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Whenever I find myself speaking with hindologists friends, which, alas occurs less often then I could wish,  I always ask myself whether there is a fracture between Hindu India as they read, understand, teach it, and the Anglophone contemporary India that I study. The fracture that one perceives between Varanasi and Bangalore, or between the Chola sculptures and Anish Kapoor, between kavia and contemporary novelists like Kiran  Desai, Amitav Ghosh,  of whom I am talking today, a fracture between classical India and what some call modernity. I feel that if you take the categories of modernity at face value, you cannot but acknowledge such a fracture. If you consider typically modern issues such as economic development, internal product, awareness of castes inequality, women rights, environment and, to a certain extent, the subject matter of literary artifacts such as sci-fi, you can hardly restrain from admitting to such a fracture. And yet there are other fields, there are some undercurrents, thoughts and practices that modernity has not quite obliterated; and if you look at issues that are not typically modern, you can still perceive a continuity, where contemporary India resists globalizing modernity. The relationship with food is, I will argue, an instance of this continuity. 
I meant to consider two novels, but I realized that I could not compress into 20 minutes a discussion of both without resulting too elliptic, so I limit myself to Amitav Ghosh’s The Glass Palace. The whole story spans over three different countries, Indi, Burma and Malay, and describes a familiar saga that develops internationally within a rising secular Indian middle class. Still the relationship with food shows a kind of continuity with, or at least awareness of Indian tradition. At the beginning of the novel the protagonist Rajkumar, is a Bengali orphan stranded in Mandalay. Even when he is still a boy, the narrative underlines that he has the stamina and the self-discipline to become a great man. As he gets into the city of Mandalay, he looks for a job at a food stall run by a woman who is said to be half-Indian. When he arrives, she is busy chopping vegetables and abuses him for begging a job of her. Rajkumar does not waver, and stands impassible. This is how he starts a brilliant career.
She glared at Rajkumar suspiciously. “What do you want?”
He had just begun to explain about the boat and the repairs and wanting a job for a few weeks when she interrupted him. She began to shout at the top of her voice, with her eyes closed: “What do you think—I have jobs under my armpits, to pluck out and hand to you? Last week a boy ran away with two of my pots. Who’s to tell me you won’t do the same?” And so on.
Rajkumar understood that this outburst was not aimed directly at him: that it had more to do with the dust, the splattering oil, and the price of vegetables than with his own presence or with anything he had said. He lowered his eyes and stood there stoically, kicking the dust until she was done.

Eventually the impassive behavior of the boy wins her over and she accepts him, the discourse turns on food:

All right. Get to work, but remember, you’re not going to get much more than three meals and a place to sleep.”
He grinned. “That’s all I need.”

The woman is afraid lest Rajkumar be a thief or not a good worker, but his being content with little food, and his lack of greed, like an ascetic, wins her over. I am not saying that he is an ascetic, only that his discipline is of the same kind of that required of Hindu asceticism.
As Patrick Olivelle (2009) puts it: one’s relation toward food mirrors one’s behavior towards life. Rajkumar looks trustworthy because his relation to food appears balanced.
Later in the novel we’ll find two characters who cannot establish a positive relation with food and they are both bound to die because of their failure to establish a good relationship with life. In both cases, they compromise with the colonial administration and cuisine, failing to overcome the contradictions it implies for them as Indians. I am talking about the Collector Dey, in Ratnagiri and of Arjun, one generation younger. Both are basically good men, who have only one fault: they blindly believe English propaganda about the civilizing mission of colonization. Dey is District collector in Ratnagiri. Educated in England, marries Uma a Bengali woman some 15 years younger and hopes to develop a romantic and equal relationship with her. However, his anxiety towards his precarious position within the British administration poses major problems even to his domestic felicity. A dinner party epitomizes this. Rajkumar, the orphan we met in Mandalay, is by now a successful Indian businessman based in Burma, and comes to the Collector’s house as a guest. In the letter that recommends him to Uma, the collector’s wife, he is introduced as a self-made man, only slightly “uncouth”. When he disembarks, Uma receives a report of “the disheveled untidiness of his attire, his crumpled longyi, his greasy vest and his uncombed hair.” So that “Uma was left with a sense of lingering unease. Was it prudent to invite someone like this to dinner? What exactly did he eat?”. Unable to figure out what kind of man he is, Uma is unable to imagine what his dietary habit could be. However, being the mistress of the house, she is given the responsibility for the dinner and she decides to ask the cook exactly what he had prepared two weeks before, according to her husband’s instructions: “shepherd’s pie, fried fish and blancmange”. Before the beginning of the dinner, her husband will scold her because the fish knives were not in the right position, and during dinner, he will publicly scold her, much to her exasperation, because she let fall a fork. The Collector cannot stand that his wife cannot cope with English food codes. Again, during that very dinner the guest Rajkumar, irritated by the profusion of cutlery is at a loss how to cut fish, so he does something that leaves everyone astonished: he snaps his fingers in the middle of sentence and his attendant hurries to show him the right knife be used. 
This clumsiness with food mirrors a real life difficulty. It comes as little surprise that Uma wants to divorce Collector Dey and that he is dismissed when the British administration needs a scapegoat to blame for a supposed scandal in the Burmese Royal Family exiled in Ratnagiri. Needless to say that defiant Rajkumar will not fall victim to the colonizers’ contradictions. 

The other character caught in a cultural contradiction is Arjun. He is Uma’s nephew, and one of the first Indian cadet officers to be accepted into the British army. He and his companions are proud of their position, which they see as an important achievement for themselves and for all Indians that they feel to represent. In fact, their position is far more awkward than they care to admit, as we shall see. Eventually he will face the hard dilemma whether to join the INA (Indian National Army) led by Subhash Chandra Bose and backed up by the Japanese, and take the arms against the English or remain loyal to them. He decides for the former, but the inner conflict rather than the actual war will consume and kill him. As it happened in the case of Collector Dey, also with Arjun the first warning signs that something is not quite as it should be are connected with food codes.
In his letters home Arjun goes a great length into explaining how lucky he and his friends are to be chosen for that position. He also explains that they feel the first true Indians, because they live together regardless of religions and castes. They can “eat beef and pork and think nothing of it”. However, he explains, it is difficult for many of them to get used to consume this revolting food. All of them tasted for the first time food that they would have never had at home. But this is a sort of test to prove that they are worthy of the new rank, that they have left behind all their ancestral divisions. In the army, the only way to be accepted by the English as equals is to eat like the English. On the contrary, lower ranks of soldiers in their mess are fed according to the dietary prescriptions of their own communities. 
Arjun’s best friend, a Sikh called Hardidayal, and duly dubbed Hardy, was incapable of going without his daily daal and chapattis. So he surreptitiously goes to the troop’s mess in order to have some of that forbidden food. When he is eventually appointed commander of a company, Indian soldiers refuse to serve under a younger man, who comes from their own village. When the Commanding Officer rebukes them for this, they complain with these words: “How can we respect this boy as an officer? He cannot even stomach the food that officers eat. He steals secretly into our messes to eat chapati” (282). Hardy’s appointment was suspended on this account. 
Later in the novel the sad reality of World War Two brings all these contradictions to a climax. When the Japanese conquer Singapore, Subhash Chandra Bose exhorts Indian soldiers to desert the English and join the Japanese as Asian friends against the English masters. Hardy and Arjun will gradually come to their senses to realize that their allegiance to the English had been a mistake all along. Whatever they did, they could never be equal with the English as long as they were the masters in India. This realization comes slowly during the campaign in Malay, where they experience trench warfare for the first time, and where they also suffer racial discrimination. Even this transition phase is marked by a shift in the food code. Hardy and Arjuna, along with other officers find shelter in an abandoned house in the forest, where, after a long time, they can cook some food and have a proper meal: ham and herring to begin with. After a while Hardy excuses himself from the table and goes to the kitchen, where his the subordinates were cooking, and emerges after a while with a tray of chapatis and “ande-ka-bhujia” – scrambled eggs. Arjun, seeing the steaming dishes becomes hungry all over again and asks for some, to which Hardy replies “It’s all right, yaar.” […] “You can have some too. A chapati won’t turn you into a savage, you know.” (415)

As it had happened with Rajkumar and the District collector of Ratnagiri, personal changes are anticipated by a certain attitude towards food. Hardy asserts himself primarily through food, by overtly eating ‘forbidden’ chapati in front of his Commanding Officer. Unsurprisingly it is Hardy, who first deserts the British army for the INA. A few hours later, he entreats Arjun to do the same in a dramatic dialogue. Arjun, puzzled like his epic namesake, cannot see where his duty lies. He agrees that Indians should fight to get their freedom, but he is not sure whether it is right for him to leave the British army at that particular moment. He argues against that because what they believed to be their modernity has in fact estranged them from the country. It is as if eating English food has turned them into English as well. 

Just look at us, Hardy—just look at us. What are we? We’ve learnt to dance the tango and we know how to eat roast beef with a knife and fork. The truth is that except for the color of our skin, most people in India wouldn’t even recognize us as Indians (439).

Later Arjun too makes up his mind and passes over to the Indian National Army and  eventually he will die under English fire refusing to surrender; but just before that it is again his attitude towards food that signals his attitude to life. Dinu, a distant relation meets him in the jungle. Arjun is gaunt and emaciated, on the brink of starvation, but when Dinu gives him some food he declines eating any and distributes it among his soldiers instead. The war is officially over, but they are still fighting, without any hope, he admits. He is fighting because he feels that this is the only right thing left to do for him. For the first time Arjun has reached a higher moral standard than his interlocutor, he has renounced his glamorous post as English officer, he has renounced going back to normalcy after the end of the war, and he renounces food. Next there can only be death.
In conclusion Ghosh uses two concepts from the classical Hindu relationship with food, which run throughout the over 500 pages of the novel: the first is the idea that discipline and self-control applied to food are proof of a high moral standard; the second is the idea that compromising on the purity of food and food related practices eventually lead to some kind of unbalance, as we have seen in the case of the district Collector and of Arjun. The former dies, the second will face a major crisis whereby he gives up first foreign food in a highly symbolical moment in order to follow his karma, and then food altogether. In the end he attains the status of a renouncer, who refuses even to beg for his own living, and commits a kind of ritual suicide. 
The relationship between these characters and food is presented through the technique of modern world literature; still the insistence on food related practices and its connection with the spiritual world of the characters is profoundly Indian, in line with the tradition.



the scene with Uma and Saya John having dinner and also Dinu eating at his fiancee's house celebrate international cooking, here kitchen becomes the celebration of cosmopolitanism.
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