Chulalongkorn University

Chula Digital Collections

Chulalongkorn University Theses and Dissertations (Chula ETD)

2021

The representation of Animal and “non-human” characters in Indra
Sinha's Animal’s People

Sirawit Sriphuthorn
Faculty of Arts

Follow this and additional works at: https://digital.car.chula.ac.th/chulaetd

6‘ Part of the English Language and Literature Commons

Recommended Citation

Sriphuthorn, Sirawit, "The representation of Animal and “non-human” characters in Indra Sinha’s Animal’s
People" (2021). Chulalongkorn University Theses and Dissertations (Chula ETD). 7665.
https://digital.car.chula.ac.th/chulaetd/7665

This Independent Study is brought to you for free and open access by Chula Digital Collections. It has been
accepted for inclusion in Chulalongkorn University Theses and Dissertations (Chula ETD) by an authorized
administrator of Chula Digital Collections. For more information, please contact ChulaDC@car.chula.ac.th.


https://digital.car.chula.ac.th/
https://digital.car.chula.ac.th/chulaetd
https://digital.car.chula.ac.th/chulaetd?utm_source=digital.car.chula.ac.th%2Fchulaetd%2F7665&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/455?utm_source=digital.car.chula.ac.th%2Fchulaetd%2F7665&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://digital.car.chula.ac.th/chulaetd/7665?utm_source=digital.car.chula.ac.th%2Fchulaetd%2F7665&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
mailto:ChulaDC@car.chula.ac.th

THE REPRESENTATION OF ANIMAL AND “NON-
HUMAN” CHARACTERS IN INDRA SINHA’S ANIMAL"S
PEOPLE

Mr. Sirawit Sriphuthorn

An Independent Study Submitted in Partial Fulfillment of the
Requirements
for the Degree of Master of Arts in English
Department of English
FACULTY OF ARTS
Chulalongkorn University
Academic Year 2021
Copyright of Chulalongkorn University



o a (% { 1 1 o) a 4 .
msiauenmvesetiveatazatazas “Nlilsuypd” Tuuitewises Animal’s

People vos dunse dai

a a J A
HIWATINY ATNDI

a a’dy I 1 & = @ @ v A
ﬁWiuWH‘ﬁulﬂuﬁ')uﬂu\‘isllﬂ\?ﬂﬁliﬂﬂ‘ﬂﬁlﬂﬁmﬂaﬂq%ﬁlﬁﬂ]ﬂﬂ]ﬂ’l@ﬂ‘ﬂiﬂ’lﬁﬂimﬂ’mm“ﬂﬂ
A1U1IVINHIBINGY NAIFINHIOINGY

@ J t4 a @
AUTONHIATAT JIWNIANINIUNNIINGIAY

Umsdau 2564

4
ﬁ‘lJﬁVI‘ﬁ‘lJﬂQﬂWTﬁQﬂiiﬁiJﬁ”l’Wlfﬂﬁﬂ



Independent Study Title THE REPRESENTATION OF ANIMAL AND “NON-
HUMAN” CHARACTERS IN INDRA SINHA’S

ANIMAL’S PEOPLE

By Mr. Sirawit Sriphuthorn

Field of Study English

Thesis Advisor Associate Professor DARIN PRADITTATSANEE,
Ph.D.

Accepted by the FACULTY OF ARTS, Chulalongkorn University in Partial
Fulfillment of the Requirement for the Master of Arts

INDEPENDENT STUDY COMMITTEE
________________________________________________________ Chairman
(Assistant Professor TAPANAT KHUNPAKDEE, Ph.D.)
________________________________________________________ Advisor

(Associate Professor DARIN PRADITTATSANEE,
Ph.D.)

________________________________________________________ External Examiner
(Associate Professor Pachee Yuvajita, Ph.D.)



f3and efiges | mahueuenmueseiiveauazdiazas “ililduyud” Wuuailewies Animal s
People vea dunsy i, ( THE REPRESENTATION OF ANIMAL AND
“NON-HUMAN” CHARACTERS IN INDRA SINHA’S ANIMAL’S

PEOPLE) o.@5numdn : sa. as.asuns iszavginild

A ¢ o A ° o A o iy 19 1 ) A
astiwusatutysAnymsinduen mvesdazasion uetivea wazddazas <N lilsuypd” Tuulies
4 . a a @ au a ' o { o ¥ o o
509 Animal’s People vewdunss duf (a.a. 2007) swisveidedaudyusunainnareidrunasdinmwiy
s do v &Aoo g Py 1 RN o s & 9
nseuARandnuszneuad e wReIny “anuitluuyed”’ uaz “arwiiludad’ nazihnseuanudaiili1deds
v ¥ A ' Y
uevgalumsaiunmdazasdinan ssinusiguendwinnewiziomsaanuuiiasid Fanmsaauiivenain
U a 1 4 g o @ @ v v
vzne Iinamsasansutwenszuiauyuduazdaiudy Sinfvayunisaseunseslanaziusonvesraz Juansn

C A a

a o ' A = ' A Aa o 4 o o >
@a]"JfJ ﬁ'ﬁuWu‘ﬁlﬁu@?']u@uu@ﬁé@ﬁﬁﬁﬁlﬁﬂ']fJWﬂg‘]JNﬂi']\?@l“ﬁ@\nl'm'mﬂ”lﬁﬁilwaﬂ“ﬂﬂ']“]fw}:l C?l’@\‘inﬂ‘llﬂiil']uﬂﬂﬂ'ﬂllq%‘}ﬁﬂ
2 o ¢ o 2 a s a '
LL‘]_IaﬂLLfJﬂ“V]\i‘ﬂ']ﬂ@]ulaﬂllazﬁﬂﬂﬂﬂuﬂﬂ Tﬂﬂﬁuﬁ(‘?‘l’iﬁﬂh'm']ﬂﬂ'ﬁﬂﬂQTﬁﬂLLUUﬂJ?@iQ%’]NﬂJ@QLﬂJ'] ﬁ']iuWu‘ﬁﬂﬂﬂi']fJ']']
Ao o o a o ¢ o Ay 191 9 1 v Y o Pz My ¢
ﬂgﬁu‘wu13ﬁuamauuaaﬂuuqummzma:ﬂi ﬂllliclslfllk!}_lﬂ ‘]f'JEJGh’i!sU']’dﬁTQﬂﬂﬁﬂEﬂ!ﬂlqulﬁiJhlﬂﬂfJ'Nllﬁ UaNINU
N 22 o A d9 9 o A o ey 1q 99 Lg v =

miuwuﬁuu1Lﬁua’nﬁm%ﬁmiu1Lﬁuamwuaunaauazmazﬂi ‘Vlllilclﬂﬁ\lklﬂﬂ Gluﬂ']ﬁ‘]ﬂﬁ!.ﬁuﬂﬂﬁﬂdﬁ'\ﬂﬂ'\l]@
a 24 A A ) a ' =~ a 7 a 4
q@]‘ﬁi5ll1/]'Nﬂaﬂll']fJLLa$1/1'NfNLL'Jﬂé/@llGlu‘]_I53’,L‘l/]ﬂ@ulﬂﬂqﬂﬁﬁﬂ@TmTuﬂﬂqﬁl@ﬂTQvl,i ‘ﬁHFJ'VIqﬂ AITUNUDLAUDAIIUAANIN
a Yo ' < A Aa Y Y@ 1o = = v & a o o e
Lmuuaacl%mﬁu“lwmmmnmuﬁzwmwaﬂmﬁiiwmmﬁu1meﬂuTﬂﬂ”lummmmﬂwu‘g N Hﬁuﬂﬁ\‘lﬂllllﬂﬂslﬂllﬂ

=

nnFiadsegedramiufiondiumsiinauenwidealszauiuveatetiveadudi azasidluuyuduaz “Hlily

UMM MBIBINYY AIOHOTOUR ©evereeeeeeeirrrreeereeeeieirrereeeeeeeenneens

Ynsdnm 2564 101030 8. AUTAVINEN weveeereeeeeeereeeeeeeeennnnn



# # 6280044422 : MAJOR ENGLISH

KEYWOR  INDRA SINHA, POSTCOLONIAL ECOCRITICISM,

D: HUMANITY, ANIMALITY, ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE
Sirawit Sriphuthorn : THE REPRESENTATION OF ANIMAL AND
“NON-HUMAN” CHARACTERS IN INDRA SINHA’S ANIMAL’S
PEOPLE. Advisor: Assoc. Prof. DARIN PRADITTATSANEE, Ph.D.

This paper aims at examining the representation of Animal, the
protagonist, and ‘“non-human” characters in Indra Sinha’s Animal’s People (2007).
It discusses various ways in which the socially constructed concepts of “humanity”
and “animality” are called into question and strategically deployed in the portrayal
of these characters. It argues that Sinha attempts to dismantle binary thinking which
not only constitutes the distinction between the human and the animal but also
underpins the West’s domination of the East. More specifically, the paper argues
that Animal whose deformity is caused by exposure to the toxic gas suffers from
alienation—both from himself and from human society—mainly because of his
binary view. It also discusses how Animal’s interactions with humans and ‘“non-
humans” help him reconstruct his identity. Furthermore, this paper displays how
Sinha uses the representations of Animal and ‘“non-human” characters to point out
the problems of legal and environmental injustice in postcolonial India. Finally, it
argues that Animal uses his new self as a bridge to connect all entities regardless of
species. Through the portrayal of the intertwined lives of Animal and human as well
as “non-human” characters, Sinha suggests a new kind of society in which all lives
are equal.

Field of Study: English Student's Signature
Academic 2021 Advisor's Signature
Year:



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

As | review each sentence that together forms this special research paper, I am
reminded that its successful completion will never be achieved without the contributions
from people at different moments.

First and foremost, I would like to express my deepest gratitude and
appreciation to Associate Professor Dr. Darin Pradittatsanee for her patient guidance,
support, and relentless endeavor to hone my writing as well as my critical skills. She is
an exceptional advisor, with her knowledge and insight, her constant encouragement,
and especially her great generosity with her time. Her sagacious comments are entirely
indispensable for this paper. I am so grateful for having her as my advisor. My
appreciation also goes to the members of my committee—Associate Professor Dr.
Pachee Yuvajita and Assistant Professor Dr. Tapanat Khunpakdee—for their
promptness and their insightful comments that help strengthen my research.

I am immeasurably indebted to all literature professors at the Department of
English: Professor Dr. Jittima Pruttipurk, who introduced me to the novel Animal’s
People in our Selected Texts and Authors class, for her encouragement and enthusiastic
support that made me believe in my potential; Assistant Professor Dr. Nida
Tiranasawasdi for her extraordinary class that I will never find this most insightful
knowledge of Gothic fiction from anywhere else; Associate Professor Dr. Verita
Sriratana for her monumental Modernist Literature class which broadened my
knowledge of literature to the point that | have not imagined, and especially for her
compassion and understanding toward students which were imprinted on my mind;
Assistant Professor Simon J. P. Wright for his immeasurable knowledge and support;
and Assistant Professor Subenja Phaolaungthong for providing me vast knowledge and
experience in reading novels. | have been fortunate and honored to be one of their
students.

Moreover, special thanks must go to Dr. Prapassaree Kramer for making my
undergraduate English literature class such an exciting discovery that | wanted to pursue
my Master's degree. In addition, | wish to thank Assistant Professor Phacharawan
Boonpromkul who first introduced and sparked my interest in Ecocriticism and

Environmental literature. | also would like to extend my thanks to Assistant Professor



Vi

Dr. Nawin Bosakaranat for his technical support and constant encouragement.

My thanks also go to other fellow graduate students in the department. Included
in this group are Saranpat Chiangprom, Kantapat Anupansagul, Nalinnipa Lornimitdee,
Thammika Sawaengsri, and Wattana Wattananukij. I am thankful for all these beloved
friends who provide me with continuous and endless support. Without them, this long
and difficult journey will never be succeeded.

Finally, 1 would like to thank my parents for their emotional support as well as
their decision to let me pursue this degree. 1 am also thankful for all my friends,
especially Phubet Panpet and Songwut Kaewprasert, and my colleagues at Kinokuniya
who continuously send me love and support.

I am responsible for any errors in this research paper.

Sirawit Sriphuthorn



TABLE OF CONTENTS

ABSTRACT (THAI et ii
ABSTRACT (ENGLISH) ...ttt v
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS ..o %
TABLE OF CONTENTS . ...t vii
The Representation of Animal and “Non-human” Characters in Indra Sinha’s
ARTMQAL’S PEOPIE ...ttt 1
INEFOTAUCTION ...ttt 1
“My name is Animal”: Animal and People ...........ccccccoviiiiiiiiiie 8

“Two of me there’s, two also of you”: Animal and the “Non-human” Characters. 27

“Bird that I am sees all”: Solidarity across Differences .............cccccvvvvviieiiiiiinnnnne. 36
CONCIUSION ...ttt 42
REFERENGCES ... ..ottt e e e e abee s 43



The Representation of Animal and “Non-human” Characters in

Indra Sinha’s Animal’s People

Introduction

Indra Sinha’s Animal’s People (2007) is a fictional reworking of the Bhopal
disaster. The novel illustrates the aftermath of the industrial accident which took place
in the city of Bhopal, India, on the night of December 3, 1984. On that night, a
pesticide plant owned by the Indian subsidiary of the American firm, Union Carbide,
exploded. The factory leaked a large number of dangerous gases, mainly composed of
methyl isocyanate (MIC), which spread over the slums around the factory. Since the
location of the factory was so close to the community of the poor Bhopalis, the toxic
gases affected an estimated two hundred thousand people. In the article ““Tomorrow
There Will Be More of Us’: Toxic Postcoloniality in Animal’s People” (2011),
Upamanyu Pablo Mukherjee, a professor and critic on contemporary Indian novels
written in English, sums up that “between five and ten thousand people were killed
immediately, with a further sixty thousand sustaining injuries and a significant
number succumbing to these over the next days, months, and years” (216). Because of
its aftermath, the Bhopal tragedy is considered one of the world’s most notorious
industrial disasters. In addition to a number of the victims, its infamy is the injustice
that the American company has inflicted upon the Bhopalis. After the explosion,

Union Carbide has remained irresponsible for the accident.

1 Indra Sinha (1950- ) is a British writer of Indian and English descent. He is a former copywriter who

is deeply interested in the Bhopal tragedy. He has been a passionate campaigner for justice for the
victims of the incident. He fund-raised to help build a clinic providing free medical care for those
affected by the disaster. In addition to Animal’s People, he also wrote a number of articles regarding
this incident and its effects upon the Bhopal citizens.



In his article “Bhopal: 25 Years of Poison” (2009), not only does Sinha reveal
the horrifying description of “that night” but he also emphasizes the irresponsibility of
Union Carbide and its owner, the Dow Chemical Company. Sinha discloses the fact
that Union Carbide refused to release the information of the leaked gases. Therefore,
the hospitals were filled with deaths because doctors did not know how to treat the
victims. Although, since 2001, Union Carbide has been requested to publicize the
study of the effects of MIC, Sinha says, still “Union Carbide would not release the
information, claiming it was a ‘trade secret’.” Moreover, even “today in Bhopal, more
than 100,000 people remain chronically ill,” Sinha reports. The victims have received
neither medical help nor compensation. Sinha also emphasizes that what the company
paid by no means matched what the Bhopal victims deserved: “the compensation paid
by Union Carbide, meant to last the rest of their lives, averaged some £300 a head:
taken over 25 years that works out at around 7p a day, enough perhaps for a cup of
tea” .

The Bhopal disaster exemplifies a new kind of the West’s oppression of Indian
people. Although India has gained its independence from the United Kingdom since
1947, India, in the postcolonial era, has still been exploited by Western colonial
power. Colonization does not disappear after independence; Indian people now still
encounter a new kind of colonial struggles that are more complex than before. In his
book Postcolonial Environments: Nature, Culture and the Contemporary Indian
Novel in English (2010), Upamanyu Pablo Mukherjee proposes that the prefix “post”
in “postcolonial” does not suggest the end of colonialism, but it is “an end of a
particular mode of colonialism which then shifts its gears and evolves to another

stage” (6). The new stage which Mukherjee refers to is neo-colonization, the new



colonization that is embodied in socio-economic power. In other words, in
postcolonial India, the colonization has not disappeared, but it manifests itself as a
discourse of development which is grounded upon the binary opposition of the
rich/the poor and developed/undeveloped countries. He illustrates how neo-
colonialism works by referring to the case of the Bhopal tragedy:
When an Indian pesticide factory leaks lethal gas that Kills and maims
thousands, its victims find out that it is owned by an American concern who
are not answerable to an Indian court and whose pitiful compensation offer is
deemed adequate by Indian politicians and judges (later discovered to be
‘friendly’ to the company) who are themselves unaffected by the accident ---
such is a portrait in miniature (each passing day yields a million different
ones) of neo-colonialism. (6)
It is worth noting that a group of people severely oppressed by neo-colonization are
the poor. In this case, on the one hand, the impoverished Bhopalis have suffered so
long from the aftermath of the accidents without adequate help. On the other hand,
they also are oppressed by their government. The politicians and the courts prove to
be corrupt because they also get benefits from facilitating this exploitation. Thereby,
the poor have to fight by themselves—yet to no avail since they have no power. This
endless and desperate fight for environmental justice is highlighted in Sinha’s
renowned novel, Animal’s People.
Told from the point of view of a nineteen-year-old narrator, Animal, Animal’s
People is Sinha’s fictionalization of the Bhopal disaster. The novel is set twenty years
after the gas explosion at the plant of the Kampani located in the fictional city of

Khaufpur. Animal is one of the accident’s victims. He has been left an orphan, and at



the age of six, his spine is twisted as a result of the gas leak to the point where he has
to walk on all fours. Animal is approached by an Australian journalist, who comes to
Khaufpur to collect stories for his new book about the story of “that night,” to recount
and record his story on audio tapes. The journalist wants to publicize Animal’s story,
for he says to Chunaram, a local dealer, that “he has never found such honesty as in
that filth of [Animal’s]” (7). Although Animal is suspicious of the journalist’s ulterior
motive, he agrees to record his story under the condition that “apart from translating
[from Hindi] to English, nothing has been changed” (the Editor’s Note). Animal’s
stories focus on his relationship with various groups of the Khaufpuris: the poor,
activists, government officials, and foreigners. In the beginning, Animal introduces
himself, on the ground of his appearance, as an “animal,” and separates himself from
human society. However, he gradually develops relationships with Nisha, her father
Somraj, and his friend Zafar. Because of Nisha’s suggestion, Animal works as part of
Zafar’s activist group to fight for the Khaufpuris against the Kampani. Therefore, the
story mainly captures the Khaufpuris’ fight for justice to bring the boss of the
Kampani to stand trial in the Indian court. Moreover, not only does Animal’s life
revolve around the Khaufpuris but it is also intertwined with Elli, an American doctor
who comes to Khaufpur with a benevolent intention to build a free clinic. She wants
to help the impoverished Khaufpuris who have been long affected by the explosion by
providing them with medical treatment.

In revealing the victimization of the Khaufpuris and their resistance to legal
and environmental injustice, Animal’s People focuses on the portrayal of the victims,
especially Animal, who are severely affected by the toxic chemical leak. Several

critics tend to examine the politics of the representation of Animal’s body. They



consider Sinha’s portrayal of Animal’s body as conveying symbolic meaning. For
example, Adele Holoch’s “Profanity and the Grotesque in Indra Sinha's Animal's
People” (2016) discusses the use of profanity and the grotesque as a tool to blur the
boundaries which separate the subaltern figures from international readers. Holoch
contends that Sinha uses profanity and the grotesque to invoke readers’ horror and
laughter through Animal’s self-abjection. Another article that focuses on the portrayal
of Animal’s body is Justin Omar Johnston’s “A Nother World” in Indra Sinha’s
Animal’s People” (2016). Johnston examines Sinha’s use of the industrial language of
material design to describe parts of Animal’s body that can be interpreted as a new
kind of factory life. He interprets Animal’s body as “a thinly fictionalized account of
a very real and ongoing thirty-year-old industrial catastrophe in Bhopal, India” (118).
In a similar vein, Délice Williams’s “Spectacular Subjects: Abjection, Agency, and
Embodiment in Indra Sinha’s Animal’s People” (2018) argues that Sinha mobilizes
the abject by depicting bodies of disaster victims and their allies as an opposite mode
which offers “a possible ground of resistance to neo-colonial configurations of
power” (586). He points out that the bodies of the victims are used as a “crucial
rhetorical element” to present marginalized people’s fight against the power of
authorities that oppose and oppress them.

Apart from the articles on Animal’s symbolic body, various existing criticisms
discuss the issue of legal and environmental injustice in postcolonial India. Critics
have paid attention to the misfortune and struggle of the poor Khaufpuris who are
continually deprived of justice in the postcolonial world. One article by Andrew
Mahlstedt also discusses how the poor Indians’ deprivation of legal and

environmental justice is closely connected with the Westerners’ misperception of the



poor Indians’ lives. In his article, “Animal’s Eyes: Spectacular Invisibility and the
Terms of Recognition in Indra Sinha’s Animal’s People” (2013), Mahlstedt proposes
that Animal and his people are considered as “the spectacular invisibility” (60).
Although the pesticide plant explosion and its aftermath were so spectacular to
readers, the impoverished victims are “remarkably invisible to those who might hold
the power to effect justice, restitution, and redress” (60). He argues that the poor are
marginalized since the readers’ recognitions are shaped by ‘“unselfconsciously
received narratives of destitute and hopeless or, alternately, romantic and idealized
poverty” (60). Another article that also focuses on the lives of the poor in Khaufpur is
Susie O'Brien’s “‘We Thought the World Was Makeable’: Scenario Planning and
Postcolonial Fiction” (2016). Interestingly, O'Brien employs Animal’s People as a
critical lens to analyze the discourse of scenario planning, a strategic method of
speculation about a possible future. By arguing that scenario planning omits the
history of colonialism and capitalism, this article discusses how the location of
Kampani near the poor community plays an important role in predetermining future
winners and losers. The Kampani’s location only benefits the first world’s capitalists
while it leaves the marginalized Indians’ risk invisible. Postcolonial fiction, As
O'Brien states, postcolonial fiction may function to help reveal “some friction, to raise
questions of who is planning, for what, and for whom” (331).

While the articles above profoundly examine the use of Animal’s body to
expose environmental injustice in postcolonial India, Rob Nixon’s “Slow Violence,
Neoliberalism, and the Environmental Picaresque,” the first chapter in his book Slow
Violence and the Environmentalism of the Poor (2011) deals with toxicity and its

long-term hazard upon humans and the environment. Nixon defines the notion of



“slow violence” as invisible violence that occurs gradually: “a violence of delayed
destruction that is dispersed across time and space, an attritional violence that is
typically not viewed as violence at all” (2). Using Sinha’s novel as an example, he
points out how the novel represents the environmental effects of the toxic chemical
explosion at different times. He also focuses on how Sinha represents Animal as a
“picaro” (55), a social outcast who is the protagonist in a picaresque novel. He
links Animal’s quest for physical erectness to that for moral integrity. Being a picaro,
the character of Animal also poses “a profound question on the limits and value of the
human” (57). Furthermore, Nixon points out that Animal’s character consists of
special and complex qualities. He ends his chapter on Animal’s People by posing

interesting questions which inspire me to pursue my research in this paper:

Through Animal’s immersed voice, Sinha is able to return to questions that
have powered the picaresque from its beginnings. What does it mean to be
reduced to living in subhuman, bestial conditions? What chasms divide and
what ties bind the wealthy and the destitute, the human and the animal? What
does it mean, in the fused imperial language of temporal and spatial dismissal,

to be written off as “backward”? (66-7)

This quotation particularly draws my attention to the ways in which the concept of
“the human” and “the animal” are called into question and strategically employed in
the portrayal of Animal. Moreover, while the existing criticisms focus on the
representation of Animal to expose the environmental injustice in postcolonial India
solely, my paper will examine both Animal and non-human characters which have

been left unexamined. It aims to analyze how Sinha presents Animal and non-human



characters in order to question the constructed concepts of “humanity” and
“animality.” Seeing Animal as the victim of the toxic leak who has an identity
problem, this paper will investigate how Animal’s interactions not only with humans
but also non-humans help him in his quest for identity. It will also illustrate how
Sinha uses the intertwined representations of Animal and non-human characters to
point out the problem of legal and environmental injustice in postcolonial India.
Finally, it argues that Sinha, through the portrayal of the intertwined lives of Animal
and human as well as non-human characters suggests a new kind of society in which

all lives are equal.

“My name is Animal”: Animal and People

This section examines how Indra Sinha characterizes Animal, the protagonist,
in Animal’s People. It will trace Animal’s transformation from an afflicted character
whose self has been shattered because of physical deformation caused by “that night”
into an agent of resistance against injustice. At first, Animal is presented as a victim
of postcolonial affliction. But after a series of interactions with human and non-
human characters, Animal can acquire a new sense of self, which he later uses to
connect with all the victims regardless of species. The character of Animal can be
considered as a center that connects all creatures victimized by the explosion of the
chemical factory. Moreover, Sinha strategically deploys his characterization of
Animal as a critique of binarism which underpins colonial ideology. He distinctively
characterizes Animal as a critique on the binary logic of imperialism, for Animal’s

character possesses “special” qualities challenging the process of categorization.



Sinha raises a question on a dualistic worldview at the very beginning of the
novel. When Animal first addresses readers, he introduces himself, saying that “I used
to be human once. So | am told” (Sinha 1). These opening sentences prompt readers
to question what kind of being Animal is, and what makes him consider himself that
way. Readers will later find out that due to the effect of chemical leak Animal’s body
is distorted to the point that he has to walk like a quadruped. The fact that Animal
refuses to be a human while he is ostensibly a human being emphasizes Sinha’s
attempt to criticize the binary mode of categorization. Biologically speaking, an
ability to walk upright distinguishes human beings from other species. It has been
used as a mark of separation between humans and animals. Sinha seems to point out
that attempting to categorize sentient beings regarding physical appearance causes a
problem. Physical deformation causes Animal to face an identity crisis. As one of the
victims of the explosion of the Kampani, Animal’s life is tremendously changed
physically and psychologically. Walking on all fours, Animal cannot identify himself
as a human. He also develops his self-disgust to the point that he calls himself an
“animal”—TIiterally referring to a real animal. Consequently, he alienates himself from
human society to live his life like a stray dog. Being unable to categorize Animal’s
character, readers who are accustomed to the binary perception of reality are confused
and disturbed. Their frustration with the inability to categorize Animal underscores

how binarism is embedded in humans’ fundamental understanding of the world.

Binarism plays an important role in the human perception of reality. In
Postcolonial Studies: The Key Concepts (2013), Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths, and
Helen Tiffin define the term “binarism” by referring to Ferdinand de Saussure’s idea

of signifier and signified. Saussure suggests that the meaning of the signs does not
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directly refer to the real object, but the meaning derives from their differences from
other signs in the same linguistic system. It can be considered that binary opposition
is “the most extreme form of difference possible” (25). All meanings are set when
humans differentiate one thing from another. Examples are evident in basic things in
our human world: white/black, day/night, hot/cold, and so on. In the case of Animal,
he understands that what constitutes the “human” is opposed to what the “animal” is.
Animal cannot consider himself as a human because of his crippled body. The binary
opposition of human/animal influences Animal’s understanding that the world of
human beings must not include one who uses four limbs for walking like him. The gas
leak, for Animal, distorts his physical appearance; moreover, it dispossesses his
human identity. The character of Animal, therefore, serves as an example of the
problem of binarism. Sinha thus unsettles binarism at the very beginning of the novel

by introducing Animal in this way.

Moreover, binarism plays an important role in the colonial era. According to
Ashcroft, Griffiths, and Tiffin, colonization operates under the dualistic view: “the
binary logic of imperialism is a development of that tendency of Western thought, in
general, to see the world in terms of binary oppositions that establish a relation of
dominance” (26). The Western colonizers rely on a set of binary oppositions, such as
colonizer/colonized, white/black, civilized/primitive, human/bestial, center/margin, to
justify their domination. While the West considers itself as white, civilized, and
human, and existing in the center, the undesirable traits are attributed to the East. This
binarism perpetuates imperial power and violent hierarchy in the relationship between
the West and the East. As a result, the set of binary oppositions validates the superior

position of the colonizers, and their impulses to exploit (26).
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In the postcolonial period, binarism continues to play a significant role in
West-East power politics. The binary opposition of civilized/uncivilized still exists,
but it disguises itself in the concept of development—developed/undeveloped—and
economic wealth—rich/poor. Western capitalists employ this novel binary opposition
to benefit from developing countries. Most western investors find their opportunities
to make money out of underdeveloped countries. For example, America and other
developed countries try to intervene in India’s economy on behalf of economic
growth. Although India gained independence from England in 1947, the Indians still
are oppressed by Western capitalists. America, which becomes the new economic
power, replaces England in colonizing India in the postcolonial era. American
development projects, such as the Green Revolution, in India result in dramatic and
everlasting exploitation since the capitalists only aim for their benefit, not for the
development of India. It can be considered that American capitalists do not truly want
to improve India’s economy. India must be a continuously developing country
because if India becomes developed, there is no pretext for the Americans to take
advantage of it. Therefore, the binary opposition of developed/undeveloped has been

sustained forever.

Animal People is an example of how Indians are exploited by the American
development project. Sinha writes this novel as a contemporary critique of the
inequality that is caused by binarism. The novel is set in the context of the Bhopal
disaster. The tragic event occurred when American’s insecticide factory exploded in
December 1984. Since the factory was located near the impoverished community, the
explosion caused countless death and loss. Thousands of Indians were also injured

physically and mentally. The nightmare of Bhopal can be traced to its root in the
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Green Revolution in the 1960s. Agriculture plays a vital role in India’s economy. The
Green Revolution was initiated by American capitalists to increase agricultural
products to serve millions of Indian people. India had suffered from poverty and
malnutrition, so the Green Revolution was expected to bring about a solution.
Therefore, the use of pesticides was encouraged among Indian farmers to increase the
production of crops. The Union Carbide’s plant was built to supply insecticides in
Indian agriculture. In the article “Bhopal: 25 Years of Poison” (2009), Sinha reveals
the selfishness and irresponsibility of Union Carbide owners. Sinha points out that
methyl isocyanate (MIC), “a substance 500 times deadlier than hydrogen cyanide,”
was kept in “a huge tank” in Bhopal. Bhopalis’ lives had been at risk because not only
the substance could “react explosively with itself,” but it was also stored in a plant
where security was loose because of Union Carbide’s ‘“cost-cutting spree.” Sinha
sums up the poor situation of the factory: “the huge, highly dangerous plant was being
operated by men who had next to no training, who spoke no English, but were
expected to use English manuals. Morale was low but safety fears were ignored by
management.” As a result, Bhopalis had to face insecurity in their lives, and even
after the tragic night there was no fair compensation for them. Khaufpur, the setting of
the novel, represents the city of Bhopal. The suffering of the victims which Sinha
portrays in the novel can be seen as having the root cause in the West’s postcolonial

notion of development.

By portraying the lives of the victims in the novel, Sinha accentuates how
colonialist binarism operates and tries to dismantle this ideology. Sinha’s attempt to
challenge imperial binarism in Animal’s People corresponds with Bill Ashcroft,

Gareth Griffiths, and Helen Tiffin’s observation of postcolonial literature. They
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suggest in The Empire Writes Back (2002) that postcolonial literature tends to
destabilize “the imperial process of domination and continuing hegemony” by “an
acceptance of difference on equal terms” (35). Since the imperial ideology is
formulated by the binary oppositions of self/other, it is indispensable to ensure the
“purity” of each entity that differentiates “self” from its threatening opposite “other.”
Therefore, most of the postcolonial literature tends to create a situation in which
“self” is challenged by “other.” The line that separates the boundary between “self”
and “other” has been transgressed by an encountering between West/East,
civilized/uncivilized and human/animal. This attempt to transgress self/other
boundaries is evident in Sinha’s characterization of his protagonist, Animal. Animal is
in the position between “human” and “animal.” Walking on fours like an animal, he
cannot totally identify himself with the human because his body is deformed by the
toxic leak in the explosion of the Kampani. However, Animal suggests a different
angle to look at the world, which is accessible to neither humans nor animals. Animal
can also provide a new framework for considering colonial hegemony and the
discourse of domination. He is one of the strategies Sinha deploys to defy imperial

binarism.

Several critics, such as Adele Holoch, Justin Omar Johnston, and Andrew
Mabhlstedt, offer different interpretations of Sinha’s characterization of Animal as a
tactical move against hierarchical binarism. Rob Nixon draws a connection between
the representation of Animal and the inequality the Indians encounter due to the
division of developed and undeveloped countries. In his book, Slow Violence and the
Environmentalism of the Poor (2011), he analyzes how Animal is a transgressing

character who both crosses and connects the boundaries set by colonial and neoliberal
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power. Nixon suggests that Animal can be seen as a “picaro” in a picaresque novel.
The picaro is a social outcast containing unruly qualities which are stigmatized in the
privileged class. Although Animal is wounded by the explosion of the Kampani at
first, he can transform his unpleasant and afflicted qualities into a weapon of
rebellion. Because he is not fixed in any categories, Animal learns to assimilate and
sympathize with his Indian fellows. As Nixon argues, Animal can dissolve the
boundaries of binary opposition: human/non-human and the national/the foreign (55).
Therefore, he can connect all entities who are the victims of ‘that night” and create a
sense of solidarity under differences to fight oppression and inequality endorsed by

the West.

While Nixon’s reading of Animal as a transgressor who can empower himself
to fight injustice, the process of his transformation is left unexamined.
Complementing Nixon’s reading, this paper attempts to analyze the development of
Animal’s self-perception in order to further examine Sinha’s strategy in dismantling
the binary opposition of humanity/animality. Nixon states that Animal “serves as a
synecdoche for the spectrum of mutations to which Khaufpuris have been subjected
over time, ranging from the celebrated singer with now-ravaged lungs to the chatty
Kha-in-a-jar” (57). Animal can be considered as a representative of both the poor
Khaufpuris and non-human characters, who suffer from social and environmental
injustice. Furthermore, throughout the novel, Animal interacts not only with various
people from different backgrounds and social statuses but also with non-humans
characters. | would argue that Animal can transform his self-perception thanks to
these characters. His view of “humanity” and “animality” has changed due to the

perspectives given by the different characters he has interacted with.
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At the beginning of the novel, Animal perceives himself as a victim of “that
night.” Infant Animal was intoxicated by the gases emitted during the factory’s
explosion. The toxic chemicals affect him physically, later leading to his
psychological problems. In physical terms, his body has been deformed since he was
six. As he says, “[his] back began to twist. (...) The highest part of [him] was [his]
arse” (15). He then begins walking by using his hand. Moreover, the tragedy of
chemical leak deprives Animal of masculinity. Animal’s physical anomaly compels
him to suppress his sexual desires, so he always talks about his wildest daydreams,
masturbation, and sexual fantasies. This physical deformity results in his voyeuristic
behavior. He describes the scene in which he spies on Elli through her bedroom

window and finds her naked:

[Elli’s] legs aren’t blue but as pale as milk. She reaches down and nothing is
hidden from me. Next she’s soaping herself all over. Every part. I’'m sure you
don’t need me to tell you how a woman’s body is made, it’s the first time I’ve

ever seen one naked.

Yes, it’s the first time, except in sleep. Often I’d dream of making love with I
won’t say her name. I never told anyone because if people got to know, what
would they do, laugh at me, pity me? “Animal, don’t have those kind of
hopes.” I’d see the warnings in the faces of old women who caught me
looking at her. Animal mating with human female, it’s unnatural, but I’ve no
choice but to be unnatural. Many times | would dream that she and | were in
love, sometimes we were married and naked together like in the movies

having sex. In such dreams was my back straight? Did | stand upright? No and
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no. | was exactly as I am now and it did not matter. Such dreams! | woke from

them shaking with hope. This frightened me, I despise hope. (78)

This passage demonstrates how Animal is afflicted by his appearance. His fantasies
and his dreams manifest his desire to have sex life that humans can have. It is worth
noting that seeing Elli’s “normal” body not only stimulates Animal’s sex drive but
also reminds him of his abnormality. Animal yearns for a normal human life, but his
hope will never be fulfilled. He feels desperate, and he dares not to tell his dreams to
anyone because he will be mortified. He always remembers that he is “unnatural,” and

his unnaturalness which robs him of his human traits is the destiny imposed upon him.

In addition to physical anomaly and deprivation of masculinity, Animal’s
deformation affects his mentality. The physical distortion shatters Animal’s self to the
point that he rejects being a human. Here, the binary mode is dominant in Animal’s
process of self-perception. He recognizes his physical difference as a verification of
his animal identity. He considered that it is his destiny that is imposed upon him.
Therefore, he refuses to associate with humans. “That night” has wounded his psyche
in various ways. He feels alienated from the human community. The alienation results
in his self-hatred and loneliness. The first time when Animal reveals his
dissatisfaction with his body is at the very beginning of the novel. Animal expresses
that he “no longer want[s] to be human” (1). His physical appearance has an impact
on Animal’s attitude toward himself. He finds his body ugly: “when I caught sight of
myself --- mirrors I avoid but there’s such a thing as casting a shadow --- I’d feel raw
disgust. In my mad times when the voices were shouting inside my head I’d be filled

with rage against all things that go or even stand on two legs. The list of my jealousy
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was endless” (1-2). His reflection in the mirror keeps reminding him that he is not a
human, but an animal. Consequently, he develops his self-disgust to the point that he
stops identifying himself as a “human.” Moreover, his self-hatred transforms into his
abhorrence of “all things that go or even stand on two legs” (2). It can be interpreted
that his refusal to be human is a defense mechanism he uses to respond to his sense of
lack—his lack of human qualities. Simultaneously, it reveals his binary logic of
identification. In his dualistic point of view, walking on two legs signifies the quality
of the “human” whereas what goes on four legs is considered the opposite of the

human.

Furthermore, Animal’s unsettled psyche is connected with his wild and
aggressive behavior which accompanies his refusal to be a human. When other
orphans verbally attack his deformity, Animal fights back with his bestial act of
biting: “T was so angry I bit him. | fastened my teeth in his leg and bit till I could taste
blood. How he yelled, he was howling with pain, he was pleading, I wouldn’t stop. I
bit harder” (15). This incident exemplifies his violent behavior which can be
considered as one of his self-defense mechanisms. Animal shows his savage and
animalistic nature in many ways, accentuating his identity as an animal. This is the
first time he uses his animal identity to fight humans who hurt him. However, his
aggressive behavior reveals his sense of insecurity. He considers himself as an animal
because Animal as a boy still thinks in binary terms. Hierarchical binarism privileges
humans over animals, so identifying himself as an animal bespeaks Animal’s sense of

inferiority to other kids who can stand upright.



18

Since he does not perceive himself as a human, Animal does not feel that he
belongs to the human society and he tends to live in isolation. He seeks the company
of a dog, Jara. He feels connected to Jara rather than to humans because it has neither
“traceable parents” just like him, nor “fixed abode (...) because [it] belongs nowhere
and everywhere is [its] kingdom” (18). During the day, Animal goes hunting for food
accompanied by Jara. However, he views Jara not only as his friend but also as his foe
because sometimes they have to fight for food. At night he spends time alone in the
factory which is left undisturbed by the Khaufpuris. He considers this place not as his
home but as his “lair” (29). He says the ruin is full of cobras and rabid dogs. It is this
place where Animal feels comfortable to live. The factory is “a shunned place, where
better for an animal” (29). That Animal chooses to live in this isolated place
emphasizes both his sense of alienation and his sheer awareness of how he has been

dehumanized. In his view, he does not even deserve a home as humans do.

Analyzing Animal’s self-perception at the beginning of the novel, one can see
that Sinha employs this character to dismantle the colonial power of categorization.
Animal cannot liberate himself from the human/animal opposition because it
underpins the human perception of reality. However, as the story develops, Animal’s
binary perception has been challenged through his interactions with various human
characters who represent different socio-economic backgrounds, such as Nisha, Zafar,
Australian journalist and Doctor Elli. Sinha characterizes two Indians, Nisha and
Zafar, as the embodiment of loving-kindness. In contrast, the Australian journalist and
Doctor Elli are presented as “civilized” Westerners who somewhat lack a true sense
of humanity. These characters emphasize the invalidity of the human/animal binary

opposition. By encountering these characters, Animal has a chance to broaden his
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self-understanding and comes to question what qualities constitute the ‘“human” or

humanity.

Sinha presents Nisha and Zafar as Indians who are full of humanity. These two
characters show that the local Indians have a high level of morality and compassion
toward others. Their humanitarian spirit is demonstrated through their attitude toward
Animal. Nisha plays an important role in Animal’s life because she, like Ma Franci,
is the person who does not associate his existence with his deformity. He gives a
remark on Nisha’s treatment of him: “when she called me Jaanvar, Animal, it was a
name, nothing more. She never seemed to notice that | was crippled, nor pretend |
wasn’t. She was the only person I knew who treated me as completely normal” (22).
It can be seen that the human/animal opposition does not function in Nisha’s thought.
Since she takes Animal for who he is, she can inspire Animal to retrieve his self-
esteem and to see his self-worth. Nisha brings Animal back to the human community.
She teaches Animal to read and write and introduces him to work for Zafar. Thanks to
Nisha, Animal feels that he is accepted among other people and has his place in the

human community.

In addition to Nisha, Zafar, the humanist activist, is another character who
changes Animal’s self-perception. He is an educated Indian who leads the movement
to call for justice from the American owner of the Kampani. He volunteers to help and
speak for the victims of the Kampani explosion. Being an activist, Zafar advocates the
dignity and equality of all humans. Consequently, Zafar does not agree with Animal
when Animal identifies himself as an “animal.” Zafar argues: “You are a human

being, entitled to dignity and respect. If you haven’t a name then this is a great



20

opportunity for you. You can choose your own. Jatta for example or Jamil, go ahead
pick one, whatever you like, we’ll call you that henceforth.” (23). He also explains
that Animal is a human who is “especially abled” since Animal has “skills and talents
that [other people do not] have” (23). He points out that whatever Animal wants to
call himself, Animal has “dignity and respect” as a human. The fact that Zafar

respects Animal for who he is bespeaks his humanitarian view.

In contrast to Nisha and Zafar, Sinha characterizes the two Westerners—the
unnamed Australian journalist and Elli Barber, an American doctor—as claiming to
possess the humanitarian spirit and yet lacking in respect and sympathy for the
Khaufpuris. Although these Westerners believe that they stand on in the moral high
ground, what they display is moral backwardness. The journalist and Elli reaffirm
Animal’s understanding of his position as the subject of colonization and make
Animal see the construction of the imperial binarism more clearly. As for the
Australian journalist, he comes to Khaufpur because he wants to write a book about
“that night.” The journalist deems Animal as a “unique case” (7), so Animal is asked
to tell his story. Animal questions the journalist’s attempt to present his story to
Western readers: “[h]Jow can foreigners at the world’s other end, who’ve never set
foot in Khaufpur, decide what’s to be said about this place?” (9). Animal’s question
displays his awareness of the representation of the East through the eyes of the West.
Animal distrusts what the journalist will present to other Westerners because the West
tends to romanticize his people’s destiny. Moreover, Animal also emphasizes that in
the West’s point of view, he and other Khaufpuris are not considered as “human.” He
points out, “[flor [the West] we are not people. We don’t have names. We flit in

crowds at the corner of his eye. Extras we’re, in his movie” (9). This can be seen that
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the binary opposition is still prevalent. The West has never changed its association of
the East with the animal. The sufferings of Animal and the Khaufpuris are
insignificant to the Westerners and unfortunately serve as their entertainment. Animal
understands that this Australian journalist is “like all the [other journalists]” who
“come to suck [the Khaufpuris’] stories” (5). This is an example of Sinha’s criticism
of how the West continuingly exploit the East by representing them as poor, afflicted,
and helpless. What the journalist wants to do is to sell the story of the poor
Khaufpuris. He does not want to help improve the situation or to call for justice for

the Khaufpuris.

In addition to the journalist, Elli Barber is another Westerner who Sinha uses
as a critique of the colonialist ideology of development. Elli is an American doctor.
She comes to Khaufpur with her willingness to help the victims of “that night.” Her
project is to found a free clinic for the poor. Although Elli seems benevolent, Sinha
characterizes her as an embodiment of the notion of “the white man’s burden.” Elli
has a good intention, but she does not know that she is trapped in colonial binarism.
Although Elli shows what she believes to be her “humanity” in her willingness to help
the victims of “that night,” she fails to see the locals as “human.” Elli shows her
colonialist attitude when Animal introduces her to the Nutcracker, the place where the

poor live. Elli reveals her thought about the poor living condition of the Khaufpuris:

This is the strangest thing of all about Khaufpur that people put up with so
much. Take a look. It’s not just blacked out streets and Killer traffic, people in
this city tolerate open sewers, garbage everywhere, poisoned wells, poisoned

babies, doctors who don’t do their jobs, corrupt politicians, thousands of sick
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that no one seems to care about. But wait, let someone come along with an
open-hearted offer of help, these same citizens can’t tolerate it, in fact find it
so intolerable they must mount a boycott. People in this city must be either

blind or mad. I don’t get the way Khaufpuris think.” (151)

This quotation illustrates Elli’s attitude toward the Khaufpuris. She considers the poor
as uncivilized because they can live in an unsanitary environment. She thinks that the
Nutcracker is not a place fit for “humans” to live. She does not understand why the
local people endure unhealthy living without any attempt to fight for their lives, and,
from her point of view, they are irrational in rejecting her benevolent offer to help.
Sinha reveals that this view of this well-intentioned doctor is grounded on the colonial
ideology of which she is not aware. Elli does not understand that the situation of
Khaufpur is more complicated than what she sees. The poor Khaufpuris are too
powerless to fight for the amelioration of their living condition, let alone justice. Her
opinion encapsulates the West’s imagination of the East. In the West’s view, the poor
Khaufpuris are forever backward and too inert to struggle for improvement. As a
result, people like Elli who consider themselves “educated” have to intervene and
educate the East in order to make them “civilized.” Moreover, his interaction with Elli
also leads Animal to see another angle of the definition of the human and animal.
Animal begins to realize that he is not the only one on whom animality is imposed.

Other Khaufpuris are also considered the “animal” from the West’s point of view.

In its analysis of Animal, this paper also illustrates how Animal gradually
changes his self-perception through his interactions with Nisha and Zafar as well as

recognizes the pitfall of binarism in the characters of the journalist and Elli.
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Simultaneously, it can be considered that Sinha uses Animal to critique colonial
power and its ideologies which are still intact in the postcolonial era. Sinha tries to
show how the binary opposition is used as a tool to construct Western colonial power.
Edward Said points out in his book Orientalism (1978), the “the East” as represented
in Western cultural texts—Iiterary works, journalistic texts, or travelogues— is
essentially the imagination of the West. In such texts, savagery, primitiveness,
immorality, or animalistic qualities are associated with the East which contrasts with
the “civilized” West. The representation of the Orient functions effectively in
hierarchized binarism in which the former is superior to the latter: self/other,
colonizer/colonized, civilized/uncivilized, and human/animal. This representation
justifies Western domination because the more civilized West has a “burden” to
civilize the East. Moreover, Said suggests that “European culture gained in strength
and identity by setting itself off against the Orient as a sort of surrogate and even
underground self” (3). Therefore, the binary opposition in colonial discourse benefits
the West’s self-construction just as it does to the East. In other words, while the West
projects all inferiority to the East, it simultaneously strengthens the West’s superior

self.

In its attempt to deconstruct the orientalist discourse, Animal’s People can be
read as pointing to Sinha’s aim to dismantle the West’s (post)colonial power. On the
one hand, the novel satirizes the Westerners’ claim that they represent humanity and
civilization. It reveals the West’s moral backwardness, demonstrating that they are
only “civilized” because of material prosperity, but they are savage as they treat
Indian people inhumanely. The Kampani owners are selfish and irresponsible since

they built the factory which contained dangerous chemical substances near the
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community of the poor, but did not pay attention to the safety of the factory’s
operating system. It can be considered that the