rejuvenation for this ancient con-
tinent whose children we both claim to be — a continent which once was the
cradle of great civilisations and the source of the streams of spiritual truth which
still feed the life of the greater part of the human world and therefore we in the
name of Mother Asia have come to lay our claim to you - the inheritors of a
luminously glorious past that has given to man profound systems of philosophy,
high codes of social and political ethics, a profuse wealth of inventions and cre-
ations of beauty that have their endless inspiration for all time to come. We have
come to ask you to awake into a full consciousness of the great personality of
your race and lead it to a future which will rescue Asia from its age-long humil-
iation of obscurity'.

Although undoubtedly an influential figure Tagore was not the first and not the
only Indian opinion-maker advocating for Asian unity. The discourse remained a
part of mainstream political thought in the interwar period, with India soon claim-
ing to be the leading force in the Pan-Asian movement"’. However vague or inco-
herent the ideology might be, it seemed appealing in this liminal era when the old
world order was crumbling.

3. Search for an Asian Identity in Bengali Travel Writing

Besides prominent figures like Tagore, other Indians travelled to Asian countries
and subsequently wrote their accounts of their journeys. As a young graduate Syed
Mujtaba Ali (1904-1974) worked as a teacher in a college in Kabul in the late
1920s. After spending a year and a half in Afghanistan, he later took more than a
decade to finalise his memoirs, published in 1948 as Dese Bidese (translated into
English as /nn a2 Land Far from Home). Annada Shankar Ray (1904-2002), a re-
nowned writer, attended an international literary conference in 1957 and extended
his stay to see a bit more of Japan. His book Jipinewas released the following year.
Both travelogues are now considered Bengali travel writing classics'.

At first glance Afghanistan and Japan seem exotic to the travellers. Ali de-
scribes the Afghan landscape: «You would not be able to spot, even with the most
powerful binoculars, a single green leaf'in this land through which we were travel-
ling. All you could see was thick turfs of burnt yellow dry grass on the rock faces,

12. Ibid., 151-152.
13. Stolte—Fischer-Tiné 2012, 75.
14. Rabbi 2013, 208.

308



BENGALI TRAVEL WRITERS OF THE MID-20TH CENTURY IN SEARCH OF AN ASIAN IDENTITY

here and there»". Ray, on the other hand, is a bit afraid of typhoons and earth-
quakes'®. The language barrier is a challenge for Ray while Ali speaks Persian and
apart from a few awkward moments generally easily communicates with the Kabu-
lis.

However, both narratives are dominated not by the feeling of alienation but
by the sense of belonging. Ali and Ray mention common challenges facing their
homeland and the countries they visit such as the fight for political and cultural
recognition in the world and standing up to colonial powers or Europe more in
general. Ray invokes the Russo-Japanese war of 1905: «I was born in the year of
Japan-Russia war. It was Japan who won, but we too felt so proud. Have you seen
that? Asia defeated Europe!»". It is worth pointing out that the Japanese victory
gave a significant boost to the pan-Asian movement at the time'®. Later Ray adds
with pity: «Growing up I focused on the West, not on the East. I was thinking and
reading about America and Europe. I did not look eastward»". The changed con-
text of newfound independence requires one to become familiar with the rest of
the continent, he claims. Meanwhile Ali, leaves a couple of unfavourable com-
ments on the Europeans and especially the British in his account Ze., «You could
not explain the attitude of the British minister without mentioning this sense of
“snobbery” and the idea of “nobility”»*. The image of Afghanistan he paints is of
a melting pot of Asia, where many cultural influences and ethnicities meet, and of
a country of fierce people who would not refrain from unimaginable violence if
attacked or invaded®. On the other hand, Ray emphasises that Japan was able to
stand up to the European powers because it succeeded in modernising itself eco-

nomically and culturally and emerged as one of the most successful countries in
the world*.

15. Ali 2015, 43. Ali 2018, 46: Ekhan bas yacche yekhan diye sekhan theke dubin diye takileo
ekti pata paryanta cokhe page na. Thakir madhye iche ekhine-okhine patharer gaye halde ghiser
padc.

16. Ray 1959, 5.

17 Ibid,, 11: Rusjapani juddha ye bachar hay se bachar imar janma. Jipaner jaygarbe amrio
garbi hayechilum. Dekhcho to! Esiya hariye dila Iuropke!

18. Stolte—Fischer-Tiné 2012, 69.

19. Ray 1959, 12: Bara hate hate imi kintu pabamukho na haye pascimmukho haye uthi. Ta-
khan Amerikir katha bhibi, Iuroper katha payi. Pabadike tikdine.

20. Ali 2015, 243. Ali 2018, 213: Lmrejer ef ‘abhijitye’, ei ‘snabdri’ chari anya kono kichu diye
Britis rajdater manobyedir yuktiyukea archa kara yay na.

21. Rabbi 2013, 208.

22. Ray 1959, 31.
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However, instead of elaborating on the wrongdoings of colonialism both au-
thors focus on how much Asians from different regions have in common. The
similarities they identify are of two kinds: shared history or cultural heritage and
common values and patterns of daily life. Forgotten routes and a mutual past
across Asia fascinate them. Mujtaba Ali explains to his readers: «The history of
Afghanistan’s north, meaning Balkh and Badakshan, was linked to Turkistan be-
yond Amu Daria river in Central Asia (Bakshu in Sanskrit); the western region of
Herat had connections with Iran; and the east, meaning Kabul and Jalalabad, was
intrinsically linked with India and Kashmir’s history»**. He picks various examples
of historical figures, events and cultural phenomena to prove his argument: Alex-
ander the Great, Gandhara art, Buddhism, Islam and above all Emperor Babur
whose memoirs he reads on the way. He criticises Indian historians for «putting a
big full stop» at one point of the common past of the regions and ignoring the
Muslim heritage in India*. Although Al identifies as Muslim, he considers all el-
ements of South Asian cultural heritage his own. And this is clearly shown in his
recollection of an Indian concert in Kabul:

In a booming voice he sang, “Jawan shawam. I will be young again, I will regain
my youth if only I get a kiss”. The room was filled with mad dancing - I could
see Shiva dancing with Parvati, breaking his meditation. One boom after an-
other — “Jawan Shawam, jawan shawam”. That was not the old man with his
sitar, it was like the Mongol dancers who were jumping, drawing lines in the air
with their legs, thrusting our their chests, creating a whirlpool with their long
hair. I saw Shah Jahan coming out of the Taj Mahal with Mumtaz, holding
hands. They were young again, ending their centuries of separation®.

23. Ali 2015, 87. Ali 2018, 84-85: Ap]]g;inistl]ez’n er uttar bhig archar Balkh-Badakhsiner itihas
tr sinanta nadi Am udariyir (Grik Aksus, samskrta Baksu) oparer Turkisthiner sarige, paschimbhig
arthar Hirar afical Iriner sarige, purbabhig archar Kabul Jalilibid Khis Bharatbarsa o Kasmirer
itihaser sarige mise giye nand yuge nand rai dhareche.

24. Ali 2015, 89.

25. Ali2015, 138. Ali 2018, 122: Hunkar diye geye uthlen, Joyan saom. Tihale amijoyan haba
- ekti cumban pele luptu yauban phire piba’. Sabhisthal yena tindab nyeye bhare uthla - dekhi San-
kar yena tapasya sese Pirbatike niye unmatta nrtye mete uthechen. Hunkarer par hunkar — Joyan
Saom’, ‘joyin saom’. Kothay brddha setirer ustad — dekhi sei joyan margol. Laph diye tin hir upare
uthe sanye du-pa diye ghanghan dheri krche, ar du-har mele buk cetiye marha pichane chire kilo
babri culer abarter ghiirni ligiyeche. Dekhi Tijmahaler darji diye beriye elen 5;1'/7/';1'11511 ar Mameij hat
dharadhari kare. Nabin pran, natun yauban phire peyechen, satabdir bicched ses hayeche.
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And finally, the way in which he bids farewell to Afghanistan is a testament to how
diverse Ali’s identity is. Visiting the grave of Emperor Babur, a man born in Uz-
bekistan, who died in India and was buried in Kabul, Ali writes: «Standing next
to the tomb I always felt I was visiting the grave of an ordinary man, possibly even
a relative of mine»”. And there he recites for his symbolic forefather a poem by
Rabindranath Tagore followed by a verse from the Koran.

Annada Shankar Ray also wanders in time and across cultures during his jour-
ney to Japan. He describes his feelings during a visit to Horiyuji temple: «The bus
was moving towards the 7" century. From the past farther into the past. One more
step closer to India»”. Buddhist temples in Tokyo, Kyoto and Nara make him
realise how close Japan and India had been in the past. This leads him to conclude:
«Just like now what starts in Europe goes far beyond Europe, in the Ajanta period
what started in India went far to the north, south and east parts of Asia, just not

to the west»2®

. He identifies other cultural similarities as well: to his surprise a
form of the caste system existed in Japan too® and wood print art reminds him of
Bengali patua paintings™.

Discovering and appreciating common cultural heritage and history consti-
tute a substantial part of both writers’ narratives and it can be considered the in-
tellectual side of the experience of togetherness. Equally significant for both trav-
ellers is the more private and sentimental side that comes from the observation of
everyday life and interactions with people. Syed Mujtaba Ali captures for example
how seasons and nature are different yet similar in both countries. «The spring in
this country could be compared with our monsoon. There, the parched earth
waited eagerly to flourish into a new life with the touch of early monsoon. Here
the earth went into a deep slumber in winter and opened her eyes with the first sun
of spring»>'". Roaming around the bazaars of Kabul also makes him feel at home.

26. Ali 2015, 276. Ali 2018, 242. Kabarer kiche diriye mane hay ami amari mato matir manus,
yena ek atmajaner samadhir kiche ese dariyechi.

27. Ray 1959, 114: Bis calla sapram satibdite. Atita theke aro atite. Aro ek pd Bhararer dike.

28. Ibid., 118-119: Adhunik yuger prabiha yeman Iurope arambha haleo Iuropei abaddha nay
temni Ajantir yug chila Bharar theke suru kare Esiyar urrare daksine pirbe prasirita, kintu pascime
simambita.

29. Ibid., 65.

30. 1bid,, 67.

31. Ali 2015, 199. Ali 2018, 175: Edese basanter sarige amader barsar tulana hay. Sekhane
grismakile dharani taptasayane pipasartd haye pare thiken, asarhasya ye-kono dibasei hok indrapurir
nababarsan barti peye narun prine safijibita han.
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«People who had been to the old bazaars of Agra, Amritsar or Benaras, would
know what they look like»™, he claims.

The truly emotional experience of unity for both travellers comes from the
intimate relationships they manage to form with local people. Mujtaba Ali makes
alot of friends but one very particular bond he has is with his servant Abdur Rah-
man who stays by his side from the beginning to the end. «In festivity, in celebra-
tion, in famine, in revolution and if I consider the last farewell as the funeral, then
Abdur Rahman joined me at my funeral too»*. In Japan Ray travels in time visit-
ing Buddhist shrines but the pivotal moment of his narrative comes when he stays
at the house of a local teacher, Mr Todo, and his family in Kyoto. He enjoys their
hospitality, observes their daily routine and is astonished to hear mantras as they
pray together®. Nowhere has he felt so close to Japan and at home than at Mr
Todo’s house. He states: «When one heart is drawn towards another, all barriers
vanish. I have loved Japan and Japan has loved me»*. He ends his stay in Kyoto
with a poem (printed in alocal newspaper according to the author). One of its lines
reads: «I suddenly came to the Land of the Rising Sun. I got love and went back
in love»™.

Such strong focus on the positive side of their experience does not make the
writers completely overlook cultural differences. However, some alien or incom-
prehensible elements of the local culture are presented as rationally explicable. Gei-
shas and their presence in public spaces leave Annada Shankar Ray feeling shocked
but he easily accepts the explanation that these are educated women who took up
the profession to support their families®”. Other differences are deemed to be
simply weird, funny or just a manageable annoyance. Ali’s servant’s behaviour pro-
vides material for many anecdotes. Ray finds the institution of taxi dancers in clubs
strange but amusing. And in the end, even the dangers of Kabul are downplayed
as a part of life.

32. Ali 2015, 117. Ali 2018, 106: Amytsar, Agr;z', Kisir puron bajar yari dekhechen, e bajarer
gathan tider bujhiye balre habe na.

33. Ali 2015, 303. Ali 2018, 266: Utsabe, byasane, durbhikse, rastrabiplabe ebam ei sese
bidayke yadi smasin bali tabe Abdur Rahmin smasine amake kidh dila.

34. Ray 1959, 137.

35. Ibid.,, 139. Hrhay yakhan hrday tine rakhan muhirte sab bidhi sare yiy. Japinke ami
bhalobesechi, Japan amake bhilobeseche.

36. Ibid., 179: Suryodayer dese// hatrhar,ami ese// bhalobisi pelem ebam // gelem bhilobese.

37. Ibid, 29;71.
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4. Conclusions

Travel is almost by definition a liminal experience. A traveller leaves his native land
and culture, spends time in an unfamiliar environment, often facing difficulties on
the road. And then he/she is reintegrated with society, although generally as a
changed person. Both travelogues presented here, Dese Bidese by Syed Mujtaba
Ali and Japine by Annada Shankar Ray, touch upon the issue of transformation
experienced as a result of travel. This is directly articulated in the latter as Ray re-
flects about his changing worldview and attitude towards Japan. He even goes as
far as to declare that the journey made him an advocate for stronger ties between
Asian societies: «We need to build bridges between India and Japan, [professor]
Shinya Kasugai told me. Most probably I won’t be able to build bridges but cer-
tainly could form bonds»*. Syed Mujtaba Ali avoids such unequivocal state-
ments. Nevertheless, the final scene of his travelogue is profoundly emotional. He
looks out of the plane window and sees the unmistakable figure of his servant:
«His turban was dirty, as we did not have any soap for such along time. But I felt
Abdur Rahman’s turban was whiter than the snow and whitest of all was Abdur
Rahman’s heart»>>. Ali had to flee Afghanistan due to an eruption of political
violence, but he leaves the reader with an expression of love for the country and its
people.

As this article demonstrates the selected travelogues of Bengali writers who
travelled to other Asian countries in the mid-20" century have a strong Pan-Asian
message. They are accounts of men in the liminal situation of travel but also indi-
viduals living in the liminal era, in the in-between of two political world orders,
when Pan-Asianism was flourishing, providing an alluring vision for the future.
And although the authors refrain from mentioning the ideology or those who ad-
vocated for it, their travelogues seem very much at one with the spirit of the epoch.

38. Ibid., 64. Setu biadhte habe Bharater sarige Japaner, balechilen amaike 5}'171))‘1' Kisugar, Seru
badhte pirba ni hayto, kintu rikhi bhate pirba.

39. Ali 2015, 303. Ali 2018, 266: Bahudin dhare sibin chila n bale Abdur Rahmaner pagri
mapli. Kintu imar mane hala caturdike barapher ceye subhratar Abdur Rahmaner pagri ir subhra-
tam Abdur Rahmaner hrday.
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