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ABSTRACT

The theoretical constructions and contestations of ‘what is ethical’ is very
much connected to the parallel, yet more deviant question of ‘what is
political’. To paraphrase Alain Badiou, this troubling question raises
more ‘combinational paradigms of underscoring what is political rather
than what is ethical. In this paper, | will look at the Malayalam modern
writer M. Sukumaran’s stories to highlight this problematic paradigm of
understanding the ethical and the role of the narrative that situates/
explicates the same.More than any other modern writer in Malayalam,
Sukumaran’s stories are overtly political. Most of his stories aim to create
a space for the marginalized, the ones that never map in the geographical
and political territory of the state and the succinct way by which the
gender disequilibrium is carried out in the society. Sukumaran breaks
the parameters of the naturalistic tradition of Malayalam by posing the
question of the engagement of the ‘ethical ‘with the subject formation
and interconnected subjectivities. His characters, far from being prey to
the circumstances, also become the constantly differentiated and
understood people as the plane of their discourse changes always with
various readings.
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Modern Maayalamwriting hasin it ethicsoperating at two important
levels: the concern of the subject asthe ethically coherent and inescapable
onewhenwelook at the need of the expression and the political contextin
whichtheideaof ‘being ethical’ isimplanted. Both theseexpressionsare
serioudly contested asthe philosophical assumptionsof the ethicsaremore
wideand multiple. Asinal regiond writingin India, theriseof modernismin
Malayalam, to certain extent coincided with the colonid grid fromwhichthe
writing took its shape and thefdl of any rigid systeminwhich the subject of
literaturefindsitsexpression. Theriseof modernisminMaayaam literature
whileowing alot to thetrand ation of westernliteraturesand cultures, also
need to belocated inthe precinctsof therise of the public sphere, birth of the
bourgeoisindividualism, theunequal division of wealth among theKerala
citizens, margindization of thelower class, thearray of theunemployed youth
and the disintegration of thefamily situations. Theorizing the modernity in
Maayadam literatureinvolvesthetask of reinterpreting and rehistoricising the
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changing patternsof theMalayali culturein the post 1950s and the various
discourses connected to the evol ution of anew subjecthood.

Ethicsisfirg andforemost aphilosophica conception. Thisisconnected
to the expression of the self in the society, the platforms of the self and the
level of internalizing the‘ other’, the question of morality connected with
individuds, theissueof thechoice, theroleof theagent tointernaizewhat the
moral code providesand further the exemplification of one' ssocial status.
Right fromthetimeof Aristotle, different dimens onsof ethicswascarved by
thinkers and philosopherstogether. The crucial distinction of ethicswas
provided by Immanuel Kant. Kant observes: “ Inlaw amanisguilty when
heviolatestherightsof others. In ethicsheisguilty if heonly thinksof doing
0" (Kant, 2000:123) However, to takeintrospection, the K antian categories
and moral preceptswere very much challenged while acknowledging its
relevancefor repositioning ethicsin our time. The question of themoral
conduct, thelevel of participationinany socia index and the culmination of
human behavior arethekey e ementsof |ooking at the question of ethicsin
the post- Kantian phase. Thisalso impliesthat the post-K antian phaseis
rivenwith aseriesof contradictionsasthe notion of ethicsisboth subjectified
and taken asthediscourse at apersona realm. Therelationship betweenthe
personal and the public mattersalot in the reconstitution of ethicsat the
mord plane. Thequestion of an* ethica community’, therefore, isasdifficult
topostulateasthe’ ethicdl literature’ or literaturesof ethics. Whilethisdebate
isendlessinitstheoretical formulations, the practical implicationsof ethics
are understood by the act of the agent in the society. In Kautilya's
Arthashastra, we comeacrosstherules codified for the practical realm of
man. Later inthe Gandhian socia tenetsa so weencounter amora sphereof
activity, which morethan asocia act, movetoward therealmsof an ethical
plane. Literature, irrespective of thefact that, writtenin any continent and
country isopento all the codesand conducts of the public act of enunciation
and rearticulation of the morals. Sometimes, thismay serve asthe other of
what thewriter intendstowork on; at other times, itsimplicationsarewide
enough to engulf al actsof interpretation.

Inmodern Maayaam literature, therehasawayshbeen ashift fromthe
public to the personal. Thisshift wasprimarily ashift from theexpression of
everythinginliterature of modernism fromthe publicto theinternaization of
what theinner world of thewriter isall about. Moreover, thisshift needsto
be understood from modernism’sinternal combination of act of resistance
andtheact of incorporation. Whilein most of theIndian regiona languages,
literature needsto be understood asan act of resistance, itisequally truethat
modern literature tended toward recouping many thingsfrom thetradition
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and other spheres by submerging into the act of involving writing with the
social sphereand appropriatingwhat it hasgeneralized. Modern literature,

therefore, istheinvolvement of the persond into the space of engaginginthe
public domain, where persona many times can become apowerful tool of

resistance. PP.Raveendranobserves.” It may not be possible, either
theoretically or in terms of a cohesive methodology, to carry forward a
sustained argument in support of the presence of an ontologically related
body of knowledgewith ashared discursivehistory called Indianliterature”
Raveendran,2009: 28). As Raveendran’s arguments may elucidate, it
becomesdifficult for al of usto think and reimagineaparticular point of the
evolutionof Indian literatureaswell asmodernismin Indian literature. While
thisistruewith al Indian languages, the collective body of modern literature
inthelndian context dsoistheonethat needslot of rethinking. InMalayalam
particularly, theworksof K Balamani Amma, M. T. Vasudevan Nair onthe
one hand are examples of creating aseparate sense of modernism by their
adherenceto a particular social aestheticsthat negated modernism. The
powerful impact of modernismin Maaya am began by thesocio-redist writings
of Vaikkom Muhammed Basheer, Thakazhi SvasankaraPilla and Kesavadev.

Thesewriters created aspace of the public very much internalized inthe
wanderings, strugglesand opinionsof theindividua turned against al socia

customs. However, the next generation turned the switch of writing fromthe
public to the private with notabl e exceptionslike Anand where the public
resurfaces as the domain of all discourse. Thisincludes writers such as
0.V.Vijayan, M. Mukundan, Zacharia, Sethu and Anand. M. Sukumaran
followsthisfootstep with aremarkabledifference. Sukumaran’sturnisnot to
reclaim themodern agendaastheultimatein Maaya amwriting; on the other
hand, that wasmeant to restructurethe strugglesintheindividud, particularly
the dispossessed within the socia milieu. Sukumaran kept the glassopenfor
reflection tothe society whereall ideol ogiesand promisesfell blindly andthe
turn of the blind masstoward the party politicsalso evaporated intheair
without offering abright tomorrow. Thisintense phase of modernismin
Malayalam writing was experimented by very few writers- PK.Nanu,
U.PJayarg), and rlatively few moreincluding M. Sukumaran. Thequestion
of ethicshere operatesat two levels: on the one hand, thisasksthe question
of thewriter’ssocia responsbility by putting theissueof mora rightsand on
theaother, thisexposesthedeviance of modernism from thestringent assumption
of its“ newness’. Ethicshere questionsthe* newness' attributed to language,
class, casteand orientation. Ethicsno more servesasthe philosophically
right word for acorrect life, but thisworksasthemechanismwherecorrection
asan act of moral duty isputinto questioninliteratures.
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Set against the backdrop of intensepolitica strifesin Keralaaswell as
inIndiainvolving the trade unions against the landl ords, bourgeoisclass,
bureaucratsand theinternal divisionswithintheworking class, Sukumaran's
collection Chuvanna Chihnangal ( Red Signs) exposesthe nature of the
Keraacitizen compelledtolivealife of faithlessness, dejection and utter
poverty. Theapriori set up of these storiesisthe post-independent Kerala
politics, particularly the post- 60s politicswherethe publiclifein Kerala
underwent aradical change. The promisesgiven to thelabour classvery
soon turned out to be fallacious and the new generation or the new class
among the trade union leadersturned out to be the new capitalistsinthe
god'sown country. The story “ Ashritharute Aakasham” (The Sky of the
Dependents) isan exposition of thecruel irony of the existence of alabourer
who becomesthe prey to theinner dynamism of capitalism and the corporate
world. The character inthe story expresseshishomageto the death of PK .,
the person who tellshim how to be an obedient worker under the owner. His
cremationisan ethical act where he becomesthewitness. “ The cemetery
wasonthehillside. The pit they had dug was not that deep astheir heads
wereswirlingintheintoxication of arrack. If astrong rain comes, the upper
layer of sand will wash away and the dead body can be seen. The eagleswill
swoop down and peck. Thefoxesafter tearing it will deposit the bones at
different places. Sincethisisan unknown body, | didn’t havethe courageto
express such anxietiesto the Municipa workerswho were drunken louts”
(Sukumaran, 2004: 12). This passageisan example of the anxiety of the
local worker toward the safe burial of adead body. His ethicsis deeply
entrenched in histhoughts of expressing something; but refusesduetothe
nature of themanwholed alifeof seclusion. Thevishility of thebody, here
isasothevishility of thedanger and derision. If the body would be seen by
others, it may evoke asense of derision. Sukumaran createsthe space of the
Municipal cemetery asthe place of deliberate and hidden discourse of the
body. The unnamed character in thisstory very soon sacrificeshisideasand
thinking for the sake of Krishnaveni, hiswifeand hisson. Hechangesthejob
and becomesthe representative of another company under anew master.
His sacrifice also turns out to be the sacrifice of hismorals. Sidelining
Krishnaveni, he becomesaprey to Aani, aseductresswho treatshimwith
drinksand cigarettes. Theinterna conflictswithinthisunnamed narrator turn
out to be the survival mechanism when the city and the people failed to
recognize him and buy hisproducts. Further, when Krishnaveni accidently
comes up inacompany meeting, dressedinfull attire, the narrator failsto
recognize her and later shootsat her. Histestimony before the policethat he
did not like her dress and behavior while she wanted to reclaim him had
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provoked himisthefina break of hisethical platform of amora living. He
further claimsthat heloved her throughout hislifeasshewashiswifea so
opensup theplatform of * ethicality’ in conjunction with hisact of murder.
Whilelying downinsidethelock up, hethinks.” Not evenasingleant didn’t
painme. | had seen the different ways of solving thecrimesinaweek. The
policewhich doesthat becametheenginesof closing eyelids, beedi smoking
and saluting. They wandered inside the station with their blood shot eyes.
Thewailing cry of the humansout of painwould befallinginther earslike
music. Having seenthose body torturesdaily, | discovered aprinciplefull of
sdfishnessfor mysdlf. Man can bekilled by throttling or by shooting. But he
shouldn’t bekilled likethisinch by inch. Thepins, sticksfrom the coconut
leaves, chinksof blade, ruler are not madeto kill man” (Sukumaran, 2004:
33). Thecentra question arising hereiswhoseethicsarewelikely to protect
and maintain? The unnamed narrator’ smoral dispositiontothejob andthe
survival ingtincts, and later the murdering of Krishnaveni al imply the non-
ethica platform of hisethica world. Beforehistragic deathinthehospitd, he
realizesthat his son and Dhanapalan’s son are arrested for attacking the
owner under whom hewasworking. What needsto beunderlinedisthefact
that Dhanapal an was another owner who committed suicide ashiscompany
businesswas collapsing. The systemsin collapse and the alignment of the
owner-labourer networks createthe ethics of the post-60s K eralasociety in
confusions. Theintertwining discourse of the owner and labourer isthe one
of perpetud confrontation and collusion.

In“Udayam K aanan Urakkamozhichavar” (Thosewho didn’'t degpto
see the Rise), Sukumaran conflates the feelings of a group of young
revolutionaries, thelr activitiesand aspirations. Written from the perspective
of congtant did ogues between membersintheyouth, thisstory hasthecanvas
of students, government employees, the pressand thosewho liveinisolation.
The story mixes up the public realm and the private through a series of
juxtapositions. Therevolutionary inthisstory PL. hastheexistentia crisis
when he thinks about what to be done and how things need to be
revolutionized. Sukumaranwrites: “ PL. asked himself. Theremayn’t be
any other doubt popping up inthehead of the comrade. Don’t worry Comrade.
When the net falls on me, the story of the river where | floated and the
mountain cragswill remainwithmeasorganswithout life. It'salight for me
therealization that some of my predecessors had worked hard to become
traitors. Inthat light, my followerscantravel. Bravely” (Sukumaran, 2004:
241). Thequestion hereisnot the one of uneasinessarevolutionary ishaving
with histimesof capture and surrendering to the powersof administration;
but the one of self- choice. Thissalf- choice, that isoneday hewill become
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atraitor, iswhat markshisidentity. L ooking at the nature of ethicsand the
subject’ sdependence, Barbara Johnson comments, “...if ethicsisdefinedin
relationto the potentially violent excesses of the subject’s power, then that
power isin reality being presupposed and reinforced in the very attempt to
undercut it. What is being denied from the outset is the subject’slack of
power, its vulnerability and dependence” (Johnshon, 2000: 48). The
revolutionary PL.’sdecisionto becomeatraitor tothemovementisanethica
choice aswe see hiscontemporariesare drawn into that either by choiceor
by compulsion. The clash between the state of dependence and the state of
autonomy, aswe seein Barbara Johnson’scomments, isexemplified here.
ButinPL.’scase, morethan Johnson’snotion of* subject’ spower’, hiscasua
observation of what heisor wherethemovement goesistypicaly noteworthy.
Keraa sleft movementsanditsfailureto offer all the needy thewantedis
highlighted hereasthe subject’sethical question; not as* vulnerability’.
Toward theend of thisstory we see PL.. going to see another comrade
fromwhom hethinks hewill get some contribution for the running of the
revolutionary magazine. To hissurprise, PL. meetsthe comradewho had
changed completely and studiesfor adepartmental test. PL’sdialogue, “the
wasted momentswould beimportant for acareerist” ( Sukumaran, 2004:249)
ishisredizationthat hedoneisleftinthisworldtothink andlead therevolution.
Hisdoubtsa so testify to thisstatement ashethinkshimself astheagent who
isemployed to betray hisfellow beings. Thisdoubtful platform of ethicsis
what creates the divided modern sensibility in Malayalam literature.
Abandoning theformer comradewalking ontheroad, PL’smenta conditions
aredescribed by Sukumaran : “ Comrades, | don’t have any enmity toward
any one of you. At acritical juncture, you all will bewith us. That isfor
certain. Thatishistory.” (Sukumaran, 2004: 249). Thisinternal monologue,
if wecan usethat dramaticterm, isthe crux of therevolutionary ethicsof PL.
where heencountersin daily lifeanumber of comradeswho have shrunken
fromtherevolutionary activitiesand haveturned out to bethe careeristsin
theKeradasociety. At thesametime, PL. doesnot want to end hisdreams of
therevolution ashe consoleshimsdlf inthe empty future of itscoming. The
fervor of revolution and theinterna dynamicsof theethicaly shrunken society
of Kerala, asshownin Adoor Gopal akrishnan’sfilm Mukhamukham ( Face
to Face) isbecoming the core of Sukumaran’sstories. PL'sethicsisnot the
one of abandoning what he believes and make him the object of another
movement. His ethicsisthe belief that heis existing, acontra- dynamic
articulation of the Kantian postul ate by sacrificing themoral conduct. While
in Kantian ethics, we have no dternatives provided, themodern Maayalam
gtory through M. Sukumaran asksthe counter- mechanism of sationing onesdf
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inthevalueless society to create somevalues or rather to search something
whileeverythingisvapourisng.

“Kunjappuvinte Duswapnanga” (The Nigthmaresof Kunjappu) is
perhgpsthemost deviant and paliticaly radica story writtenby M.Sukumaran.
Thisisthestory of therag picker called Kunjappu who hasno land, place
and identity in the space of hissearch for thethrown outs. Haunted by the
policeand dogs, hislifeisthrust onthe pedesta of hisown surviva, however
crucia that may appear before him. HisliferemindsusWalter Benjamin's
famous statement, “therag picker isthe most provocativefigure of human
misery” (Benjamin, 2007: 262). Set from one corner of the street to another,
therag picker doesnot have any staticity. Hebecomesthe condemned for al
and he stumblesbeforeall structures of power. Kunjappu in Sukumaran’'s
story issuch afigurewho doesnot have any placeto stay or movearound. In
hismeanderings, hereachesapublic space where people have thronged and
raise slogans asthe counting of the el ection takes place. Heis appointed
temporarily by a shop keeper to clean glasses and serve the people who
cometo the shop. Hisobservations becomethe plethora of what happensin
thesurroundingsasfar asthe situation therefinds doubly dangerousfor his
own existence dueto the cacophony and theimminent danger of thepolice
lathi chargegpproaching. Sukumaran anaysestherag picker’smentd tensons
“All roadsarefilled with people. They may be coming hereto find out who
had won. Though strange, Kunjappu aso ishere. But heiswaiting there not
to know theresults of the election. It isAppuvannan who had made him
stand there. Hishead isfilled with old and usdlessobjects. Hisdreamsflourish
inthemarket placewherethe old objectsare bought and sold” (Sukumaran,
2004: 138). Thisobservationisreevant whenwelook at thedifficult Stuation
of therag picker and his/her rolein any democratic system. Theethicsin
operation hereisthe onethat |ooksthe citizenry, public space, the voi ce of
theunderprivileged and thelack of articulation of thosewho are condemned
tolivealifeof perpetua danger.

Nowherein any democratic system, theethicsof therag picker isnot
heard or articulated. Thereason behind thiscan bethe multitudewherein he/
shehastolivealifeof thedispossessed. But apart from being acitizenwho
livesthelifeof ananimal, thisnon- represented ethicality givestherag picker
some power of observation, as Sukumaran’s Kunjappu shows. Thelathi
chargethat followstheannouncement of the e ection resultsand thedestruction
of Appuvannan’s shop and the consequent hospitalization of Kunjappu and
Appuvannan clearly indicatesthe dangerous and paradigmatory nature of
anarchy embedded inthe very democrati ¢ e ectioneering process. Kunjappu
looksat A ppuvannan’spathetic Situation insidethe hospital and forgetsabout
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the money he oweshimfor serving him. While thrown again into the open
ground, Kunjappu decidesto get his abandoned sack. While going back
with the sack, Kunjappu findsaload of trunksarranged insidealorry. He
findsout from another boy that these boxesarethe‘ balot boxes . Hisdoubt
iscentered on theideathat with what metal are these boxes made of. The
lastlineof thestory is, “ If itisiron, oneday it will rust; thisrag picker who
doesn’t have the conscience, education and theright to vote also may be
knowingthat” (Sukumaran, 2004 145). Sukumaran offersapowerful critique
of the public space and e ectord democracy of Indiaby highlightingthedesire
of Kunjappu. Whoserightsare protected by our democracy?Who areits
masters and prey? These questions go naturally beyond the philosophical
assumptionsof ethics. Dorris Sommer comments.” Ethics meansdemoting
the self to strive the Other, to be the hostage object of the Other subject
“(Sommer, 2000: 207). What wefind in Kunjappu's caseis perhapsthe
other of what Sommer argues as his desires are always met being arag
picker of aparticular place; but itisequally truethat hisambitionto beone
withthepublic never fulfills. Sukumaran carefully mis- matchesthe ethics of
Kunjappu fromthe*“ Other” who perpetualy create no spacefor himto enter.
Theideathat being the subject of democracy, hetoo has his opinion and
ambitionisthrown out here. Kunjappu’s ethicsbeing therag picker isto
know fromwhich metal the boxesare made of.

Thesubject of interpretation claimsfor thereasoning and validity of a
‘witness . InMaayaammodernliterature, thisact of witnessingisnot clearly
outlined. The subject which claimsto havean ethical content or thepolitical
needsto orient itsalf toward aseriesof witnessng—as Sukumaran’sdepiction
of Kunjappu suggests, would berather mere* absences inthepublic sphere.
AsMargalit Avishai argues, “to becomeamoral witnessone hasto witness
thecombination of evil and the suffering it produces: witnessing only evil or
only sufferingisnot enough” (Avisha, 2002: 148). Sukumaran, onthecontrary,
seemsto suggest thismora witnessing asan act of introspection. Thefate of
Kunjappu isresonant of the emptying of the space from where agroup of
jubilationistaken away and consequently the public spaceturnsout to bethe
inner realm of thereader wherein the clash of various power structuresand
innocentshappen. Theinevitablerecognition of what isethicd isthesubjective
redlization of the subject thrown out fromdl platformsof participationand as
thefate of Kunjappu suggests, that looksat the* usability’ of thematerial for
aday’sliving.

Thereationship of ethicsand literature, thoughinterdependent, raises
certainfundamental questions. Canliteraturebeapart of ethicsthat isaways
morally and philosophically grounded? Can the subjectivity bean ethical
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choice?Aretheremutualy existing characteristicsbetween ethicality and the
positioning of the subject?How do werecognizethe politicsof ethicswhen
wehaveaseriesof differences? Thesequestions, though difficult for aserious
theoretical postulation, needsto be pondered time and again to analysethe
roleof literaturesin the moremodern context. Alain Badiou in hisEthics
writes.” Every truth aswe have seen, despises constituted knowledge, and
thus opposes opinions. For what we cal opinionsare representationswithout
truth, the anarchic debris of circulating knowledge” (Badiou, 2001: 50).
Badiou'sinsistence of finding out truth from the opposition to opinionsis
indeed apowerful stand that critiquesthe systemsof governance. Thisperhaps
would be the way how one can offer a vehement critique against all
representationsinliteraturesaso. Literature, no moreisan autonomousentity.
Thereare multiplediscourses and paradigmatory shiftsoccurringinsideall
writing. Therefore, writing too needsto be understood as the mechani sm of
governance.

Asfar as Sukumaran’s stories are concerned, we come acrossashift
of the subject from theintense personal suffering—which wasapart and
parcel of themodern writingin Malayalam to the place/space wherethe
subject undergoes areaization in conjunction with the ethical choicethat
need to betaken. The subject hereisvery much political seeking the space
of expression. Sukumaran, unlike other modern Malalayam writerssuch as
M.Mukundan, T.R., M.PNarayanaPilla, Zachariah and others never makes
any aesthetic judgment to thissubject of dispossession. Theroleof ethicsin
politicsisvery much highlighted in Sukumaran’swritings. Thewritingisthe
liberation of ethicsinwhichthe' other Madaya eemodern sensihility’ iscouched
in. Thiswriting marks, to paraphrase Badiou again“ Asfor thequestionwhy
thesren cometoastop, immobilized asitisintheidedity of alack which, for
itspart, can not comeback, tolack, wewill not havetimeto answer it today”
( Badiou, 2009: 82). The need of the hour, though idealized differently,
becomesthe centrein Sukumaran’ swritings. It isboth an ethical choiceand
anexpressionof thepalitica aswefindthispalitical iswhat marksthenightmare
of modern Keralamaking.

(Thetrandationsof the storiesare by theauthor of thisarticle only).
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