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(Abstract:  The relation between history and individual has been a debatable one, especially 

since the  twentieth  century. The very image of an individual suffering in the hands of a 

traditional society or a monarch or dictator who towers above the society is unbearable in the 

present times. But the fact is that    people around the world in general and of the Middle East 

countries in particular have been battling against the old order. While the individual is seen 

by many as subordinate to the larger collective entities such as religion, nation-state etc., the 

tyranny of the collective entity has been opposed by many writers. Marxist class struggles 

underestimated caste phenomenon, specifically in India leading to the rise of the identity 

struggles on the part of Dalits and other backward castes under their own umbrella. Human 

society would end up poorer but for those dissentients who raised their voice. Bertrand 

Russell or Bernard Shaw opposed their own government when it entered the First World 

War. Thinkers like Noam Chomsky, Edward Said and Amartya Sen and writers like Salman 

Rushdie and Milan Kundera have raised their voices to criticize the ruling elite, their cultural 

hegemony and celebrated life, resistance and hybrid identities. My paper examines the 

precarious relation between writer-society and the role of writer in contemporary times ridden 

with conflicts.) 

     The relation between history and individual has been a debatable one, especially since the  

20th century. While an individual doesn’t exist in a vacuum, history is not the product of any 

one or a few individuals however great they may be. But there has been tendency to look at 

history and interpret it as the result of glorious efforts of great men and women. This  

overemphasis on  heroic figures leads to downplaying of factors responsible for historical 

change. Will and Ariel Durant write about the great leaders as follows: “he grows out of his 

time and land, and is the product and symbol of events as well as their agent and voice” (34). 

   Many of us have been caught between the inalienable freedom of an individual and the 

pressures caused by historical currents. The  image of an individual suffering in the hands of 

a traditional society or a monarch or dictator who towers above the society is intolerable in 

the present times. But the fact is that    people around the world in general and of the Middle 

East countries in particular have been battling against the old order. While the individual is 
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seen by many as subordinate to the larger collective entities such as religion, nation-state etc., 

the tyranny of the collective entity has been opposed by writers such as Rushdie, Nasrin, and 

many others. The giving up of writing by Perumal Murugan of Tamilnadu  in  the face of 

social and political coercion brings to the core the question whether  a writer can   be a 

crusader in the modern times when the Damocles’ sword is hanging over the head of the 

writer.        

Writers’ Tryst with History After The Second World War   

    The Second World War was caused mainly by the appeasement policy of Britain and 

France towards Germany and the latter’s aggressive desire to expand its empire at the cost of 

the imperialist powers such as Britain and France. Hitler was the product of the period in 

which Germany suffered humiliation after the First World War. A.J.P.Taylor notes that “the 

Statesmen of western Europe moved in a moral and  intellectual fog-sometimes deceived by 

the dictators, some times deceiving themselves, often deceiving their own public.” (117) 

Britain and France tried their best to make Germany and Russia fight each other and the 

possible result of the destruction of either Germany or Russia suited the political purpose of 

the  imperialist powers. Russia’s pact with Germany and its debatable role in the Spanish war 

caused disillusionment in writers like Koestler, Orwell and others. Russia was blamed as 

concerned with its internal security and foreign interests at the expense of the world 

revolution. Taylor notes, “In retrospect, though many were guilty, none was innocent.” (17) 

      In the former  Soviet union, the writers  who initially welcomed revolution  became 

skeptical   and   they became critical about  the post-revolutionary state leading to sevee 

consequences for their personal and professional life. While studying Orwell’s 1984 and 

Koestler’s Darkness at Noon, one becomes aware of the negative feature of the party 

bureaucracy and philosophy of the iron law of History that sees humans as means to a utopian 

end. Milan Kundera, writing about the writer’s limitation notes that he can only see to an 

extent in the  fog before him. He writes as follows: 

Man proceeds in the fog. But when he looks back to Judge people of the past , he sees 

no fog on their path. From his present, which was their far away future, their path 

looks perfectly clear to him, good visibility all the way. Looking back , he sees the 

path, he sees the people proceeding, he sees their mistakes, but not the fog. 

Referring to the Maykovsky’s blindness towards the consequences of Leninism, Kundera  

notes, “Mayakovsky’s blindness is part of the eternal human condition. But for us to not to 
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see the fog on Maykovsky’s path is to forget what man is, forget what we ourselves are.” 

(Kundera 240)      

     The decay and fall of communism has not been just due to the dictatorship of Stalin in 

Russia or the supremacy of Mao in China as portrayed by the western historians. If we look at 

the vicissitudes faced by Russia, China, Vietnam, Chile of Allende, Cuba and Nicaragua of 

Sandinistas, we can understand the systematic and concerted efforts by the imperialist powers 

to destroy revolution. The revolutions have not been given any respite and they have also 

suffered from the internal evil of bureaucratization which is opposed to Leninism. People and 

countries all over the world have paid the terrible price  for sticking to progressive change in  

the forms of  isolation, persecution and even destruction by the oppressive forces of the 

world, especially since   the   October revolution. 

    Historical phenomena such as nationalism, colonialism, imperialism and communism have 

proven that people have fought and died in millions for the sake of their respective national or 

class interests and ideas. Another phenomenon not entirely new called terrorism has not come 

into existence or prominence   as a product of individual adventurism as well as  the failure of 

collectivist political movements based on ideology. Both Russian and Indian freedom 

struggle have seen instances of terrorism but the present day terrorism (created, pampered 

and recently combated by American imperialism as in the case of Afghanistan and Iraq) has 

been so ruthless that it observes no difference between its targets and civilians. On the other 

hand, we find that post- revolutionary regimes in Russia, China and in former Eastern Europe 

have denied the basic democratic rights to the people in the name of internal security or 

continuation of class struggle under socialism or due to their dependence on the former 

Soviet Union.   

        Literature and history record the sagas of many writers and revolutionaries braving the 

odds for the sake of their conviction. Of late there has been less concern over the 

transformation of democracy into plutocracy in general and the plight of the marginalized 

sections of society in many countries who went through the experience of colonialism. The 

people are seen as mere means of offering legitimacy to the rule by the elite  and their 

political  parties. This has been so even in western democracies where national chauvinism  

became rampant  in the face of  different  path chosen by countries such as Cuba or 

Nicaragua.  

       Globalization and religious fundamentalism have made inroads into our economy and 

body politic. Referring to the future world order, Trivedi and Mukherjee write that “it will be 
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basically economic rather than political, and driven by markets and profits rather than by any 

vision of universal harmony and egalitarianism.” (Introduction, xxvi)  

Indian Context and the Writer’s Role:  

     In India the communists who supported the British war efforts to support Russia and 

oppose the quit India movement in 1942 were unjustly blamed as foreign agents. The 

Telangana armed struggle and the Naxalbari struggle are a sure evidence of the magnificent 

attempt by the Indian communists to challenge the old order and parliamentary opportunism. 

But Indian bourgeoisie has acted more cleverly before and after 1947 to consolidate its 

hegemony. The communists have failed in their tactics of ‘unity and struggle’ and reduced to 

be minor actors by the last parliamentary elections. Their parliamentary successes were 

confined to West Bengal and Kerala and even there they suffered a reversal of fortunes. The 

continuous success of the Marxist party in Tripura has remained   not so noteworthy in the 

larger context of India. The real curse of Indian leftists has been an  endless disunity among 

them due to  the Sino-soviet dispute in 1960’s, egoistic mentality of leaders and 

misconception of caste issue and labelling leaders such as Ambedkar in negative terms and 

non-recognition of gender issue in depth.   

  The Progressive Writers’ Association which has been supported by the leftists played a 

progressive role in Indian history. The Revolutionary writers’ Association has also taken a 

stand in favour of revolution since 1970’s in the era of post- independence. The dilemmas 

faced by European leftist writers over the question of means and ends and criticism against 

Russia have not bothered Indian leftists much until 1960’s. Here Gandhiji raised the question 

of ‘means and ends’ and the leftist writers have not bothered much about it. Marxism puts the 

onus of violence on the reaction of the ruling classes in the face of the struggle by the 

working classes. In fact the oppressors have always used their hegemony and violence to 

subdue the working classes and preached Christian or Gandhian nonviolence as the virtue. In 

practical terms they have always resorted to violence in quelling struggles by the oppressed.   

     In the present times, the negative impact of the means of violence to usher in socialism has 

been observed by many people and writers except by the Maoists. Today when we see the 

resurrection of capitalism even in Russia, China and Vietnam, the writer questions the 

efficacy of   violence even if it is revolutionary in ending exploitation. He is in a dilemma 

about the relation between his craft and social change. He wants change without losing the 

gains of bourgeois democracy — freedom of expression, rule of law, habeas corpus as 

referred to by Sartre. Sartre in his article, “Situation Of The Writer in 1947” writes as 
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follows: ‘in short, we must militate, in our writings, in favour of the freedom of the person 

and the socialist revolution. It has often been said that they are not reconcilable. It is our job 

to show tirelessly that they imply each other.” (213)   

      In the twenty-first century, the collapse of communist ideology at global as well as 

national level has left the Indian progressive writer disillusioned. He sees socialism as a dim  

vision of future. Technologism has replaced the ideal of egalitarianism and the modern Indian 

youth are more  career conscious than the earlier generation of students.  They have reformist 

zeal but no revolutionary fervour in the old sense and  no thought for the revolutionary 

change. They are preoccupied with electronic media, movies and Facebook and believe more 

in individual freedom than in collective liberation. Although they have  played a valiant role 

in the Middle eastern countries such as Egypt, the end result has been worse with the Military 

intervention.   The youth  are obsessed with  the fiction of Chetan Bhagat or J K Rowling that 

appeals to their concerns such as love, imagination, unemployment. The writer’s function 

today is in inspiring the young towards values such as real freedom or equality.  

     This interpretation is also unsympathetic to an extent since many youth have been against 

corruption, atrocities against women and the pathetic state of the nation as evidenced by the 

movements on the streets of New Delhi  and the recent  nationwide protest against the 

institutional murder by the University. If people have voted for party based on religious 

nationalism to power or simply forced to choose between one or other party of exploitation, 

the fault lies with the lack of  real democratic and socialist alternative. Socialism has lost its 

lustre and  the modern writer has done little to revitalize the concept of socialism.  

     Even in this bleak scenario, the writers belonging to the Marginalized categories have 

come forward to express their anger and anguish against society, caste system and religious 

intolerance to question the systemic exploitation. For many of these writers Ambedkarism, 

Marxism and Feminism have provided insights and inspiration to fight for the inalienable 

ideals of liberty, equality and fraternity. Sharankumar Limbale writes in his work, Towards 

an Aesthetic of Dalit Literature as follows: “As Dalit literature is the literature of Dalit’s 

struggles, it has to be asserted that the Dalit literary movement will have to accept Marxism 

along with Ambedkarism.” (66)   

     The freedom of expression is under attack by fanatics and the State and the comments on 

Facebook are seen as enough for persecuting people, an indirect admission of the fact of the 

vast power of technology to influence the public opinion.  The issues of identity and 

specificity have come to the forefront to challenge the privileged classes and the 
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overwhelming influence of universalism that relegates specificity to the subordinate position. 

Aizaz Ahmad refers to “the absolutely necessary tensions between universality and 

particularity” and doesn’t hope “that this tension can ever be resolved, or even need be 

resolved, in any finalist sense, because both are intrinsic to human social life.” (414)  He 

argues   for “socialist universality” against capitalist universality.  (Ahmad 405)  Another 

famous historian Hobsbawm doesn’t find in-group history satisfactory and writes, No identity 

group , however large , is alone in the world; the world cannot be changed to suit it alone, nor 

can the past”(2002, 417)   

Universalism/ Specificity   :     

       In the present day world, in the name of universalism or Euro-centrism, the literatures of 

dominant nations have garnered more and primary critical attention and the smaller entities 

including nations and nationalities have been pushed to the secondary status. It’s this 

dilemma that made some argue against universalism in favour of  specific identities. Writers 

like Rushdie refer to hybrid nature of identity to question the rigidity of national identity in 

the name of religion. Another Indian English writer Vikram Seth says, “it is not that I do not 

have roots—but I feel multi-rooted. I feel at home in many   places.” ( qtd., in Trivedi and 

Mukherjee 8)  

      When we like a work such as Oedipus, War and peace or The Wasteland, we see some 

connection between our present condition and the themes or characters mentioned in those 

works. Universalism in a work doesn’t arise in the absence of specificity and literature based 

on particularity or specificity or identity and identity struggles and politics also appeals to 

someone at some other place. In fact, there is no such thing as pure universalism. John 

McLeod writes as follows: “Attending to cultural, historical, social, political and 

geographical differences is paramount; but so is thinking between and across differences too. 

Comparative modes of thought remain a valuable means of critique and need not lead to 

generality and universalism” (258) 

       The question of specificity takes us to the issues of nation, nationality, class, race, 

religion, region, caste, gender etc. Literature has to address these issues. Nations have 

emerged in newly independent countries in Asia, Africa and Latin America. In Indian 

subcontinent nationalities have been challenging the  post-independence nation-state 

seriously. Class struggles have been waged to the successful end in ushering in socialism and 

revolutions in many countries such as Russia, China, Vietnam are some examples in 

undermining imperialism. Of course, even in these countries the reverse trend towards 
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capitalism has shown the complexity of situation in the era of globalization. Racism has 

reigned till recently in South Africa till the blacks under the leadership of Mandela have 

fought to a successful end of racism and establishing multi-racial society.  Religion has 

eclipsed class struggles in India and also helped topple governments in some ex-communist 

countries such as Poland. Regionalism and language issues have challenged nation-states and 

even nationalities. The emergence of Bangladesh and the recent formation of Telangana are a 

few examples. The issue of the north-eastern states and the dispute over Hindi- English and 

the Tamil separatism (that was crushed militarily in recent times in Srilanka) are a pointer 

despite turning low key issues of late). 

     Marxist class struggles underestimated caste phenomenon, specifically in India leading to 

the rise of the identity struggles on the part of Dalits and other backward castes under their 

own umbrella. All these struggles  have not sufficiently dealt with  gender inequality which is 

a supreme issue of mankind  about which Marx himself wrote in his work, The Holy family. 

Sartre writes in his article, “For Whom Does One Write”   as follows:  “whether he wants to 

or not, and even if he has his eyes on eternal laurels, the writer is speaking to his 

contemporaries and brothers of his class and race.” (51)      Bertrand Russell and Bernard 

Shaw opposed their own government when it entered the First World War  more than a 

century ago . The saga of  a writer as a  crusader continues even today. Thinkers like Noam 

Chomsky, Edward Said and Amartya Sen and writers like Salman Rushdie and Milan 

Kundera and fighters like Nelson Mandela have raised their voices to criticize the ruling elite, 

their cultural hegemony and celebrated life, resistance and hybrid identities. They  have 

provided  some hope that a writer can be a crusader  despite the coercive state and non-state 

actors who   resort to violence against the ideals of liberty and equality. Human society would 

end up poorer but for those dissentients who raised their voice.  
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