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Abstract

R.F. Kuang’s Babel: Or the Necessity of Violence: An Arcane History of the Oxford
Translators’ Revolution (referred to as Babel hereafter) is a work of eclectic aesthetics that
skillfully weaves together elaborate conversations in the fields of literary and linguistic studies to
explore themes of colonialism, ethics of translation and language acquisition, and the complex
dynamics of power. This thesis aims to unpack Babel’s commentary on colonialism, imperialism,
and violence through the lens of its character development—particularly focusing on Victoire,
Ramy, and Robin—and the psychological toll they endure. While Victoire, Ramy, and Robin are
not the only characters navigating the moral landscape of Babel, their journeys are central to
understanding the novel’s interrogation of colonialism, imperialism, violence, and resistance.

In the ensuing chapters, | shall embark on an analysis of Victoire, Ramy, and Robin. Each
character offers a vivid representation that encapsulates diverse aspects of the colonial experience
and the path of resistance. Their transformation from states of subjugation to self-awareness and
defiance provides a deep exploration of the novel’s primary themes. Furthermore, their narrative
arcs do more than illustrate the characters’ experiences; they illuminate the profound and enduring
existential conflicts born out of the colonial encounter. The narratives of the trio will be explored
not just in isolation but also in how they intertwine to form a more holistic picture of the colonial
experience and the resistance against it. In this light, Babel transcends its literary confines,
evolving into a multidisciplinary record that reflects the human condition under the influence of
colonialism and its enduring legacies.

Chapter One, entitled “Victoire Desgraves Almost Lost in Translation: Language, Identity, and
Power,” embarks on an illuminating exploration into Victoire’s diasporic account. This chapter

focuses on her pursuit of self-discovery and cultural reclamation, examining her trajectory through



the theoretical lens of Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak’s concept of subalternity, giving voice to her
unique experiences and perspectives. The chapter also explores how Desgraves navigates the
intersections of language, race, and gender, shedding light on how these factors intersect and affect
her during her time in Babel and how they compelled her action toward resistance. Drawing on
Spivak’s framework, the chapter highlights marginalized individuals’ challenges in asserting their
agency and reclaiming their cultural heritage.

Chapter Two, titled “Macaulay’s Legacy: Decoding Ramy’s Arc,” embarks upon a critical
dissection of Ramy’s character and his entanglement with the colonial educational systems
championed by Macaulay. This chapter navigates the intricacies of Ramy’s experiences, reflecting
on how they are inextricably linked to the broader colonial discourse. It scrutinizes the challenges
he faces, particularly in terms of mimicry and hybridity, engaging with the theoretical insights of
Homi K. Bhabha. This examination sheds light on Ramy’s struggles and emphasizes the
significance of his identity as a Muslim Indian in the narrative.

Chapter Three, titled “Deciphering Robin Swift: A Fanonian Phenomenon and a Late
Awakening,” delves into the life of Robin Swift. This chapter confronts the themes of violence
and identity, examining Robin’s transformation from a passive figure to an active resistor of
colonial violence. It explores how the violation of his mother, country, and sense of self triggers a
profound change in his character. This part is analyzed through the Fanonian framework relating
to violence and its impact on the colonized’s psyche, revealing how his experiences reflect broader
issues of cultural commodification and exploitation under colonial rule.

Why is such a work important and still relevant in the twenty-first century? To answer this
question, it is crucial to understand the nature of history and literature, along with the motivations

behind their intersection. History is often distorted,; it is often biased, shaped by the circumstances



and viewpoints of its recorders. This dynamic is further influenced by the power imbalance, where
victors, regardless of their moral standing, dominate the narrative. In such contexts, akin to a black
box in the flight of time, literature emerges as an alternative, veiled, and metaphorical history,
especially of the oppressed. Authors skillfully weave truths about their era’s conditions and
critiques of their societies into their narratives. Rhetorical language serves as a protective veil,
allowing authors to subtly confront authority without fearing persecution and prosecution. The
depth of Babel compels me to argue that it will serve as a commentary on the state of the twenty-
first century, allowing future generations to fill in the blanks, to observe and analyze why an
alternative portrayal of eighteenth-century colonial Britain remains pertinent today. However, it is
essential to acknowledge that there will always be unwritten history, concealed by the complexities
of human perspectives and power dynamics.

Among numerous cultural instances exploring such intricate discussions, Babel, in my view,
still stands out for its mastery of navigating and explaining its convoluted codes to reach the minds
and hearts of academics and general readers alike. Furthermore, Kuang’s capability to create a
narrative with a Victorian backdrop with all the era’s concerns and significant occurrences—
including the Industrial Revolution, class disparities, child labor, Empire building, women’s rights,
and the opium wars—while concurrently engaging with contemporary societal concerns is
remarkable. This approach elucidates the novel’s critique of the inadequate attempts to address

historical power imbalances and colonial legacies that continue to shape today’s world.
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Chapter 1 - Words Can Kill

This® introduction section examines the complex magic system and the significant role of
language in Babel, underscored from the very beginning by the novel’s opening epigraph from
Antonio de Nebrija’s Gramética de la lengua castellana: “Que siempre la lengua fue compafiera
del imperio; y de tal manera lo siguid, que junta mente comenzaron, crecieron y florecieron, y
después junta fue la caida de entrambos. Language was always the companion of empire, and as
such, together they begin, grow, and flourish. And later, together, they fall” (3). Nebrija’s epigraph
stresses the thematic significance of language in the novel from the outset, which has informed

and inspired the thematic focus and title selection for this thesis. Babel’s magic system is not

11 would like to acknowledge ChatGPT’s role in its development and refinement. | have utilized ChatGPT for various
purposes, including the organization of content, paraphrasing, assisting with some convoluted ideas, and enhancing
the clarity of my language. It is important to note that, while ChatGPT served as an assistant, the initial text and ideas
across all outcomes are mine. Furthermore, all outcomes were subsequently revised and critically evaluated to ensure
accuracy and coherence with the scholarly perspective of this work. Specifically, | turned to ChatGPT for assistance
in refining and organizing the three paragraphs that begin with “Another instance that illuminates another aspect of
Victoire’s diasporic persona is her interaction with Colin during a University College ball” on page twenty-one,
extending to the conclusion of the third paragraph on page twenty-two with “Therefore, Ramy’s supportive stance
becomes a pivotal moment in the narrative, showcasing the power of allyship as a meaningful tool in combating
racism.” This was because I found it challenging to articulate my thoughts as precisely as I had hoped. Additionally,
I utilized ChatGPT to soften my expression, polish my rough language, and reorganize my ideas regarding the battle
of Plassey. This section begins with “Furthermore, the discussion on Plassey reveals a glaring omission: the very
question of why the British were in Bengal to begin with, potentially becoming hostages or engaging in military
conflict” on page forty-nine and concludes with “The debates between Ramy and Letty offer a profound inquiry into
the human condition under the shadow of empire” on page fifty. Further, I employed ChatGPT to structure my analysis
on page fifty-one, beginning with “Ramy also grapples with the complex dimensions of religion within the novel’s
colonial setting” and concluding on page fifty-four with “This elucidates how religion, within the colonial context,
becomes a matter of performance rather than a genuine expression of belief.” For the entirety of Robin’s section, I
extensively relied on ChatGPT, providing it with the following instructions: ‘“Please organize the text below into
successive, coherent paragraphs with smooth transitions. Ensure all repetitions are eliminated while seamlessly

integrating any direct quotes provided. The writing should reflect a postcolonial academic perspective.”



merely a fantastical construct; it is intricately intertwined with linguistic nuances and colonial
violence, presenting language and power not as abstract concepts, but as tangible, concrete forces
that (re)define identities both on individual and collective levels. This introduction serves as a
gateway to understanding the profound implications these magic and linguistic systems have on

the narrative’s exploration of empire, identity, and resistance.

In Babel, language transcends its communication role, becoming both a conduit for magical
power and a symbol of colonial subjugation. Edward Said articulates the complex relationship
between culture, language, and imperial power, noting, “Culture may predispose and actively
prepare one society for the overseas domination of another, it may also prepare that society to
relinquish or modify the idea of overseas domination” (Culture 200). This perspective aligns with
the novel’s depiction of language as a tool for both domination and resistance. By delving into the
specifics of the novel’s magic system, this introduction reveals the novel’s details and mechanics,
setting a foundation for comprehending the depth of Babel, and providing necessary context for

the complex discussions that unfold in the subsequent chapters.

Babel’s magic system is intricately connected to the subtleties of language and translation,
where magic, or “silver-working” (21), is realized through engraving a silver bar with words in
two distinct languages. Professor Playfair’s insight, “the power of the bar lies in words. More
specifically, the stuff of language that words are incapable of expressing — the stuff that gets lost
when we move between one language and another. The silver catches what’s lost and manifests it
into being” (82), captures the essence of this magic system. Playfair’s explanation reveals that the
true power of these bars does not reside in the direct meaning of the words, but in the ineffable,
the nuances and subtleties that evade straightforward expression. It reflects the idea that language

and translation are about much more than mere communication; they involve a deeper, almost



mystical connection to meaning, where the unexpressed and the unsaid are as powerful as the

spoken word.

Furthermore, the duality of the magic system underscores the idea that reliance on a single
linguistic, intellectual, or cultural context is insufficient. This duality does not see the loss in
translation as a weakness but rather as a source of strength; it is in the discrepancies, the spaces
between languages where meaning shifts and morphs, that the silver bars find their true power.
Professor Playfair’s explanation that “Because translation can never be perfect, the necessary
distortions — the meanings lost or warped in the journey — are caught and then manifested by the
silver” (156) illustrates how the system transcends the words themselves. This approach to magic
creation underscores a fundamental truth about human communication and understanding: the
essence of our words and thoughts cannot always be fully captured or conveyed by direct
translation. Instead, it is the exploration of these linguistic and cultural gaps, the embracing of the

imperfect and the untranslatable, that activates the magic within the silver bars.

Moreover, the necessity of deep understanding and fluency in the languages used within
the magic system underscores another layer of complexity. Professor Playfair remarks, “words
have no meaning unless there is someone present who can understand them . . . You need to be
able to think in a language — to live and breathe it, not just recognize it as a smattering of letters
on a page” (159). This connection is further highlighted by the idea that “words only activated the
bars if you meant them. If you only uttered the syllables, they had no effect” (321), showcasing
the profound link between linguistic depth, cultural knowledge, and the activation of magical
power, thereby explaining Babel’s strategy of importing and admitting students from different

linguistic and cultural backgrounds. This intricate exploration sets a solid foundation for the



discussions on cultural appropriation, imposition, and resistance, enriching the thesis’s analysis of

the novel’s themes and character developments.

The concept of “resonance” (197) also emerges as pivotal in maintaining the efficacy of
these magical artifacts, with Babel acting as a central heart that sustains the magic of linked bars
across the country through resonance rods. This system emphasizes the interconnectedness of
languages, translation, and magic, suggesting a power of words that extends far beyond their
immediate effects. Kuang vividly depicts this interconnectedness: “They stood together at the
window. Looking out over Oxford, Robin had the impression that the whole city was like a finely
tuned music box, relying wholly on its silver gears to keep running; and that if the silver ever ran
out, if these resonance rods ever collapsed, then the whole of Oxford would stop abruptly in its
tracks” (200). This imagery not only depicts the complex dependence of Oxford, and by extension,
the empire, on magical infrastructure, but also symbolically presents Babel as more than just an
academic institution. It is a fundamental and essential aspect of the colonial project, a beating heart
that pumps the ideologies and practices of control throughout the empire. Through this narrative
device, Kuang subtly critiques the mechanisms of imperialism, using the concept of “resonance”

to reflect on how power is maintained and dispersed across the empire.

Similarly crucial to the world-building of the novel is the fortification of the physical space
Babel inhabits and the constant remodeling of its security, which closes it off to an esoterically
selected elite. This resonates with Caryl Phillips’ insight in his collection of essays devoted to the

Windrush generations, A New World Order, where he states:

Race and ethnicity are the bricks and mortar with which the British have traditionally built

a wall around the perimeter of their island nation and created fixity. On the inside reside



patriotic Britons, who are British by virtue of the race (white) and their culturally

determined ethnicity. On the other side of the wall are the foreigners with their swarthy

complexions, or their Judaism, or their smelly food, or their mosques, or their impenetrable
accents, or their unacceptable clothes, or their tongue-twisting names, or their allegiance

to Rome. (272-273)

Similarly, the architectural and ideological fortification of Babel mirrors the broader societal
constructs of the Empire that classifies insiders from outsiders, reflecting the empire’s broader
strategies of inclusion and exclusion. It illustrates how institutions like Babel not only contribute
to but actively shape the discourse of national identity and belonging, using their formidable
intellectual and physical architectures to define the contours of power. In summary, “Through
[Kuang’s] use of architectural imagery, [she] addresses the issue of national identity. She shows
how the dynamic boundaries of place affect one’s way of inhabiting and sharing space”
(Dubion 25).

Furthermore, the security system at Babel heavily depends on the use of blood from
scholars to power its wards. Professor Playfair explains, “Babel sees more robbery attempts than
all of the banks in London combined. The doors keep most of the riffraff out but the wards need
some way to distinguish scholars from intruders. We’ve tried hair and fingernails but they’re too
easy to steal” (83). This method of security is designed to be impenetrable, relying on something
as personal and challenging to acquire as blood. The rationale is that while thieves could potentially
steal blood, the effort required to do so would be significantly greater than for hair or fingernails,
making the wards an effective barrier against unauthorized access.

The process of collecting blood is described as straightforward yet unsettling:



Professor Playfair led them through the lobby to a small, windowless room hidden behind
the shelves, which was empty save for a plain table and four chairs. He gestured for them
to sit, then strode to the back wall, where a series of drawers were concealed inside the
stone. He pulled out the top drawer, revealing stacks and stacks of tiny glass vials within.

Each one was labelled with the name of the scholar whose blood it contained. (83)

The secret drawers containing tagged vials of blood represent the clandestine and individualized
surveillance of individuals,a mechanism of control that is simultaneously intimate
and impersonal. Each vial, neatly categorized and stored, symbolizes an individual’s reduction to
a mere component in the institution’s vast machinery of power, stripping away the complexity of
their identity and reducing it to a tool for administrative convenience and security measures.

Additionally, Babel’s insistence on the collection of blood from its scholars can be
interpreted as a metaphor for the colonial extraction of resources from occupied lands
and peoples. The students’ passive acceptance of this violation mirrors the acquiescence of
colonized subjects to their own exploitation, prompted by the promise of
protection, education, and inclusion within the colonial power structure.

This system of security highlights the lengths to which Babel goes to protect its assets and
secrets, using a deeply personal identifier for its members. It reveals the novel’s themes of power,
control, and the sacrifices demanded by institutions wielding significant authority and influence.
By requiring a part of one’s essence—blood—the institution binds its scholars to it in a very literal
sense, further blurring the lines between protection and control, between safeguarding knowledge
and exerting dominance over those who seek it.

In conclusion, the exploration of the complex magic system and the pivotal role of language

in Babel, as discussed in this section of the thesis, lays a foundational understanding crucial for



the subsequent chapters. By delving into the novel’s magic and linguistic core mechanics, it
eliminates the need for repetitive explanations. It allows the analysis to shift focus towards the
novel’s broader thematic concerns and character developments, all built upon the critical insights

into the novel’s foundational elements examined here.



Chapter 2 - Victoire Desgraves Almost Lost in Translation:

Language, Identity, and Power

Language is a battleground on which British and West Indian cultures and

identities clash and make accommodations. (James 1)

[The] ambivalent liminal space of representation signifies the imbrication of two
radically different sites and cultures, their interpenetration and interdependency,
or what Paul Gilroy calls “the internality of blacks to the West” (The Black
Atlantic, 5). On the one hand, the Westernized, English-educated African is the
epitome of the hybridized colonial subject. On the other, his presence in London,
the heart of Empire, is suggestive of Britain’s dependency on her colonies in the
dynamic construction of a national identity (as a powerful and prosperous insular
State). [The author] thus goes beyond the binary logic of polarities, the dialectic of
center and margin organized into a hierarchy, and stresses in oblique ways the

commonalities shared by British people and their fantasized “others.” (Dubion 18)

In Babel, Victoire Desgraves emerges as a complex and multi-dimensional character,
intricately connected to themes of exploitation, cultural resistance, racial stereotyping, diasporic
experiences, and transformative self-discovery. Her role extends beyond simple characterization,
evolving into a symbol of marginalized individuals’ diverse challenges in (post)colonial contexts.
Victoire’s experience is a powerful example of linguistic exploitation, where her identity and
cultural heritage are commodified for the benefit of Babel’s colonial and academic objectives.
Marx and Engels shed light on the commaodification of labor in capitalist societies, noting, “The

work of the proletarians has lost all individual character, and, consequently, all charm for the



workman. He becomes an appendage of the machine.” A similar theme is echoed in Victoire’s
experiences, where her roles as a translator and cultural informant for Babel demand her
participation in the colonial ambitions of Oxford’s silver-working scholars. Her linguistic talents
are exploited to bolster the empire’s control and dominance, overshadowing her Haitian identity
and reducing her to a mere instrument of colonial power. Through Victoire’s arc, Babel critically
examines the educational strategies employed by the institution, revealing how they inflict
epistemic violence upon indigenous knowledge systems and individuality by commodifying them,

thus unveiling a broader critique of educational complicity in colonial domination.

Jessica L. Golden elucidates the connection between the education system and colonialism,
stating: “The university system has been intimately connected to colonialism and was a tool for
forcing Indigenous peoples to give up their culture and customs” (77). Victoire’s journey in the
magical world of Babel mirrors this critique of the power dynamics involved in translation. In one
exchange with her cohort, Victoire reveals that her advising professor, “Leblanc|,] doesn’t have a
dictionary — there is no dictionary, not yet — so I’'m the next best thing” (191), shedding light on
the exploitative and commaodified nature of her position. Her statement underscores the colonial
practice of viewing individuals like her as mere resources for academic advancement, highlighting
the lack of genuine collaboration and the exploitation in the colonial quest for knowledge.
Victoire’s role in this magical context symbolizes the systemic exploitation which serves as a
reminder of the lasting impacts of colonialism on power relations within linguistic and academic

spheres.

A pivotal moment in Victoire’s journey unfolds within a scene that intricately navigates
the complexities of postcolonial discourse, power dynamics, language, and identity. Her

relationship with Professor Hugo Leblanc faces significant strain due to his perspective on



studying Kreyol and Vodou. Initially, their academic partnership focused on French studies.
However, Leblanc’s shift of interest toward Vodou—often regarded in Western contexts as a
“pagan religion”—and Kreyol, which he derogatorily labels as “degenerate” (191), represents a
critical turning point in their relationship. This shift belittles Victoire whose culture and heritage

are trivialized and adapted to suit Leblanc’s academic pursuits.

Leblanc’s characterization of Kreyol as a “degenerate language” (191) serves as an
embodiment of enduring colonial attitudes, mirroring the legacy of linguistic imperialism. Such a
stance finds echoes in historical perspectives like those of Thomas Macaulay, who, in his “Minute
on Indian Education,” asserts, “The intrinsic superiority of the Western literature is, indeed, fully
admitted by those members of the Committee who support the Oriental plan of education”
(Macaulay). Such views have long fueled marginalization and perceived inferiority of non-
European languages and cultures. Against this backdrop, Victoire’s decision to embrace Kreyol
symbolizes an act of resistance and recovery. By doing so, she contests the linguistic hierarchies
entrenched by colonialism and underscores the significance of her cultural legacy. Her actions are
in concert with the broader endeavor to decolonize knowledge, advocating for the

acknowledgment and appreciation of varied linguistic and cultural narratives.

The tension between Victoire and Professor Leblanc reaches a critical point when he
expresses his intention to translate sacred texts essential to Haitian spiritual tradition. She insists
that these “special texts” are “not meant to be shared” (191), arguing their cultural value is
profoundly ingrained and meant solely for those within the Haitian community. Despite Victoire’s
efforts to underscore the inappropriateness of his endeavor, Leblanc doesn’t back down, further
complicating the situation with his keen interest in Vodou’s “spells and poems” (191). Leblanc’s

interest illustrates the problematic nature of cultural appropriation and the enduring influence of

10



the colonial gaze, demonstrating a clear lack of genuine appreciation for the cultural and spiritual
dimensions of Vodou and embodying a form of epistemic violence. Victoire’s discomfort becomes
emblematic of a larger struggle for the recognition and respect of subaltern voices in spaces where
colonialism effectively exoticizes and marginalizes the subaltern view on life. Furthermore,
Leblanc’s dismissive attitude towards the sacredness of the texts mirrors the broader pattern of
Western academia’s failure to genuinely engage with the cultural and spiritual contexts of non-

Western societies.

Anthony Ribben’s insights on language and colonialism in the novel highlight the far-
reaching influence of the colonial gaze. As a key character in Victoire’s journey of self-discovery,
Anthony initially fakes his death only to be later revealed as alive and actively involved with the
revolutionary Hermes society’s operations against the British Empire’s colonial endeavors. His
observation, “it’s really the colonies and the semi-colonies — Robin and China, Ramy and India;
boys, you’re uncharted territory. You’re the stuff that everyone’s fighting over” (164),
metaphorically positions the duo as territories in the colonial contest, exposing the objectification
and commodification of cultures and languages in the colonial scheme. This analogy reveals a
profound insight into the colonial mindset which reduces the richness of linguistic and cultural
diversity to mere resources to be dominated and exploited. Such a viewpoint not only trivializes
the value of diverse cultures but also perpetuates the historical pattern of viewing non-Western

societies as mere pawns in a larger game of power and control.

The ensuing interaction between Letty and Victoire crystallizes the essence of diasporic
identity struggles and the dismissal of non-Western perspectives. Letty’s inability to grasp the
cultural and spiritual significance of the texts Victoire hesitates to translate foregrounds a deeper

postcolonial critique within the novel. Letty’s confusion about the distinction between French and

11



Kreyol, coupled with her dismissal of Vodou as a “pagan religion” (191), clearly exemplifies a
profound cultural insensitivity. Generally, over the course of the novel, encounters between Letty
and the trio highlight the complexities of navigating multiple cultural identities, particularly in a
diasporic context, where individuals like Victoire grapple with the intersection of their heritage
and the dominant culture. Moreover, Letty’s questioning of Victoire’s connection to her Haitian
heritage and her assertion that Victoire is civilized because of her Frenchness reveals a colonial
mindset that views Western culture as superior and fails to respect the richness and validity of

other cultures.

Letty’s insistence on labeling Victoire as “French” rather than Haitian is not a mere
misrecognition; it is emblematic of a deeper colonial legacy that seeks to overwrite and diminish
diasporic identities. This erasure is a form of violence that negates the richness of diasporic
existence. Shaped by her Haitian roots and upbringing in France, Victoire vividly embodies the
diaspora’s experience of the convergence of different cultural influences. Her identity transcends
a simple binary; it is a tapestry woven from various cultural threads, each thread constituting an
aspect of her heritage and experience. In this context, Letty’s refusal to acknowledge Victoire’s
Haitian heritage represents more than a personal insult, embodying a smaller scale representation
of the widespread problem of cultural erasure prevalent in (post)colonial societies. Such denial is
a continuation of colonial attitudes, perpetuating the marginalization and invisibility of diasporic

communities, and upholding the structures of power that privilege certain identities over others.

This superiority complex is reminiscent of colonial discourse that devalues indigenous
knowledge and belief systems, suggesting the superiority of Western education and spirituality.

For instance, in Macaulay’s “Minute on Indian Education,” he states:
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We are to teach false History, false Astronomy, false Medicine, because we find them in
company with a false religion. We abstain, and | trust shall always abstain, from giving
any public encouragement to those who are engaged in the work of converting natives to
Christianity. And while we act thus, can we reasonably and decently bribe men out of the
revenues of the state to waste their youth in learning how they are to purify themselves
after touching an ass, or what text of the Vedas they are to repeat to expiate the crime of

killing a goat? (Macaulay)

Reflecting on Macaulay’s views, Letty’s remarks reveal similar underlying biases. Her attitude
suggests an implicit assumption that elements of Victoire’s Haitian heritage are less developed or
less significant than European languages and belief systems. In her mind, the West serves as a
touchstone for civility, while she relegates other cultures to the status of a static, backward, and

unchanging Other.

Letty’s perspective, shaped by a colonial education system that promotes Western-centric
ideologies, resonates with Chakrabarty’s critique in Provincializing Europe: Postcolonial Thought
and Historical Difference. He states: “The inhabitants of the colonies, on the other hand, were
assigned a place ‘elsewhere’ in the ‘first in Europe and then elsewhere’ structure of time. This
move of historicism is what Johannes Fabian has called ‘the denial of coevalness’” (7-8). This
critique addresses Eurocentric historicism that centers European development, relegating
colonized societies to a perpetual “elsewhere” and “not yet,” thereby denying them a simultaneous
existence in history. Contrary to the narrative promoted by the colonizer, which positions them as
pioneers of progress while portraying the colonized as stagnant, in reality, it is the colonized who

seek change to improve their conditions. This reality sharply contrasts with the colonizer’s
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preference for stasis, enabling them to sustain their dominance and reap the benefits of the colonial

exploitation system.

Kuang skillfully uses Letty’s insistence on taking a group portrait to metaphorically
express the colonial wish to “freeze” non-Western cultures in a moment, capturing them in ways
that conform to Western expectations. Her desire for a photograph to memorialize their cohort
“exactly how we were now, in this year, in 1837” (171) signifies a craving for an
unchangeable reality. The photograph, by capturing artificial expressions and simplifying the
subjects’ essence, exemplifies the colonial habit of reducing the complexities of non-Western

cultures to a translation lacking original vitality and dynamism.

The group’s reaction to the completed photograph further emphasizes this theme of
distortion and misrepresentation. Victoire’s remark, “That looks nothing like us at all” (172),
underlines the inaccuracies in the Western attempt to capture and translate other cultures. The
photograph’s failure to accurately represent them reflects the general tendency in colonial
narratives to oversimplify and misinterpret non-Western cultures. This portrayal, with its artificial
expressions and absence of authenticity, symbolizes the potential loss of essence in
cultural translation. In contrast, Letty’s approval of the photograph, despite its flaws, reveals a
colonial inclination towards manageable, simplistic depictions of others. Meanwhile, Robin’s
observation that “the camera had distorted and flattened the spirit that bound them” (172) and
Ramy’s description of the photograph as “unnerving” (172) illustrate the discomfort
and estrangement stemming from such misrepresentations. These responses expose the unease and

disconnection felt by those whose cultures are inaccurately portrayed.
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Robin’s insight, “photography . . . was also a kind of translation, and they had all come out
the poorer for it” (172), succinctly captures the colonial effort to translate other cultures. This
comparison between photography and translation aptly illustrates the process of cultural translation
in the colonial project, a process that often distorts, simplifies, and diminishes the complexity and
richness of non-Western cultures. Consequently, both the represented and representing cultures
suffer losses, as the genuine spirit and depth of their interactions are obscured. Letty’s decision to
frame and display the photograph, disregarding the discomfort it causes others, further exposes a
colonial indifference to the lived experiences and viewpoints of those depicted, highlighting the

entrenched biases and power imbalances present in colonial narratives and cultural representations.

In another scene, the narrative delves into the lasting impact of colonial exploitation

through an exchange where Victoire confronts Letty with a troubling reality. She states, “You
think British manufacturers don’t still profit from shackles and irons?” (354). This sheds light on

how current economic practices are entwined with colonial histories. Victoire’s rhetorical question
reveals a profound moral disengagement in society, where individuals and institutions continue to
reap benefits from practices rooted in oppression and suffering. This dialogue not only functions
as a critique of economic systems that perpetuate colonial legacies but also underscores the
nuances of historical accountability and the moral implications of profit derived from human

suffering.

Moreover, the scene deepens its exploration of postcolonial themes when Victoire shares
her experience with her supervisor, who suggested that she might have “special insight” (354) on
the effectiveness of “chattel bars” on “Negroes” (354) due to her black identity. This request for
Victoire to wear the shackles herself is emblematic of the dehumanization and racism aspects of

the colonial ideologies. The supervisor’s assumption that Victoire could provide “special insight”
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is not only offensive but also highlights the objectification and commodification of marginalized
bodies. Victoire’s revelation about Babel’s involvement in selling bars to slave traders shocks
Letty and forces her to confront the uncomfortable truth about the institution she holds in high
regard. This revelation challenges her preconceived notions and introduces her to the darker side

of her privileged world.

In another profound exchange, Victoire underscores the exhausting fight against slavery,
referencing the significant efforts of the Quakers in 1783 and Olaudah Equiano’s memoir in
1789, to illustrate the extensive campaign required to make the British public acknowledge the
horrors of slavery. She recounts, “The Quakers presented the first antislavery petition to
Parliament in 1783,” said Victoire. ‘Equiano published his memoir in 1789 . . . And even then, it
took them decades to finally outlaw the trade” (356). This historical recounting situates the current
conversation within a broader historical context of resistance against exploitation. Victoire’s
narrative suggests that while the manifestations of oppression may change, the challenge of

rallying public support to combat such injustices remains daunting.

The dialogue between Letty and Victoire further explores the theme of public awareness
and its potential to incite change, revealing an examination of societal apathy. Victoire elucidates
the monumental efforts required to merely draw attention to the inhumanity of slavery, saying,
“the abolitionists were telling the British public stories of the cruelest, most awful tortures you can
inflict on a fellow human. Because the mere fact that Black people were denied their freedom was
not enough. They needed to see how grotesque it was. And even then, it took them decades to
finally outlaw the trade” (356). This reflection leads into a broader discussion where Victoire and
Ramy argue that “the public merely want[s] all the conveniences of modern life without the guilt

of knowing how those conveniences [are] procured” (462). This discussion underscores the theme
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that societal apathy and self-interest can perpetuate injustices. Victoire argues that similar apathy
and self-interest are likely to undermine efforts to address contemporary injustices, such as those
faced by her cohort. This exchange critiques the continued societal indifference towards structural

issues, especially when addressing them risks the convenience and comfort of the privileged.

The dialogue also mirrors the significant gap between those who are shielded from the
world’s injustices by their privilege and those who are forced to face them head-on. Victoire’s
reference to the historical struggle against slavery juxtaposed with their present debate about trade
rights and opium addiction sheds light on the complexities of effecting societal change. This
interaction not only emphasizes the challenges of conveying harsh realities to the privileged
personified by Letty but also questions the efficacy of awareness in the face of entrenched self-
interest, suggesting that the battle against injustice is as much about overcoming societal apathy

as it is about confronting the injustices themselves.

At the core of this dialogue is the assertion that Victoire, along with her peers, are entrapped
in a modern form of slavery—intellectual slavery—that, while distinct in manifestation from the
historical chattel one, is equally exploitative. This intellectual slavery represents a contemporary
iteration of subjugation, where the exploitation of intellectual and cultural resources continues to
perpetuate economic disparities and contributes to a brain drain that leaves native communities in
a state of impoverishment. By drawing parallels between past and present modes of subjugation,
the narrative argues that fundamental aspects of slavery, such as exploitation and dehumanization,
persist under different disguises. This analysis challenges the idea that slavery is just a chapter
from a history textbook, showing the detrimental effects of continued intellectual and cultural
exploitation on indigenous communities. It stresses the urgency of redefining the concepts of

freedom and slavery in the context of the modern world.
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Kuang’s portrayal of Letty—"Still, she’d helped them, protected them, and kept their
secrets. She loved them. She would have killed for them. And she tried not to believe the worst
things about them, the things her upbringing would have had her think. They were not savages.
They were not lesser, not soft-minded ingrates. They were only — sadly, dreadfully — misguided”
(438-9)—TIays bare the paradox of Letty’s self-perception as an ally against the backdrop of her
ingrained prejudices. This narrative moment critically examines the unconscious biases that linger
beneath the surface of well-intentioned allyship. Letty’s struggle to reconcile her actions with her
inherited worldview illuminates the pervasive influence of colonial ideology, suggesting that the
journey to overcome internalized racism involves a profound and often painful confrontation with

one’s own complicity in systemic oppression.

Kuang further complicates this exploration of allyship and privilege through Letty’s
reaction to the radical measures proposed by her friends: “Of course she did not support this
war. Of course she was against all kinds of prejudice and exploitation . . . But then they were
talking about blackmail. About kidnapping, rioting, blowing up a shipyard. This was vindictive,
violent, awful. And she couldn’t bear it” (439). Letty’s horror at these suggestions exposes a
deeper questioning regarding the ethics of resistance. Her inclination towards “peaceful,
respectable, civilized” (439) protest displays a fundamental misconception of the nature and
immediacy of the struggle against injustice. While this dichotomy highlights a critical divide in
postcolonial discourse between the rhetoric of nonviolence and the reality of oppressed
communities’ fight for liberation, Babel does not advocate for one form of resistance over the
other. Instead, it urges an understanding of the necessity of resisting, presenting characters that
illuminate why some may choose violent actions and others opt for more peaceful approaches.

Letty’s inability to understand and unease with taking direct action highlights the privilege that
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comes with being able to choose the methods of resistance. This nuanced portrayal exposes her
lack of empathy and comprehension for the desperation that fuels others to resort to violent

resistance.

The narrative’s emphasis on Letty’s character development offers a critique of the
limitations of privilege and the necessity of a deeper moral awakening. Letty, as a symbol of those
who benefit from the status quo, embodies the challenges involved in transforming sympathy into
genuine solidarity. The distance between her viewpoint and that of her friends—who have
firsthand lived experiences of oppression—mirrors the chasm between recognizing injustice on an
intellectual level and the lived reality of those combating it. This disparity emphasizes the need to
move beyond superficial allyship towards a more involved and self-critical approach to advocacy.
Notably, Babel does not merely critique but also showcases models for genuine allyship. For
instance, Ramy, who supports Victoire in the face of racism—a discussion to be elaborated on
later in this section—demonstrates a form of solidarity that is impactful. The text, thus, challenges
readers to contemplate their own positions within this matrix of power and privilege, encouraging

a commitment to a continuous process of self-examination and action.

Another exchange between Victoire and Letty in the narrative serves as a profound critique
of the complexities surrounding interpersonal relationships within the context of systemic racism
and privilege. In a particularly revealing conversation, Victoire confronts Letty about her
unawareness and apathy, stating, “You didn’t care,” Victoire continued. ‘Letty, you don’t even
care that our landlady doesn’t let me use the indoor bathroom—" “What? That’s ridiculous, I would
have noticed—" ‘No,’ said Victoire. ’You didn’t. You never did, Letty, and that’s the point And
we’re asking you now to finally, please, hear what we’re trying to tell you. Please believe us”

(355). This moment transcends the immediate personal failure of Letty to acknowledge the racial
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discrimination Victoire faces, embodying a broader ethical examination of allyship, privilege, and
the unseen violence of negligence. Victoire’s lived reality of being denied basic amenities is not
merely an isolated act of discrimination but symbolizes the systemic nature of racism that is often
rendered invisible to those who do not directly experience it. Letty’s astonishment and
refusal highlight her lack of awareness and compassion which defines most relationships across
divides of privilege and oppression. This incident exemplifies a broader social inclination to
belittle or outright deny systematic inequality, thereby enabling the continuation of these

structures.

Moreover, this encounter catalyzes a deeper contemplation on the need of individuals in
postcolonial societies to engage actively and dismantle the enduring effects of colonialism and
racism that continue to shape present-day dynamics. Letty’s defensive stance reflects a broader
societal reluctance to recognize and admit one’s complicity in systems of oppression. The dialogue
between Victoire and Letty calls into question the efficacy of professed love and solidarity that
fails to translate into meaningful action or understanding. It critiques the superficiality of allyship
that does not confront its own blindness and the comfort derived from systemic privilege. The
narrative thus pushes the reader towards a more introspective consideration of their positionality
within networks of power and privilege, urging a shift from passive bystander to active participant

in the struggle against injustice.

Babel also critiques the notion of white victimhood, represented by Letty’s ploy to cast
herself as a victim despite her privileged position within a colonial power structure. Moreover, it
critiques the use of victimhood discourse by powerful in-groups as it deflects attention away from
pressing systemic oppression faced by marginalized populations. Such actions bolster the existing

state of inequity and obscure the privilege, representation, and power imbalances that underpin
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societal structures. The novel invites readers to critically re-evaluate narratives in which the unease
of the privileged is prioritized over the lived experiences of the oppressed. It compels readers to
reflect on how their perspective may be formed by and potentially contribute to sustaining these

practices.

Through the personal relationship of Victoire and Letty, Kuang skillfully examines the
intersections of race, privilege, and the moral imperatives of postcolonial identity, challenging
both characters and readers to confront the uncomfortable realities of their complicity and to aspire
towards a more sincere form of empathy and solidarity. Through Letty’s character, the novel
explores the complexities of love and loyalty when entwined with unexamined privilege, urging a
deeper introspection on the part of the reader to recognize and confront the often-unseen forces of

inequality and injustice.

Another instance that illuminates another aspect of Victoire’s diasporic persona is her
interaction with Colin during a University College ball: “Without looking at her, Colin held his
wineglass out in front of Victoire’s face. ‘Get rid of this and get me a burgundy, will you?’” (241).
This encounter provides an exploration of racial stereotyping, colonial mindset, and
resistance. The encounter sheds light on the challenges that individuals from colonized
backgrounds experience while navigating spaces dominated by a colonial mentality. Colin’s
dismissive and condescending attitude towards Victoire, mistaking her for a server based on her
racial background, reveals the deeply ingrained racial prejudices prevalent in (post)colonial
societies. His remark, “They all look the same to me” (241), showcases a dehumanizing attitude
that reduces individuals from minority or colonized backgrounds to mere stereotypes, erasing their
individuality and agency. Moreover, Colin’s drunken state serves as a metaphor for the distorted

perceptions that often underpin such racist ideologies.
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Victoire’s response, “Get your own” (241), becomes a means of reclaiming agency and
dignity in the face of racial prejudice. Victoire’s subsequent refusal to comply with Colin’s
demand and her assertion of her role as a student symbolizes a significant act of defiance and self-
determination. Her restraint could be interpreted as a form of dignified resistance, refusing to be
provoked or degraded by the ignorance of the oppressor. Victoire’s patient and measured response
to Colin’s offensive conduct, however, prompts questions regarding what might constitute an
appropriate and effective response for those from marginalized backgrounds when confronted with

racism.

Ramy’s support in confirming Victoire’s identity as a student further enriches the narrative
and emphasizes the critical role of allyship in deconstructing racial and class biases. Through his
gesture of solidarity, Ramy aligns himself with Victoire, presenting a counter-narrative to
challenge the dominant discourse of racial discrimination. This alignment resonates with Homi
Bhabha’s observations on the emergence of “Minoritarian affiliations or solidarities [that] arise in
response to the failures and limits of democratic representation, creating new modes of agency,
new strategies of recognition, new forms of political and symbolic representation” (xvii-
xviii). Through Victoire’s and Ramy’s actions, the narrative invites a deeper contemplation of the
forms of solidarity and resistance necessary to dismantle the enduring legacies of racial and
colonial domination. Therefore, Ramy’s supportive stance becomes a pivotal moment in the

narrative, showcasing the power of allyship as a meaningful tool in combating racism.

The encounter between Victoire and Colin, deepened by these layers of nuanced exchanges
and acts of defiance, echoes the broader discourse on racism as “a cognitive and social
phenomenon that has the social function of protecting the interests of the in-group. Thus

conceptualized, Racism becomes pivotal in maintaining the power relationships and structures that
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historical or other forces might have emplaced in a society” (Talbot, Atkinson & Atkinson
37). This perspective illuminates the complex intertwining of colonialism and racism within
society’s structure, aimed at upholding established hierarchies and power relations. The incident
at the ball, therefore, transcends its immediate context to offer a commentary of the continuous
struggle against the legacies of colonialism, challenging us to contemplate with the complex

interplay of language, power, and identity in the postcolonial world.

Another episode that exposes the coloniocapitalist self-serving mentality, which prioritizes
personal gain over collective well-being, unfolds when Victoire develops a “Kreyol-French match-
pair” (235). Despite its effectiveness, Leblanc dismisses its inclusion, citing its irrelevance to non-
Kreyol speakers. When Victoire highlights its utility for people in Haiti, she is met with laughter
from Leblanc. This reaction not only underscores a dismissive attitude towards non-Western
priorities but also reflects a broader issue. Spivak articulates this dynamic, stating, “the intellectual
is complicit in the persistent constitution of Other as the Self’s shadow, a possibility of political
practice for the intellectual would be to put the economic ‘under erasure,” to see the economic
factor as irreducible as it reinscribes the social text” (24). Leblanc’s response, therefore, extends
beyond a personal insult to signify a systemic refusal to value the economic and social potential
of inclusive knowledge sharing. This mirrors Nandy’s critique that “Colonialism is the name of a
political economy which ensures a one-way flow of benefits, the subjects being the perpetual losers
in a zero-sum game and the rulers the beneficiaries” (16). Thus, Leblanc’s reaction exemplifies
not just unethical knowledge hoarding but a broader refusal to acknowledge the rights of the
oppressed to access knowledge that could empower their economic development, perpetuating the
economic disparities Spivak criticizes and reinforcing a coloniocapitalist framework that

privileges one-way flow of benefits from colonized to colonizer.
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This mentality transcends geographical and temporal boundaries, infiltrating both domestic
and international spheres, and manifests itself in various forms of exploitation and inequality. For
example, the depiction of London in Babel as a city “growing fat on its spoils while still somehow
starved” (20) serves as an important critique of the exploitative mechanisms of colonialism. These
mechanisms are deliberately designed to place the working class of colonizing nations in a lower
stratum and to extract resources from colonized territories. The examination shows that the
economic and political structures of colonial powers are intentionally designed to continue
exploitation domestically, mirroring the abuses perpetrated in the colonies. Such duality highlights
the fundamental inequalities embedded in colonial economies, predicated on the relentless
appropriation of resources and labor from the subjugated, while systematically disregarding the
welfare of affected communities, both domestically and abroad. This strategic manipulation of
economic and political power is sustained through the hoarding of knowledge, ensuring that the
mechanisms of control and exploitation remain exclusively in the hands of the colonizing capitalist

entities, further entrenching the disparities between the oppressor and the oppressed.

Babel'’s setting, where knowledge is both the currency and the weapon of the powerful,
paints a vivid picture of the consequences stemming from its hoarding and monopolization. As the
story advances, it scrutinizes the hypocrisy of colonial education systems. These systems, while
ostensibly promoting the free exchange of knowledge, construct, in reality, barriers to maintaining
hegemony and control. This duality highlights a critical tension between the ideals of education
and the practices that contradict them, revealing a landscape where power dynamics dictate the

flow of knowledge.

Robin’s incisive interrogation reveals the core of colonial duplicity, questioning the very

foundations of a system that claims to value freedom yet closely guards its reservoirs of
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knowledge. Robin’s shrewd inquiry, “Because if language is free, if knowledge is free, then why
are all the Grammaticas under lock and key in the tower? Why don’t we ever host foreign scholars,
or send scholars to help open translation centres elsewhere in the world?” (117), exposes the
exclusivity and elitism entrenched within colonial education. This moment in the narrative is
pivotal, as it not only challenges the established order but also highlights extensive ramifications
of such control— specifically, the colonization of knowledge, language, and culture. By deploying
knowledge as a tool of power, colonial entities are able to extend their sway far beyond the confines
of physical territories, encroaching upon the minds and identities of those they aim to subjugate.
This strategy not only perpetuates inequalities but also stifles the global exchange of intellectual

and cultural ideas.

As the novel progresses, it delves into the internal dynamics of academic institutions,
highlighting how academic territoriality can lead to the downfall of entire nations. Through
Robin’s interactions with Professors Chakravarti and Craft, the absurdity and profound impact of
academic elitism are brought to the forefront. Robin’s remark, “Are you telling me this country’s
going to fall because of academic territoriality?” (488), paired with Craft’s sarcastic response and
Chakravarti’s dismissive attitude towards Cambridge, serves to underscore the insularity and self-
importance that pervade elite academic circles. This discussion not only highlights the trivial yet
significant rivalries within academia but also points to the broader socio-political divisions these
competitions represent. The potential for such internal conflicts to have far-reaching consequences
outside the institutions’ walls is a testament to the power and influence of knowledge in shaping

and sustaining the very fabric of societies.

A pivotal scene occurs as Professor Chakravarti reveals the underlying strategy of Babel’s

design, aimed at ensuring the city’s reliance on the Institute. Chakravarti explains, “This is how
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Babel was designed to work . . . We made the city as reliant on the Institute as possible. We
designed bars to last for only several weeks instead of months, because maintenance appointments
bring in money. This is the cost of inflating prices and artificially creating demand. It all works
beautifully, until it doesn’t” (469). This disclosure highlights the Institute’s intentional creation of
products with a limited lifespan to ensure a constant stream of revenue through maintenance. The
Institute’s strategy of planned obsolescence?, a hallmark of capitalist systems, manipulates market
demand and prices for profit maximization. This scene illustrates the exploitative nature of such
systems, where the bourgeoisie, represented by the Institute, benefits at the expense of the broader

community’s well-being.

Babel further explores themes of exploitation within capitalist systems, offering a critique
of the underlying inconsistencies and a preview of the unsustainable nature of these structures. A
significant observation in the novel reads, “How slender, how fragile, the foundations of an empire.
Take away the centre, and what’s left? A gasping periphery, baseless, powerless, cut down at the
roots” (469). Victoire makes this statement during a scene where the removal of several resonance
rods from Babel’s eighth floor leads to disastrous consequences, crippling the city. This incident
demonstrates the empire’s vulnerability and reliance on Babel. Victoire’s observation is an
illuminating commentary on the fragility of seemingly invincible systems when their core is
destabilized. This remark suggests the instability and potential collapse of such a coloniocapitalist

system that, while seemingly efficient, is fundamentally flawed.

2 The practice or policy of curtailing the life of manufactured products (as by using non-durable materials, frequently
changing design, terminating the supply of spare parts, etc.), so as to induce consumers to replace them regularly

(“Planned Obsolescence, N.”).
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In another scene, Robin confronts the artificial nature of the expenses imposed by the
Institute. Reflecting on the choleric plague’s impact on London’s poor and the high cost of
silverwork, Robin pointedly asks: “Then the expense is entirely invented?” (160), Professor
Playfair, amused by the situation, replies: “‘Oh, yes.” Professor Playfair seemed to find this all
very funny. ‘We hold the secrets, and we can set whatever terms we like. That’s the beauty of
being cleverer than everyone else” (160). This exchange sheds light on the bourgeoisie’s
exploitation of knowledge and control over resources to maintain and enhance their power. The
artificial inflation of expenses, despite the existence of solutions, highlights the moral failings of
a system that values profit over human lives. This emphasizes the need for a radical societal

transformation to prioritize human needs and equitable resource distribution.

One of the most employed tactics used by the coloniocapitalist elite to maintain their power
structure is division and manipulation. Victoire and Robin, despite suffering under similar
oppressive conditions as the strikers and the poor English, initially harbor hostility towards one
another, influenced by misleading preconceptions spread by the colonial propaganda. This
dynamic is vividly portrayed in a scene where they realize during an interaction with Abel, a
character who previously showed aggression toward them. Abel presents a pivotal moment of
clarity, saying, “The silver industrial revolution, of course’ . . . ‘Turns out we’re on the same side”
(480). Victoire and Robin, reflecting on their past views, recognize they had been deceived by
Professor Lovell’s negative portrayal of the strikers. Abel’s revelation, “It was never about the
silver . . . It was about the wage-cutting. The shoddy work . . . We were suffering. And we only
wanted to make you see it” (481), serves as a turning point, uniting them in their common struggle

against exploitation.
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Babel further sheds light on how nationalistic and imperial ideologies serve as distractions
from domestic inequalities. These ideologies idealize empire and colonial conquests, concealing
the exploitation within both the colonizing nations and the distant colonies. This strategy of
diversion is central to the story, where imperialist rhetoric justifies both the exploitation of foreign
lands and the deepening of social and economic divides at home. The characters’ eventual
understanding of each other and the oppressive systems they face leads to an uprising, realizing

Marx’s prediction of class struggle and the overthrow of the bourgeoisie.

As Victoire navigates these British spaces marked by persistent violence, she embarks on
a journey of introspection and cultural reclamation, moving from internalizing narratives of
inferiority to celebrating her Haitian heritage. This journey is emblematic of the process described
by Edward Said in Culture and Imperialism, where he articulates the importance of cultural
resistance and stresses that “One of the first tasks of the culture of resistance [is] to reclaim,
rename, and reinhabit the land” (226). This concept becomes central to Victoire’s transformation
as she navigates the violence of British spaces and reevaluates her perception of Haiti through her
involvement with the Hermes Society. Through her interactions within this society, particularly
with Anthony, Victoire celebrates her heritage and engages in an authentic exploration of her

culture.

Initially, Victoire’s understanding of Haitian history is clouded by colonial narratives,
perceiving it through a lens of turmoil and struggle. Kuang describes her perception as filled with
“curses in the night; of a magnificent palace named Sans Souci, home to the first Black king in the
New World; of men with guns; of vague political disagreements she does not understand that,
somehow, uprooted her life and sent her across the Atlantic” (538). This view is reinforced by her

mother’s words, “We are lucky . . . that we survived it” (538), underscoring a narrative of Haiti as
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a place of hardship. However, Victoire’s encounter with Anthony within the Hermes Society
becomes a turning point, offering her a bridge to a more nuanced understanding of her cultural

heritage and challenging the colonial narrative that painted Haiti solely through the lens of conflict.

Victoire’s evolving perception embodies the spirit of reclamation and identification
emphasized by Said, as she begins to challenge the distortions imposed by colonialism. Said cites
Fanon’s argument that “Colonialism is not satisfied merely with holding a people in its grip and
emptying the native’s brain of all form and content. By a kind of perverted logic, it turns to the
past of the people, and distorts, disfigures, and destroys it” (qtd. in Culture 237). This distortion is
particularly apparent in the colonial portrayal of the Haitian Revolution, which often downplayed
its importance, misrepresented its causes and outcomes, and placed an excessive emphasis on the
violence without adequate consideration of its context or broader implications. This portrayal
starkly contrasts with the reality of the Revolution, which stands as a historic milestone: it was the
first and remains the only successful rebellion by enslaved individuals that led to the establishment
of a free, sovereign nation led by people of African descent. Victoire’s journey in the narrative
allows her to peel back layers of misrepresentation, eventually aligning with a more authentic
understanding of the Revolution, recognizing it as a pivotal moment in the struggle against colonial

oppression.

Another layer of the oppression faced by Victoire is her gender, which adds to her struggle
against colonial and racial injustices. Her critique of the academic setting as ostensibly liberal, yet
fundamentally discriminatory, underscores the gendered aspect of oppression. She articulates, “I
don’t think you two quite understand how hard it is to be a woman here,” said Victoire. ‘They’re
liberal on paper, certainly. But they think so very little of us . . . Every weakness we display is a

testament to the worst theories about us, which is that we’re fragile, we’re hysterical, and we’re
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too naturally weak-minded to handle the kind of work we’re set to do”” (151). This remark exposes
the hypocrisy of liberalism in societies that claim to be progressive, where women continue to face
discrimination and stereotyping despite alleged acknowledgment of their rights. This sentiment
resonates with Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak’s analysis of the subaltern, in which she notes, “Within
the effaced itinerary of the subaltern subject, the track of sexual difference is doubly effected”
(28). Spivak’s assertion highlights that women, especially those from colonized backgrounds, face
compounded marginalization—not only silenced by the colonial narrative but also obscured by

ideological constructions of gender that maintain male dominance.

The conclusion of Victoire’s arc in the novel invites a deeper reflection on her decision to
forge her own path, distinct from the tragic fates of her peers, Robin and Ramy. Her choice to carry
on underscores a pivotal moment of self-determination and resistance against the narratives
imposed upon her. Victoire’s decision, which is “refusing to look back™ (537) and focusing on the
future, is not merely an act of survival; it is a profound assertion of her agency to write her own

narrative in the face of systemic oppression.

Victoire’s choice embodies a rejection of the colonial gaze that seeks to define her
existence either as a tragic figure or a noble sufferer. Instead, she embodies the postcolonial
struggle for self-definition, echoing Said’s observation that “post-colonial writers bear their past
within them—as scars of humiliating wounds, as instigation for different practices, as potentially
revised visions of the past tending toward a new future” (Culture 31). Her determination to look
forward reflects a nuanced understanding of post-colonial resilience, where the past is a
foundation, but not a limitation, for future endeavors. Victoire’s journey, thus, becomes a powerful
commentary on the necessity of reclaiming one’s history and identity as tools for empowerment

and liberation:
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“We have to die to get their pity,” said Victoire. “We have to die for them to find us noble.
Our deaths are thus great acts of rebellion, a wretched lament that highlights their
inhumanity. Our deaths become their battle cry. But I don’t want to die, Robin.” Her throat
hitched. “I don’t want to die. I don’t want to be their Imoinda, their Oroonoko. their tragic,

lovely lacquer figure. I want to live.” (525)

In weaving together these strands of postcolonial thought, gender critique, and the exploration of
identity, Kuang crafts a narrative that transcends the personal to touch on the collective human
experience. Victoire’s story arc, culminating in her rejection of imposed narratives and her
embrace of a future crafted on her own terms, provides a closure to her personal journey and serves
as a call to action. It encourages readers to critically examine, resist, and redefine the oppressive
narratives that attempt to define us. Kuang’s integration of postcolonial, creative, and
philosophical insights offers a rich analysis that champions the power of reclaiming one’s history

and identity in the face of systemic oppression.
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Chapter 3 - Macaulay’s Legacy: Decoding Ramy’s Arc

What, you think I came to Babel because | want to be a translator for the Queen?
Birdie, I hate it in this country. | hate the way they look at me, | hate being passed
around at their wine parties like an animal on display. | hate knowing that my very
presence at Oxford is a betrayal of my race and religion, because I'm becoming
just that class of person Macaulay hoped to create. (Kuang 283-4)

In contrast to the diasporic account of Victoire, marked by her uprooting from Haiti and
moving to France with her mother, and Robin’s experience, shaped by British endeavors of
economic hegemony and involvement in opium wars with China, the first thirteen years of Ramy’s
life—up until his enrollment in Babel—unfolds within the direct sphere of the British colonial rule
in India. His proximity to colonial dominance offers a unique lens through which the intricate
dynamics shaping his reality can be examined. His narrative arc, rich in depth, not only
encapsulates the paradoxes and complexities within the colonial experience but also brings to light
the varied challenges faced by those under direct colonial rule. For instance, his educational
journey, influenced by the imperialist ideals of Thomas Macaulay, illustrates the profound impact
of colonialism on personal and collective identities. Standing out among his peers, Ramy’s journey
exemplifies the nuanced and often painful realities of life under direct colonial control.

Ramy’s experiences go beyond mere personal struggle; they mirror the broader societal
struggles against a backdrop of a world (re)shaped by colonial legacies. His narrative highlights
how colonial projects have deeply affected aspects of life, such as education, resistance, and
identity formation. In particular, Ramy’s narrative explores the profound influence of an education
dominated by colonial ideologies, forcing him to wrestle with notions of mimicry and hybridity.

These themes represent his struggle to navigate a world where he must constantly perform and
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renegotiate his sense of self. This section aims to analyze Ramy’s narrative arc, influenced by the
imperialist philosophy advocated by Thomas Macaulay, to his embodiment of mimicry, hybridity,
and the performance of identity. It will also examine how these factors are interconnected to
construct a character whose experience reflects the broader struggles of the colonized subject.

Ramy’s journey in India is marked by a series of transformative experiences as a colonial
subject. His experience resonates with Césaire’s characterization of colonialism: “I am talking
about societies drained of their essence, cultures trampled underfoot, institutions undermined,
lands confiscated, religions smashed, magnificent artistic creations destroyed, extraordinary
possibilities wiped out” (43). One of the key historical events that significantly shaped Ramy’s
character is the East India Company’s implementation of the land revenue system known as The
Permanent Settlement. In this context, Ramy’s family represents one of the numerous Indian
Muslim families who suffered land dispossession due to the inequities in this colonial economic
policy, which resulted in significant social and property disruptions. The Mirza family’s fortunes
underwent a profound transformation, shifting them from landowners with a degree of autonomy
to becoming mere servants under the authority of Sir Horace.

Living under colonization presents a complex web of contradictions, marked by illogical
and dehumanizing conditions for the colonized population. One fundamental aspect of colonial
rule is the usurpation of indigenous land by the colonizers, often concealed beneath various
pretexts and appeals to various sources of authority like economic interests or
religious justifications. The Indian experience serves as a powerful example, where the initial
presence of the British East India Company, ostensibly for economic trade, ultimately transformed
into full-fledged colonization. What was initially portrayed as an endeavor for cooperation

gradually evolved into occupation. As noted by Clougherty in his article “Voiceless Outsiders:
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Count Dracula as Bram Stoker,” the symbolic significance of land and its connection to cultural
identity cannot be separated. In his analysis to the case of Ireland, for example, he states:

money is the root of evil and land the basis of good; land overpowered by money equates

symbolically with good conquered by evil ... the English . . . inability to comprehend the

culture in general and the value that it attaches to soil in particular [led to a violent clash
of worldviews because] . . . An industrial society like Britain would not comprehend the

value that an Irish agrarian society put on soil. (150)

Colonization, thus, often driven by capitalist motives, operates as an ideology cloaked in
economic pursuits. Colonizers refrain from openly articulating their end goals, knowing it would
provoke resistance. Instead, they adopt a tactic of promising economic prosperity, methodically
executed over time to deflect blame onto the colonized. In the case of India, the loss of land was
unjustly attributed to the colonized population’s alleged incompetence, framed as laziness
and superstition, rather than acknowledging the true culprits—unjust economic conditions and the
divisive divide and rule policy that empowered corrupted British-backed zamindars over
patriotic leaders. This victim blaming mentality resonates throughout the novel, for example,
“Professor Lovell scoffed. ‘Never. | look at those men, and | think of the vast differences
between us. | am where | am because | believe in knowledge and scientific progress, and | have
used them to my advantage. They are where they are because they have stubbornly refused to move
forward with the future. Men like that don’t scare me. Men like that make me laugh’” (210). In
summary, while colonizers relentlessly chase capitalist gains, they often do so at the expense of

the cultural and economic well-being of the colonized.
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One of the contradictions that Ramy had to confront is the claim that the United Kingdom
had abolished slavery. In one of the novel’s footnotes, Kuang boldly asserts that the widely
accepted notion of the abolition of slavery is, in reality,

a great lie, and one that white Britons are happy to believe . . . slavery continued in India

under the East India Company for a long time after. Indeed, slavery in India was

specifically exempt from the Slave Emancipation Act of 1833. Despite early abolitionists’
belief that India under the EIC was a country of free labour, the EIC was complicit in,
directly profited from,andin many cases encouraged a range of types of
bondage, including forced plantation labour, domestic labour, and indentured
servitude. The refusal to call such practices slavery simply because they did not match
precisely the transatlantic plantation model of slavery was a profound act of semantic
blindness. (354)
This footnote highlights the contradictions and cognitive dissonance often present in the attitudes
and actions of individuals and institutions during eras of colonialism and slavery, where people
could advocate for the abolition of slavery in one context while actively participating in or
benefiting from it in another. Within the novel, Sir Horace encapsulates this sentiment, advocating
for respect for the native languages while having Ramy’s family as servants. However, this respect
should not be misunderstood as arising from the goodness of his heart; instead, it emerges from
pragmatic motives, as he holds the distinction of being the first endowed chair in Sanskrit in
Oxford’s history. Further, domestic labor is itself one of the categories Kuang identifies as a
continuing form of slavery. Kuang’s narrative thus underscores the intricate interplay of

contradictory attitudes and actions exhibited by individuals during eras of colonialism, wherein

35



advocacy for abolition and basic human rights could coexist with practices that perpetuated
oppression.

The novel’s narrative exhibits a profound ability to unveil the strategic manipulation of
language within the framework of colonialism, emphasizing the notion that despite altering the
signifiers—ranging from Indentured Servants to Bonded Laborers, Serfs, Coolies, Household
Servants, Peons, or Slaves—the signified concept of territorial conquest and the ruthless
exploitation of both resources and populations remains consistent. This semantic manipulation
serves as a deliberate tactic employed by colonizers to obscure the oppressiveness of
the system, employing varying terminology that aligns with the prevailing humanitarian lexicon
of the time. This linguistic maneuvering aims to pacify the oppressed and inhibit any potential
alliance toward liberation or self-determination.

The novel also delves into the intricacies of colonial manipulation through education
during a visit to Wilson’s residence. Here, a conversation unfolds, during which one of his guests,
Mr. Trevelyan, brings up the ongoing discourse surrounding the debate between Orientalist and
Anglicist education policies. This debate, rooted in the divergent ideologies of the Orientalists and
the Anglicists, reflects a larger, more insidious agenda of cultural imperialism as espoused by
figures like the fictional character of Mr. Trevelyan and the actual English politician Lord Thomas
Macaulay. Macaulay, a pivotal figure in shaping British educational policy in India, infamously
declared, “We must at present do our best to form a class who may be interpreters between us and
the millions whom we govern; a class of persons, Indian in blood and colour, but English in taste,
in opinions, in morals, and in intellect” (Macaulay 430). This statement underscores the essence
of the Anglicist perspective, aiming to cultivate a generation of Indians who are disconnected from

their roots, molded into a form more useful to the colonial rulers.
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The scene illustrates this colonial arrogance and the underlying patronization. Mr.
Trevelyan’s request for Ramy to count in various languages, ostensibly a benign display of
linguistic prowess, is in reality a subtle assertion of dominance. It is a test, a demonstration of the
success of their anglicizing mission marked by his remark “I’m proving a point” (270), parading
Ramy’s abilities as a validation of their cultural imperialism. Ramy’s subsequent wait for a reward
for his performance is symbolic of the larger transactional nature of the colonial relationship—one
where cultural display and assimilation are rewarded, albeit superficially. This colonial arrogance
is further highlighted in the exchange between Mr. Trevelyan and Mr. Mirza, which serves to
reinforce the scene’s critique of colonial attitudes. Trevelyan’s interaction with Mr. Mirza not only
belittles Mirza’s role but also reduces him to a mere example of an unfulfilled potential under the
prevailing educational system. This interaction is not just a conversation; it is a microcosm of the
larger colonial project, where indigenous knowledge and positions are systematically devalued.

In contrast, Sir Horace Wilson, representing the Orientalist faction, appears to advocate
for another approach to education, one that values Sanskrit and Arabic. The Orientalists, however,
despite their seemingly benevolent stance, are entangled in their own form of cultural hegemony,
where the preservation of indigenous languages is not necessarily about empowerment, but rather
about maintaining another form of colonial control. Through this scene, Kuang masterfully
exposes the intricate battle not simply between oppressor and oppressed but between two
competing forms of colonization, each with its unique brand of cultural and epistemic dominance.
This revelation paves the way for understanding decolonization not just as the cessation of foreign
physical control but as the beginning of reclaiming one’s voice, history, and autonomy—an
essential step towards dismantling the legacies of both forms of colonization and fostering a truly

decolonized identity and society.
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This conversation takes yet another unsettling turn when Mr. Trevelyan directs his attention
toward Ramy’s father, initiating a disquieting exchange: “‘Come now, Mr. Mirza,” said
Mr. Trevelyan. ‘You can’t claim that you wanted to be a footman.” Mr. Mirza gave a
nervous chuckle. ‘It’s a great honour to serve Sir Horace Wilson.” ‘Oh, come off it — no need to
be polite, we all know how he farts’ .. . Mr Mirza nodded and smiled. ‘Yes. That’s right, Mr

299

Trevelyan, sir. Of course, I’d rather be in your position’” (271). This pivotal moment in Ramy’s
early development epitomizes the experiences of individuals who initially idealize and adopt the
colonial education and value systems, finding it alluring and “fun” (271), while remaining
oblivious to the concealed dehumanization inherent within such institutions
and ideologies. Ramy’s disillusionment occurs when he witnesses the humiliation of his own
father at the hands of Mr. Trevelyan, serving as an illustration of the brutality underlying such
epiphanies: “Ramy saw the most peculiar expression then on his father’s face. [His father] looked
as if he were holding something in, as if he’d swallowed a very bitter seed but was unable to spit
it out. Suddenly this game did not seem such fun. He felt nervous now for showing off, but
couldn’t quite put his finger on why” (271). This vivid portrayal captures the moment of Ramy’s
awakening to the harsh realities of colonial dominance and the personal costs it entails, marking a
critical turn in his journey towards resistance.

Despite the colonizers’ acknowledgment of the talents within indigenous families, they
attribute their circumstances to the capriciousness of fortune. Mr. Trevelyan’s assertion that Mr.
Mirza “belonged to a wealthier merchant class. But so fortunes rise and fall. Despite his natural
talents, Mr. Mirza here can attain no better than a posting as a domestic servant” (271) conveniently

absolves the British from any responsibility for India’s predicament. His provocative language

underscores the power dynamics at play, effectively silencing the colonized and denying them any
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platform to express their genuine sentiments and thoughts. As long as such an imbalance persists,
true freedom remains an elusive aspiration for the colonized.

This cycle of physical, psychological, and epistemic violence becomes Ramy’s everyday
reality, and its intensity grows as he engages with the colonial world of Babel. One pivotal moment
in the novel occurs during an exchange between Ramy and Professor Harding. Ramy proposes to
work on “a translation of Ibn Khaldun’s manuscripts” (190), but Harding dismisses his aspirations,
asserting that “the French Orientalists were already working on that, and that it was unlikely [he]
could get Paris to lend them to [Ramy]” (190). This incident epitomizes the colonial gatekeeping
of knowledge, where the colonizer holds the key to intellectual resources and dispenses it at his
discretion. Harding’s stance not only undermines Ramy’s academic agency but also symbolizes
the broader colonial imposition that restricts access to knowledge and cultural heritage, ensuring
that the power to define, interpret, and disseminate historical narratives remains firmly in the hands
of the colonizer.

The exchange between Ramy and Professor Harding aligns with Said’s observation that
Orientalism hinges on a “flexible positional superiority, which puts the Westerner in a whole series
of possible relationships with the Orient without ever losing him the relative upper hand” (7).
Translation is not a neutral act in this context but a means of exerting control over the Other. This
scene symbolizes the West’s attempt to own, construct, and interpret Oriental knowledge, often
from positions of perceived superiority, frequently devoid of direct experience or meaningful
engagement with the cultures under scrutiny. Professor Harding suggests that Ramy works on
editing Schlegel instead. Frustrated, Ramy points out to his cohort that Schlegel wrote Uber die
Sprache und Weisheit der Indier without ever having been to India, crafting a narrative from a

distance: “This was only the beginning of the multiple flaws of Schlegel’s work. Islam he
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considered a ‘dead empty Theism’. He also assumed that Egyptians were descended from Indians,
and argued Chinese and Hebrew were inferior to German and Sanskrit because they lacked
inflection” (191). Schlegel’s attitude underscores the self-aggrandizement and arrogance of
Orientalist scholarship. Not only did he write about subjects he had never experienced firsthand,
but his views on various cultures and languages were also entrenched in ignorance and
Eurocentrism.

Ramy’s exchange with Harding underscores the profound mismatch between the authentic
lived experiences of a culture and the distorted representations offered by outsiders, creating a
caricature of what each perceives about the other, rather than reflecting the reality of things. This
exchange lays bare the absurdity of having an Indian scholar tasked with editing a Western
scholar’s work on his own country. In this exchange, Ramy is compelled to edit Schlegel’s work,
despite Schlegel’s conspicuous absence from India and reliance on distant Parisian accounts. The
reference to Schlegel’s work on India raises questions about the authenticity and legitimacy of
Eurocentric scholarship. Schlegel, an outsider to Indian culture, writes about it from the confines
of Paris, highlighting the disconnect between the scholar and the subject of study. This underscores
the audacity of Eurocentric scholars who believe they can speak authoritatively about cultures they
do not fully understand. This situation parallels Macaulay’s admission of ignorance, as he declares,
“I have no knowledge of either Sanscrit or Arabic. But I have done what I could to form a correct
estimate of their value” (Macaulay). Despite occupying influential roles, Schlegel and Macaulay
perpetuate stereotypes and oppressive policies without substantial knowledge. Their disconnect
and presumptuous authority highlight that the colonization agenda often precedes genuine
authenticity and accuracy, a troubling aspect in an era when avenues for understanding the Other

were primarily confined to sources like Schlegel and Macaulay.
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Ramy’s subsequent proposition to translate the Arabic essays of Omar ibn Said instead of
working on the manuscripts of Ibn Khaldun signifies his commitment to preserving the cultural
heritage tied to the experiences and identities of colonized subjects, especially within the context
of slavery. Within this context, Professor Harding’s second rejection of Ramy’s proposal carries
profound implications, as it rests on the unsubstantiated claim that England’s abolition of slavery
renders such an undertaking unnecessary—an assertion already debunked in earlier sections. This
act inadvertently exposes a worldview that dismisses ongoing struggles and narratives unfolding
beyond the boundaries of Europe. This scene vividly showcases the systematic exclusion of non-
European viewpoints and the intentional marginalization of narratives that challenge the colonial
agenda. Moreover, Harding’s steadfast refusal highlights that, within this Eurocentric framework,
academic pursuits are only validated when they conform to the interests and agendas of the colonial
powers. Edward Said’s assertion that “the relationship between Occident and Orient is a
relationship of power, of domination, of varying degrees of a complex hegemony” (5) finds
powerful resonance in this act of imperialistic erasure.

This encounter resonates with Macaulay’s famous “Minute on Indian Education,” where
he undervalues literary contributions in favor of promoting Western education and the English
language among Indian subjects. Macaulay’s assertion that “a single shelf of a good European
library was worth the whole native literature of India and Arabia” and that “that all the historical
information which has been collected from all the books written in the Sanscrit language is less
valuable than what may be found in the most paltry abridgments used at preparatory schools in
England” (Macaulay) resonate with the dismissive attitude towards Ramy’s proposal. This refusal
to support Ramy’s endeavor reflects the power imbalance in colonial relationships. Harding,

embodying the archetypal Western academic, exerts hegemonic influence over what is considered
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scholarly valuable. This act epitomizes the broader colonial effort to shape and control the
educational and cultural narratives of colonized societies, often leading to the suppression or
distortion of indigenous knowledge and historical perspectives.

An intriguing dimension of Ramy’s maneuver with Harding is his attempt to discuss
slavery within an American context, rather than opting to address the East India Company’s
enslavement of Indians within his homeland. This strategic choice may stem from apprehensions
regarding challenging British authorities, perhaps due to concerns for his position within the
university or fear for the safety of his enslaved family members who remain under the dominion
of British rule. This oppressive environment, characterized by threats and coercion, offers no
sanctuary for Ramy to voice his authentic sentiments openly.

One of the defining characteristics of Ramy is his quick-wittedness, which takes on a
striking dimension in the context of mimicry. He skillfully wields the same tools that are used to
oppress him or are products of attempts at oppression. Ramy

thickened and thinned his accent depending on his audience. He learned all the fanciful

notions the English held about his people, elaborated on them like an expert playwright,

and spat them back out. He knew when to play a lascar, a houseboy, a prince. He learned
when to flatter and when to engage in self-deprecation. He could have written a thesis on
white pride, on white curiosity. He knew how to make himself an object of fascination
while neutralizing himself as a threat. He fine-tuned the greatest of all tricks, which was to

swindle an Englishman into looking at him with respect. (273)

Ramy’s mimicry is not merely a survival tactic; it is a profound subversion of the power dynamics
at play. In his mimicry, he strategically transforms himself into what the colonial society expects,

effectively mirroring their prejudices and misconceptions. This act of mirroring, however, is not
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mere compliance; it is an astute strategy that allows Ramy to navigate the complexities of colonial
rule while retaining his inner identity. His mimicry serves as a potent weapon, blurring the lines
between authenticity and performance. In doing so, Ramy challenges the oppressive system from
within, exploiting its own tools to carve out a space for himself that, while conforming to the
colonial expectations, simultaneously undermines their authority. In essence, Ramy’s mimicry is
a subtle act of resistance, a defiance that emerges from the shadows of mimicry itself, ultimately
forcing the colonizers to view him with an unexpected respect.

Ramy’s struggle transcends the boundaries of the classrooms, resonating throughout the
academic landscape of the Babel institution. Within the institute’s “hallowed halls” (439), a
disheartening reality unfolds, as vividly portrayed by Kuang in one of her footnotes:

Babel scholars were there less as distinguished guests and more as zoo animals on display,

expected to dance and perform for wealthy donors. Robin, Victoire, and Ramy were always

treated as national representatives of the countries they appeared to hail from. Robin had
to put up with excruciating small talk about Chinese botanical gardens and lacquerware;

Ramy was expected to elaborate on the inner workings of the “Hindu race”, whatever that

meant; and Victoire, bizarrely, was always being asked for speculation advice in the Cape.

(139)

The Babel scholars, including Robin, Victoire, and Ramy, find themselves in an unsettling
position. Rather than being students, they are akin to zoo animals, put on display for the amusement
of affluent benefactors. They are expected to perform, to dance to the tune of stereotypes, and to
represent the countries they are perceived to come from.

In this context, Ramy faces the daunting task of elucidating the “inner workings of the

“Hindu race” (139), an expectation that encapsulates the very essence of Orientalism and cultural
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reductionism. It highlights the reduction of intricate, individual identities into monolithic,
oversimplified stereotypes. The demand placed upon Ramy echoes the colonial mindset, where
colonized individuals were not seen as unique beings with their own narratives but rather as
uniform representations of their race or culture. The term “Hindu race” itself is a misnomer,
conflating religion with race and revealing a superficial comprehension of the diversity and
complexity within Indian society. Ramy’s discomfort in having to elucidate and embody this
concept serves as a reminder of the burden placed upon individuals from colonized backgrounds
to navigate and challenge these damaging narratives.

Moreover, in likening the scholars to “zoo animals on display” (139), Kuang employs a
powerful metaphor that vividly illustrates the objectification and exoticization frequently
experienced by individuals from colonized nations. It dehumanizes them, stripping away their
individuality and casting them as mere curiosities meant for the entertainment and enlightenment
of the Western gaze. This metaphor underscores the enduring perception of the Other as
fundamentally distinct and inferior, a perspective deeply ingrained in colonial history and
persisting in postcolonial interactions.

The phrase “whatever that meant” (139) demonstrates a self-awareness and critique of the
superficial comprehension and misrepresentation of The Rest’s cultures by the West. It hints at the
absurdity and inaccuracy of such expectations, challenging the audience to acknowledge the
shallowness inherent in such stereotyping. In this scenario, Ramy becomes a victim of cultural
reductionism, tasked with representing an entire race or culture. This reductionism falls under the
umbrella of Othering, where Ramy is viewed not as an individual but as a representative of a

homogenized and exoticized Other.
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This scene also raises questions regarding the concept of national representation. Ramy,
much like Robin and Victoire, is expected to be a spokesperson for an entire nation or culture. This
oversimplification of identity disregards the diversity and complex nature of experiences within
any given nation or culture. It underscores the perils of assuming that one individual can speak on
behalf of an entire group or nation, perpetuating stereotypes and erasing individual agency. The
danger of this reductionist view resonates with Edward Said’s critique of the representation of the
Orient. Said elucidates that “The idea of representation is a theatrical one: the Orient is the stage
on which the whole East is confined” (63), highlighting how broad, homogenizing representations
serve to confine and simplify complex cultures.

Ramy identifies reductionist viewpoints within his own age group, signaling a concerning
continuity of colonial thought patterns among younger generations. Letty’s questions to Ramy
about his origins—“And you — Madras? Bombay?” (84)—superficially attempt to engage with
India’s diverse cultural landscape, but instead demonstrate a simplistic understanding. Ramy’s
reply to Letty, “Calcutta” (84), is not just an answer but a strategic move in a subtle confrontation
over the simplification of his homeland’s identity. By choosing not to directly challenge Letty’s
ignorance, yet delicately making her aware of it, Ramy assumes a sophisticated command of
the dialogue. His approach subtly critiques the colonial tendency to simplify complex cultures into
easily digestible stereotypes, presenting his response as a form of resistance against the
diminishment of cultural intricacies and advocating for the recognition of Indian identity’s rich
diversity against her reductive views.

As Ramy interacts with Letty, his initial physical reaction—biting into a dry scone and
taking a sip of tea—symbolizes a moment of composure. This act serves as a metaphorical shield,

enabling him to politely engage with Letty’s questions. While this pause may seem trivial on the
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surface, it hints at an underlying discomfort, possibly stemming from the anticipation of ignorance
or prejudice he is about to encounter. The dialogue further unfolds as Ramy’s body language
changes; the act of applying jam to his scone contrasts with his sarcastic response to Letty’s
mention of her father’s military service in Calcutta: “Lovely . . . Could be he pointed a gun at my
sisters once” (84). His remark acknowledges the historical reality of the British colonial presence,
symbolized by Letty’s father in Calcutta, while simultaneously challenging its legitimacy and
morality. In doing so, Ramy’s use of humor and passive aggression merges to form a potent tool
for psychological resilience and ideological challenge. Moreover, Letty’s casual mention of her
father’s military service in India emphasizes the normalization of colonial dominance by its
beneficiaries and the disregard for the experiences and perspectives of the colonized. Ramy’s
juxtaposition of physical actions and verbal responses underscores his dual engagement: outwardly
conforming to social norms while internally resisting the insensitivity demonstrated by Letty.

Ramy’s emphatic buttering of his scone while expressing frustration at the conflation of
Indian identity with Hinduism reveals his escalating annoyance through his body language. This
act symbolizes a physical manifestation of his growing irritation, underlining the weight of
his discomfort. He “was buttering his scone with great vim” (84), a direct observation from the
narrative that vividly captures the vigor of his movements. His subsequent action of lifting the
scone to his mouth marks the end of his argument and a subtle refusal to continue a conversation
that misinterprets and simplifies his identity and culture. Ramy’s adept use of dark humor and
passive aggression acts as both a protective shield and a weapon, enabling him to confront colonial
prejudices and affirm his identity subtly yet effectively.

As their conversation progresses, Letty’s assertion of her understanding of India through a

colonial lens, indicated by her reference to ‘“Hamilton’s Translation of the Letters of a
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Hindoo Rajah” (128), exposes the colonial foundations of her knowledge. In claiming to have read
“all sorts of essays” (128), Letty inadvertently highlights the limitations of her knowledge, which,
despite its apparent breadth, is anchored in a singular colonial perspective. This revelation is
critical, as it sheds light on the dangers of an education system rooted in colonial ideologies, where
a single narrative overshadows the multiplicity of voices and perspectives of colonized cultures.

This moment intensifies the conflict between the characters, underscoring the persistent
influence of colonial narratives on modern perceptions of non-Western cultures. Ramy’s challenge
to the authenticity of Letty’s sources highlights a key aspect of postcolonial critique: the rejection
of Eurocentric depictions of colonized nations as uniform entities shaped by
outside influences. His engagement reveals the inaccuracies of idealized colonial perspectives and
contests their authority to define India’s historical and cultural identity. Ramy embodies the
postcolonial resistance by articulating counter-narratives that aim to deconstruct and reinterpret
the colonial story from the colonized standpoint.

Ramy’s intent to “provoke [Letty], to dismantle her every assertion” (129) manifests as a
resistance to the colonial ideology she represents. His provocative questioning of Letty’s source
material, which simplistically portrays “India as a lovely Hindu nation, overrun by tyrannical
Muslim invaders” (128), triggers a defensive reaction from Letty. Her defensiveness symbolizes
the deep-rooted acceptance of colonial narratives and her hesitance to question their validity. This
response illustrates the colonizer’s influence not only on the discourse about colonized cultures
but also on the self-image of the colonized. Letty’s “stiff upper lip” (129) and her representation
of objectionable English traits to Ramy delve into the discourse on cultural superiority and the
legacy of colonial arrogance. The novel uses Ramy’s and Letty’s interactions to comment on

broader colonial legacies and their ongoing impact on perceptions of cultural superiority.
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Amid Letty and Ramy’s ideological clashes, Ramy’s frustration with colonialism becomes
apparent during a conversation about the role of Indians in civil administration under British rule.
Letty asserts, “There are plenty of Indians in civil administration, as long as they’re qualified”
(131). Ramy critically responds that qualification often requires conforming to an elitist framework
that favors the British. He further critiques colonialism, stating, “We’re not being ruled; we’re
being misruled. What’s happening to my country is nothing short of robbery” (131). Moreover,
Ramy’s sharp retort to Letty’s probing question, “If you think that, then what are you doing in
England?” with “Learning, woman” (131), encapsulates the irony and struggle of seeking
enlightenment within the oppressor’s intellectual sphere. This interaction suggests a complex
dynamic in their relationship, resonating with Dubion’s observation that “characters’ contradictory
reactions exemplify the attraction-rejection process symptomatic of othering” (17). The narrative
of British exploitation in Bengal, countered by Letty’s view of colonialism as civilizing,
underscores the vast differences in their perspectives. Such differences not only reflect the personal
tensions between Ramy and Letty but also the broader contradictions faced by colonized
individuals in spaces of colonial influence, where cultural, political, and personal layers intersect.

Ramy’s depiction of British occupation in Bengal as an “ongoing travesty” (131) contrasts
sharply with Letty’s justification of British colonialism, rooted in the belief that the British victory
at Plassey was a justified response to Mughal rule. This dichotomy underscores the conflicting
historical narratives between the colonizer and the colonized, with Letty embodying the colonial
apologist’s view of British rule as a civilizing force, and Ramy representing the perspective of the
oppressed, who see the same actions as exploitative. Letty’s attempt to downplay the negative
impacts of colonialism with “And it’s not as if you have had it all so bad” (131), is met with

Ramy’s critique highlighting the elitism and cultural erosion fostered by colonial rule, exposing
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the power and control mechanisms of colonialism that often compromise the dignity and identity
of the native population.

Furthermore, the discussion on Plassey reveals a glaring omission: the very question of
why the British were in Bengal to begin with, potentially becoming hostages or engaging in
military conflict. This omission exemplifies a broader colonial inclination to tell the history of
imperial involvements in a way that foregrounds the alleged provocations or misdemeanors of
the colonized, while conveniently overlooking the aggressive expansionist policies and economic
motivations driving European powers to distant lands. Such a narrative strategy serves to
rationalize colonial violence and domination under the guise of retaliation or
moral obligation, thereby concealing the unwanted and often unwelcome intrusion of colonial
powers into the political and social fabric of non-European societies.

Letty’s remarks demonstrate a reductionist perspective of colonial history, which
simplifies the intricate processes of empire by focusing only on specific events that can be
evaluated morally to support the colonial narrative. This viewpoint is not only intellectually
dishonest but also morally problematic, as it attempts to justify and validate the broader project of
colonialism by appealing to isolated events that are removed of their wider historical and
geopolitical context. The absurdity of this argument becomes apparent when one considers the
asymmetrical power relations that underpin the colonial encounter, where the
technological, military, and economic might of the British Empire positioned it as an
overwhelming force against the fragmented and politically diverse landscape of eighteenth-
century India.

The critique of Letty’s position thus extends beyond the specific historical inaccuracies

or omissions; it touches upon the epistemological violence inherent in
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colonial historiography, which seeks to construct a narrative of the colonial other that legitimizes
and naturalizes the colonizer’s presence and actions. This form of historiographical manipulation
not only distorts the historical record but also perpetuates a dehumanizing portrayal of colonized
peoples as mere backdrops to the moral and civilizational dramas authored by the colonizers.

Moreover, Letty’s argument reveals a profound ethical failure: the inability to recognize
the colonized as agents within their own right, possessing sovereign integrity and the capacity
for self-determination. The justification of colonial domination through such narrowly construed
narratives exemplifies a form of moral blindness, one that fails to account for the dignity and worth
of cultures and societies subjected to colonial rule.

Through the polarizing perspectives of Ramy and Letty on British colonial rule in India,
the narrative invites readers to reflect on the nature of power and resistance within the colonial
context. It challenges narratives that justify or glorify colonial enterprises, presenting a nuanced
exploration of domination and subjugation dynamics. This interaction compels readers to confront
the realities of colonialism—its economic depredations, cultural dislocations, and ethical
compromises. The debates between Ramy and Letty offer a profound inquiry into the human
condition under the shadow of empire.

The violence and discrimination observed in Babel extends beyond the academic
environment and permeates the streets of Oxford, reflecting a broader societal issue. Edgar, a
minor character in the novel, epitomizes this extension of bigotry through his stereotypical view
of diverse ethnic and religious groups. He repeats a racist jingle: “London streets where the
turbaned Moslem bearded Jew and woolly Afric meet the brown Hindu” (58) in a sing-song tone,

trivializing and homogenizing the rich cultural and religious identities of these groups.
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This misidentification and oversimplification of complex religious and cultural identities
are indicative of a broader xenophobic attitude prevalent in the society depicted in Babel. The
novel illustrates how these stereotypes and prejudices, which begin in controlled environments
like classrooms, seep into everyday life, perpetuating ignorance and intolerance. This extension of
violence from academic to public spaces underscores the pervasive nature of colonial attitudes and
the systemic nature of racism and xenophobia in the colonial setting of the novel.

Ramy also grapples with the complex dimensions of religion within the novel’s colonial
setting. In Babel, religion emerges not merely as a matter of personal faith but as a critical element
intertwined with imperialist and hegemonic structures. The character of Sir Horace Wilson, the
first endowed chair in Sanskrit at Oxford University, exemplifies this entanglement through his
role in “conducting tutorials for Christian missionaries” (100), highlighting religion’s instrumental
use