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FOREWORD

SPICE-SHIP TO INFINITY

1

In 1835, an eighteen-year-old Bengali student named Kylas Chunder Dutt wrote a far-sighted fantasy in English called ‘A Journal of Forty-Eight Hours of the Year 1945’. In it, he described an uprising against the British led by a company of idealistic and beautifully attired people belonging to ‘Indostan’. We might smile at that young man’s fond hopes and patriotic vision. Still. It was a daring exercise in literary invention in an era when the term ‘science fiction’ had not yet been coined.

In the United Kingdom, in Europe and the United States the genre would over the next centuries come to take firm root. It would attempt to stretch the boundaries of standard fiction to include other worlds, other times, other dimensions. One wonders whether this was perhaps an extension of the colonial urge. Was it an attempt at populating other time zones and planets with Anglo-European adventurers even as the colonial world was collapsing upon itself? The explorers who set out to conquer Mars or to subdue dinosaurs in hidden pockets of time were nearly all men, and certainly all white. They had Christian names and civilizing agendas that always favoured our own species. To this day, the flags they planted in the farthest corners of the star-spangled multiverse remain firmly in place.

In India, however, Kylas Dutt’s brave path did not become a highway. A scattering of authors, particularly in Bengali and in Marathi, took up the challenge of looking beyond the confines of everyday realism, but the audience for such works was limited, particularly in English. Many otherwise sophisticated Indian readers regard science fiction – now known by such variations as SF, sci-fi, speculative fiction, spec-fic – with a mixture of embarrassment and irritation. Even those who have read and enjoyed such classics as Animal Farm, Brave New World, The Clockwork Orange and The Handmaid’s Tale claim to despise the genre.

The volume in your hands represents, therefore, a fresh safari into a literary dimension that has been largely overlooked in the region that I call home. This time, our guides have names such as Matadeen and Mahua, our picnic basket may contain mango pickle and our kitbag surely includes a collapsible lota rather than toilet paper. Editor Tarun Saint chose the term ‘South Asian Science Fiction’ with the aim of softening, at least through literature and fantastical invention, the political divisions that have fractured its vast ethno-linguistic family. The result is a bouquet of styles and voices that are endearingly – perhaps even irritatingly! – local.

In his Introduction, Saint provides an excellent foundation for thoughts on the subject of science fiction in general and the South Asian variant in particular. He introduces us to the stories and poems that fill these pages, while providing some answers as to the ‘why’ of the genre: why it has earned its place in literature and why it should be of interest to the general reader. The inclusion principle has been intuitive rather than rigid. Pieces that suited the mood of the collection as a whole have stayed in. Those that used science fiction as a prop in genres such as romance or mystery were left out.

While on the subject of inclusion, I think it’s worth noting that the ratio of men to women in this collection, including translators and poets, is roughly 2:1. The domain of science fiction has been largely dismissive towards women, both as creators and as characters within the writing. Some of the best-known names in women’s SF – Mary Shelley, Doris Lessing and the late Ursula K. Le Guin – were also, until recently, amongst the very few women working within the genre. This makes it all the more remarkable that Begum Rokeya Sakhawat Hossain of what is now Bangladesh, published Sultana’s Dream, a novella about a futuristic feminist utopia, in 1905.

Only a handful of tales in this volume might be considered ‘hard’ science fiction, whirring with new technology or swarming with alien life forms. The majority of stories in this book are about ideas and ideals that might be of interest to anyone anywhere, expressed through the perspectives of those who have so far been presented as ‘exotics’ in science fiction. If, for instance, a character called Arjuna saves the planet from plundering extra-terrestrials, his cultural DNA will only be recognized by fellow South Asians. If a character removes her space suit to reveal a mirror-work dupatta beneath it, that detail will be an insider reference, aimed towards those who know that the embroidery belongs to Rajasthan, Gujarat and neighbouring regions of Pakistan. If the Partition riots are referred to in an international collection of science fiction the context has to be spelled out. But if we use names from Star Wars or Lord of the Rings a much broader ethnicity of readers across the planet will recognize the peg.

The issue of localized naming and referencing presents a familiar dilemma for the modern writer. Translators must always tread a delicate path between being true to the writer’s intention versus the average reader’s awareness. But the problem acquires an extra flourish in the context of science fiction. By limiting ourselves to names and references that suit international readers, South Asia’s own flavours, costumes, languages and customs vanish from the record – not just from the literary present but from the future as well. By choosing to avoid the arena of science fiction as writers and imagineers, we South Asians have effectively doomed ourselves to being the turbaned and/or sari-clad bit-players in the future-fictions of others.

For example, in the television serial Lost in Space (Netflix), a family bearing recognizably South Asian names, makes an appearance in mid-season. They speak in the accents of modern-day Britons. Why? Because in today’s world, a tandoori-accent in a serial that’s not about South Asians could result in the producers being accused of racial type-casting. So it follows that, in a space drama about a group of multi-ethnic future humans, ‘we’ are assigned the accents of our British colonizers in order to avoid being transformed into caricatures of ourselves!

While thinking about caricatures, cultural stereotypes, reference palettes and the rich tradition of South Asian mythology, four cross-linked ideas occurred to me in quick succession.

The first was that South Asian mythology includes many types of fantastical inventions and monsters, but very few clearly identifiable chimaeras. The great myth cycles of the Mahabharata and the Ramayana contain descriptions of unnaturally large and ferocious creatures, terrifying demons and gods endowed with powerful weapons, but there do not appear to be clearly identifiable creature combinations, such as the centaur, the minotaur or the griffon of the Graeco-Roman world.

The second was that a number of playful and fanciful chimaeras began to appear in the whimsical cartoons and stories of nineteenth-century Bengal. The best known of these sprang from the pen of Sukumar Ray, the poet, author and illustrator whose son was the illustrious film-maker, author and illustrator Satyajit Ray.

The third thought was that, perhaps the intellectual melding of two very different cultures, Britain and Bengal, acted as a catalyst for chimaera creation. Whereas earlier invaders approached India with war and commerce, in Bengal, a process of cultural data transfer was initiated over time. In order to create the giant chimaera of British India, Indians were drafted into service as clerks and accountants. British ideas of civil society took root. And hybrids of the imagination began to sprout in the literature of the times.

The fourth and final thought was this: We are today experiencing an era of unprecedented contact between cultures that are different in every possible way. Diverse languages, cuisines, socio-cultural values and religions are being brought into contact, sometimes willingly, sometimes forcibly, in a more extreme form than ever before. The chimaeras of Graeco-Roman mythology were mostly infertile, one-of-a-kind freaks. But in our world today, we’re seeing the continuous cross-fertilization of tribes and races, ideas and technologies.

Could that be one reason for the current blooming of South Asian science fiction?

After all, we live in an era when only a whisper-thin membrane separates science fiction from science fact. Some of us are living in the digital OtherWorlds of our parents’ nightmares. Some of us are fighting wars at the pixelated boundaries of countries we can no longer name. Some of us are being treated by virtual doctors who visit us on our smartphones. Others are finding love in the glow of laptop screens.

And, while some of us read about these alternative realities in fear or in wonder, a small handful of us is writing about these hopes, these journeys, these fictions, these truths.

Manjula Padmanabhan

New Delhi, January 2019
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