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Globalization and liberalization are two important developments 

in the history of post-colonial India. These are “e vents,” in the 

Lyotardian sense of the term, because they effected  drastic changes 

in the total framework of the imagination of the na tion. Immediately 

after independence, India adopted, at least in prin ciple, the 

socialist model of development and the concept of w elfare state under 

the leadership of Jawaharlal Nehru. In Nehru’s conc eption of welfare 

state, the common man is placed at the centre of al l developmental or 

economic policy initiatives. It is this notion of w elfare state that 

gives way to the new globalized and liberalized eco nomy in the 

1990’s. 

The new liberal economic policy adopted by the nati on has led to 

the nullification of the idea of the welfare state.  At the beginning 

of this new transformation, the middle classes in I ndia were 

reluctant to pay attention to the pitfalls of this change because of 

the large influx of foreign capital into the nation al economy. 

Moreover, the neo-liberal economic orientation of t he nation had a 

strong and all pervading effect on the life of the middle-class and 

upper middle-class people in India. 

During these developments there developed a new ide a of the 

nation in the political and social psyche of India.  The concept of 

the nation changed completely. In place of the earl ier idea of the 

welfare state, what we have today is the concept of  a nation of 
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affluence. In the new affluent nation, only those w ho can acquire 

both social and economic capital are successful. 

The affluent nation presupposes the rich as the con trollers of 

power and the poor as the victimised stake holders.  While the rich 

wield and manipulate all power and accumulate wealt h, those who are 

poor and powerless are pushed aside to the margins.  This process of 

marginalisation is all the more cruel in the case o f the Dalits, the 

Adivasis and the minorities. These people were actu ally placed in a 

defensive posture right from the beginning of the I ndian nation. But 

now that economic liberalization has reached its pe ak, it has also 

become evident that the Dalits, Adivasis and the mi norities are not 

the only victims of the liberal economic policies o f the State, but 

the whole middle class is suffering and is at the r eceiving end. 

This thesis tries to locate the travel writings in the 1990s and 

after in Indian English literature within this broa d scenario related 

to nation building. How travel writings become part  of the grand 

discourse of the nation by participating in the dis cursive 

justification of the nation and sometimes critiquin g it is the crux 

of the discussions carried out here. The social, ec onomic and 

political atmosphere prevailing in India after the structural 

adjustments proposed by the World Trade Organizatio n (WTO) and the 

International Monetary Fund (IMF) as part of global ization and 

liberalization forms the ideological backdrop to th is analysis. The 
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study is based on Pankaj Mishra’s Butter Chicken in Ludhiana: Travels 

in Small Town India, Siddhartha Deb’s The Beautiful and the Damned: 

Life in the New India and Akash Kapur’s India Becoming: A Journey 

Through a Changing Landscape.  

In this thesis, the nation is conceived as a socio- cultural and 

politico-economic construct that keeps shifting its  borders, in order 

to redefine itself, and with a view to catering to the needs of the 

present. The thesis argues that, quite often, the n ation uses the 

feudal logic of yester years in order to domesticat e its citizens. 

The most influential concept of the nation as an “i magined community” 

by Benedict Anderson serves as the theoretical foun dation for this 

argument. It is the constructedness of the nation t hat motivates this 

enquiry and to trace its connections with travel na rratives. For, 

just like any other literary product, travelogues a re also 

constructs. They are interpretations of the nation.  No matter through 

which space the traveller moves, his/her vision is influenced, and 

sometimes tainted, by the memories connected with h is/her nation. 

The nation is both a physical and an imagined reali ty. While it 

is made a physical reality through the fixation of its borders by 

cartography, it -- the nationness of the nation to be precise -- is 

thought or imagined and appropriated as a reality t hrough various 

modes of narration. Homi K. Bhabha argues that “Nat ions, like 

narratives, lose their origins in the myths of time  and only fully 
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realize their horizons in the mind’s eye” (1). Trav el writings, along 

with other literary genres, effectively perform the  duties of this 

“mind’s eye.” This is how the analysis of travel li terature also 

becomes an analysis of the construction and consoli dation of the 

nation. 

The study is divided into four chapters, in additio n to the 

introduction and the conclusion. The first chapter presents the 

different theoretical formulations associated with the conception of 

the nation and nationalism in general. It also anal yses the history 

of the English language travel writing in India. Be ginning with the 

travels of Sake Dean Mahomet, this literary genre f lourished through 

the ages and has now become a major area of interes t for writers, 

readers and academics alike. This chapter also trie s to contextualize 

the Indian travel literature in the 1990s and after  under the broad 

category of postmodernism. The thesis argues that t he Indian travel 

literature in the 1990s and after in English litera ture represent, 

just like postmodernism, “a form of scepticism – sc epticism about 

authority, received wisdom, [and] cultural and poli tical norms . . .” 

(Sim 3). They are critical of the mainstream narrat ives about the 

progress of the nation in relation to the neo-liber al economic 

policies adopted by the State. 

This critical understanding of the grand neo-libera l discourse 

reminds one of the particular kind of “antifoundati onal” attitude 
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shared by postmodernism (Sim 3). Postmodernism’s do ubts about grand 

narratives as suggested by Lyotard (Sim 7-10) do ha ve their 

reverberations in these travel writings. Unlike the ir modernist 

predecessors who gave prominence to their own visio n, the 

postmodernist authors give more importance to the v ision of the 

common people whom they meet in the course of their  journey. It is 

their voice that is heard prominently in these trav elogues. 

The distinction between the modernist and postmoder nist travel 

writings made in this thesis is based primarily on the writer’s 

attitude to his subject matter. It is never the int ention of the 

researcher to suggest that all pre-1990s travel wri tings are 

modernist and all travelogues written thereafter ar e postmodernist. 

Rather, the thesis suggests that those travel writi ngs which come 

before the neo-liberal structural adjustment progra mmes of the 1990s 

generally partake of the romantic understanding of the nation by 

following some of the theoretical positions of mode rnity. 

The thesis identifies V. S. Naipaul as a modernist travel 

writer, even amidst his severe criticisms of the ro mantic 

fascinations of colonial modernity vis-a-vis the nation. Naipaul’s 

criticism of the Indian nation emanate directly fro m his modernist 

outlook. This point is elaborated using modernity’s  concept of 

hygiene shared alike by Naipaul and other writers o f the period and 
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also several other significant personalities of the  Indian 

nationalist movement like Mahatma Gandhi. 

One can further stress the modernist/postmodernist distinction 

in travel writings by looking at the way in which t he slogans of 

colonial modernity are repeated in the modernist tr avel literature. 

Ved Mehta’s travelogues are used as examples for su bstantiating this 

argument. The thesis argues that Mehta and many oth er travellers of 

his generation dedicate their works for the justifi cation of the 

national imagination developed in the environment o f colonial 

modernity. Mehta, by travelling to meet many of the  important 

personalities of India’s political, cultural and so cial milieu and by 

visiting places of national interest such as the Bh ilai Steel Plant 

in Madhya Pradesh, is participating in this process  of validation.  

Chapter two is the textual analysis of Pankaj Mishr a’s book 

Butter Chicken in Ludhiana: Travels in Small Town India. The book 

mainly focuses on the attitudes and aspirations of the Indian middle 

class who emerged as an unavoidable presence in the  neo-liberal 

economic scene of the new nation. The chapter argue s that the 

attitudes and aspirations of the new nation are als o those of the 

middle class. 

The third chapter focuses on the second phase of th e neo-liberal 

economic reforms in India. By analysing Siddhartha Deb’s The 

Beautiful and the Damned: Life in the New India,  the chapter argues 
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that the realities of the new nation are not as ins piring as they 

appear on the surface and that the middle classes a re caught in an 

ambivalent situation which forces them to reconside r the set 

paradigms of development propagated by the pro-libe ral forces and 

corporate giants. The ambivalence also contributes to the identity 

crisis of the middle classes in the new India.  

The fourth chapter tries to identify the hallucinat ions and 

hangovers of the new nation. The chapter, by analys ing Akash Kapur’s 

travel book India Becoming: A Journey Through a Changing Landscape, 

argues that the projected images of the new nation are most often 

fabrications. They rely on some of the old and worn  out feudal 

prejudices which are used to domesticate the revolu tionary potential 

of the people on the margins of society. This chapt er also discusses 

the continuing pull of the repressive and regressiv e logic of the 

village on the imagination of the new nation. The m orality principles 

of the new nation are still patriarchal and feudali st in nature. 

The last chapter is the conclusion. A summing-up of  the 

arguments raised in the main chapters is done in th is chapter. 

 

 

 

 


