
Tout Moun 
Caribbean Journal of Cultural Studies 

 
 

  

IIInnn   aaa   FFFiiinnneee   CCCaaassstttllleee:::   CCChhhiiillldddhhhooooooddd   

   iiinnn   CCCaaarrriiibbbbbbeeeaaannn   IIImmmaaagggiii///NNNaaatttiiiooonnnsss   
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

VVVooolll   111:::    NNNooo...   111         ▪▪▪      AAAuuuggguuusssttt   222000111111   
 

  
 

 

http://journals.sta.uwi.edu/toutmoun/index.asp 
© The University of the West Indies, Department of Liberal Arts 

 
 

http://journals.sta.uwi.edu/toutmoun/index.asp


2 Vijay Maharaj 
 

 

 
 

Tout Moun  ▪  Vol. 1 No. 1  ▪  August 2011 

 



 Banal Violence: Abject Plantation Legacy 3 
 
 

 
 

Tout Moun  ▪  Vol. 1 No. 1  ▪  August 2011 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Banal Violence: Abject Plantation Legacy  
 

TTT   
VIJAY MAHARAJ 

 
 
Introduction 

 

There is general consensus among scholars that the Indian indentured labourers suffered and their 

Indo-Caribbean descendants are suffering—to use a useful phrase coined by Kusha Haraksingh—a 

“crisis of being and belonging” (38). That consensus is apparent from the first publication to focus 

on Indians in the Caribbean—East Indian in the West Indies—in 1960, to the more recent 

Construction of the Indo-Caribbean Diaspora almost fifty years later and in the numerous books, 

articles and conference proceedings in between.i  However, literary criticism is not a significant part 

of this growing corpus of work on Indians in the Caribbean. Therefore, the traumatising magnitude 

of the ‘crisis’, particularly as it has been delineated in novels like Harold Sonny Ladoo’s No Pain like 

this Body (1972) and Yesterdays (1974), has not really received the kind of attention it requires. This 

article attempts to retrieve the “crisis” from this lack and to explore, as far as the novels allow, what 

it comprised in that originary moment of post-indentureship.  

 

Ladoo’s novels re-present—in the sense of returning compellingly to the present—the post-indenture 

experiences of the Indian indentured labourers.ii  Ladoo begins in fact from a place identified by 

Aisha Khan, who argues that “[i]lliteracy, barracks life, plantation work, and ‘making garden’ are 
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seen as indicative of Indians’ presence in the Caribbean.” But Khan further argues that “these are 

endowed with a celebratory dignity that contemporary generations invoke when they speak of 

founding forebears…The discourse is about leaving behind the proletarian past, but not a rejection 

of it” (134). Ladoo, however, sketches the past as the haunting Real and the novels seem to 

speculate that the descendants of the indentured are doomed to live, as Ashis Nandy puts it, 

“within the psychological limits set by the [colonisers]” (3). The novels problematise 

celebrations of the past with what Frantz Fanon calls that “arsenal of complexes that has been 

developed by the colonial environment” that ensures the continuing negative relevance of “the 

proletarian past” to the present and debars the possibility of leaving it behind, of rejecting it, or 

embracing it (30). Indeed, Ladoo’s writing shares a theoretical moment with theorisations of the 

concepts of the abject and abjection and perceptively reveals their applicability to understanding 

Caribbean psycho-social and cultural conundrums.iii At the same time, his writing also substantiates 

Julia Kristeva’s argument in Powers of Horror that we must “understand why that demarcating 

imperative, which is subjectively experienced as abjection, varies according to time and space, even 

though it is universal” (68). Interpretation of the novels through the lens of psychoanalytic theory 

thus answers Kristeva’s call for socio-cultural and historical contextualisation of abjection—not just 

the study of the “deep psycho-symbolic economy” of universal abjection, but also the “specific 

economy of the speaking subject” in its particular “historical manifestation” (68). This article, 

therefore, looks not only for the intersection of theories of abjection with the novels but also for 

those places of divergence. 

 

Application of concepts of abjection reveals that Ladoo’s novels interrogate what happens to the 

individual when his/her sense of self is shattered by the ordeal of colonial domination. The novels 

seem to ask in fact what kind of ‘people’ is created in the process and in effect suggests like George 

Lamming that “Caliban cannot be revealed in any relation to himself; for he has no self which is not 

a reaction to circumstances imposed upon his life” (107). Unlike Lamming, however, who like so 

many other Caribbean cultural identity theorists perceive Caribbean creolisation or hybridity 

represented in Caliban as the region’s greatest strength, Ladoo draws attention to the possibility 

that it may well also be its greatest weakness, equating it in fact to self-estrangement. Like Kelly 

Oliver, Ladoo asserts in these novels that subordination, oppression and subjectification undermine 

the very possibility of subjectivity. People become objects in their circumstances and are thereby 

rendered speechless.iv  It is such speechlessness and lack of subjecthood as a result of oppression 

that concern Ladoo and his novels embody the “crisis” as the dehumanisation of people by the 

indentureship experience and their subsequent inability to construct new selves and new 

communities.  

 

Abject Locations  

 

The novel No Pain like this Body opens with a brief statistical summary and closes with a glossary of 

the kind that can be found in official discourses on a subject. They are disconnected, however, from 

the story lodged between. Following Michel Foucault’s work on governmentality and disciplinary 

and biopolitical technologies of power/knowledge production, the use of statistics and the 

translation of non-Western cultures by Western discourses have been intently scrutinised by 

postcolonial studies.v  In this frame, the placement of the statistics at the beginning and the glossary 

at the end of the novel can be seen as signalling the connection of the narrative which comes 

between them to the calculating matrix of systems of power/knowledge production that fail to 
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elucidate the lived realities of the characters in the story. The text thus begins and ends with a 

gesture to a simultaneous irrelevance of the order of official discourses in the lives of the characters 

and a connection-disconnection problem between their lives and official discourses. This submits 

the account in the middle as discursively debarred and illuminates the ‘crisis’ as a traumatic effect of 

discursive exclusion.  

 

Immediately after the brief statistics is a map of the areas referred to in both novels. Squashed 

centrally within the sketch and almost invisible is the setting of No Pain like this Body, Tola Trace. 

There are three adjacent communities in the same area, one on Lima Road, one on Rajput Road 

where Nanny and Nanna live, and Karan Settlement, the setting of Yesterdays. These are villages of 

time-expired indentured immigrants and their children. They are all part of Tola District. The Hindi 

tola means ‘quarter’ or ‘section’ of a larger whole. Giving the entire district the name Tola thus 

indicates the minority status of the villagers in the society. But this is not all that the name implies. It 

also suggests a parallel between the villages and the animal quarters constructed on plantation 

property. The location of Tola Trace on the map creates an image of animality, and thus of the 

abject which Kristeva claims “confronts us…with those fragile states where man strays on the 

territories of animal” (Powers of Horror 12). 

 

The map also creates a sense of the ex-indentured community’s state of animal bondage and serves 

as a reminder that colonialism treated people like animals. Tola Trace and other villages are flanked 

on all sides by the estates on which the indentured lived and worked and most of the residents are 

still employed there. To the south is Indian Estate; to the southwest, Coolie Trace Estate; to the east, 

Sancho Estate; to the northwest, Bound Coolie Estate. Despite the expiry of their contracts, the 

physical location of the village renders its residents ‘bound-coolies’ no less than the indentured. 

However, to the immediate west of the latter, separated by a paved road, is the cemetery which is a 

part of Karan Settlement. Behind the cemetery is a strip of forest, an unnamed plantation and an 

area called Jangli Tola. The contiguity of Tola Trace to plantation, jungle and cemetery suggests its 

imbrication in an invisible web linking all the spaces. Plantation slavery; a kind of jungle, animal 

freedom; and death are apparently the residents’ existential choices. Iconically therefore, Ladoo 

establishes the material abjection of the communities of ex-indentured. Even before the reader 

begins the prose text, the non-prose textual elements create an experience of the time-expired 

indentured labourers’ strangulation by their historical and social location.  

 

As with the connection-disconnection of narrative, glossary and statistics, therefore, the micro-

topography of entrapment in the space of Tola Trace is set against the more expansive sites to 

which the narrative shows it is not just contingently but causally linked. Tola Trace is defined as 

much by what is outside of it as by what is inside. Ladoo thus carefully ensconces the story he 

recounts within its wider historico-geographical setting to reinforce the idea of an implicit but 

unacknowledged hierarchy of places. Setting, therefore, is critically important in Ladoo’s two 

novels. The setting of both establishes the central place as linked to other spaces by relations of 

deficit, devaluation and lack. It thus recalls Judith Butler’s contention that in every society, subject-

formation occurs in an “exclusionary matrix” which “requires the simultaneous production of a 

domain of abject beings, those who are not yet ‘subjects,’ but who form the constitutive outside to 

the domain of the subject.” In Ladoo’s portrayals of the communities of ex-indentured, moreover: 
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The abject designates here precisely those “unlivable” and “uninhabitable” zones of social life which 

are nevertheless densely populated by those who do not enjoy the status of the subject, but whose 

living under the sign of the “unlivable” is required to circumscribe the domain of the subject. 

(Bodies that Matter 3)  

 

It is into the ‘zone of uninhabitability’, into the very heart of the abject that Ladoo takes the reader 

and so explores the “crisis of being and belonging” as a problem of not only discursive, material and 

social exclusion but one of psychological and cultural trauma as well. 

The stories in the novels are simple ones. No Pain like this Body tells of a father’s abuse of his wife 

and their four children which culminates in the death of one. Yesterdays is a case of reverse abuse. 

It is about a young man, Poonwa, who fantasises that he can wage a holy war that would avenge 

his oppression, but he does this by robbing his parents, Basdai and Choonilal, of the home they 

have worked hard all their lives to build. Both are set on Carib Island, a fictional Trinidad. Arguably, 

however, it is the communities in which these events occur that are of greatest significance. They 

are terrifying places where all relationships are agonistic and where back-stabbing and backbiting 

are constant fears. The communities are therefore also imaged in the abject as an “impossible 

assemblage of elements”, with each element bearing indelible traces of the pre-conditions and 

conditions of its assembly (Kristeva, “Subject in Process” 136). The traces are revealed through 

“insistence on the subject’s necessary relation to death, to animality, and to materiality”, precisely 

that which the abject comprises (Grosz, “Body of Signification” 89).  

 

The Terrifying Communal Heart of the Abject in Tola Trace 

 

In No Pain like this Body, the image of an assemblage is achieved through a gathering of the 

villagers into one place. The prostitute, pundit, coffin maker, independent rice planter, estate 

worker, young and old, lame and whole and many others, resembling Borges’ “certain Chinese 

encyclopedia”, are gathered together at the wake for the dead child, Rama (Foucault, Order of 

Things xv). Ladoo’s choice of death as the centre of the gathering is important. Taboos associated 

with the dead are the most powerful in any society and Hindu societies are more than usually rife 

with them. Kristeva argues that this is so because the corpse, the universal abject, “no longer 

signifies anything”, and the dead “show[s] me what I permanently thrust aside in order to live” 

(Powers of Horror 3). The villagers’ violations of such taboos produce shock that prompts questions 

about cause.  

 

The villagers arrive at the family’s poor hovel from all over Tola District as soon as the family learns 

of the child’s death. There is a great show of what seems to be support. But, the villagers do not 

come to the wake in sympathy but because it serves their own self-interest. They come, as the 

narrator underscores, “to drink rum and talk” (72). Their sympathy is “a show” (85). The family—

comprising at this point the maternal grandparents, Nanny and Nanna; and two children, a girl, 

Sunaree, aged twelve and the twin brother of the dead child, nine-year-old Pandey—is kept busy 

supplying rum, coffee and biscuits. This supply indicates that changes are occurring in the 

community because Hindu taboos do not permit eating and drinking in a home in which there has 

been a death. The villagers are therefore presented as unconsciously partially acculturated, partial 

because the Creole practice of the community supplying the items for consumption and emotional 

support for the family of the dead seems to have not yet caught on. Although there are no Creoles 

in the village, an unfinished “process of absorption of one culture by another” has occurred, and it 



 Banal Violence: Abject Plantation Legacy 7 
 
 

 
 

Tout Moun  ▪  Vol. 1 No. 1  ▪  August 2011 

is portrayed negatively (Brathwaite, Creole Society 11). For the most part, the villagers do not help 

the family to bear the burden of the wake.  

 

While the mother is in shock, “lying down…trembling as if…cold”, the father is at the centre of the 

‘talk’ part of the evening’s events and does not participate in the supply, except for the bottles of 

rum that he provides to two ill-reputed women so that they would force his near-unconscious wife 

into a drunken-stupor since she may otherwise reveal his ultimate responsibility for the death of the 

child (72). The women dull the grandmother’s suspicions regarding their true motive by their 

seeming solicitude, while they carry out his request with alacrity because they seem to gain 

perverse satisfaction from the extension of their own reputation to others not so tainted. In 

addition, the villagers apparently place negligible value on human life, and the death of the child 

seems insignificant. One character at the wake reminds the father that “You just have to ride you 

wife and make anodder chile” (72). That the father would want to “make anodder chile” is taken for 

granted because children supply invaluable labour that helps to alleviate poverty. Simultaneously, 

however, women are rendered as child-bearing machines and producers of child labour. The act of 

sex is therefore spoken of in derisive male terms as “riding” or “trow[ing] some good wood on you” 

(73). The intent of the act is possible male conquest as well as labour production. With the mother 

in a stupefied state and the rest of the family busy serving the guests, the commotion the villagers 

create is fitting in a Dantesque landscape of elemental noise in which human screams of torment 

are drowned. Their interactions result in “plenty of joy in the house. Pa was laughing hard hard and 

enjoying himself” (81). 

 

Although Kristeva may well have been unable to imagine this context of abjection, there is a 

pervasive immorality in the villagers’ behaviour at the wake which recalls her contention that the 

abject “is immoral, sinister, scheming, and shady: a terror that dissembles, a hatred that smiles…a 

friend who stabs you” (Powers of Horror 10). The villagers present a façade of doing the right thing. 

They attend the wake and they perform the expected actions but the absence of genuine feeling 

beneath a surface well-meaning is “sinister”. The hybrid figures in No Pain like this Body are thus 

depicted as half-human, immoral, abject figures. Oliver’s explanation of abject immorality in relation 

to the American soldiers’ behaviour during the Abu Ghraib affair is therefore perhaps pertinent.vi 

She claims as follows: 

 

The disintegration of the symbolic Law from emotional life leaves us with “innocent” parties who, 

within the psychic logic of perversion, escape guilt by regressing to a time before guilt, a time 

before proper subjects who take proper objects, which is to say a time before responsibility. These 

“innocent” subjects dwell, even wallow, in abjection with the pervert’s guiltless glee. They become 

the cheerleaders of abjection for whom sadomasochistic violence toward themselves and others 

becomes the prerequisite for a good party (“Innocence, Perversion, and Abu Ghraib” 346). 

 

 Oliver thus interrogates the failure of the Symbolic Order in its role as mediator of moral behaviour. 

She contends that when the symbolic is weak, “disintegrating”, inhibitions disappear and people 

occupy the realm of the abject in which they can act without a sense of responsibility for their own 

and others’ welfare, which is for most people the normal way of being-in-the-world. Furthermore, 

whereas Ladoo’s fictional mode obliquely suggests that the plantation is the decisive factor in the 

psychological consequences he depicts, Oliver spells out the aporia between the military social 

order and the individual as the culprit in the soldier’s behaviour. This provides a useful lens for 
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understanding the ‘want’ on which the ex-indentured community (and perhaps other Caribbean 

and plantation societies) is founded, since Oliver’s delineation of the structure of an untenable 

social order is an interesting duplication of the plantation order.  

Oliver claims that “[t]he military with its chain of command, disciplinary regimens, and discourse of 

containment, harshly and mechanically administered, is a prime example of law become regulation 

and thereby void of any meaning for life.” This description of the military precisely mirrors the 

plantation regime. She argues moreover that under these conditions the “law establish[es] control 

over others rather than social relations with them” (“Innocence, Perversion, and Abu Ghraib” 347). 

The law as an aspect of the social relations established by people for the effective functioning of 

their society is not an experience with which the ordinary Caribbean person is overly familiar.vii  

 

Furthermore, it was decidedly not a feature of plantation life. In circumstances where the law is not 

a social relation between the individual and society, according to Oliver, “regulations may order 

lives…but they don’t provide them with meaning. It is not a lack of regulation, then, that leads to 

violence against others” (“Innocence, Perversion, and Abu Ghraib” 347). It is rather that when 

“[c]odes of behavior and propriety are not integrated into emotional life; they…can be 

compartmentalized” (“Innocence, Perversion, and Abu Ghraib” 346). Thus, the person accedes to 

rules in formal institutional settings where rules are policed but otherwise gives vent to 

licentiousness.   

 

No Pain like this Body registers that to the villagers, the plantation order has become the Lacanian 

‘big Other’. People live according to its behest and take no responsibility for instituting or 

maintaining a different order of fellowship in their interactions. Although unlike the soldiers in the 

Abu Ghraib matter, they are without symbolic or real power in the new order and they are not 

protected by law and privilege like the soldiers, this vulnerability does not prevent them from 

embracing the plantation order. That another order exists and the deviants are aware of it is 

evident in three outstanding occurrences in the novel. The first is the father’s lies to the villagers 

about the care he had taken of his son before he died. His lies are Nanna’s truths. The actions he 

claims to have performed were actions performed by Nanna and they reveal an explicit code of 

conduct for bringing up children that does not include using them as child labour or abusing 

them.viii In this, Ladoo assumes that the migrants arrived with a working Symbolic which they tried 

with difficulty to re-institute under indentureship. But this is undermined by members of the group 

who have become what the context of their colonial and physical degradation would make of 

them. Another instance is the family’s modes of worship that unite them with each other and form 

an almost surreal centre of calm in the midst of chaos which contrasts with the compounding of 

chaos in the pundit’s religiosity that pretends to knowledge of Hinduism as well as Christianity.ix 

According to Kristeva, the process of abjection, of ridding oneself of the unwanted, is simultaneous 

with the process of identification, of joining the community of “clean and proper bodies”, the social 

order. For Nanna and Nanny, this comprises abjecting that which deviates from an inherited 

Symbolic. But the deviants have rid themselves of the social order by which Nanna and Nanny live 

for the order of the plantation which is then confined to the work compartment of their lives.  

 

The novel suggests that principled, courageous individuals who hold firmly to a few fragile 

principles of good behaviour and right conduct may nonetheless arise. But such persons bear the 

burden of standing against the mass of the unprincipled and may be unable to institute change 

within the mass. Benwa is the character in whom this notion is inscribed. Benwa is the only person 
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apart from Nanna and Nanny who observes the prescription against eating in the house of the 

dead. He is also the only person who assists the family in the many tasks involved in preparation for 

the funeral and his character and courage are apparent in the stance he takes on Pa’s abuse of Ma 

on the morning of Rama’s funeral. No Pain like this Body therefore suggests that there is the 

possibility of remaining human if the order of the plantation is abjected, that is, pushed beyond the 

boundaries of the concept of self. It furthermore suggests that this correlates with adherence to 

traditional ways. 

 

The greater part of the novel focuses, however, on those who do not adhere; the prejudices 

against each other that mark their interactions also reveal that there is more happening in the 

village than sheer unmitigated licentiousness related to the separation of the plantation Symbolic 

and personal, emotional life. It is clear that everyone in the community occupies the same position 

of class and racial Other in relation to the plantation and the rest of the society, but it is also 

abundantly obvious that this in no way ensures communality since there is open conflict and 

competition among them. Furthermore, the characters are undoubtedly linked by relationships of 

mutual interdependence but their conversations reveal that they are simultaneously in conflict with 

each other at the same time as they are in need of each other.  

 

This may be interpreted in relation to the problems of an oppressed consciousness. Arguing against 

theorists who view the coloniser-colonised relationship as a case of merely othering the colonised, 

Oliver contends that Fanon shows that “[t]he colonizers’ unwanted affects are not so much 

projected onto the colonized, but are transferred onto or injected such that the recipient’s own 

affects are transformed” (“Good Infection” 90). Drawing on Kristeva’s assertion that “To each ego its 

object, to each superego its abject”, Oliver then interprets internal colonisation as an “infection” by 

the colonisers’ superego (Powers of Horror 2).x  This “infection” means that if the colonised cannot 

embody the superego then they become the abject. This is certainly a relevant perspective for 

understanding the behaviour of the characters since there are no characters in the novel upon 

whom one may pin projection, and the denigration of others is not given in the lexicon of 

plantation discourses but is translated into the idiom of the group. Their self-assessments and 

prejudices about each other suggest that they have internalised their own inferiority. Oliver argues, 

in fact, that “the colonization of psychic space is dependent upon internalizing the 

inferiority/superiority dichotomy that sustains the colonizer’s self identity” (“Good Infection” 94). If 

colonisation is successful, “[a]nger directed towards the colonizer turns inward and becomes anger 

and shame directed towards the self” (“Good Infection” 93).  

 

One of the most established manifestations of this is the group’s discrimination against the 

‘Madrassis’. They are “Madrassi bitches and dogs”, avid rum drinkers, criminals and prostitutes (No 

Pain 100). This apparently results in Madrassi ‘double consciousness’. The Madrassi woman, Jasso, 

for example, seems to be deliberately meeting the group’s expectations as she flaunts her sexuality 

and drinks copious quantities of rum. The immigrants from the Madras port were distinguished 

from those from the Calcutta port by the colonial authorities. The Madrassis were less desired as 

labourers because they were, as Bridget Brereton argues in A History of Modern Trinidad, 1783–

1962, seen as more ‘untameable’. No Pain like this Body registers that something of this distinction 

infected the relations of the sub-groups from both ports.   
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Anti-Brahmin prejudices are another case in point. The village priest, Bisnath Saddhu, is taken to 

task over the authenticity of his claims to the Brahmin caste: “He is a modderass chamar and he 

playing Brahmin. He fadder used to mind pigs in Jangli Tola” (98). Members of the ‘chamar’ or 

shudra caste, particularly the nau/nai, do, in fact, play a role in religious rites and rituals. The 

villagers accuse Bisnath Sadhu of having the right only to this role rather than the one he has 

assumed. They support their accusations by claiming that his family takes care of pigs, an 

occupation customarily practised by the shudra, but which may well have been adopted by 

Brahmins because of the material deprivations of indentureship and the shelving of caste rules.xi 

Their denunciation is made, moreover, in terms that are specifically of the Caribbean. The similar 

pronunciation of ‘boat’ and ‘birth’ in Creole is used to accuse persons that the rights by birth they 

are claiming can only be theirs if it means rights by boat. Bisnath Sadhu protests: “I de born a 

Brahmin”, implicitly countering the charge that he appropriated the status ‘by boat’ (99).xii  No Pain 

like this Body thus illustrates the development of caste mobility and antagonisms specific to the 

indentureship experience that bear on the experience of the “crisis of being and belonging”.  

 

Fearing that Brahmins and other ‘high’ castes provided leadership for the Indians, the colonial 

authorities made attempts to exclude them from recruitment. These attempts were not entirely 

successful. The discourses that enabled exclusion have, however, left a taint on those who claim 

Brahmin status. In addition, according to Khan, the colonial authorities developed a particular view 

of those Brahmin who were nonetheless recruited. She argues that “[t]he image of pandits as con-

artist magicians—engaging in mumbo-jumbo” was established by colonial authorities and that the 

image was “clearly stimulated by the competition for authority between colonial planters and 

traditional religious leadership” (106).xiii This of course implies that anti-Brahmin discrimination was 

underwritten by colonial prejudices. 

 

Thus, in No Pain like this Body, the villagers in Tola District are interpellated by the plantation 

Symbolic Order and they become, wittingly or unwittingly, complicitous with its discourses. Each, 

therefore, unconsciously acts on behalf of the plantation in oppressing members of his/her own 

group. As Althusser argues “ideology has very little to do with ‘consciousness’…It is profoundly 

unconscious” (233). Fear and antagonism govern intragroup relationships but there is little 

consciousness of what is responsible for this state of affairs. Althusser contends also that “it is above 

all as structures that they [ideologies] impose on the vast majority of men, not via their 

‘consciousness’” (233). The effects of the structures of the plantation system, which persistently leak 

into the narrative through the stories told throughout the night, illustrate how structure ensures 

that the instinct of self-hate is to turn on the other who is most like me. The villagers’ stories thus do 

not just fit the paradigm of a lack of integration of the law and the emotions, and interpellation by a 

‘big Other’; it also reiterates the problems of establishment of an internal Symbolic Order. The 

stories thus provide a glimpse of many of the forms that “infection” can take.  

 

One story about Jadoo, for example, causes an unusual moment of reflection in the listeners. The 

story itself does not explain their reaction. It is merely a tale of four drunken men who are beating 

one man and when Jadoo intervenes, the man he is trying to help runs off and Jadoo is instead 

dealt countless chops and blows. The concentrated attention of the listeners is only explicable if the 

story is seen as a moment of confrontation with the Real, which “resists symbolization” except in 

this roundabout manner (Žižek, Sublime Object 169). Their Real indisputably comprises pervasive 

violence, drunkenness and ingratitude. Kristeva claims such features of society—violence, addiction, 
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and criminality—as the “new maladies of the soul” in the twenty-first century and she contends that 

they arise out of the inability to imagine the meaning of one’s life (New Maladies 40). No Pain like 

this Body demonstrates that these were the “maladies” which ‘infected’ the ex-indentured who 

settled in the Caribbean and they occurred for similar reasons. That there is an insidious 

unconsciousness of the structures which perpetrate the “maladies” is evident, however, in a young 

man’s shout after the silent pause at the end of the story: “[d]em tings is lie.” The other listeners’ 

responses include: “Dese young modderass people running away from Indian ways. But dey go 

sorry. In dis same Carib Island and Indians goin to catch dey ass!” (78). It would seem that one of 

the codes developed on the plantation is that a person needs to defend another who is being 

treated unfairly. However, the idea of unfair treatment is itself being undone; therefore, readiness 

for defence against unfair treatment and stories about deeds of heroism are “a lie”. The storyteller 

warns of the dire consequences of this blindness in the very limited vocabulary at his disposal and 

neither he nor anyone else in the community can explain in a more lucid fashion what he is trying 

to say. 

 

This draws attention to the lack of language at the villagers’ disposal. Kristeva claims that the 

language of the abject is “not a language of the desiring exchange of messages or objects that are 

transmitted in a social contract of communication and desire beyond want, but a language of 

want, of the fear that edges up to it and runs along its edges” (Powers of Horror 38). A prime 

example of this is obscene language. No other vocabulary so ideally indicates want and its 

foundational fear.xiv The community’s language is primarily of this class, not merely in the incessant 

proliferation of obscenities but in that, despite the urgency of what is said, first-hand experience of 

events is required to establish their significance. The language is thus so context-bound or emotion-

ridden that it is often unintelligible and easily dismissed by those who reject its context or feeling. 

Their story-telling thus reveals them to be a garrulous but inarticulate people, incapable of 

transmitting wisdom gained from their experiences to future generations. 

 

This problem of garrulity combined with a lack of language is also apparent in another story about 

a ‘creole jumbie’. The ‘jumbie’ haunts a man called Hoodlee. She appears to him one morning and 

asks for one of the chickens in his yard. Hoodlee gives it to her and refuses her offer of payment. 

Every morning after this Hoodlee finds a ‘shilling’. He therefore stops working. The plantation 

manager comes to find out why and Hoodlee lies that he has been ill. The night after the 

manager’s visit, a “whiteman walk inside de house” (91). He offers Hoodlee gold and when it is 

refused, the man uses a “long, black” whip to “crack about fifty good lash in Hoodlee ass” (92). 

When Hoodlee ascertains that it was not the manager who did this, he concludes that it was a 

‘spirit’.  

 

This story is as ambiguous as the other stories told at the wake and it suggests a number of things. 

Firstly, the freedom to enter Hoodlee’s property is shared by both ‘Creole’ and ‘whiteman’, whereas 

there is no villager who ventures outside the area of the setting unless there is dire need. This 

illustrates the way in which barriers between the group, the plantation and the rest of the society 

are perceived; they are not constituted by the boundaries established by the villagers but rather by 

the neighbouring frontiers of the plantation and the Creole domain. The plantation great house, as 

well as the dwellings of the Creole, is off limits to the villagers, completely outside the orbit of the 

narrative, in fact, but the village and the villagers’ houses are open to invasion by others at any 

time. The villages are therefore fortress prisons. The ‘guards’ can enter but the ‘inmates’ cannot exit. 
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The story thus also alludes to the pass system which was designed to ensure that the indentured 

remained on the estates but continued to operate for the ex-indentured as well.  

 

Secondly, the lashes that Hoodlee is given suggest that the indentured were no less brutalised than 

the slaves: “[i]n dem days white people de bad like hell. White people used to beat people wid wip 

inside dey own house” (91-92). Despite the ostensible historical progress and humanitarian reform 

that indentureship represented over slavery, Ladoo suggests that systems of discipline remained 

relatively the same. Moreover, the ex-indentured who remained in the employ of the plantation 

continued to be treated like the indentured. Finally, given that Creole for people of Indian origin in 

Trinidad means someone of African origin, the idea that the Creole woman is a handmaiden of a 

white ‘spirit’ implies that the villagers perceive the rest of the society as comprising just two groups, 

Creole and white, and have associated both with their oppression.xv They see the Creole as doing 

the bidding of the ‘whites’. Both groups are therefore similarly othered as demonic beings that lure 

with the promise of money and leisure, and both are treated with similar fear and awe. Overall, 

therefore, the tale speaks to the felt vulnerability of the group in relation to these others. 

 

Other stories reinforce the sense of vulnerability by centring on the sexual relationships between 

the ‘whiteman’ and the indentured. Sexual relationships with the ‘whiteman’, which may well have 

involved rape, are perceived by the characters as highly valued. The hybrid offspring are welcomed 

as superior. The pundit, for example, lauds Ama who is “the dorta of de whiteman” as being the 

best of the women in the community. That Ama’s mother may not have been a consenting partner 

in the act that brought Ama into the world is of little concern to him, nor does he see injustice in 

the fact that although Ama is a ‘whiteman’s’ daughter, she has no place in the white world. In the 

post-indenture community, however, Ama, by reason of her half white status, becomes, not unlike 

the mulatto woman, the possessor of highly valued corporeal capital.xvi Ama’s story reveals that the 

plantation sexual culture that gave rise to a mulatto ‘race’ operates with as much power as it had 

done during slavery.xvii The plantation therefore regulates corporeality and sexual mores. The 

unwritten social rules that governed sexual practices would have involved equally, if not more, 

efficient methods of managing them than would the written ones. The villagers thus live with an 

imposed Symbolic Order created by written and unwritten rules developed through their 

experiences as indentured labourers and the planters’ experiences as slave owners. These rules 

normalise behaviour to the point where they are accepted as natural. Under the force of the rules, 

difference is taken for granted as inherent qualities of particular subject positions, which may be 

deduced for those who are not Indians from their residing outside the labouring mass, and for 

those who are Indians from their geographical origin, caste, and sexual relationships with the 

‘whiteman’.  

 

Furthermore, reaping benefits from sexual relationships is by no means a female prerogative. The 

story which reveals how Karan Settlement got its name illustrates this. The village is so called 

because of its proximity to the cemetery where lies entombed an indentured labourer named Karan 

who came with the first shipment of labourers to Trinidad in 1845. Karan is known to subsequent 

arrivants as “a great man” (82). His ‘greatness’, however lies in the fact that contrary to the Hindu 

practice of cremation of the dead and in a perversion of the stories of the building of the Taj Mahal 

in India, and the building of the Temple-in-the-Sea in Trinidad, Karan’s lovers, the plantation 

manager John Sharp and another “strange whiteman”, work with Karan to bring stones down 

from the mountain to construct a tomb in memory of their lover. The tomb and the name of the 
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village is a constant reminder of how services rendered to the manager can bring rewards for 

posterity. The cemetery is thus given the highest rung in the hierarchy of places and renders death 

sublime, and it is the “whiteman” who determines value and delivers the sublime. The honoured 

dead thus reveal the unwritten rules that structure group values. 

 

The stories that are told by the villagers are thus the troubling points of contact, the ‘cracks’ in the 

reality they construct that reveal the Real.xviii As Žižek notes, the Real is a “traumatic event”, the point 

of failure of symbolisation. It can therefore only be constructed backwards, from its effects or 

“distortions” (Sublime Object 169). If one constructs backwards from the stories then it becomes 

apparent that the Real comprises colonial laws and values which ensure poverty and want and at 

the same time undermine allegiances and kinships that may alleviate these negative material 

conditions. It enforces instead individualism, self-interest and self-isolation as the conditions of 

existence. This reveals in an exponentially magnified form Marx’s concern that human alienation 

arising from adaptation to an imposed economic order situates people either in open competition 

with one another or in mutual indifference and indifference to a common social good.xix Ladoo 

thus represents the peri-plantation village as a brutal place where the colonial system implicates 

almost everyone in the oppression of others. The villagers are the casualties of the plantation order, 

others on the outside of the system by which they were created—its gruesome, profligate debris. 

The system spits them out and as its abject they are without the resources to construct their own 

humanity. 

 

Remaining recognisably human is a nearly impossible task achieved by relatively few. But those few 

who do—Nanny, Nanna and Ma for example—have endured all suffering, the very capacity for 

which is itself portrayed as inhuman. The question of having survived all, and thereby developing 

the continued ability to endure and survive, is thus thrown in doubt. In fact, the loss of faith of the 

young in the faith that sustains their elders gestures to an ever-expanding spiral of degradation. 

The children, for example, are inclined to believe that God is dead and the grandparents’ faith 

misplaced: “Nanny didn’t know the sky God was just a lump of blackness; she didn’t know that he 

was dead and rotten in the sky” (124). The domain of the abject is thus an unending night from 

which God is absent. Thus, to be human in Tola District is to be almost indistinguishable from the 

non-human, from the dead. While those who are human are not yet like Rama, already dead, they 

are barely sensate and their disregard for their existential circumstances is almost complete. That 

their lives lead inexorably to death is unquestionable. Indeed, Ma’s thinness is described in terms 

that suggest that her very body is digesting itself.  

 

It seems too that the fact of death is a blessing, their only consolation in the extremities of their 

exhaustion in life. For many of the characters in the novel death is a welcome release from the 

hardships they suffer. Nanna and Nanny, for example, look forward to the end of their long days 

(36). Nanna wishes death on his daughter, Ma, so that her troubles would be over. Sunaree, when 

she learns that God will take care of Rama now that he is dead, says “[d]en I want to dead too” 

(103). And Nanna tells “Pandey how dead people were the best people because they couldn’t 

harm anyone. But living people were worst than cats and dogs” (88). Like the dead, these 

characters apart from the expressed wish for death are usually silent, and their silence speaks to the 

unspeakable nature of their pain. Thus, the “crisis of being and belonging” in No Pain like this Body 

comprises not just social, material and discursive exclusion but their traumatic psychological and 

cultural repercussions including the loss or rejection of a traditional Symbolic Order, loss of faith in 
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God, life and humanity, a deep sense of vulnerability, and “infection” by and partial embrace of a 

little understood new order which results in numerous “maladies of the soul”. Some possible 

implications of this seemingly irreparable collapse of humanness in the ex-indentured villagers are 

developed in Yesterdays.xx 

  

Entrenched Abjection in Karan Settlement  

 

The continuation of the themes of No Pain like this Body in Yesterdays encourages an interesting 

comparison between the immediate post-indentureship period and the later period and begs 

extrapolation to the present. The continuing poverty within the group, for example, is irrefutable. 

But, Yesterdays also illustrates that the possibility of communal bonding, if anything, has become 

more remote and the village more exposed to invasion than before. In addition, whereas the 

complicities and moral compromises of the earlier time may have been understandable as a 

requirement for survival, in the later period it is undeniable that Ladoo is making the point that it 

has become a deeply compromised way of being. If the suggestion No Pain like this Body 

seemingly proffers for the villagers’ behaviour is that because the plantation system treated them 

like animals they came to embody animality, in Yesterdays it is as if people are animals that have 

been trained to live a life in which self-interest on the one hand, and a pervasive disregard for the 

self and its existential circumstances on the other, have overridden any sense of humanness.  

 

This general disregard for circumstances is registered in Christopher Laird’s remark that “[i]t is 

impossible to analyse Yesterdays without looking for the significance of shit” (“Novel of Tomorrow” 

4). The emphasis on the scatological in the novel in fact reinforces the idea of the group’s existence 

in the abject which is rendered literally as “this defilement, this shit… [which] life withstands, hardly 

and with difficulty” (Kristeva, Powers of Horror 4).xxi For example, in one instance in the novel when 

“shit” is the setting and the subject of discussion, one character, Tailor, confesses to another, Ragbir, 

that ““You know wen I de small boy Rag, we de have a goat. Wen I de small man sometime I used 

to eat goat shit man Rag.” Ragbir’s response is salutary: ““Wot make you stop?”” (87). The pathos is 

immense. Ragbir passes no judgment on Tailor for his experience of the abject. His comprehension 

of poverty and hunger is complete. His only interest is in what ways Tailor may have found to fortify 

himself so that he could begin to act in more socially acceptable ways. The scene evokes Ladoo’s 

central concern inside the scatology—postcolonial poverty and its degradation of humanness.  

 

Thus, when scholars like Paula Morgan and Valerie Youssef in Writing Rage, or Roydon Salick, 

suggest that the problems of Tola Trace, like those of Karan Settlement, arise from the fact that it is 

“a male-dominated world of unrelenting brutality”, they are reading but half the story (Salick 195). 

A subliminal consciousness of this exists in their interpretations, however. Salick, for example, 

contradicts his conclusion with a later acknowledgment of “[t]he equality women enjoy with men” 

(198).xxii This inconsistency is arguably connected to the current hegemony of feminist discourses 

about the problems presented by patriarchal culture in Indo-Caribbean communities. While there is 

no argument about the validity of feminist concerns, Ladoo presents a more subtle notion of 

pervasive non-gendered violence as a colonial inheritance that is also valid. The two novels, in fact, 

suggest that because of indenture and post-indenture contexts, violence is correlated with the 

development of particularly aggressive personality types. Rey Chow’s reading of John Yau’s “A Little 

Memento from the Boys” of Under Western Eyes in Protestant Ethnic is apposite to Ladoo’s 

representation. Chow argues that “[w]hat remains crucial is the fact that, when the victimized insist 
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willfully on being recognized, such insistence almost by necessity takes the form of an aggression” 

(150). Ladoo suggests that this applies to both males and females. Chow’s claim has to be modified 

slightly, however, for application to Yesterdays since aggression is not confined to the need for 

recognition but is a trait that is enabled by the community because it proves useful in the defense 

against vulnerability. Such aggression is presented, however, as an aspect of general postcolonial 

degradation. 

 

In Yesterdays, aggression has become the dominant group philosophy. As in No Pain like this Body, 

however, the aggression is turned inward onto other members of the group and, interestingly, 

finds its most powerful outlet in sexual bedlam. The group’s aggressive mentality is articulated in 

Pundit Puru’s advice to Poonwa: “Take dis as you feelosofee in life: If a woman lie down for you, ride 

she! If a man bend over for you, bull him! Never spear de rod!” (102). Many take the advice literally 

and as Laird argues, in the moral economy of Yesterdays “[b]ulling is the lowest activity on the 

moral scale, yet is indulged in by all the males” (“Novel of Tomorrow” 5). Ladoo’s gesture to the 

importance of yesterday in today, however, makes it textually defensible to interpret the rampant 

homosexual acts in the novel within the context of colonialism. History speaks, in that the sexual life 

of Karan Settlement continues to evoke the lifestyle of its namesake. But unbridled homosexual acts 

also allude to the troubling sex-ratio disparity during indentureship as well as the prison-like settings 

of the barracks and the post-indenture villages. It is not unthinkable, given the widespread 

agreement that there was little intercourse with those outside the group, that men would turn to 

each other for sexual gratification. In addition, however, as in the prison system, homosexual 

activity may have been unchecked because it is a perverted means of establishing dominance. The 

latrine cleaning scene in the novel places homosexuality in the village squarely as a symptom of the 

latter context. At the same time, it also reveals the association the text makes between homosexual 

acts and the abject. In the latrine, “[w]orms were running all over the place; they were trying to 

climb up on Tailor’s rubber boots.” His comment to his cleaning partner is: ““Man Rag, like dese 

worms want man in dey ass.”” ““Well bull dem, nuh”” is Ragbir’s calm reply (87). Homosexuality in 

the community is thus placed in a wider context of giving someone ‘pressure in dey arse’ which of 

course is a literal reference to anal sex as a weapon of dominance.xxiii 

 

The community’s sexual mores are indisputably heterosexual. The interaction between Basdai and 

Sook, who is the only character in the novel who actually desires and seeks the pleasure of sexual 

relationships with other men, reveals as much. Basdai is one of the novel’s aggressive characters 

and when she becomes involved in a quarrel between her husband and Tailor, Sook seeks to shut 

her up by implying that her aggression is a result of her need for sex. She replies, “Yeh, I want man, 

Sook…God make me wid a hole to take man. But you is a man and you taking man. You shoudda 

shame. Why you don’t go and kill yourself?” (19).xxiv The members of the community are not 

homophobic. Sook is not closeted and for the most part his sexual preference is tolerated but that 

the community refuses it as normative is clear from this interaction. Uninhibited homosexuality in 

the community is therefore submitted as part of the degradation developed in the wake of colonial 

domination.xxv 

 

One may contend therefore that Laird’s argument, that is, “Ladoo is not using the reference to anal 

functions, products or deviations to shock sensibilities or to make a statement about what he thinks 

of ‘Man,’ he is merely using an aspect of everyday life in Trinidad”, is specious (“Novel of Tomorrow” 

4). It would be impossible, in fact, to find an actual village that reproduces the sexual mayhem of 
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Karan Settlement. The representation is undoubtedly an aesthetic heterotopic space, which as 

Foucault points out, reflects in an inverted or compressed form what obtains in a more diffuse form 

in social reality and Ladoo is certainly seeking to shock and comment on the psychopathologies of 

colonialism in exploring it.xxvi In addition, it is doubtful that Ladoo intends that the reader keep track 

of who is doing what in the multifarious sexual acts that occur in the novel or whether the 

character involved is female, male, transgender or hermaphrodite. Of far greater pertinence is the 

overall pandemonium and moral confusion of village life, which are its abject colonial legacy. 

 

As in Tola Trace, there is one person who certainly tries to evade this legacy. The father, Choonilal, 

is a devout Hindu and tries to live ethically. However, in a striking illustration of the mean ways in 

which people of Indian ancestry have achieved social mobility, Ladoo shows Choonilal praying 

hard and working hard but renting a part of his house to Tailor, whose habits of gambling and 

consorting with prostitutes he disapproves. Moreover, his motive is not just to supplement his 

income but is a compassionate response to Tailor’s destitution. As Salick observes, Choonilal’s house 

is “the result of thirty-odd years of toiling in the canefields” (202). Such unrelenting toil would have 

been an aspect of a precarious existence since according to Kirk Meighoo it was not until after 

September 1974 when Basdeo Panday took over union affairs from Bhadase Sagan Maraj that 

sugar workers were guaranteed regular work. Prior to this, in the time of the setting of Yesterdays, 

their lives were often a bitter round of arduous labour, debt, frustration, terrible living conditions 

and hopelessness. That Choonilal and Basdai are able, despite this, to provide food, clothing, and 

shelter for themselves and their son as well as for his schooling signals their fortitude in 

withstanding a colonial inheritance.    

 

Yesterdays demonstrates, however, that they are persistently vulnerable to losing what they have 

struggled to earn and this is primarily because as abject outsiders of the social order, they do not 

understand its rules, laws and conventions and are at the mercy of those who claim such 

understanding. This claim is usually the purview of outsiders to the community, and they are 

bestowed a privileged position that recalls Bisnath Saddhu’s blindness to the possible rape of Ama’s 

mother. Strangers are therefore well-positioned to make fools of members of the group. This is 

precisely what happens to Choonilal after he allows Tailor to stay at his place. Tailor disrespects 

Choonilal’s house, family and beliefs and then refuses to pay rent. When Choonilal protests, he tells 

him: “Under British Law Choonilal, I go lost you ass in jail. Under British Law you have to pay me for 

living under your house” (18). Choonilal cannot counter this because he does not understand how 

the law works; his only recourse is to accuse Tailor of ingratitude.xxvii Choonilal receives no support 

from the other villagers against Tailor’s preposterous claim, although Basdai’s aggression does help 

to quiet Tailor. The villagers have fully embraced Tailor because he appears to know how the world 

beyond the village works. They would thus more readily support him than Choonilal, so deep-

seated is their sense of inferiority.xxviii This kind of betrayal is not confined to outsiders. However, in 

relation to members of their own group, people are more apt to protest, to accuse them of 

chicanery and to seek redress for wrongs that they perceive. For this reason their acquaintance 

with lawyers is broad and there is general consensus that “dese lawyers in dis island is some 

moderass” but they reserve a special prejudiced place for “the Madrassi lawyer [who] is a stingy 

man” (27).  

 

Choonilal’s experiences go beyond this, however, in that betrayal confronts him inside his own 

home. The parents’ desire to give their son an opportunity they never had, for an education, thus 
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greater social mobility, and a chance to escape the confines of village perversions, backfires in that 

it serves to create a monster. Poonwa becomes a monster because of his experiences at school. The 

school is run by the Canadian Presbyterian Mission and a rule for admittance is conversion.xxix  

Poonwa is thus made an object by the imposition to convert and he struggles with this condition of 

objecthood. This kind of battle as Kristeva notes may result in the experience of abjection:  

 

I experience abjection only if an Other has settled in place and stead of “me.” Not 

at all an other with whom I identify and incorporate, but an Other who precedes 

and possesses me, and through such possession causes me to be. A possession 

previous to my advent: a being-there of the symbolic (Powers of Horror 7).  

 

Unlike the characters in No Pain like this Body who are abject by reason of the loss or rejection of 

the traditional symbolic, who compartmentalise their actions as of the plantation symbolic or their 

personal emotions and thus regress to a time before subjects and objects, Poonwa is placed inside 

an external system which denies him the traditional, while he denies himself the new. If Poonwa 

experiences the ready-made Christian self as a self with which he cannot identify, but he is given no 

choice about becoming that self, then he would apprehend it as a possession. If he refuses it, 

however, he is not thereby able to access the domain of the subject; rather he becomes stuck in the 

place of the abject. Kristeva argues that desire is the luxury of the fully formed subject—one that has 

successfully entered and possessed the realm of the Symbolic. Poonwa may have experienced the 

imposition to convert before he becomes a subject capable of desire, of accepting or rejecting what 

is given. He is in the state of want that precedes it. This state is characterised by the drive for 

separation but when it is accompanied by the inability to separate, the being that results is, 

according to Kristeva:  

 

Necessarily dichotomous, somewhat Manichaean, he divides, excludes, and 

without, properly speaking, wishing to know his abjections is not at all unaware 

of them. Often, moreover, he includes himself among them, thus casting within 

himself the scalpel that carries out his separations (Powers of Horror 5-6). 

 

This is precisely what happens to Poonwa.xxx Not only does he bring a “scalpel” to bear on the 

church which seeks to convert him, he also carries out these separations on his family and their 

beliefs as well as on the rest of the community as much as on himself. Although as an abject he is 

without the ability to formulate resolutions or identify goals, he dichotomises between Hinduism 

and Christianity, casts one as superior and good and the other as inferior and bad and determines 

to fight a war on behalf of Hinduism.  

 

Accustomed to receiving whatever he demands from his parents, Poonwa decides that his war 

entails going abroad and that his father must pay the cost. To do this, however, requires that 

Choonilal mortgage his house. Choonilal is reluctant to make this immense sacrifice and is 

confronted by an alignment of all the characters in the novel against him. In this, however, Ladoo is 

not developing an idea of village unity. As in the ill-reputed women’s behaviour at the wake, the 

villagers’ agreement is a reminder of the self-interested immorality of the abject.xxxi The family and 

the villagers “put pressure” on Choonilal until he succumbs to the mortgage. When he does, he 

looks “like a dead man; his face was pale and his eyeballs were watery” (93).xxxii To have human 

feelings—compassion, mercy, empathy—in these communities is therefore to open oneself to 
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exploitation. Whereas there were a few such in No Pain like this Body, in Yesterdays, there is only 

Choonilal. The portrait of the community that Ladoo sketches in Yesterdays is thus even more 

horrifying than that in No Pain like this Body. The community is no less vulnerable than it had 

always been but it nonetheless devours the less aggressive in its midst without a second 

thought.xxxiii Moreover, the aspects of the “crisis of being and belonging” encountered in No Pain 

like this Body are deepened.  

 

Conclusion 

 

Ladoo’s emphasis on abjection and the abject thus works to disturb rather than define identity, to 

call it into question. Indeed, one may argue that he confronts ideologies of Creoleness and 

Indianness as denial, evasion, hypocrisy and pacifism. The novels are thus transgressive in that they 

are not aligned with other representations and seek to present their subjects in all their nakedness. 

In fact, they recall Žižek’s argument that the Real respects no codes, and that “[i]t is precisely this 

indifference to its mode of symbolization that locates [an event] in the dimension of the real” 

(Looking Awry 36).xxxiv Ladoo’s novels demonstrate that in the Caribbean Real, the attributes one 

normally takes for granted as indicative of humanness have been erased under the impact of 

colonialism. The characters are thus submitted as hybrids placed in an abject zone between 

order/disorder, Creole/Indian, man/woman, heterosexual/homosexual, human/animal. They are 

therefore depicted as less than human, which is posited as a result of their fragmented identities, 

manifested in psychological, moral and emotional disfigurement and subsequent social chaos.  

 

Their abjection results in deviations from human behaviour that are, in some instances, so 

monstrous that sympathy is difficult to muster, and one feels repulsion, experiences abjection in 

other words, despite their miserable state and despite the knowledge that their degradation signals 

the persistence of colonial socio-economic and psychological domination even after the period of 

indenture is over. The novels speak to an abject “reality that, if I acknowledge it, it annihilates me” 

(Powers of Horror 2). This is complicated, however, by the fact that the abject “is something 

rejected from which one does not part, from which one does not protect oneself” (Grosz, “Julia 

Kristeva” 198). To recognise that this is an implicit point of the novels, that there is no escape from 

the presence of the abject, is to recognise that the novels are not rendered ineffectual because they 

produce a visceral reader response. It may be seen rather as a part of the disorientation that the 

novels wish to achieve so as to compel recognition of a problematic that obliges attention. The 

novels insist, in fact, that Indo-Caribbean people have yet to come to terms with the psychological 

consequences of the indentureship experience.  

 

Ladoo’s novels are thus important not only in delineating an Indo-Caribbean “crisis of being and 

belonging” but also a crisis of becoming. In these texts, the experience of indentureship was an 

experience of the shattering of tradition and its replacement by the Symbolic Order of the 

plantation. This involved an internalisation of the inferiority conferred on the labourers by 

colonialism and subsequent self-denigration and denigration of the other who is most like me. This 

is compounded by the loss of language and a spiralling intergenerational transmission of increasing 

self-inflicted violence and degradation. These problems are moreover emphasised as impacting on 

the most private areas of the psyche, on the sexual and spiritual self.  
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Bringing critical analysis of Ladoo’s novels to bear on the ongoing exploration of the Indo-

Caribbean “crisis of being and belonging”, therefore, also reveals the importance of literary 

representation in understanding and theorising Caribbean problems. The extreme breakdown of 

self and society that Ladoo’s novels speak to is not quite as readily available for analysis and 

contribution to the issue of a “crisis of being and belonging” in any other form. Other than literary 

analysis, in fact, the only other source would be expensive and extensive data-collection exercises 

throughout the Caribbean and intensive efforts to find the right methodologies to guide the data 

collection and their analyses. As it is, this article hopes to have shown that literary criticism adds a 

complex richness and depth to this particular issue and can be used, no less than the works it 

explores, to provoke a visceral engaged response to these problems that can awaken readers’ 

consciousness and even perhaps invoke a desire to work for change. 

 

It is important to note also that the point that Ladoo is making is similar to one that theorists of the 

Afro-Caribbean experience of slavery such as Lamming and Kamau Brathwaite have repeated, and 

that is, that the effects of colonialism are a ‘sickness of the soul’. In “Caliban’s Guarden,” Brathwaite 

explains what this means: 

 

The language that Prospero teaches is the language of materialism. God has 

been forgotten or a new god with a different confirmation is being suggested. So 

slavery becomes an anti-theology…the echo of that slavery continues, so that 

people in the Caribbean…still have to struggle against treating their own brothers 

and sisters as if they were slaves. The instinct for slavery becomes something like 

a stigma upon our very souls (3).  

 

Brathwaite’s statement optimistically suggests, however, that individuals are sufficiently self-

possessed today that they can envision themselves fraternally. Ladoo does not suggest a similar 

hope. But they are in agreement with the contention that the plantation is the first space of 

becoming and that: 

 

[W]e have to begin the great work of plantation pyschocultural reconstruction 

by…knowing as clearly & as carefully as we can, where we each of us COMING 

from & the nature & complexity—often complicity—of the BROKEN dispossessed 

sometimes alienated GROUND on which we at “first” find ourselves. (Brathwaite, 

“Caliban’s Guarden” 75) 

 

 

Critical analysis of Ladoo’s novels thus also suggests that whereas the investigation of the Indo-

Caribbean “crisis of being and belonging” has been largely confined to an exploration of the 

problem as distinctly different from the problems of Afro-Caribbean communities, the similarities 

should be examined again. This is particularly significant because of the extensive corpus of 

research already done that becomes available as an archival resource if this impetus is followed. 
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i Indian Centenary Review: One Hundred Years of Progress 1845-1945 published in 1945 presented 

a celebrative perspective but to a large extent the publications thereafter were unable to avoid the 

difficulties of settlement in the Caribbean. See for example La Guerre’s Calcutta to Caroni (UWI Extra 

Mural Studies, 1974), the proceedings of the first conference held in 1975 at UWI St. Augustine 

edited by Winston Dookeran and Bridget Brereton and published as East Indians in the Caribbean: 

Colonialism and the Struggle for Identity (London: Kraus, 1982), the second and third published as 

India in the Caribbean (Warwick: Hansib, 1987) and Across the Dark Waters by Brinsley Samaroo 

and David Dabydeen, and the fourth by Mahin Gosine The East Indian Odyssey: Dilemmas of a 

Migrant People (New York: Windsor, 1994). See also the most recent publication edited by Anne-

Marie Bissessar and Brinsley Samaroo, The Construction of an Indo-Caribbean Diaspora. (St. 

Augustine: UWI School of Continuing Studies, 2004). 

  
ii In the process, the novels transgress an elitist trend that relegates the period of indentureship to 

‘history’, as in being over and done with—a brief, uncomfortable interlude with no lasting impact. 

This consignment of indentureship to an irrelevant past was of course the perspective propagated 

by that group of Indians Kelvin Singh refers to as “the modernizing elite”. It has become the 

widespread view and goes hand-in-hand with celebrations of Indian Arrival Day and lauding of the 

contributions that people of Indian origin have made to the Caribbean. There is in fact a 

proliferation of websites that attests to this today. If one were to look at the stories on the website 

Moving Here Stories: A New Start, for example, it is very clear. On this site, Esther Jones, for 

example, begins her story with “My family migrated from India to Trinidad in Victorian times. It is 

likely that they were ‘indentured labourers’ but there are no records.” The claim to an absence of 

records places the experience of indentureship into doubt and renders it unimportant. 

 
iii Therefore, although there is resistance to the use of ‘Western’ psychoanalysis as a tool for 

analysing the psychological problems of the postcolonial world, it is necessary to turn to 

psychoanalytic theories to find an interpretive grid that will reveal the significance of these novels. 

See for example Alan Roland, In Search of Self in India and Japan: Toward a Cross-Cultural 

Psychology (Princeton, NJ: Princeton UP, 1988). Roland claims that “psychoanalysis as constituted 

today is largely an elaborate ethnopsychoanalysis of Western man” (xxv). While Roland is right and his study 

demonstrates this, it effectively suggests that conventional psychoanalysis is useless to non-Western 

peoples. However, one must of necessity use it, given that there is no comprehensive 

‘ethnopsychoanalyses’ of non-Western peoples, which would at any cost have to include many specific 

studies since non-Western is not a category, and given that concepts of conventional psychoanalysis have 

been found to be quite useful for elucidating non-Western problems by a number of scholars, including 

Bhabha, Said, Nandy and Fanon among many others. 

 
iv See Kelly Oliver, “The Good Infection”. parallax 11.3. (2005):87-98. Web. 5 May 2008. 

 
v These studies are of course numerous, beginning with Said’s Foucauldian interpretation of 

‘Orientalist’ discourses. Among those that investigate the role of statistics, Ian Hacking’s history of its 
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use in statecraft as well as those on the ‘culture wars’ and the history of ideas of probability are the 

most comprehensive and interesting (2000, 2006). See also Patrick Brantlinger’s Rule of Darkness.  

 
vi In this development of abject immorality, Oliver seems to be working from Kristeva’s argument 

that “[a]bjection is therefore a kind of narcissistic crisis.” The causes of the crisis are postulated to be 

“Too much strictness on the part of the Other, confused with the One and the Law [and] the lapse 

of the Other” (Powers of Horror 8)  

 
vii Although this was precisely the relation which independence constitutions were supposed to 

institute, the extent to which it was achieved is debatable. In small enclaves, however, such as 

church and community groups, regulations may be collectively worked out, implemented, 

discussed and modified as necessary. 

   
viii Morgan’s implication that Pa “is functioning based on an underlying assumption of his right and 

responsibility to ‘discipline’ his family” and is thus occupying a traditional position is therefore off the 

mark as the novel clearly provides a foil in Nanna to establish that there are unwritten rules of 

parenting in the community (Writing Rage 139). The ‘right’ that Pa claims to tell his lies to the 

community also demonstrates that the rules are known to all.  

 
ix The pundit’s chanting of the Puranas and the Mahabharata is also described as “quarrelling with 

God” as opposed to Nanna’s prayer which “was not quarrelling with God” (101, 53). 

  
x What Kristeva effectively does here is separate the two aspects of the superego that Lacan 

identifies in Seminar I: “The super-ego is an imperative . . . it is consonant with the register and idea 

of the law, that is to say, with the totality of the system of language, insofar as it defines the 

situation of man as such . . . on the other hand, one should also emphasize, as a counter to this, its 

senseless, blind character, of pure imperativeness and simple tyranny….the super-ego is at one and 

the same time the law and its destruction….the super-ego ends up by being identified with only 

what is most devastating, most fascinating, in the primitive experiences of the subject. It ends up 

being identified with what I call the ferocious figure, with the figures which we can link to primitive 

traumas the child has suffered, whatever these are” (102)  

 
xi Their contentions trouble concepts of ‘Sanskritisation’ or ‘Brahminisation’, as they are explained in 

their Indian context by scholars such as Srinivas who makes a case for the fluidity and flexibility of 

the caste system by observing as follows: “A ‘low’ caste…changes its customs, ritual ideology, and 

way of life in the direction of a high and frequently, ‘twice-born’ caste. Generally such changes are 

followed by a claim to a higher position in the caste hierarchy….The claim is usually made over a 

period of time…before the ‘arrival’ is conceded. Occasionally a caste claims a position which its 

neighbours are not willing to concede” (Caste 6). 

 
xii The claim is usually for the purpose of performing financially remunerated priestly rituals. It is 

therefore held up to intense scrutiny and the persons who make it are even today in danger of 

being denounced for lack of the right to the status.      
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xiii Attempts to denigrate the Brahmin came from many quarters. But the situation is perhaps more 

complex than Khan’s comment implies. Their denigration was at first part of an effort to prevent 

their purported revolutionary leadership of the group on the plantations and only later for the role 

they played in preventing the conversion of the group to Christianity. For the latter purposes, they 

were reviled for their chicanery and laziness which led them to dupe the lower castes while 

providing themselves with an easy life. These claims were cast in the very casteist logic that it 

condemned because it ascribed lower caste stupidity and gullibility to the lower castes and 

elevated the Brahmins’ intelligence. The subject is so expansive that perhaps it deserves a study 

dedicated solely to uncovering the construction of Brahmins and Brahminhood in the Caribbean. 

 
xiv If one were to think of the term ‘fuck’ and its cognates in English-based languages, for example, 

the notion of an abject language becomes comprehensible. This term can find a place in any 

grammatical category—noun, verb, adverb, etc.; it thus defies categories and borders and it 

invariably indicates a passionate emotional reaction which cannot be articulated in more 

acceptable words. Its growing acceptance in all manner of societal settings may for that very reason 

mean that it will eventually be replaced by other terms, because it will no longer be useful as the 

language of want.   

 
xv Reddock has remarked on this under-examined aspect of intergroup relations between people of 

African and those of Indian origin. She claims that the term “Creole” “is used primarily by Indians to 

refer to people of African descent. This is interesting as the latter seldom refer to themselves as 

creoles” (7) 

 
xvi Some women are, however, of a different opinion: “Ama is a jamet. Man never enuff for she.” The 

difference seems to be due to envy of the capital that Ama’s ‘whiteness’ provides her, which is 

apparent in men’s reaction to her. It is said for example that “all you know how Ramai [her 

husband] like Ama” (80). The implication is that Ama can be or do anything and it would be 

accepted by her husband, behaviour which contrasts with other women’s marital experiences.  

 
xvii And perhaps it operated with more power since doubt could easily be cast on both guilty and 

innocent parents that their child was a half-white, half-Indian baby.  

 
xviii Žižek postulates that the Real is “not an external thing that resists being caught in the symbolic 

network, but the crack within the symbolic network itself.” Slavoj Žižek, How to Read Lacan (2007), 

Chapter 5 “Troubles with the Real: Lacan as Viewer of Alien.” 

  
xix Not only does the representation of the village recall Marx’s contention, it is also reminiscent of 

Engels’ outright charge of murder. Writing in the first half of the nineteenth century, Engels’ view of 

Britain’s ruling classes as willing participants in murder resonates with the impression of the 

plantation system that Ladoo creates here. Engels wrote “when society places hundreds...in such a 

position that they inevitably meet a too early and an unnatural death, one which is quite as much a 

death by violence as that by the sword or bullet; when it deprives thousands of the necessaries of 

life, places them under conditions in which they cannot live—forces them, through the strong arm 

of the law, to remain in such conditions until that death ensues which is the inevitable 

consequence—knows that these thousands of victims must perish, and yet permits these conditions 



 Banal Violence: Abject Plantation Legacy 25 
 
 

 
 

Tout Moun  ▪  Vol. 1 No. 1  ▪  August 2011 

                                                                                                                                                               

to remain, its deed is murder just as surely as the deed of the single individual; disguised, malicious 

murder, murder against which none can defend himself, which does not seem what it is, because 

no man sees the murderer, because the death of the victim seems a natural one, since the offence is 

more one of omission than of commission. But murder it remains.” See Engels, Freidrich.  “Results”. 

Conditions of the Working Class in England. (London 1845) Web. Accessed 10 March 2007.  

 
xx Those who may think that Ladoo describes a situation in No Pain like this Body that is part of a 

distant past are invited to note the relevance of his work to contemporary local news reports that 

continue to resonate with the novels. See for example Yvonne Baboolal’s “They Work Hard, Drink 

Hard: Education is not a priority in Kernahan”, Sunday Guardian 13 July 2008. 

 
xxi This, interestingly, reflects a tendency which Gordon Rohlehr recognises in Naipaul’s writing and 

explains in relation to the Theatre of the Absurd. Rohlehr claims that, “the food/faeces 

attraction/repulsion paradox leads naturally to a sense of the Absurd, humor of the grotesque, a 

relish for caricature, parody and distortion, and a savoring of ugliness” (“The Confessional 

Element”). In Ladoo’s writing, however, it is far more than a reflection of a certain genre of literature 

or a savouring of ugliness, it is a chronicling of ubiquitous abjection because of the poverty that 

people experience.  

 
xxii Salick adds that “in this fictional world…[they are] every bit the equal of their male counterparts, 

in decision-making, in directing the affairs of the family, in managing their domestic economies, in 

sexual adventure.”  

 
xxiii This suggests of course that critical engagement with the issue of homosexuality among people 

of Indian origin in the Caribbean is urgently required.  

 
xxiv Although Sook resents being addressed in this fashion by a woman, his only response is: “Man 

sweeter than woman” (19).  

 
xxv While Ladoo’s depictions of pervasive homosexual encounters speak to the general sexual 

degradation of the community under the impact of colonialism, in the more general picture of 

sexual addiction depicted in the community one may also postulate that due to the general poverty 

of their lives, sex may be, as Kristeva observes, a means, like an alcoholic stupor, for individuals to 

briefly and fleetingly re-experience the neonatal feeling of bliss—existence in the Real or a state of 

nature.  

 
xxvi See Foucault “Of Other Spaces” (1967) Diacritics 16.1. (1986): 22-27 and “Space, Knowledge, 

and Power” in The Foucault Reader. Ed. Paul Rabinow. London: Penguin, 1984. 239-256.  

 
xxvii The Bhojpuri term for ingratitude, neemakharam, has been extended to the ingrate and it is 

such a pervasive accusation that the word has entered the general Creole vocabulary of Trinidad 

and Tobago. 

  
xxviii Laird contends that “Yesterdays…astounds in its daring and insistence in driving straight 

through the hypocrisy and sensitivity to images that Caribbean people and especially ‘fortress 
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communities’ like the East Indian community possess” (2). It must be borne in mind, however, that 

Ladoo suggests that if the community is a “fortress” it is created by the inability of the members to 

venture into the society rather than by their exclusion of it. They are locked in rather than locking 

others out. The ease with which Tailor enters and finds a place in the village and then abuses the 

man who facilitates his entry thus suggests their continuing vulnerability to invasion. 

 
xxix According to Salick, “[t]he Presbyterian Church and its Schools reshaped the values and customs 

of generations of Indo-Trinidadians. Canada, not normally considered an empire-building country, 

was nevertheless the origin of what in effect was a colonial undertaking. For the acceptance of 

Christianity in time meant the preference for English over Hindi and other Indian languages; for 

foreign over local; for white over brown and black” (196). It is this transformation that Poonwa 

unsuccessfully tries to resist.  

 
xxx According to Rohlehr: “The most driven, the most obsessed actors are those bearing, like Kripal, 

the deepest psychic wounds and those with the greatest deficiencies of character.” He adds that 

“Kripal is Camus’s gallery of Absurd types…[a class of] men who seek fulfillment and completeness 

via insistent role-playing, desperate carnality, pointless violence, unending conquest and the 

imposition of linguistic order on the formless chaos of experience” (“The Confessional Element”). 

This accurately reflects Kristeva’s description of the subjectivity of the deject-abject and is as 

applicable to who Poonwa becomes as to Kripal. 

 
xxxi This is portrayed in events that surround the faked suicide of Poonwa, orchestrated by his 

mother to emotionally manipulate Choonilal into taking out the mortgage and is particularly 

apparent in Tailor’s and Ragbir’s behaviour. Moreover, Tailor, as an outsider, but participant in the 

abject immorality in the group implies that a similar abjectivity pervades the rest of the society. His 

behaviour is in fact indistinguishable from the way the others behave: “When Tailor ran upstairs he 

found Basdai screaming hysterically and pounding her head violently against her son’s door…Now 

that Poonwa was dead, it meant that he would be able to live comfortably with the Choonilals…he 

decided to weep, because by weeping he would be able to influence Basdai…Realising that it was 

all going unobserved, he quickly embraced Basdai in a motherly fashion…[but] [s]ometimes he bent 

his head in such a way as to see his landlady’s breasts as he wept. Now and then he abandoned 

the pounding of the door to strike his head against softer material.” While Tailor confines himself to 

Basdai’s upper body, Ragbir takes matters a little further. He “farted” to make himself comfortable 

and then “slipped into the mood of the evening.” He lies on the floor from which position he can 

look up her dress.  

 
xxxii Ladoo’s concerns about the fate of humanness are fully inscribed in Yesterdays in this abject 

father figure, Choonilal, who in many respects resembles Nanna but is without the support of a 

wife like Nanny. No matter what Choonilal does to rectify his situation, through penitence or hard 

work, he remains damned, an embodiment of otherness. His wasting away, in fact, exactly mirrors 

that of the ‘good’ characters in No Pain like this Body. Salick notes similarly that Choonilal “of all the 

characters in Yesterdays…is the only one who deserves to be if not successful, at least not 

unsuccessful. He has worked hard throughout his life; has prayed to the Aryan gods devoutly…has 

been kind and sympathetic to the stranger, Tailor; and has been a good neighbour” (203). 
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xxxiii Laird contends that Ladoo “uses satire…not to deflate or highlight hypocrisy.” This is certainly 

obvious but he also claims that Ladoo “rejoices in the opportunism of his characters” (4). Given the 

framework adopted in this article, however, such a claim is not supportable. Ladoo’s care in 

developing connections between events suggests an implicit moral didacticism that while it does 

not “deflate or highlight hypocrisy” does not condone it either. It rather emphasises that change is 

necessary because individuation is impossible in the lack of community depicted. The linkage that 

Ladoo is careful to establish between villagers and the colonial system does not remove the 

responsibility for choosing to be the way they are, although it does not condemn them from a 

moralistic sanctimonious standpoint.  

 
xxxiv This statement was made in discussions about the nuclear radiation from the Chernobyl disaster 

where Žižek argues that it was irreducibly destructive no matter how it was represented and that 

this quality of representation indicates its resonance with the Real. 
 

 

 

 

 


