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IMPLODING THE SKIN OF TASTE:

TASLIMA NASRIN’S EMBODIED FEMINIST PUBLIC ADDRESS 
“But I am the one who is punished for what I write. Fires rage in my home. I am the one who has to suffer exile. I am the one who is homeless everywhere.”

“Taslima the Terrible is Back!” screamed a headline from the English-language daily Tehelka (March 20, 2004) hurrying to explain the sensational news flash with an aside: “After a few years in relative oblivion, Taslima the Terrible has struck again!”
 The addendum is hardly revealing; in fact if one had not heard of the Taslima Nasrin the serial-killer-like appellation and the familiar use of Nasrin’s first name might seem a jarringly improper description for the Bengali-language poet, feminist novelist, and Bangladeshi citizen who went into hiding in 1994 following a fatwa, and who has the notoriety of having all but one of her books written in the last ten years banned in Bangladesh. Obviously the caption assumes prior acquaintance with Nasrin as a mass cultural icon: disseminated in global mass media, fétèd by literary publics in India and abroad, and a fiercely contested figure in the clash of differently situated global publics. Obviously, the headline assumes certain violence in Nasrin’s speech: where her first controversial novel, Lajja, roused Islamicist sentiment, this time her injurious speech offended the Bengali-language literati in both Bangladesh and West Bengal, India, who share a common linguistic and cultural heritage—the very secular intelligentsia who had supported and protected Nasrin in the aftermath of the Lajja debacle.


This chapter looks at this surprising turn of events: first the evocation of taste to police the corporeal speech of a secular, liberal, and feminist writer by a secular liberal and left intelligentsia, and the subsequent legal censoring of the author’s autobiographical volume in the imposition of a ban. The book in question this time appeared under different titles in 2003: Ka (Speak Up) in Bangladesh and Dwikhandita (Split in Two) in India (a version with a few added chapters). Both versions of this autobiographical volume were banned, generating an immense debate about censorship, obscene speech, and literary taste—corporeal subjects that will be the concern of chapter. In considering the debate, we are compelled to ask what becomes unspeakable within the particular arena we identify as West Bengal’s literary public sphere. What can a closer look at the rules of literary discourse arbitrated by “taste,” together with a historical awareness of this public sphere, tell us about the nature of these unspeakable matters? In the era of mass mediatized icons, how does a writer inevitably carry her iconic sedimentation garnered from other public arenas into a contained, print culture-dominated, literary enclave strongly marked by linguistic boundaries? More importantly, since speakability is literally curtailed by a ban, how does the seemingly disinterested deployment of taste have a pernicious effect on the survival of Nasrin as writer, cultural and legal citizen? And finally, given this literary and legal censure, how might we better understand Nasrin’s project in the controversial Dwikhandita? To peruse these questions, I turn first to the contretemps over the book.

The Dwikhandita Affair
The troublesome tell-all was the third volume of Nasrin’s projected five-volume autobiography that included the popular Amar Meyebela or My Girlhood (which sold 50,000 copies just in Kolkata, where 5,000 copies makes a best-seller); Utal Hawa or Wild Wind (18, 000 copies); and Sei Sab Andhakaar or Those Dark Days scheduled to appear in January to coincide with Kolkata’s renowned Book Fair (the People’s Book Society had just bought rights to this fourth volume, given the commercial success of the first two volumes). 
 But Ka alias Dwikhandita was a different story altogether. In Bangladesh, the first 5000 copies of Ka sold before a gang of 10-12 armed terrorists backed by the Awami League, a political party that had mobilized against Lajja as well in 1994, attacked the book-binding facilities in old Dhaka city. An official ban issued by a Dhaka court followed the attack, the court quickly responding to a defamation suit filed by the literary luminary Syed Shamsul Haq—a writer who had once defended Nasrin during the Lajja affair. But Ka was a different book, argued Haq, enraged by Nasrin’s autobiographical revelations about his sexual advances on Nasrin and his amorous relations with his sister-in-law; this was no roman à clef unfortunately, but a direct account of the sexual forays of several well-known writers and journalists among the Bangladeshi literati. Such a betrayal of personal confidence proved abhorrent and tempers ran high, culminating in a suit (worth taka 10 crore or Rs. 7.7 crores) against the writer, the publisher, and the printing house, among other defendants.
 


Haq’s allegations were not to be taken lightly. Known as the “Sabyasachi lekhak” or a writer of multilateral dimensions, Haq had an illustrious 52-year career behind him in everything from lyrical drama to realistic novels. Yet Nasrin—a writer whose international iconization far outstripped her reception in Bangladeshi literary circles—had exposed his intimate life, a life that Haq and others would have strongly preferred keep out of the public eye. She had depicted him as Babar Ali, Haq’s principal character in his juicy novel Khelaram Kheleye who has an amorous relationship with the college-going Zahida—an analogy that enraged the eminent novelist. Where Haq took action, others who appeared in Ka reacted equally strongly, some with violent outbursts, some with fear. Declaring he did not care what Nasrin had written about him, Imdadul Haque Milon nevertheless got himself admitted to the hospital with chest pains, possibly to avoid questions from the tabloid press, some surmised. Others in the Muslim intelligentsia expressed their distress over Nasrin’s depiction of the Prophet’s extra-marital life, while the major newspapers in the city—Bhorer Kagoj, Ajker Kagoj, Daily Star, and Prothom Alo—were noticeably silent about the controversy for the first few days.


As with the Lajja affair, but now with greater stakes, the controversy erupted across the border in Kolkata, in a literary public sphere that had become a new home for the exiled Nasrin. On November 18, 2003, a minor Bengali poet Hasmat Jalal, the brother of the respected novelist Syed Mustafa Siraj, filed a defamation suit in the Kolkata High Court (for Rs. 11 crores) against the same book, now named Dwikhandita. In a rampant confusion of categories, Hasmat Jalal railed against Nasrin’s literary license on national television (NDTV) pronouncing Dwikandita to be “unethical, illegal, immoral”; denying he had had any sexual relations with Nasrin, Jalal was at pains to explain he had not confided to Nasrin that Muslims encountered discrimination in West Bengal. A petition against the book signed by Hasmat Jalal’s brother, Syed Mustafa Siraj, as well as a professor at Calcutta University and a former High Court judge, among others, was soon submitted to the West Bengal Chief Minister, Buddhadeb Bhattacharya, asking the Left front government to ban the book on grounds that offensive depictions of the Prophet could incite communal violence on the subcontinent, and certainly in the volatile city of Kolkata. And the government obliged, quite cognizant of its Muslim vote-banks argued critics of the ban. Dwikhandita was banned, with 1500 copies sold before the rest were confiscated.
 More disturbingly, the secular liberal and left literati dismissed the book on grounds of taste, and became complicit with censorship. Taslima Nasrin might not find Kolkata as welcoming as before, some writers warned, while others expressed alarm over the two sequels still in the works. Several progressive writers saw the 400-page autobiography as a business prospect—sensationalism, after all, sells, they noted cynically—with Dibyendu Palit explicitly stating the book would sell because it was “pornographic” and Masuda Bhatti characterizing Dwikhandita as an “autobiographical kamasutra.” 
 Still others wondered whether Taslima Nasrin had deliberately had relations with elderly and senior writers so that she could exploit her experiences later in print. In short, as one report summarized it: “Literary circles in Kolkata have reportedly rallied around the “aggrieved” poet [Hasmat Jalal]. The raunchy read did brisk sales before the ban. Now it seems to have triggered immense interest, particularly among teenagers, in both countries.” (Habib and Chattopadhyay 2). Now the autobiography trafficking in corporeality—as I shall argue—had become obscenity, constituting Dwinkhandita as pornographic spectacle. And soon after, accused of injurious speech Nasrin became homeless once more, as she waited for approval of legal residence in India. 


We have seen such reversals—where victims morph into perpetrators in the public eye—before, and recalling a parallel case in the United States is instructive here. In Catherine MacKinnon’s famous analysis of the Anita Hill hearings, MacKinnon adroitly demonstrates how the victim Anita Hill’s speech was quickly deformed and turned into pornographic spectacle in Senate chambers 
 The case clearly revealed the duplicitous norms governing the sexual speech of female (and often queer) subjects. To remain culturally intelligible before the law, the female subject had to meet the social strictures of a desexualized heteropatriarchal proscription.
 In the ensuing legal proceedings, Hill’s act of invoking injury virtually came to signify as Hill’s shame, hence, her guilt: “As Hill utters the sexualized discourse, she is sexualized by it, and that very sexualization undercuts her effort to represent sexualization itself as a kind of injury”(Butler 83). The “injured” of sexual speech becomes the pornographer, a turn we see in the Dwikhandita controversy where, in an extreme instance, a Dhaka poet’s chagrin at being overlooked as Nasrin’s lover proceeded to make good the lapse by exp-licit accounts of his affair with her, one tabloid reported. 

If the Hill and Nasrin cases demonstrate how explicit and implicit acts of censorship produce subjects through the regulation of a social domain of speakable discourse—“To become subject means to be subjected to a set of implicit and explicit norms that govern the kind of speech that will be legible”—then to disrupt such regulation is to risk one’s status as subject, to have one’s speech rendered unintelligible—the impossible speech of the asocial and the psychotic. Nasrin’s repudiation of the social norms governing literary discourse proved costly: in risking her legibility as literary writer, she compromised her very survival in West Bengal’s public sphere. Yet we also know regulations almost never contain unruly subjects fully; all domains of speakability are haunted by unspeakable ramblings that gain momentum as efforts at censorship increase. 

Following Foucault, if we think of censorship as a productive form of power, certainly in Nasrin’s case, legal bans have had an adverse effect. One of the most banned writers in Bangladesh,
 Nasrin is also one of the most widely discussed there, Manmay Zafar notes, “the prohibitive attempt to censor a text creates a string of discussions on the text subverting the original intent at silencing” (411). In the aftermath of the Dwikhandita affair, Afsan Chowdhury, senior journalist came to a similar conclusion on looking back at Nasrin’s “rise” to prominence: “The more she was condemned and abused, the more famous she became; her wings spread.”
 

The weeks following the Kolkata ban of Dwikhandita saw a rapid escalation of debate on the novel. This time Nasrin’s supporters during the Lajja controversy, friends in her newly found literary home, tightened the skin of taste to exclude Dwikhandita as serious literature. Where in Bangladesh, the Ka debacle prompted Selina Hossain, a leading female novelist to quickly categorize Nasrin as a poet not a novelist (Ka was therefore “not literature”), in West Bengal, noted litterateur Sunil Gangopadhyay was widely quoted for his evaluation of the work: Dwikhandito “is not literature,” Gangopadhyay remarked. “It may be good to read if you are interested in scandals about some writers. But it is not literature” (Habib & Chattopadyay 5).
 Soon the literary cold shoulder led to other writers—Shibnarain Roy, Mahasweta Devi, Ketaki Kushari Dyson, Nabanita Dev Sen, among them—to write in Nasrin’s defense; and by December 17, 2003, the most widely read literary journal Desh,
succumbed to publishing an issue on the controversy. Flaunting a somber tasteful black and white cover photograph of a wistful Nasrin with a red chalky cross slashing her body, the issue featured several responses to the ban and Taslima Nasrin’s saddened reflection on recent events.  
In the burgeoning debate on “Taslima the Terrible” we slowly become aware of the process of subalternisation through the deployment of taste—that seemingly harmless act of distinction that, gathering legal bite, finally expelled Nasrin from her chosen home. If we follow Judith Butler’s exegesis on “excitable speech,” where she maintains the survival of a certain public subject depends on the intelligibility of its speech—survivability depends on speakability—the expulsion of Dwikhandita spells a certain kind of death sentence. Such violent abrogation of speech raises crucial questions about the limits of public address, and the social norms that constitute such address even in a literary genre of revelations—the autobiography. Nasrin, for one, saw in the autobiography a proper means of redress against processes of iconization over which she had little control: “If my life is being publicized by others in many ways, why shouldn’t I get to report it?” she asks in the aftermath of the Dwikhandita affair. “After all, no one knows my life better than myself.”
 Yet obviously she had misunderstood the underlying rules of publicization regulated by taste which, following Pierre Bourdieu
, we understand as an internalized disposition that patrols the borders of literary reading communities. Far from being an effete aesthetic disposition, taste not only regulates speech by distinguishing between the aesthetic (literary) and the vulgar (popular) but also establishes social norms of speakability and unspeakability. As we see in the case of Dwikhandita, the allegations of bad taste found legal outcomes, obscene writing quickly turned to injurious speech—a slide which arouses curiosity about why certain matters become unspeakable in certain contexts. 

When one looks at Dwikhandita closely, one realizes that quite apart from its generic constitution as autobiography, the volume is one utterance in a much longer feminist project that has preoccupied Taslima Nasrin since her first poems and journalistic columns in the 1980s. The unfortunate effect of the Lajja controversy that catapulted her into international fame was that she became known as the “female Rushdie,” the symbol of free speech censored by Islamic fundamentalists. This is a rather thin read of Nasrin’s work that has been consistently feminist (rather than anti-Islamicist) in its agendas, always carefully systemizing the many female persecutions in her native Bangladesh. Far from a complex écriture féminine, Nasrin’s texts read like manifestos where the female subject is disassembled in order to shore up the religious and heteropatriarchal systems that constitute her. In Dwikhandita she places literary, sexual, social, and political relations under scrutiny in her characteristically colorful and sinewy prose. “I wrote about my literary, professional, social, political, personal, and sexual life,” argues Nasrin in an interview. Any careful reading will show Dwikhandita is not about “the lives of other people but rather, my suffering, my happiness, my simplicity.”
 And her constitution as subject would be virtually impossible to depict without other bodies that come in contact and cohabitation with her own. Hence what was once intimate must enter the public sphere, the mediating zone between one’s private life and the projects of the state. We shall pause on this crossing shortly, but returning to the matter at hand, what was striking in the outrage over Dwinkhandita was the particularity of the response the book seemed to prompt. The very public sphere—literary reading communities in West Bengal—that turned its back on Dwinkhandita had treated the first volume Amar Meyebela with “sympathy,” and the consequent Utal Hawa with compassion. Why the “revulsion” now, asked the bewildered Nasrin, toward the reviled Dwikhandita?
 Why the charges of obscenity when Amar Meyebela had also included substantial accounts of sex, sexual escapades, and abuse? Surely the response had less to do with the plethora of sex and bodies that we see in all the volumes, and more to do with the kind of body that is admissible as spectacular object in this public sphere? For in Dwikhandita it is Nasrin’s display of the body of the male intellectual, of the literati, of the journalist that breaks an unwritten social code where one’s heteropatriarchal loyalties must be maintained at all cost—hence Nasrin is accused of “unholy emasculation” in Dwinkhandita (Kabir 29). 

 Our pursuit of the corporeal icon offers us a new framework to approach these tangled questions of taste, reading publics, and gendered bodies. Where in the case of the bandit queen, corporeality is the idiom of the subaltern body—the violent inscriptions of Phoolan Devi’s lived experience, the specific historicity of her body signaling an interiority otherwise inaccessible for this over-exposed commodified icon—in case of the writer who participates in the public sphere, Taslima Nasrin, obviously silence, lack of communication, or inaccessibility is hardly the issue. In fact with Nasrin we have a surfeit of interiority: two volumes of her autobiographical series were already in circulation before the third troublesome volume, Dwikhandita, made its muck-racking appearance. As a speaking subject, and a member of literary echelons, there is nothing subaltern about Taslima Nasrin. Yet if one reads the subaltern as a certain kind of limit category, always differentially placed within discourse as Spivak’s famous example of the singular Bhubaneswari Bhaduri’s bodily speech pushes us to imagine, then it is appropriate to position Nasrin at the edge of a taste culture that seeks to censor certain kinds of embodied speech: especially those speech acts that place the female writer’s body within the sexual economies that make and break literary careers, and highlight the (double) standards that more often than not regulate, condition, and arbitrate literary speech. Corporeality enables a recognition of the body as an assemblage always placed in its relational playing field, always defined by its links and connections to other bodies; corporeality insists on revising our sense of the bounded individual body.
 Nasrin’s body, whose desires, fears, and fantasies pervade Dwikhandito, is one such assemblage taking its shape from the bodies of the male literati on both sides of the border (metropolitan Bangladesh and metropolitanWest Bengal, India). 

I will suggest Nasrin corporealizes her own body, and those of several female characters in her fiction and non-fiction, precisely by troubling the borders of individual bodies. Defined and re-defined as the divorced (and therefore) “available” woman,
 fair game for a male literati for whom sexual escapades have become a mark of worldliness, Nasrin exposes those other bodies that regulate her structural placement in the public sphere; the embodied female first-person narrator of the autobiographical fragment Dwikhandita reveals “all,” flamboyantly displaying the body’s sexual history as formative to subjectivity. What seems a tiresome repetition of one sexual overture or affair after another makes us deeply aware of impossibility of the female writer’s escape from sexualization; in their multiplicity, other corporealized bodies circulating in her autobiographies and fiction reinforce the sexual power dynamics constitutive of the female subject in the public sphere. Each of Nasrin’s texts particularizes the “social imprimature” of bodies in what might be characterized as a longer feminist historiography of sexual power play, female persecution, and gender violence. 

Such reiteration of sexual matters couched in Nasrin’s characteristically direct sexually explicit style wins Nasrin the charge of vulgarity; her books seem to traffic in sleaze, the purview of popular culture. In what follows, I will look specifically at the Dwikhandita controversy in West Bengal, analyzing this particular literary public sphere as a test case for my larger argument about the positive potentials of corporeal icons. Nasrin’s sustained exploding of her body boundaries in Dwikhandita implodes the skin of “taste” in her self-claimed literary home, and motivates a process of unmistakable subalternisation: the silencing of speech by the ban, throwing Nasrin’s application for citizenship into question. Before moving to a discussion of the public sphere, however, I pause on Nasrin’s entrance into this public sphere as mass mediatized cultural icon in order to historicize the Dwikhandita controversy, and to briefly encapsulate Nasrin’s tumultuous history for those readers who have encountered her only in fragments, and only every so often when she is in the eye of a storm.   

Not Home in the World
I deliberately evoke Rabindranath Tagore’s 1915 Home in the World where the beleaguered female protagonist, Bimala, is the site contested nationalist politics because of its uncanny relevance to Taslima Nasrin’s iconcity (later we shall see how Tagore’s Hindu elite public sphere emergent from the 1870s is of historical significance to the questions of female and male embodiment in contemporary West Bengal). For when Nasrin enters the literary public sphere of West Bengal, riven as it is with mass mediatized images, she is already a contested cultural icon: anathema to Bangladeshi Islamic fundamentalists calling for her blood in 1993, Nasrin is soon iconized as the “modern day Joan of Arc”
 of prose in West Bengal, and “Asia’s Antigone” or the “female Rushdie in Western public spheres. I have discussed this overwrought and dangerous iconization elsewhere.
 What is relevant here is how Nasrin’s cache as a site of contestation in the ongoing struggles over producing local modernities
 impacts the evaluation of her feminist works like Dwikhandita. But given the distortions of iconization, perhaps it is best to begin at a time when Nasrin was relatively an unknown public figure.

[BIOGRAPHICAL SECTION DELETED UNTIL THE LAJJA CONTROVERSY]

In the middle of the Lajja affair of 1993-4, Nasrin made her first entry into West Bengal. As we shall see in the next section, the literary reading public in West Bengal as distinct from larger Bengali-language reading communities and other public cultures still carries certain salient characteristics of the Habermasian bourgeois public critically self-referential in print culture. But inevitably, following Michael Warner, we may note that no public sphere today remains unsaturated by mass media images; and mass consumption positions even the most literary of publics as consumers. While I will theorize the effects of Nasrin’s iconic presence on West Bengal’s public sphere at some length shortly, here it is important to note that Nasrin’s gigantic stature as mass cultural icon made her an immediate cause célèbre in West Bengal. The iconic valences of the lone crusader, the symbol of free speech, and the woman as victim took a very particular turn here because of the history of West Bengal’s shared political, economic, and cultural past with Bangladesh. Metaphors of organicity abounded in reiterations of Bengal’s “undivided” linguistic and literary heritage, leading one commentator to characterize Nasrin as “The Bitter Half” after the Dwikhandita controversy.
 Another publication, Prosongo: Naribad, Shampradayikatha, o Taslima Nasrin (Context: Feminism, Communalism, and Taslima Nasrin) published from Dhaka, brought together the controversy across the two Bengals, the editors explicitly consolidating a shared public sphere.
 In a Kolkata newspaper, one writer sutured Nasrin to the shared Bengali cultural history through an adroit literary reference that characterized Nasrin’s zeal in Rabindranath Tagore’s words (referring to the mid- late 19th century Bengali cultural awakening) exhorting the young, the “modern,” to rise and shake the world of tradition: “Ore nabin ore amaar kancha/ Ore shobujh, ore abhujh/ Aadh marader gha mere tui bancha” (Oh youth, oh the tender, oh green, oh unknowing, hit the bodies of the half-dead to bring them back to life.”)
 Painting the more cosmopolitan genealogy that has always been an important aspect of Bengali secular liberal identity, and cognizant of Nasrin’s growing global stature, the famed Annadashankar Roy compared Nasrin to Alexander Solzhenitsyn and Thomas Mann, and the fall of Bangladesh to the fall of Troy—both brought to crisis by women.    


Of course, even at this stage many complained about Lajja’s journalistic style, labeling Nasrin an “inferior” writer of a “document” not a “novel,” a writer more suited to the “podium” not the “pen.”
 Yet it must be remembered well-known literary personalities had strongly supported Nasrin on literary or political ground well before the Lajja controversy burst on the scene. In these early accounts, Nasrin’s secular liberal self-styling garnered approval from the leftist intelligentsia: her political polemics were consolidated in Nirbachito Column or The Selected Comuns that sold a record 120,000 copies on its publication Kolkata, 1992, while her credentials as litterateur were secured upon receipt of the reputed Ananda Puroshkar the same year. Shibanarayan Ray, who was to later write an impassioned defense of Dwikhandita in Desh, hailed Nasrin as a contemporary Mary Wollenstonecraft, but underscored the literary merits of her early work by comparing her to rising young Bengali talent in Kolkata such as Joy Goswami and Jaya Mitra; and Shanka Ghosh commended Nasrin’s feminist polemics and unabashed personal stance on religious political culture, wondering with some trepidation if “our” samaj or society (referring to a conjoined Bengali society), our “blind and beleaguered” samaj, will let such commentary pass with grace. Of course both these litterateurs were writing in 1992, responding to two of Nasrin’s publications in Kolkata: Nirbachito Column or Selected Columns and Jabo Na Keno, Jabo or Why Should I Not Pass? I Will. So Shanka Ghosh’s foreboding materialized quite dramatically with the 1994 Lajja affair when Nasrin was held hostage, without passport, in Bangladesh
--“our” samaj had indeed not let such speech pass. In the Lajja affair strong valences of paternal appreciation and protection (worrying about Nasrin’s future, for example) are already present, the familial structure binding the two Bengals together within a shared literary sphere: Shanka Ghosh, for instance, waxes lyrical at the end of his opinion piece, remarking he was honored to have lived in a period when such writing appears in the Bengali language. A strongly marked literary paternalism extended cultural citizenship couched in familial metaphors to the beleaguered Nasrin irrevocably marked as youthful and feminine—metaphors Nasrin was at pains to deconstruct in her fiction. As the cache of Nasrin’s prizes grew,
 litterateurs offered protection against those Islamic publics that threatened the writer: brown men saving brown women from brown men. 

The familial incorporation of Nasrin, positioned as “daughter” for the male literati, is made explicit during the Dwikhandita controversy with Shamsul Haq, the 70-year old writer’s pained comment: “I addressed Taslima as ‘bouma’ (an affectionate term used for the daughter-in-law in Bengali) from the very first day. She was affectionate to me as a young poet. But when I felt that she was after fame, and wanted to earn it by any means, I think from that moment I withdrew my affection for her.”
 Given the Bangladeshi and West Bengali literati’s enthusiasm for Nasrin during the Lajja controversy, kinship and birth metaphors persisted in the Dwikhandita affair with journalists labeling Nasrin as Haq’s Frankenstein, the monstrous creation of literary publics who forced them into taking a stance against other (religious) publics. 


The organicity of nativity and kinship metaphors compels us to theorize the mechanisms that attach mass mediatized icons to the “body” of the public sphere. The metaphor of the body is singularly relevant to a writer such as Nasrin whose fiction abounds in corporeal bodies as witness to female persecution. My use of the body metaphor draws on Michael Warner’s argument about the public sphere of print cultures changing with the influx of mass media, and we shall return to it shortly in the following discussion of the Dwikhandita affair. What is important for our purposes here is Warner’s incisive excavation of the libidinal energies of the public sphere, where mass mediatized icons function as prosthetic objects through which the disembodied impersonality of the public “we” makes good its fantasies, desires, aggressions, and fears. With the publication of Lajja, Nasrin becomes such prosthetic, “attached” to this particular literary sphere through the rhetoric of organicity (birth, growth, return, and later, deformation). To pursue the body metaphor further, in 1994 Nasrin appeared as the lost limb of Bangladesh. Much like bodies that retain a memory of an amputated limb, publics in West Bengal enthusiastically re-attach the contested female icon to the “body” of Bengal where partition remains an inflamed wound: the radical child from Bangladesh is quickly claimed and protected, incorporated into Bengal during the Lajja affair. With Dwikhandita, the child turns monstrous; the fantastical prosthetic appears as a flaying wild limb to be contained first through the economies of taste, and then amputated by legal action. 


These economies of belonging become crucial for Nasrin’s survival as a Bengali writer. Obviously cultural belonging has always been a thorny issue in the two Bengals. The existence of two sovereign states sharing a longer cultural history has always posed the matter of affiliation in terms of citizenship. For example, in Bangladesh, we see a growing opposition between the monikers “Bengali” and “Muslim” in the political culture even before the complication of the colonial invasion. More recently, Manmay Zafar notes Bangladeshi fundamentalists have underscored the Islamicist disposition of the “Bangladeshi” undermining the shared linguistic and cultural “Bengali” identity with Hindu-dominated West Bengal (413).
Such an insistence draws strong criticism in Nasrin’s Lajja where she argues that Bengali Muslims share a common literary, linguistic, and cultural heritage with Bengali Hindus—a far more durable and organic historical intertwining than Bangladeshi loyalty to Islamic states such as Pakistan or Iran. Arguably Nasrin’s exposé of Bangladeshi Islamicist support of Pakistan during the 1971 war contributed to the fundamentalist outcry against Lajja in 1994.
 A self-proclaimed “Bengali” and not “Bangladeshi” writer, after the Lajja debacle, Nasrin claimed West Bengal as her new home insisting “my identity as an author will stay intact if I am allowed to stay here.”
For Nasrin, a larger literary community has always been of prime importance for her intelligibility as an author: “I write in Bengali. Unless I live in a place where Bengali is spoken and where the culture is Bengali, my literary talents would dry up,” remarked Nasrin once from her comfortable quarters at the Great Eastern hotel suite in Kolkata frequented by the Bengali intelligentsia.
But this is precisely the cultural passport that the Dwikhandita ban confiscated, prompting Nasrin to reveal her preference for residence in West Bengal: “What happened in Bangladesh, however, I could not have imagined would happen in West Bengal. People there are more educated, more open, more cultured.”
 Dwikhandita brings cultural homelessness for a global citizen who travels and resides freely in many western nations. Far from the comfort of global citizenship, Taslima Nasrin finds herself culturally homeless, amputated from the literary home of her choice having offended, but deeply. Only few voices welcome her home, among them Mahasweta Devi who finds the notion of exile from Bengal for any Bengali writer unthinkable.
 Shuddering at the thought of never being able to immerse one’s self again in the golden undivided Bengal Mahasweta Devi iconographically references as “banglar mati, banglar jol (Bengali’s soil, Bengal’s waters), the litterateur and activist extends cultural citizenship to the homeless writer among the louder cries for Nasrin’s expulsion. The clenching of the cultural sphincter both in policing taste and then in censoring speech makes us look closer at literary publics constituted by print circulation who govern this subject’s very existence as a public subject. Moreover, given that this is a public positioned in spheres where a self-reflexive civil society has formidable say in matters of state governance, we are forced to consider the political bite of taste cultures in the age of global mass media. 

The Unruly Limb
In order to understand the place of an embattled mass mediatized cultural icon’s relation to a literary public sphere I begin, perhaps inevitably, with contemporary revisions of Habermas, before turning to the particularity of the public sphere in question. As Nancy Fraser intimates, Habermas saw the public sphere as “a theater in modern societies in which political participation is enacted through the medium of talk”— a sphere of life distinct from the state and critical of it, distinct from the arena of market relations but also a stage for debating on buying or selling that is indispensable to democratic political practice (Fraser 110-111). Of course, we know the shape of things have changed considerably with the advent of mass media and, in our case, the influx of global media flows that beam writers back as icons into their local literary spheres. When icons such as Arundhati Roy or Taslima Nasrin reappear as writers they are transformed by their translation in iconic circulation. Often, as is the case with Nasrin, they become a point of enunciation for literary publics to mark their ground in terms dictated by other publics constituted by religion or political affiliation. In the domain of the literary, the weapons are “taste” and “civility,” both deployed to regulate a writer’s iconcity earned elsewhere. 

Clearly the notion of a literary public poised in slightly uneasy relations with other publics is central to understanding “literary” texts as it is to contemporary politics and the modern social world in general. In his brilliant Publics and Counterpublics (2002), Michael Warner has argued that a “public” is a relation between strangers, a fiction that takes on real life.
 But this is hardly just an expansive dialogue among strangers. Publics are autolelic, in Warner’s view, and membership is always negotiable, never guaranteed. Moving away from the positivity of an identifiable sum of people, Warner insists on the public  “we” as a special imaginary reference coming into being at the moment of enunciation in a given rhetorical context: “Publics do not exist apart from the discourse that addresses them” (Warner 72). Such a conception is particularly valuable to considering how different publics claim and disclaim embattled icons like Nasrin. Clashes over speech acts often arise from serious misunderstandings of discursive rules from a rhetorical context that are unknown in other public spheres where the act makes an appearance: we know this from the many reflections on the Satanic Verses affair, and we are witnessing a similar moment with the Danish cartoon controversies of 2006. During the Lajja affair, the West Bengali literary publics claim Nasrin by evaluating her mastery of literary discourse. Though her literary qualities remain debatable, her courageous anti-sectarian speech act gains intelligibility in this secular liberal and left rhetorical context.  In the Dwinkhandita controversy she is expelled from the same public to which she had claimed tenuous membership. And in the ban we see the very real effect of not belonging to the virtual social subject that is a public: Nasrin stands to lose not just a rhetorical context but also a country of residence.

What rules had Nasrin broken to merit expulsion from this literary public? Surely the disinterestedness of taste consigning Dwikhandita to vulgar sleaze does little to explain the outbursts of anger, the sense of betrayal, lawsuits, cold shoulders, and disturbed defenses. Rather, Warner’s elaboration on the politics of embodiment of publics offers a better explanation for these reactions, especially given the pornographic spectacle debates on the book produced. Moreover his situation of publics in a sphere or theater increasingly inundated by mass media consumer flows is extremely helpful in theorizing the kind of membership afforded to mass mediatized icons such as Nasrin. Warner explains images and texts are meaningful to a public when they have a “strategy of impersonal reference.” An impersonal disembodied virtual subject was the ground of intelligibility in the classic post-enlightenment public sphere. A distorting or alienating self-relation, this meant to articulate the impersonal “we” one had to abandon positivity of the body—a nomenclature Nasrin undeniably violates. A routine form of self-abstraction, public address required negative value to one’s person. We shall turn to the difference of postcolonial publics shortly, but Warner’s self-proclaimed “meta-cultural” reading is relevant to the case at hand because the West Bengal literary bourgeois reading communities do maintain some of these key characteristics even today. One characteristic elaborated in Warner’s account is of special relevance here: the question of the kind of body that has the privilege of “unmarking” itself to achieve such impersonal reference. What kind of subject can inhabit an impersonal “we” without disclosing its personhood? We hear this “we” constantly in the voice of West Bengali litterateurs when they speak of “amader samaj” or “our society.” Warner argues, in the case of the EuroAmerican public spheres, white, male, and propertied subjects can aspire to such negative value, while those whose bodies are marked—gay, black, female—endure a humiliating positivity of their bodies. Such a claim is borne out, he notes, in a telling commonplace: self-abstraction from male bodies confirms masculinity, while self-abstraction from femininity denies femininity. In the case of the Nasrin controversies, we have seen how she is explicitly positioned as the embodied subject—young, feminine, perhaps rash—in Bengali-language literary spheres. In Nirbachito Column or The Selected Columns Nasrin first records her irreducible embodiment in the public sphere when a male friend’s comparises Nasrin’s work to that of Selina Hossain, a well-known Bangladeshi novelist. When asked why Hossain might be the point of comparison, the friend mutters in embarrassment: “Well, you know, among female novelists, you do very well… (my emphasis; my translation).

Of course Warner’s position disembodiment has met with some criticism, notably in Elizabeth MacArthur’s discussion of Beaumarchais’ Marriage de Figaro, a play first censored and then approved by Louis XVI in 1784. Far from a disembodied subject, the play marks a new kind of public invoked to challenge the authority of the State, MacArthur argues, one whose cultural intelligibility depends on one’s sexual and emotional choices of partner.
 In fact, in her view, Habermas’ conception insists on the conjugal family as a crucial site for the formation of individuals ready to enter the public sphere, for choosing a marriage partner publicly symbolizes a larger awareness of one’s position in various networks of heterosexual and homosexual interaction. While MacArthur’s criticism might hold true for the 18thc European public sphere, a slightly different scenario emerges from a historical look at the colonial modern public sphere of West Bengal emerging in the 1870s. Partha Chatterjee, Dipesh Chakrabarty, Tanika Sarkar, and Sudipto Kaviraj, among others, provide extensive readings of the colonial difference of this public sphere, and I will draw on these important insights below. But to address the question of the body we have been pursuing so far, the emergence of the embodied sexed subject as a viable public social subject is simply not the case in the West Bengal’s literary sphere, historically or at present. 

Following MacArthur, we may posit the public social subject’s familial position rather than sexed presence, however, as important to public address: the body of the propertied father could emerge in the occasional “I” who placed himself against colonial legislation of Hindu religious and social practices. In this sense, as Tanika Sarkar has amply demonstrated in Hindu Wife, Hindu Nation, the dominantly Hindu public sphere of the conjoined Bengals emergent in the 1870s had closer links to domestic and intimate life than its European counterpart: debates over sati, kulin marriage, or widow remarriage was precisely where the definition of a nationalist “we” began as male elites positioned themselves overtly against British colonial elites.
 Given the Hindu male elite’s loss of power in political theaters, the organization of love and affect in the home became the chosen arena for political self-styling.
 Such a situation, on the one hand enabled male public social subjects to embody themselves in a very particular way: to assume a position within a familial order that gave the male subject authority to speak with clarity and authority on domestic issues. Male embodiment in public address was possible by referencing the remote, de-corporealized, and symbolic body of the father, or, in fervently nationalistic texts, the more passionate and aroused body of the son who gave his life for the motherland. Such a structure could never accommodate the sexually marked subject, male or female, so resonant in Nasrin’s oeuvre. The male domestic self-styling had its corollary in a female body endowed with great political responsibility: “woman” was ever the “project” of nationhood, ever required to remain “pure” and “unmarked” by the grind of Western education and urbanization. In Chatterjee and Sarkar’s rather differently calibrated oeuvre, Hindu elite women bore this historical inscription; when they spoke they spoke as embodied desexualized and chaste subjects.
But these formative body politics seem to have persisted in the postcolonial era where the male body of the intellectual or the literati is more easily negated than the female body—the body that still carried the humiliating positivity Nasrin chooses to make her primary subject of Dwikhandita. In the aftermath of the ban, it becomes clear that the body of the literary father, the libidinal energies that play a hidden but powerful role in sanctioning or censuring literary works, must be kept secret as an act of faith. Hence the respected litterateur Sunil Gangopadhyay, not one of Nasrin’s targets, was offended by Nasrin’s lack of care about the families of the writers with whom she had had sexual escapades. In a telling comment, he insisted upon a hypocritical secrecy that keeps the public personae of male intellectuals de-sexed: “Personal relations are sacred based on mutual respect and faith. One should not divulge it publicly. It shows lack of taste on the part of the writer.”
 Here literary taste slips unobstrusively into its other guise of normative social behavior. In the Bangladeshi press, the familial betrayal is even more clearly expressed by a commentator who, punning on Nasrin’s Ka, invoked the Bengali proverb “Kaker mansa kake khai na” (“a crow does not eat flesh of another crow”)—an allegation of cannibalism in no uncertain terms. 
Of course, the body never disappears. Warner argues that the libidinal economies of public address teach us that the instance of disembodiment is always accompanied by a desire to introduce the personal through other means: not to present one’s body, but to interject the body back into a public arena through a prosthetic object. In print cultures, we often see the male social subject live out his fears, aggressions, and fantasies through another character whose body is extensively visible. But in the age of mass media, where public spheres are percolated by mass consumption and dominated by visual data other opportunities present themselves. Mass mediatized icons are probably the most enticing prosthetic objects, their overexposed bodies hotly contested, desired, or rejected. Warner evokes multifarious fantasies about Ronald Reagan’s body that incited public aggression (the plethora of discourse about Reagan’s anus, for example), fear, desire, or enchantment. Marshaling psychoanalytic discourse to examine the libidinal field of consumption, Warner argues in the moment of wanting we witness a consumer “we”—our sports, our lingo, our music. Where in the case of the privileged disembodied social subject, the icon as a prosthetic reintroduces the personal, for minority subjects unable to escape their bodies, icons are precisely a means of controlled disembodiment: to disappear into Michael Jordan’s body by buying sneakers, one enters a stratified collective “we” even as one enjoys the positivity of one’s body through the specularization of Jordan’s body. The unrecuperated positivity of the body is carried into consumption.


The notion of icons as prosthetic object is crucial to understanding the public desire to legislate and contain Nasrin’s corporeal speech in the Dwikhandita affair. Even as Nasrin is first known in West Bengal in 1992, the Lajja controversy had already transformed her into a spectacular icon: the beleaguered target who might come to physical harm; the embodied young female subject; the body that placed itself in harm’s way to speak against violence; the writer who spoke unabashedly about female bodies in her clinic and her social world; and the secular Muslim who testified to the possibility of overcoming religious differences as Hindu fundamentalists consolidated political power in India. It is easily to understand how such an iconic body might become a viable prosthetic for West Bengal’s literary public in two ways. First in the outpouring of concern over Nasrin’s physical safety and the desire to offer her protection, she becomes a prosthetic object through which the secular intelligentsia might live out their own uncertainties, fears, and anxieties at their own difficult position as public intellectuals fighting for increasingly unpopular secular ideals against the rising tides of religious chauvinism. One may remember how close the Babri Masjid destruction of December 6, 1992, and the subsequent Hindu-Muslim riots in India are to the Lajja affair in West Bengal. The persecuted writer—in her synecdochical position of “speaking for” or “standing in for” ruling elites—becomes the cause for rallying against those who disallow certain kinds of “injurious” speech. Nasrin’s iconic stature as “the female Rushdie” brought back the historical trauma of the Satanic Verses affair, which had clearly exposed the unevenness of the playing field for writers—they had become symbolic scapegoats for publics intent on protesting the privileged speech of ruling elites. For a left liberal secular intelligentsia such a distance from the “masses” prompts the discomfort of acknowledging their own privileged position, their distance from large populations left out of civil society. As prosthetic object for a display of fear, discomfort, and uncertainty, in 1994 Nasrin’s iconic body-under-threat functioned quite directly to offer cathartic relief, extracting prophylaxes of horror by self-abstracting bodies. 

To this prosthesis we might add the complication of Nasrin’s embodiment as an abandoned Muslim woman sympathetic to the shared cultural, linguistic, and literary heritage of the two Bengali public spheres. Here she becomes another kind of prosthetic object, in a sense slightly different from Warner’s conception. We have seen how Nasrin is readily adopted as a daughter, “attached” via cultural kinship to West Bengal in thinly disguised literary paternalism. Placed within the nostalgic recall of undivided Bengal as a re-membered body, Nasrin becomes the lost limb re-attached when she asks for sanctuary. Nasrin herself contributes to this language of organic incorporation in her characteristic corporeal idiom: “India was not a piece of waste paper that it should have been torn apart. I want to rub out the word forty-seven. I want to black out the blackness of forty-seven with soap and water. I don’t want to swallow the bone of forty-seven stuck in my throat. I want to vomit it out. I want to recover the undivided land of my forefathers.”
 Yet I would argue that Nasrin was never fully incorporated into West Bengal’s literary community, that she remained the project saved from physical extinction, the mediocre writer who deserved commendation for her courage more than her literary qualities—she remained a disposable prosthetic. For when she flouts the rules of public address in Dwikhandita, she is immediately set aside, expelled, removed: a detachable prosthetic disposed cursorily at will, especially since she was no longer required as a fetishised writer-victim for a secular intelligentsia now past times of rampant religious chauvinism. For by 2003, the Hindu right-wing government had been routed in national polls, and the uncertainties of 1992 were no longer at work. The prosthetic had outrun its use. 

Now as Nasrin tried to remain attached to West Bengal she became the wild limb, flaying, out of control, often dangerous by default like Frankenstein’s monster. In an effort to expel the wild limb, West Bengal litterateurs evoked taste to garner consent against the heinous novel—tightening the skin of taste over the literary culture. The nature of skin can allow motility between the inside and the outside (as we see in premodern discourses on the humoral body, for example), or it can harden to prevent entry of foreign substances. In our exegesis on the bodies of public intellectuals, and the metaphoric body of a Bengali literary public, the skin functions as an appropriate image for taste, a line of distinction that tightly or loosely marks exterior from interior. Right after Nasrin’s embodiment of male literati, we see the skin of taste emerge before our eyes in the hot debates on Dwikhandita high literary, middlebrow, and popular status explode on the literary scene. 

Distasteful Matters, Obscene Speech

Such “distinction,” to evoke Pierre Bourdieu’s extensive theorization of taste cultures, is best understood within a specific habitus enabling us to produce classifiable practices and to differentiate and appreciate them (taste). Habitus internalized as a disposition explains “taste” and its regulatory capacities in the social world. The “distinction” between good and poor literature relies on one’s ability to appreciate form, manner and style over function, substance, and content. Disembodiment (the distance of aesthetic judgment) is required of those who have taste, while embodied participatory pleasure is the sign of the vulgar. Quixotically, the vulgar, always linked to the obscene, provokes disgust and horror. Since disgust is as partly pleasurable, practices classified as vulgar have a quixotic effect of the disembodied subject. If we think of the disembodied aesthete as Warner’s (equally disembodied) public social subject, a litterateur perhaps, one can see how disgust is quite central to the formation of distinction. In both Bourdieu and Warner, then, taste—even good taste—inevitably refers back to the body.  

In his criticism of Kant’s Critique of Judgment, Bourdieu explains French classificatory practices by marking a clear separation between the ordinary and the aesthetic disposition. An aesthetic disposition toward a cultural artifact, the “pure gaze,” involves break with the ordinary attitude towards the world which, as such, is a social break” (31).
 For aesthetic consumption relies on detachment from the object of scrutiny, an interest in artistic effects over content, and a ready ability to compare the object to other works; the image has no referent than itself, the rules of discourse are sufficient for judgment, and so the aesthete refuses social reference. In so doing the aesthete dominates his or her biological nature in fully negating enjoyment—these are thereby the tastes of freedom (491).  By contrast “vulgar” taste implies a personal and social investment in the work, enthusiastic participation in its effects, and a sort of deliberate naivéte, ingenuousness, and good-natured credulity. Vulgar taste is a refusal of the refusal, the opening of the subject to the social world, its enticements and seductions. Hence works that single-mindedly neutralize distance from the social world are dangerous, too close to our natures (the tastes of nature): they reduce us to “animality, corporeality, the belly and sex, that is, what is common and therefore vulgar” (488-89). Hence they prompt disgust and horror in the loss of subject into object; and paradoxically disgust becomes an experience of enjoyment. 

The literary outcry against Nasrin’s autobiographical kamasutra and the derision against her popularity among teenagers are clear deployments of taste, this time to keep at a bay a body that should not have been corporealized in the public sphere. The very subject of Nasrin’s Dwikhandita becomes one of the many reasons for a charge of vulgarity. “Acceptability of poor taste is set to be the next big Bangladesh middle class haute couture,” runs a headline in a Bangladeshi newspaper, where the commentator proceeds to link Nasrin’s lack of taste with an “absence of civility.”
 In Kolkata, the press compares Nasrin to Nandarani, a famous prostitute who worked out of Shonagachhi 90 years ago, while litterateur Samersh Majumdar reinforces boundaries of sexual speech by exclaiming “Only a sex maniac can write such a book such as Dwikhandito” (Gyan Taposh 10). The body of the author here transgresses and the flat realism of the autobiography offends, signaling vulgar fiction of poor taste. 

Of course, Nasrin had her defenders, some ambivalent, others staunchly supportive. Memorable among these defenses is a long essay by the renowned Shibnarayan Ray who argues for Nasrin’s self-critical revolutionary gesture as necessary for social progress.
 Attempting to read Dwikhandita historically, Ray begins by suggesting self-critical activity is the marker of being human, and such action might often require breaking through internal (psychosocial) and external (material) constraints than reign human potential; in Ray’s view, Sigmund Freud has extensively theorized the first set of constraints, and Marx, the latter, for our times. Any glance at a historical canvas will show that revolutionaries—Mary Wollstonecraft and Thomas Paine are his carefully selected examples—have always broken through these barriers, and they have suffered for it. In the case of Bengal, where in the Bengal Renaissance Hindu men took the lead in questioning constraints, perhaps in the 21st century the mantle has passed to a Muslim woman. What better genre for social critique than the autobiography, with its time-honored practitioners including feminist revolutionaries such as Simone Du Beauvoir! Nasrin’s autobiography, in Ray’s view, is an “extraordinary book” of considerable literary and historical value: it displays ambition, judgment, independence, logic, and truthfulness. So it will offend those who seek to cling to older social molds, and who cling to fossilized privilege (45). When read carefully one finds nothing vulgar in Dwikhandita, Ray intimates, for its sexual litany is hardly pleasurable or even sensational; rather, the autobiography resounds with grief, betrayal, and the fear of being single in a world where women’s primary identity still derives from their marital status. 

Such defenses from literary quarters were few and far between. It took someone positioned outside literary circles to remark on the nature of Nasrin’s transgression. One Maqsoodul Haq, writing in the mukto mona (free mind) website, foregrounds the real potential of Dwikhandita’s challenge to the flaring line between the private and the public: “Importantly, a debate on sex and sexuality and what ideally constitutes morality, is hopefully the net gain if at all, in the process.”
 Maqsoodul Haq criticizes the double standards of secular intellectuals who are known for their sexual freedoms but cannot speak about it, except in fictional terms; in what seems to be a grudge against them based on religious sentiment, Haq notes for these intellectuals it is perfectly acceptable to slander the Prophet but not a renowned poet. Blasting Bangladesh as “a sexually repressed republic” Haq embarks on a harangue against the average Bangladeshi bhadralok who expel those who discuss matters of the “below the belt” category, even though in the more intimate circles of gossip one learns of tongue-in-cheek inquiries about maal or new game in town and of sexual romps on long afternoons in empty apartments. Yet for women such subjects are unspeakable matters, and public address of such bodily affairs amounts to nongramee or dabbling in filth. “Who will judge our intellectual judges?” wonders Haq, even as he bewails the fact that Nasrin’s cheap and sensationalist thrillers may have lost the opportunity for a meaningful conversation on sex and sexuality.

Haq is obviously underscoring sexual repression as a driving social force in middle class Bangladesh and Bengal: it is under these conditions that the sexualized body elicits pleasure and disgust of the kind we see in the Dwikhandita affair. Yet it is hardly the case that Bengali literature does not traffic in eroticized bodies.
 So it is not so much the sexual body that is at issue here in the tightening of taste, but the nature and manner of its depiction. Even some supporters such as Ketaki Kushari Dyson evince a middle class shudder at the “crude” corporeality of Nasrin’s bodies: “Was it really necessary,” asks Dyson, “for her [Nasrin’s] readers to know how one of her elder brothers used to scratch his balls, how he farted, how he rolled the dirt of his skin up into little balls and sniffed them?”
 There are no metaphors here, or indeed literary effects to please aesthetic judgment but a visceral carnivalesque body of a sibling. But more importantly—and this is the point I have been making so far—the key question is: whose bodies are exposed to whom? When does the circuit of exposure bring charges of vulgarity? 

In the assigning of sexual matters to the domain of vulgarity, and therefore to popular rather than high culture, it is instructive to consider earlier sexual scandals where such distinctions came into play. Tanika Sarkar offers the example of a sensational murder case in 1873, involving the rape and seduction of Elokeshi. Making an important distinction between gossip that binds one into a familiar circle organized around trust, and scandal
 that enlarges the scope of gossip transmitting intimate confidence to an anonymous abstract public, Sarkar explains most sexual scandals remained at the borderline of the literary—they were best represented in sensational reportage, obscene farces, and popular theatre. Hence a scandal, “drawing an unseen community of concerned people together by focusing on intimate issues about its constituents” (56), was ever the purview of “low culture” (including woodcuts, street songs, and bazaar paintings) for the Bengali public sphere. With Dwikhandita, Nasrin’s publicizing of the intimate provokes a similar arbitration on the part of some Bengali literati whose bodies were exposed in public glare; Nasrin had precisely crossed from gossip to scandal, an act considered a betrayal of trust and personal friendship. Hence her expulsion from the “we,” a deliberate evocation of cultural power, a tightening of skin to hide the body exposed by sexual speech.

If the censure of Dwikhandita
 stopped at the matter of taste, if the only consequence of evoking distinction was to turn autobiography into pornographic spectacle, my critique of sexual norms governing literary speech would end here. Yet the debates on taste took a more serious turn with the promulgation of the West Bengal government’s ban: now distasteful speech translated into obscenity had become injurious speech worth legal censure. Of course the government’s rationale for the ban was based on section 95 of the Code of Criminal procedure, read with Act 153 of Indian Penal Code where it was considered a criminal and punishable act to create enmity, rivalry, and hatred among religious communities (Act 153 curtailing speech was evoked by the Indian government at various junctures, and memorably in banning the Satanic Verses in 1989). Numerous blasphemous and irreverent references to the Prophet’s life, and derogatory remarks that went against Islamic tenets in Dwikhandita were deliberately provocative, argued government representatives, and the Muslims in West Bengal deserved protection from such injurious speech. This was not a slip of tongue, for at least 49-50 pages were dangerous to communal health in the State. Speaking defensively on the ban, the State secretary of the CPI (M) remarked that from the time the Left Front formed government in West Bengal, not a single publication had been proscribed on political grounds. Dwikhandita, however, was another matter; it would fuel communal violence. For those who protested the ban, such blanket protection of publics from the government smacked of a lack of trust: as Mahasweta Devi argued, surely readers could be trusted to make their own judgment calls? It was curious a leftist government would have such little faith in the popular (60). Obviously the reasons for the ban lay elsewhere: perhaps in appeasing Muslim vote-banks than extended the present West Bengal government substantial electoral support?


In the government’s case against Dwikhandita sexual obscenity was hardly the issue; yet in the conversation prompted by the ban allegations of obscene speech constantly bled into accusations of speech injurious to religious sentiment. When Several noted authors including the poet Sunil Gangopadhyay, the novelists, Dibyendu Palit and Syed Mustafa Siraj, the Bangladeshi novelist, Shamsul Huq, the singer Suman Chatterjee, as well as the Trinamul Congress leader and Kolkata mayor, Subrata Mukherjee, among others, backed the ban, their rationale more often than not emphasizing the vulgarity of the novel. One political leader, Somen Mitra, dramatically staged this confusion of categories when, in supporting the ban (“nobody ought to assume rights to hurt the sentiments of a religious community”
) he dismissed Dwikhandita as a piece of pornography. In short distasteful speech had quickly become what should be legally unspeakable in its projected injury to the community. 

In her exegesis on “excitable speech”—hate speech, obscenity, pornographic address—in the US context, Judith Butler reminds us injurious speech is often an utterance cited out of its original context, whose imagined repercussions might cost the speaking subject the right to public address. Speakability, in Butler’s view, ensures the survival of the public social subject (who comes into being at the moment of speaking). However, speakability demands the subject’s adherence to the “rules” of intelligibility that govern speech: the speaking subject therefore always occupies a volatile position in a community of speakers. This is apparent in Nasrin’s case: one may argue Nasrin did not play by the rules of intelligibility in West Bengal’s literary public sphere by bringing into view unspeakable bodies in Dwikhandita. So she is punished by evocations taste, an implicit censorship on whose heels follow an explicit silencing through legal action. Such a reading pushes us to consider the bite of taste in its arbitration of speakability as a process of subalternisation, especially since Nasrin’s survival as an intelligible public social subject and a legal citizen depends on this seemingly disinterested hardening of literary distinction. 

The transition from implicit to explicit censorship is effected when the West Bengal government blasts open the boundaries of the speech situation: the obscene, the salacious, and the irreverent now pose real harm to the bodies of Muslim social subjects. But when might speech appear physically threatening as the term “injurious” speech suggests? What makes the slide from the verbal to the physical possible? Like Warner, Butler’s answer lies with the speaker’s body that is brought into social existence at the moment of the speech act.
 In injurious speech, the speaker’s body is envisioned as having a physical impact on the addressee: “If the speaker addresses his or her body to the one addressed, then it is not merely the body of the speaker that comes into play: it is the body of the addressee as well” (12). In the case of Nasrin, the legal premises for the many bans on her speech acts in Bangladesh, and the ban on Dwikhandita in West Bengal, are predicated on injury to religious sentiment and/or incitement to violence. However, in their official explanations for the deployment of certain legal provisions government representatives rely on the notion of injurious speech to buttress their censure: repeatedly the body of the community is evoked as under attack in Nasrin’s speech acts, the iconic body inflicts violence on the bodies of Muslim social subjects. The positivity of the speaker’s body is necessary, in Butler’s view, for injurious speech to occur, for “the body of the speaker exceeds the words that are spoken” (Butler 13); in Nasrin’s case, such excess from her overblown iconic significations. 

This prompts us to question the kind of body Dwikhandita brings into view. What is the nature of its positivity that so threatens Muslim publics in West Bengal? In the balance of the chapter I turn to Nasrin’s feminist project of corporealization that, I would argue, has the adverse effect of erecting a particular kind of female body threatening and abhorrent to Islamic publics and especially since those publics also appear as dramatis personae (onlookers, neighbors, religious leaders, or political leaders) in her autobiographical volumes. 
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