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RIELAL This paper investigates the nexus between colonial pedagogy and the
construction of Punjabi identity through a comparative textual analysis of
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two postcolonial novels: Vikram Chandra’s Red Earth and Pouring Rain (1995)
and Hari Kunzru's The Impressionist (2002). Utilizing Homi K. Bhabha’s
concepts of mimicry, cultural hybridity, and the "Third Space," this study
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Article Accepted: 20/08/2026  ideological management aimed at reshaping the indigenous psyche. Through
Published online: 23/08/2026  close readings of Chandra’s depiction of informal "camp education" and
Kunzru's portrayal of rigid colonial schooling, the paper contrasts Chandra’s
vision of resilient, syncretic adaptation with Kunzru'’s critique of self-erasing
mimicry. Ultimately, this study demonstrates how both texts map the Punjabi
subject’s journey from the heartland to the global diaspora, highlighting the
dual potential of postcolonial displacement as either a site of creative cultural

synthesis or psychological exile.
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INTRODUCTION introduced Western education not merely to
Historically, the Punjab region has served foster literacy, .but as a. deliberate instrument of
statecraft and ideological management. Rooted

as a dynamic cultural crossroad, shaped by
in Lord Macaulay’s 1835 Minute on Indian

successive waves of migration, conquest, and )
. . . L . Education, colonial pedagogy aimed to re-
imperial realignment. Following its annexation

by the British East India Company in 1849, this

volatile borderland underwent a profound

engineer the indigenous psyche by producing a
class of colonized intermediaries—subjects

1 1
structural transformation. Imperial authorities Indian in blood and colour, but English in taste,
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opinions, morals, and intellect." This systematic

displacement of vernacular learning
institutionalized a deep psychological tension
within the Punjabi subject, forcing a rupture
between indigenous traditions and imperial

demands for assimilation.

This paper addresses a central research
question: How do postcolonial literary
representations of colonial education in Punjab
articulate the tension between cultural erasure
and resilient agency? Through a comparative
qualitative analysis, this study examines Vikram
Chandra’s Red Earth and Pouring Rain (1995) and
Hari Kunzru's The Impressionist (2002). This paper
contributes to postcolonial literary scholarship by
demonstrating how Chandra and Kunzru present
two diametrically opposed responses to Macaulayist
pedagogy, using Bhabha’s theoretical lens to reframe
Punjabi identity not as a fixed historical artifact, but
as a continuously negotiated, diasporic state of being.

Literature Review

The academic discourse surrounding
British educational policy in colonial India
emphasizes the structural violence inherent in
imperial pedagogy. Scholars such as Gauri
Viswanathan (1989) have demonstrated how
English literary study was deployed in British
India as an institution of political dominance,
disguising ideological control under the guise of
humanistic enlightenment. In the specific
context of post-1849 Punjab, historical analyses
by Ian Talbot (1996) and Clive Dewey (1993)
highlight how colonial governance disrupted
traditional institutions—such as village
madrassas and Gurmukhi schools —replacing
community-oriented vernacular learning with

bureaucracy-driven imperial curricula.

In postcolonial literary theory, Homi K.
Bhabha (The Location of Culture, 1994) re-
theorizes colonial power dynamics through the
concepts of mimicry and hybridity. Bhabha
argues that colonial authority requires a subject
who is "almost the same, but not quite," creating
an inherent ambivalence that constantly
threatens to subvert imperial control. While Bill

Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths, and Helen Tiffin
(1989) emphasize how postcolonial texts "write
back" against imperial hegemonies, Stuart Hall
(1990) and Robert Young (1995) emphasize that
cultural identity in the diaspora is never a
simple return to roots, but a transformative
process of "becoming."

Critical scholarship on Vikram Chandra’s
Red Earth and Pouring Rain has largely focused
on its epic structure, oral storytelling traditions,
and historiographical metafiction (Joshi, 2002;
Sen, 2008). Scholars note that Chandra recovers
marginalized histories through syncretic
narrative techniques. Conversely, studies on
Hari Kunzru’s The Impressionist accentuate its
razor-sharp satire of imperial social engineering
and the racialized performativity of identity
(Cundy, 2003; Moss, 2010). However, existing
critical literature rarely examines these two
seminal novels side-by-side through the specific
lens of colonial educational models. This study
fills that gap by offering a sustained
comparative investigation into how Chandra’s
informal "camp education" and Kunzru’s formal
colonial classroom offer contrasting assessments
of Punjabi survival in the postcolonial diaspora.

METHODOLOGY

This study employs a qualitative research
methodology grounded in literary close
reading, thematic analysis, and comparative
textual analysis. The methodological approach
is guided by
frameworks, specifically Homi K. Bhabha’s

postcolonial  theoretical
concepts of mimicry, cultural hybridity,
ambivalence, and the "Third Space" of
enunciation.

The selection of primary texts—Vikram
Chandra’s Red Earth and Pouring Rain (1995) and
Hari Kunzru's The Impressionist (2002) —is based
on three specific criteria:

1. Geopolitical and Historical
Alignment: Both novels trace character

trajectories originating in the Punjab
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region during pivotal moments of
colonial encounter and high empire.

2. Pedagogical Centering: Both texts
explicitly ~ foreground education—
whether informal/fluid or
formal/institutional —as the primary
mechanism shaping their protagonists'
identities.

3. Diasporic Trajectory: Both narratives
extend their scope beyond the local
Punjabi heartland to international
spaces (North America and Britain,
respectively), providing a dual-site
framework to evaluate the global
consequences of colonial pedagogy.

By subjecting key narrative passages,
character arcs, and metaphorical structures to
Bhabhaian analysis, this methodology dissects
how narrative strategies represent the
psychological, spatial, and cultural negotiations
of the colonized subject.

DISCUSSION

Colonial Mimicry and the Fractured Punjabi
Psyche

Following the 1849 annexation of Punjab,
British colonial administrators implemented
institutional schooling as a pacification strategy
aimed at subduing a turbulent frontier zone.
This pedagogical policy was directly informed
by Lord Macaulay’s 1835 Minute on Indian
Education, which prioritized Western curricula
taught in English over indigenous institutions.
Village-level vernacular schools, including
madrassas and  Gurmukhi centers, were
systematically underfunded. Consequently,
indigenous students were exposed to an
educational apparatus designed to invalidate
local memory and instill European moral and
intellectual values.

This structural policy illustrates Homi K.
Bhabha's theory of colonial mimicry. Colonial
authority demands that the colonized subject
simulate the colonizer's linguistic, cultural, and
behavioral norms. However, for the empire to

maintain its ideological superiority, this
simulation must remain imperfect; the subject
must remain "almost the same, but not quite."
Colonial pedagogy inherently produces a
flawed copy, trapping the Punjabi student in a
state of psychological division. The educated
Punjabi clerk or administrator found himself
alienated from his uneducated community in
the rural backcountry while simultaneously
denied genuine social equality by the British
elite. Both Chandra and Kunzru use fiction to
explore the psychological trauma generated by
this colonial educational framework.

Vikram Chandra’s Red Earth and Pouring
Rain: The "Education of the Camp" and
Syncretic Hybridity

In Red Earth and Pouring Rain, Vikram
Chandra
encounters not as rigid,

conceptualizes  early  colonial
top-down
indoctrination, but as a fluid, liminal space.
Rather than presenting the Punjabi subject as a
passive victim of institutional schooling,
Chandra introduces the concept of the
"education of the camp." This informal mode of
learning thrives along trade routes, military
encampments, and shifting frontier spaces
during the early period of British expansion,
prior to the consolidation of institutional

classrooms.

The "education of the camp" is practical,
tactical, and polyglot. It requires subjects to
master multiple languages, navigate volatile
political alliances, and negotiate immediate
conditions of survival. Rather than enforcing
cultural erasure, this environment fosters a
resilient, syncretic identity. The subject adopts
European military strategies and administrative
tools while retaining local Punjabi customs and
oral traditions. The camp functions as a practical
manifestation of Bhabha’s "Third Space of
Enunciation" —an intermediate zone where
cultural identity is actively constructed rather
than passively received.

Chandra anchors this theoretical
model in the historical figure of James Skinner

222 Manveer Singh and Dr. Renu Sharma


http://www.rjelal.com/

Research Journal of English Language and Literature (RJELAL)
A Peer Reviewed (Refereed) International Journal
Impact Factor 6.8992 (ICI) httpy//www.rjelal.com;

Vol.14.Issue 3. 2026

(July-Sept.)

Email:editorrjelal@gmail.com; ISSN:2395-2636 (P); 2321-3108(O)

(1778-1841), a military leader of Anglo-Indian
descent. Barred from holding a regular
commission in the East India Company's army
due to his mixed lineage, and initially
mistrusted by local rulers, Skinner negotiates his
liminality by forming an irregular cavalry unit
known as "Skinner’s Horse." His regiment
reflects a hybrid aesthetic, blending Eastern and
Western uniforms, tactics, and cultural
practices.

Skinner embodies Bhabha's constructive
hybridity. Rather than attempting an absolute,
superficial imitation of British identity, Skinner
constructs a distinct socio-cultural position: he
writes his memoirs in Persian, speaks fluent English
and Hindustani, and builds a church, a mosque, and
a temple in Delhi. His identity demonstrates that
exposure to foreign structures need not result in
cultural destruction; when negotiated through
informal, adaptive spaces, hybridity becomes a
mechanism of self-definition and survival.

Hari Kunzru’s The Impressionist: The Formal
Classroom and Alienating Mimicry

In stark contrast to Chandra’s open
frontier, Hari Kunzru's The Impressionist
examines the height of the British Raj, when
formal colonial institutions were firmly
entrenched. Kunzru presents the imperial
classroom as a closed space of alienation
designed to dispossess the native child of his
heritage. Formal Western education in the novel
functions  through internalized  shame,
pathologizing  vernacular languages and

indigenous traditions as backward.

The protagonist, Pran Nath—conceived
through a secret encounter between a British
officer and a high-caste Indian woman —is cast
out of his family home when his mixed
parentage is revealed. To survive in a racially
segregated colonial order, Pran Nath undergoes
a series of socially engineered transformations,
eventually adopting the identity of an upper-
class Englishman named Jonathan Bridgeman.

Kunzru depicts this formal educational
process as disintegrative. Unlike the adaptive
synthesis found in Chandra’s camp, formal

colonial pedagogy demands  complete
assimilation and total self-erasure:
e Internalization of Shame: The

curriculum enforces the belief that
European civilization represents the
sole standard of moral and intellectual
development.

e Loss of Ancestral Memory: As Pran
Nath masters the accents, decorum, and
prejudices of the British upper class, he
systematically severs his connection to
his Punjabi roots.

e The Traumatized Copy: Upon arriving
in England to attend a elite public
school, Jonathan Bridgeman becomes
the quintessential Macaulayist subject.
Yet, his performance of "Britishness"

shadowed by

anxiety — the fear of being exposed as an

remains constant

imposter.

Jonathan Bridgeman’s trajectory
illustrates the tragic dimension of Bhabhaian
mimicry. By attaining a flawless outer
performance of European identity without
gaining true social acceptance, he becomes an
alienated subject—cut off from the Punjabi
heartland while remaining an artificial copy

within the British metropolis.

Displacement and the Diaspora: Heartlands to
Global Arenas

Both novels project their protagonists'
journeys from the Punjabi heartland into the
global arena, using geographic displacement to
evaluate the ultimate consequences of their
respective educational experiences.
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Analytical Vikram Chandra (Red Earth and | Hari Kunzru (The Impressionist)

Dimension Pouring Rain)

Pedagogical Informal "Education of the Camp" | Formal Institutional Classroom

Model (Fluid frontier) (High Empire)

Mode of Hybridity | Syncretism, adaptive, agentic ("Third | Mimetic, alienating, self-erasing
Space")

Diasporic Cultural continuity through | Perpetual exile and psychological

Experience storytelling and myth disorientation

Relation to | Retained memory enriches global | Severed roots lead to cultural

Heartland mobility emptiness

In Red Earth and Pouring Rain, the
character Abhay moves between contemporary
India and North America. Guided by the
adaptive logic of the "camp," Abhay navigates
Western modernity without abandoning his
ancestral memory. Chandra presents the Indian
diaspora as an expanded frontier where Punjabi
folk tales and mythic narratives are continually
re-articulated to preserve identity within global
spaces.

Conversely, in  The  Impressionist,
migration to London represents an inescapable
exile. Because his formal education conditioned
him to accept complete cultural erasure as the
price of social mobility, Jonathan Bridgeman
cannot draw upon his ancestral past. The global
stage becomes a psychological cage; isolated
from his origin and unaccepted by the imperial
center, he remains trapped in a state of

existential homelessness.
CONCLUSION

This comparative study demonstrates
how Vikram Chandra’s Red Earth and Pouring
Rain and Hari Kunzru's The Impressionist present
contrasting evaluations of colonial pedagogy's
impact on Punjabi identity. By reading both
texts through Homi K. Bhabha’s theoretical
framework of mimicry, cultural hybridity, and
the "Third Space," the paper illustrates how
educational structures condition  the
postcolonial subject's capacity for agency and
survival. Chandra’s depiction of informal camp
education highlights the potential for syncretic,

adaptive hybridity that preserves indigenous

memory while navigating foreign influences. In
contrast, Kunzru's analysis of formal colonial
schooling exposes the psychological violence of
uncritical ~ assimilation, = showing  how
institutional mimicry leads to alienation and

cultural self-erasure.

Ultimately, both novels affirm that
postcolonial identity is neither a static return to
pre-colonial purity nor an uncritical surrender
to Westernization. Instead, identity remains an
ongoing negotiation within the global diaspora.

Future scholarly inquiries could extend
this comparative framework by examining how
contemporary 2lst-century Punjabi diasporic
literature engages with digital spaces as new,
"Third Additionally,
comparative studies analyzing female writers'

virtual Spaces."
perspectives on colonial pedagogy in Punjab
would provide crucial gendered insights into
education,

the intersection of imperial

nationhood, and identity formation.
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