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Abstract

This essay explores how Namita Gokhale's novel, The Book of Shadows
(1999), showsthat Rachita Tiwari’sjourney after an acid attack isnot just
about her persond strugglewith traumaand recovery, but a so about how she
navigates power, gender, and her surroundings. By applying Tim Cresswell’s
mohbility theory, which distingui shesbetween movement and mobility, thearticle
anaysesthree connected aspects: physical mobility, temporal mobility, and
gpectral mobility. It arguesthat having aprivileged background alowsRachita
to escapeto her family’sancestral housein the hills, but the violence and
shame shefacesbecause of her gender greatly limit her ability tomovearound
and be seen, highlighting the unequal accessto mobility that Doreen Massey
discusses. Traumatheory (particularly Cathy Caruth and Dominick LaCapra)
hel ps us understand why Rachita has trouble sleeping, flashbacks, and a
fragmented narrative, seeing theseassymptomsof the* belatedness' of trauma
rather than just memories. The haunted housein Kumaon becomesaplace
wheredifferent mobilities, from colonia to postcolonid times, intersect, showing
how Rachita'shedlingistied to older storiesof missionary work, forced [abour,
andlocal superstitions. By theend of thenovel, Rachita'sclaimtoa‘right to
exig’ marksashift frommerely survivingtowhat Cresswell cals’ meaningful
[im]mobility’: afeminist way of taking control of movement, stiliness, and
visihility that changesboth her sense of self and the spaces sheinhabits.

K eywor ds: Gender; Mohility; Recovery; Space; Trauma

Namita Gokhale's The Book of Shadows (1999) isanovel about Rachita
Tiwari, an English lecturer at Jesusand Mary College (Delhi), who has her
wholeworld turned upside down when her fiancé (Anand) commitssuicide

52



Oscillation between Past and Present: Physical and Emotional Mobility in Namita
Gokhale's The Book of Shadows

and hissster throwsacid on her face. The novel describesRachita sodyssey
incopingwith her new life. She escapesto her ancestral homein the Kumaon
hills, and her pastisoverlaid with her present and her futuredesiresinaswirling
melee of emotion. Whilethe novel isabout Rachita'squest to deal with her
shameand her injuries—physical and psychologica—itisasoabout thelndian
woman’s search for an existence where she can have her rightful placein
society inthelatetwentieth-century, an existencewhere her past and her history
aretaken cognizanceof.

Recent work in mobility studies (Tim Cresswell and Doreen Massey)
arguesthat movement isnever smply physica displacement but an intricate
socid phenomenon. Thisessay uses'friction’ asatheoretica mode to conduct
aliterary reading of Gokha€ snovel and analysethethematised and embodied
experience of mobility through Rachita slife. It examinesthevaried formsof
bodily and psychic mohility that Rachitaexperiencesacrossthethreeregisters
of space, time, and the spectral, thereby illustrating the general principlethat
friction can beapowerful deviceto organiseand enrichwhat isotherwisea
one-way or asymmetric relation. The essay arguesthat Rachita'sexperience
of modernity in Indiawas one of considerable amountsof friction: trauma,
gendered norms, and social stigma.

This essay draws on trauma theory (Cathy Caruth and Dominick
LaCapra) to argue that Rachita' s multipletemporalitiesrepeat the trauma
structure of repetitionin theform of therecurrence of thetraumatic event and
the belated realisation of itseffects. At the sametime, drawing on feminist
theoriesof gendered mobility, it examineshow Rachitalsphysca disfigurement,
withdrawal from the public sphere, and partial returnto it point to unequal
citizenshipintermsof theright to mobility, visibility, and civic recognition. The
haunted housein Kumaonisastewhereseverd narrativesof mobility intersect:
thecolonia missionary’stravels, theforced labour towhich thelocal villagers
arereduced to protect themsel vesfrom ma evolent spirits, and Rachital'ssearch
for her ownidentity asamodern woman who seeksto makegood on her loss
of sdf, following trauma.

The Book of Shadows uses Rachita’sjourney to tell the story of her
recovery fromtrauma; inthe process, it bringsto light the politics of mobility
and gender. Traumaand therearrangement of spaceinthenove force Rachita
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to renegotiate her identity and sense of belonging. By the end of the novel
Rachitacomesto realisethat “ defined intime and spaceand dimension, | had
therighttoexist!” (Gokhade213). Thisjourney fromimmobility and effacement
to mobility and existenceisthusan exampleof “ meaningful [im]mobility” that
revealsand recreates socia inequality (Cresswell, Onthe Move 239).

Toengagewith thenove through the perspective of mobility studies, itis
essential to understand the difference between movement and mobility.
Accordingto Tim Cresswell, “Movement israrely just movement; it carries
withit the burden of meaning” (Onthe Move6). In contrast, mobility is“a
fragile entanglement of physical movement, representations, and practices’
and exists asadelicate connection between actual movement and symbolic
representations (Cresswell, “ TowardsaPolitics’ 18). Cresswell outlinessix
essential components of mobility: “motiveforce, velocity, rhythm, route,
experience, andfriction” (17). Thesed ementscreate” conde lationsof mobility”
that organise every human practice (29).

M ovements devel op meaningsthrough specific “ social, cultural and
political contexts” (Adey 63). Drawing on Doreen Massey’s concept of
extenson, Cresswel | statesthat time-space compresson needsdifferentiating
socially” becauseit affects distance and time perception dueto social and
technol ogica advancements (Massey, “ Power-geometry” 62). Mobility is
“accessed and experienced differently by different social groups’ (Adey 117).
Thenarrativesabout trauma, healing, and bel onging in The Book of Shadows
function associd negotiationsbetween mobileandimmobilestatesthet develop
through history, power, and memory. The protagonist’smovement between
static and dynamic areas demonstratesthe * meaningful [im]mobility’ defined
by Cresswell and Massey.

Thetropeof physicd, tempora, and spectral mobility/immohility iscentra
to The Book of Shadows and informsthree of its strands. Thefirst isthe
physica mohility of theprotagonit, Rachita: her journey from Delhi to Kumaon
and then back again, her comingsand goingsfrom her home and the hospita,
and her aspiration and desireto step out into theworld. Here, wefocuson the
forcesthat propel her in her physical travels (healing, escape, conceal ment,
and forgetting), aswell asthe obstacl esshe encounters(socia shame, thefear
of being visible and reduced to nothingness), and her sense of isolation or
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bel ongingto asocia world. The second isthetemporal mohility of thetrauma
of theacid attack, asillustrated by Cathy Caruth’s assertion that because a
traumatic event occursin astate of clinical unconsciousnessor delirium, it
does not enter into the before-and-after narrative structure of timeand so
remains”belated” inrelationtothe persond narrative of the self (4). Rachita's
ongoing attempt to returnto thetime of the attack aswell asher being haunted
by imagesand voicesthat invade her present illustratethistempordlity of trauma
and a sotheotherworldlinessof her traumatic experiencesthat exist dongside
her everyday life. Thethird isspectral mobility, by which Rachitaescapes
from her bodily and temporal traumaand accessesaternativeworlds. These
include her world of fantasy, her memoriesof childhood, and her relationto
the colonia past embedded in the old bungalow inwhich sheliveswith her
adoptive family and discoversthrough the missionary journal of William
Cockrell.

Finally, because Rachita’'s mobility is unmistakably gendered, this
framework is aligned with feminist accounts of women’s constrained
movements. ViolaKle n opinesthat women have been “ restricted by acentury-
old history of submissions, which had bredinthem asenseof inferiority” (34).
In thisessay, we observe how the acid attack on Rachita, the social boycott
shesuffersat thehandsof her neighbours, and the unrelenting pressuretolook
beautiful that she hasto undergo in order to not be seen asrebelliousby her
society encapsulatestheideaof gendered mobility and restrictioninthemost
bruta possibleterms. Thestrugglefor Rachitato assert her right to exist may
be seen asafeminist interpretation of the concept of mobility inaworld where
sheisseen and recogni sed.

Attheoutset of thenovel, Rachita'slifein Delhi ischaracterised by her
inner world being disconnected from her outward actions. Asan English
lecturer, she performscompetenceand authority intheclassroom, yet confesses
that sheis*an earnest overgrown student masquerading as an academic”
(Gokhde3-4). Her infiddity inrdationto her fiancé, Anand, causeshissuicide.
After Anand’ sdeath, hissister attacks Rachitawith acid. Accordingto Terry
Eagleton, thereexistsanimpression of distortion as*webolster up afictive
senseof unitary selfhood by finding somethingintheworldwithwhichwecan
identify” (143). Theacid attack disrupts Rachita sfictional self and her face.

55



indraprasth

Intermsof mobility, acid attack isaviolent and non-consensual act of
imposition of immobility on Rachita sbody. Sheisrestricted to hospital beds,
her home, and on specially created routesto take her from one placeto the
other without being harassed by onlookers. On the one hand, Rachita’'s
subsequent mobility isdetermined by the desireto extricate herself fromthe
very social world that has marginalised her, and on the other, tofind aplace
where she can recuperate. Divorced from theworkplace, her colleagues, her
students, and her family, Rachitares ststhe hurried and modern manner of
living her lifein the cosmopolitan city. Her withdrawal fromtheworld of work
and social relations and from the domain of kinship isnot merely astatic
rebellionagaingt therdentlessdaily pace of movement. Rather, itisacdculated
act of immobility that resiststhe variousforms of compulsionto movethat
have become necessary for the modern and cosmopolitan female subject in
thecity.

Movement can bedefined at two different levels. physical and existentiadl.
It wasthe physical movement that prompted Rachitato shift to her ancestral
homeinthe Kumaon hills. It isacentrifugal movement fromthe centreto the
periphery, fromthe collegeto amore ancient and secluded environment of the
hills, to escapethe publicworld and to “ heal, to hide, to forget” (Gokhal e 6).
Shewishesto reach thehillsto recover herself and to have an opportunity of
“solitude and soliloquy to come to terms with what had happened” (7).
Cresswell contendsthat “ movement israrely just movement” (Onthe Move
6). Similarly, Rachita’'smovement to Kumaon had ahost of implicationsfor
her relationswith space, time, and saif.

Theancestral house becomesaprimelocationinthe story of Rachita
and her lived experiences of memory, mohility, and selfhood. Rachitaaffirms
“wehaveclosed rankstogether, meand thehouse’ dmost at thevery beginning
of thestory (Gokhale 1), and a so later on when she expressesthat “the house
soothesmy hatred, hushesmy sorrow” (7). Thus, Rachitaand thehouseform
acoditionwith each other, thusamal gamating the social and hitoricd relations
present with the house and itssurroundings.

In Cresswell’ sterms, Rachita sexperience of timeinthehouseisasan
entanglement of place, performance, and discourse. Although confined to the
house, the practices she adopts, such asreading, smoking, listening to stories,
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and roaming around in rooms, ensure an activeinternal space of mobility.
Whilethe cold taps of the college washroom provided her with no respite
during her assault, the housefelt like something that wasembracing her. It acts
asawomb for Rachitaand servesasboth a“repository of my youth, andthe
custodian of my dreams’ (Gokhale7).

Thisspatid reorganisation exemplifiesCresswell’'sclamthat “mobility is
thedynamic equivalent of place’” (OntheMove 3). When Rachitaescapesto
thehills, itisnot merely aphysical change of location. Aslain Chambers
pointsout, it is*shifting constellations of meaning, identities, openingsand
possihilities’ (193). Through dl thesedifferent constellations of mobility, the
colonial past of thehouse and all the peopleinvolvedinit arereinterpreted
when Rachitaentersit aspart of her own personal history.

Gender complicates Rachita srelationship with aplace aswell asher
movement. The acid attack stripsaway her identity as Rachita, leaving her
feeling dienated from* my face, thefamiliar index of my being, hasdissolved
into absurdity and abstraction” (Gokhae 7). According to ViolaKlein, women
are“restricted by acentury-old history of submissions, which had bredin
themasenseof inferiority” (34). Rachita swithdrawal fromtheworldisthus
both adefensive strategy and an enforced immobility againgt theviolence she
experiencesasawoman—violenceof theintimate, gender violenceand socia
violence.

Thehouse becomesher persona prison and increasesher self-awareness.
Thisstagnation of her lifeultimately leadsto self-realisation, inwhich she
recognisesthat sheismorethan just her appearance or her rolesasfiancée,
lecturer, and sister. Throughout the day, shereads, reflects, and observesthe
world around her, describing her state of mind with the banal description of
tedium and afedling of inertia. At the sametime, sherecognisestheahility to
copewith her current state of mind through aninner strugglewith hersdlf: “if
oneloses—one ssense of sdf, thereisno remedy but to proceed onas mulated
mode” (Gokhae216). Therefore, inthenovel, the house becomesaunique
space or what Cresswell has termed as a crucible of “meaningful
[im]mobility”— aplacewhichisbeinginterrupted; and thisleadsher toredise
theimportance of her movement in that place and the purpose behind that
movement (On the Move 239).
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Rachitamoves physically in the space of Kumaon but her narrative
expandsintime. Her experienceof traumadisruptsthetimelineof her narrative,
preventing her from separating her present from her past. The eventsof her
past areinacontinuousstate of flux with her present. Traumatheoristssuggest
that it isnot thetemporal position of an event that makesit traumatic, but
rather the structure of the subject’ spresent experiencethat the event occupies.
Caruth describestraumaasan “ unclaimed experience’ that returnsthrough
themediaof nightmares, flashbacksand other symptomslong after theevent
has supposedly receded into the past (10). LaCapraexplains” acting out” as
the mechanism by which the subject of traumare-enactsthetraumatic event
repeatedly but failstointegrateit into conscious experience (41).

Rachitaisunableto deep because of thefear that Anand’ssister’sface
ingtilledin her. Thestilinessof themountainswassuch that every timeshe shut
her eyes, Anand swordscameflooding back. Thus, nightsbecameadid ocated
timeinwhichthelinear progression of timewasdisrupted, and shelivedina
state of non-linearity. What has changed isthe affect or the manner inwhich
the attack impactsher. Itisnow fear, or guilt, or anger, or hopelessness. The
instability of her present, her insomnia, can thus be seen through the lens of
trauma’s* belatedness’, asdescribed by Caruth (17). “ Traumaticrecall” is
bel ated because what isbeing recalled isnot simply an event, but an event
whose meaning has not yet been fully absorbed into experience (117).

The Book of Shadows explores the concept of temporal oscillation.
Instead of narrating Rachita'sstory inalinear fashionfrom her collegedaysto
her relationship with Anand, her assault, her daysin the hospital, and her
subsequent movement to the hill house, the narrativeisnon-linear. Thenon-
linear structure of the narrative, which disruptsthelinear progression from
cause to effect and from wound to cure, shows that Rachita’sjourney to
healing isnot linear. Instead of narrating her journey through her traumatic
eventsin alinear fashion, the narrative shows Rachitaoscillating through a
cycle, and with each iteration of thiscycle, she gainsmore understanding of
her rolein her story and the choicesshehasinlife.

Thus, tempora mobility isasimportant to anove asspatial mobility. In
Rachita'sjourney fromthecity tothehills, her transformationismulti-layered.
Itisnot just about her journey tothehills; itisa so about her ability to negotiate
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and manipulatetime. Her memoriesbeginto resurface, and sheisabletolook
at them from adifferent perspective. Sheisaso ableto negotiate her self and
time, thereby freeing hersdf from the sol etraumaticincident that hasdominated
her. As she remarkstowards the end of the novel, “my selfhood had for a
whileabandoned the confines of skin and bone, abandoned my cageand run
away” (Gokhale 213).

However, thepath to recovery fromtraumaisal sofull of barriers. Many
times, remembering everything leadsto being overwhelmed by memories.
Rachitawalksthrough her memoriestrying to deal with theminaway that
exemplifiesCresswell’s" constellations of mobility”, whichisnot limited to
physica space but also extendstotime (“ TowardsaPolitics’ 26). Heexplains
that every individud’slifeisdriven by theforcethat crestesmeaning fromtheir
experiences, therhythm of their memories, and thefrictionthat fillstheir lives
(suchaspain, fear, and guilt).

Spectral mobility can be studied through Cresswell’s troika of
“movement, representations, and practices’ (“Politicsof Mobility” 18). Here,
movement ismental, representations are characters, roles, and scriptsthe
subject ‘actsout’ inthemind, and practicesare reading stories, daydreaming,
andavoiding family reations. At thevery least, Rachital simaginatively induced
spectral mobility seemsto beabout fleeing from her present situation. It has
multipleeffects, and it isthemediatory formsof her fiction that enable Rachita
to acquire other personasand consequently to experienceor act out different
attitudestowardsher trauma Crucidly, through her imaginative mobility, some
of her self-hatred isshifted to thefiguresof her fiction.

Rachitastumblesupon themost € aborateinstance of spectra mobility in
theform of William Cockrell’s Journal of Missionary that she discoversin
thehouse. Cockrell, who wasstationedinthehillsfar fromthevaley, believed
theloca peopleto beamost subhuman. He narrates hisstrugglesin building
the house and how thelocal peoplethwarted hisefforts by objecting to the
steof thehouse being inauspicious. As Rachitaturnsthe pagesof thejournd,
sheistransported to nineteenth-century colonia Indiaand inhabitsthe space
of the male stranger who had lived in the house that had now become her
shelter.
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Thisdocumented journey exploresasecond constellation of mobility
and power. It isbrought to lifethrough theimperia travelsof Cockrell and his
wife, Fanny, wholived an unusua amount of imperia mohility asthey travelled
from Britainto Indiaand fromthe plainsto the hillsto establish themselvesin
ahouseon apieceof land that thelocal Indiansthought wasevil. Incontrast to
theimperial elite, thelocal population had their mobility constrainedina
multiplicity of ways:. through beliefsand practices, economic needs, and the
apparatus of colonial rule. Cockrell’s problem was solved by recruiting
labourersfrom Bareilly. The house stands on aterrain of colonial-induced
asymmetrical mobilitiesthat “ alter[s] space, to participateinitscontinuing
production” (Massey, For Space 360).

Rachita'sengagement with thejourna and thelurking ghost exemplifies
themovement that isembodied inthelinethat connectstwo points—theline
whichis*both meaningful and laden with power” (Cresswell, Onthe Move
9). Here, thisline connects colonia and postcolonia waysof inhabiting the
house and the different kinds of movementsattached to them: different kinds
of imperial and missionary travels, theforced movementsof |abour fromthe
villages, and the modern academic’sretreat from the world into the house.
I maginative and spectral movements complicate the straightforward idea of
Rachitaentering thehouseasanindividua searchingfor persond heding. Her
recuperation takes placein aspaceinhabited by theliteral and metaphorical
ghostsof historical violence and immensedisparitiesof movement that have
accompanied them.

While power isthe principleof mobility in The Book of Shadows, gender
isoneof the principlesof power that regulatesmobility inthered world. The
acid attack that disfigured Rachitawas not an ordinary case of awoman
seeking revengefor her partner insulting her. Rather, it wasagendered attack
onthe part of Anand’ssister, who threw acid on Rachitawhile claiming that
Rachitawasinvolved inimmoral sex and her body should be punished with
shame. Anand’ssister managesto turn her mora outrageto alasting physical
injury on Rachita sbody. Her goa wasnot only to humiliate Rachitabut a so
to deprive her of her future asabeautiful woman. Thisact of violence had
immediate ramificationson her mobility. Suddenly, thosefive milesbetween
her homeand college seemed likealong distance. Fearing ridicule, mockery,
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and harassment, Rachitaavoi ded public gpaces, evaded colleaguesand students,
andrefusedtolook at hersalf inthemirror.

Rachita sgradud re-engagement with the mirror indicatesan important
shiftin her journey. Her sister ringsfrom Banga oretotell her about aplastic
surgeon who might be ableto restore her face. Rachitalooksinto themirror
and isshocked to discover that “ the deep disturbancesin my self-image, my
body ego, the sense of depersondization that wasdogging me, smply vanished”
(Gokhale218). Sheredlisesthat the changes have not been so dramatic that
shenolonger recognises herself, that she doesnot missher former self, and
that she has cometo accept her new state aslegitimate. It isnot simply a
refusal of thefemininerole but amovement towardsvisibility on her own
terms.

Cresswell notesthat every form of mobility experiencesfriction that both
“hindersand enables mobilities’” (Handbook of Mobilities 113). Themain
typeof friction that Rachitafacesiscongtraint— trauma, shame, and fear. As
time passes, thisfrictionistransformedinto motivefriction. Itisthe‘ snap’ that
wakesRachitato her various sources of empowerment. Thethreemgjor events
inthenarrativethat result inthisempowerment are her sister’stelephonecall,
theillnessof Lohaniju, and thebirth of Lady’ spuppies.

Thethree episodestogether paint anarrative of Rachita’ s movement
towardsrecovery through thetransition from guilt toaninterestin caring for
othersand to dynamismand sociability inher life. Itisadeeply relational form
of mobility with others(sister, caretaker, and dog) that facilitatesher physicd,
emotional, and socia motility. They form anetwork of relationsthat supports
her bodily freedom, multipliesher motiveforces, reducesthewe ght and burden
of her movement, and opensup new possibilitiesfor action.

Frombeingadetached literary critic, Rachitatransformsintoanindividud
appropriating literature to her own needsand fromadummy to apersoninher
ownright. Sheisfully awvareof theimportanceof notlosing hersdlf. Throughout
the novel, the protagoni st proceeds on asimulated model: she posesasan
Englishlecturer, adistant and unemotional person, and anasceticlivinginthe
hills. Later, shebeginsto learn thedifference between amodel andimagination.
Rachitaredlisesthat onecanliveinafa seworld of makebelieve, or that one
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can createfor themselvesan image of existence or character with which one
canidentify themselves.

By thetime L ohaniju diesand the houseisfilled with grief, Rachitahas
changed. She ponderswhether she“will returnto that other world, theworld
| haveleft behind” (Gokhale231). Sheworriesthat if shestaysinthehouse,
shewill befrozenintime. Her statement, “wemust know what to hold onto,
what todiscard, inthisradica flux whichislife” illustratesher ability to cope
with change (229). Sheisnolonger longing for the complete erasure of her
oldlife, but rather for the sel ectiveremembranceof it.

Thehomein Kumaon that was meant to be her safe permanent home
becomesfor her atransit point—a place where she has done her work of
surviva, but which shemust leavein order to assert her existencein“timeand
gpaceand dimension” (Gokhal e 213). That she can leavethe housethat had
become her abode impliesthat she hasbeen ableto regain her placein the
socid flow of life. Her determination to survive knowsno bounds, and asthe
nove reachesitsconclusion, Rachitaregainsher strength and holdshopefor a
futureinwhich “thegardenwill bloomagain” (229).

Thus, thisarticle showshow apostcolonia novel about traumaandits
recovery can be studied through thelensof mobility studies. Variousformsof
physical, tempora, and spectra mobilitiesand thefrictionsbetweenthemare
exemplified in The Book of Shadows. Thetext explicatesthe representation
of mobility and itsrelationship with power, gender, and history. It highlightsthe
variousformsof mobility that Rachitatraversesin her journey from Delhi to
the Kumaon hills, from the hospital to the haunted house, and from mirror
refusal to self-discovery.

It discussesthe physical and socia structuresthat make her withdrawal
possibleaswell asrestrictive along the axes of classand gender. Rachita's
experienceof timeisnon-linear, congtantly oscillating between Satesof reliving
thetraumathrough flashbacks, auditory hallucinationsof traumatic sounds,
and compulsive reenactments of the traumatic event until it is rendered
manageable. Through her journey in therealm of theimaginary, where her
persona memories, colonid texts, and ghostly narrativesof thepast intersect,
thisessay exploresthemultiple historiesembedded inindividua and persona
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experiences. The housein Kumaon emergesasacritical sitewherethese
different trajectoriesintersect. Built on colonial ideas of space, the house
becomesthe site of amodern woman'sstrugglefor independence.

Friction—trauma, guilt, gender, and the social gaze—isthat thickening
forcethat keeps Rachitaconfined and restricted within the domestic space.
Through thethree snapping events of her everyday—thecall from her sister,
Lohaniju’sscknessand Lady’ spuppies—frictionistranderredintoamabilisng
forcethat takes Rachitaout of the home and into thewider world of action
and carefor others, and adream of amoreimaginative future beyond the
drudgery and poverty of their present circumstances.

By theend of The Book of Shadows, Rachitaisnot fully cured, and the
variousscarson her body and psychearenot erased. Rather, sheachievesa
certainkind of ‘ meaningful [im]mobility’ : theability to negotiate spacesof flow
and stagnation, memory and oblivion, solitude and togethernessin away that
isneither one of rejection or unthinking assimilation. Inaworld marked by
violence and an unequa distribution of mobility and access, Rachitaisfinally
ableto negotiatetheflowsand currentsof lifeon her ownterms, having struggled
long and hard with the question of whether she ought to exist or not.
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