Editor's Note
Hans-Georg Erney

How can you live in the Northeast?

How can you live in the South?

How can you build on the banks of a river
When the flood water pours from the mouth?
How can you be a Christian?

How can you be a Jew?

How can you be a Muslim, a Buddhist, a Hindu?
How can you?

When Paul Simon asked those questions on the opening track of his 2006
album Surprise, the geographical locations invoked in the first two lines
seemed to refer to the regions and their concomitant cultural divisions of
his own country. Nevertheless, as the essays collected in this general issue
show, some of these lines can also be applied to other parts of the world,
including India and the Middle East. As a German politician whose words
I am about to take out of context once said, “Never trust a quotation you
haven't personally taken out of context” (“Traue nie einem Zitat, das du
nicht selber aus dem Zusammenhang gerissen hast”).

Faithful readers of our journal may recall a previous issue (12.1) whose
editor’s note, replete as it was with musical references, read more like liner
notes. This time, the two sides of our reliably retro album are devoted to
India and the Arab world respectively. And while many of our essays cover
issues like oppression and resistance that have long been central to postco-
lonial studies, the settings of most of the texts under discussion lie far from
the metropolitan centers of South Asia and the Middle East that tend to
claim the most attention—of course, the centrality of the margin has itself
long been an established trait of our discipline, at least since Dipesh
Chakrabarty wrote Provincializing Europe a quarter-century ago. In this
issue, what is being provincialized is not my home continent but the ever-
glitzier metropolises which occasionally overshadow the two regions under
investigation.

Although Bengali readers may well bristle at the suggestion that Kolk-
ata, where the detective story Debjani Sengupta analyzes is set, is marginal
in any sense, part of the city’s peculiar charm is arguably precisely a cer-
tain sense of decline, at least insofar as political and economic power are
concerned. If Sengupta looks at the way Saradindu Bandyopadhyay’s
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mid-twentieth-century fiction depicts the shifting perceptions of law, order,
and justice, such concerns are taken to an existential level in Siddharta
Deb’s debut novel The Point of Return, which Debajyoti Biswas addresses
in his contribution through Achille Mbembe’s influential concept of
necropolitics. In this context, Simon’s “How Can You Live in the
Northeast?” is less a question of cultural preference but of sheer survival.
The Indian side of our LP is completed by Shubhendu Shekhar Naskar,
whose essay is among the first attempts to pay scholarly attention to Datta
Bhagat’s Marathi Dalit theater (at least in English).

Whereas in Bhagat’s case, the oppression-resistance binary revolves
around caste, Jyhene Kebsi, whose article on forms of protest in Tunisia
opens our album’s Arab side, is interested in gender-based injustice. To be
sure, some readers may consider such a transition only marginally more
coherent than Monty Python’s famously incongruous catchphrase “and
now for something completely different.” And yet the central assumption
(some would say presumption) of postcolonial studies and thus of this
journal remains that comparison across different world areas and time
periods is both instructive and productive. It is in this spirit that we transi-
tion from Kebsi’s comparative analysis of forms of Tunisian feminism to
Ali Salami’s necropolitical reading of the novel Against the Loveless World,
by the Palestinian-American author Susan Abulhawa. In this case, the
resistance against oppression is temporal in nature, and we can see that at
least two of our authors have availed themselves of Mbembe’s critical tool-
box. The sixth essay, coauthored by Ahmed Shalabi and Yousef Abu
Amrieh, juxtaposes a classic visual text of colonialism—George William
Joy’s painting General Gordon’s Last Stand depicting the Siege of Khartoum
(1884-85)—with Leila Aboulela’s historical novel River Spirit, thereby
returning us to the classic postcolonial questions of oppression, resistance,
and, crucially, representation.

Finally, we are excited to feature Vinay Lal’s review essay on Swami
Vivekananda, India’s famous “wandering monk,” who tackled the ques-
tion of how one can be a Hindu more than a century before Paul Simon and
whose enormous influence (in his native country and beyond) is perhaps
only now becoming clear, more than a century after his early death.





