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Subjectivity in Mahesh Rao’s The Smoke Is Rising 

 

 In Mahesh Rao’s novel, The Smoke Is Rising, the characters inside the story reside in 

Mysore, India. This story was published in March, 2014 and it takes place inside a fictional 

modern Mysore. In this version of Mysore, India’s first rocket is about to be launched, and it is 

being televised throughout the city. As the citizens and residents of the country of India as a 

whole, celebrate the space shuttle, Mysore officials agree to develop HeritageLand, an 

amusement park meant to bring wealth to the community. Problems soon follow from the neglect 

of the government officials to consider the subaltern, for the purposes of this analysis, defined as 

the men and women within the lower tier, with or without education that struggle to have their 

voice heard, in their discussions for their new project in Mysore, HeritageLand. The farmers will 

lose many acres to this project, and since most farmers are already inside a lower tier in the strata 

of social hierarchies, the farmers in Mysore can’t afford to lose their job cultivating the land. The 

farmers with land in Mysore face an inevitable conflict : allow the government to appropriate 

their property, or try to work together to organize a stand against this invasion. 

 The inherent moral problems in planning to execute a life changing action, without the 
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support of the people affected by it, aren’t noticed by the creator of the idea inside the story, 

Venky Gowda. The moral problems aren’t touched on by the narrator, however the narrator does 

mention the obvious practical problems, in great detail during the start of Chapter 2, that Gowda 

will experience as he struggles to accomplish his dream amusement park, as well as benefits and 

purposes of this struggle. “Venky Gowda had only ever sustained one vision in his life: . . . 

transport his compatriots to an alternate reality” (31). Emphasis is placed on Gowda’s 

subjectivite needs by the narrator, Gowda’s personal desire to follow his vision earns its own 

private segment inside the chapter, and this segment of the book opens up this paper’s intended 

discussion on subjectivity. Particularly the role of the male subject’s voice in relation to the 

subaltern female, and how they correspond to each other.  

 In her book, Democracy Begins Between Two, critical theorist Luce Irigiray addresses 

the issue of the singular male subject, proposing it’s origins, implications, and biases. She states, 

“the question of who the other is has not been well formulated in the Western tradition, in which 

the other is always the other of a singular subject and not another subject, irreducible to the 

masculine subject and of equal dignity” (123-124) to identify an instance of social hierarchy. 

Men and women, despite both being human, are viewed very differently from one another 

depending on the social structure of the society they’re in. In correlation to the culture of the 

society, multiple views exist on the gender norms that include but aren’t limited to: roles, 

occupations, thoughts, promiscuity, and goals. According to Irigaray, men in most Western 

cultures have assumed the role of subject. This left those that weren’t men trapped inside an 

existence where they were automatically judged for their difference, or in her terms, for being an 

other.  
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 To support this information another critical theorist, Gayatri Spivak, states in chapter 4  

of her critical essay, “Can the Subaltern Speak?”, similar ideas that also question the idea of what 

constitutes a subject. She analyzes a discussion between two famous male philosophers, Michel 

Focault and Gilles Deleuze, claiming that this discussion “undoes the opposition between 

authoritative theoretical production and the unguarded practice of conversation, enabling one to 

glimpse the track of ideology” (66). Ideology, the beliefs carried by a group or individual, is used 

as an example to show why the male figure assumes the role of singular subject, when people 

discuss the subaltern or the other. The male subject in Western culture, has a tendency to neglect 

the subjective needs of the other, while simultaneously proposing that their needs are absolute 

and deserve the utmost attention. This conscious, or unconscious, ideology tends to place men at 

the top of the social hierarchical ladder inside their community, and this always manages to 

effect the subjectivity of the subalterns inside the same community. The narrator in The Smoke is 

Rising supports this claim of Spivak and Irigiray specifically, by having dominant male figures 

such as Gowda, achieve their dreams over subaltern figures, such as the farmers inside the novel. 

 This paper will focus on the issues male ideology forces upon female subjectivity: 

specifically the deprivation of the female voice due to the firm, widespread reach of male 

ideology, despite the female subject possessing their own subjective needs, that also need to be 

heard. Throughout global history, males have been envisioned as the leaders of civilization, and 

they’ve created the laws citizens are supposed to follow. Spivak suggests that the two male 

critics she analyzes, ignore “their own implication in intellectual and economic history” (66) thus 

neglecting the bias of their subjectivity, and it’s effect on the contemporary views we have 

regarding gender inside our cultures. This is subconsciously done to “conserve the subject of the 
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West, or the West as subject” (66), the West, being used as a symbol for common male 

ideologies that emphasize difference and heterogeneity, in relation to the subaltern. It is my 

theory that in Rao’s story, men have set up the scene globally, directing subaltern’s in Mysore 

towards a general way of life, that provides the male subject with reward for their subjectivity 

while simultaneously depriving the subaltern or other of their subjectivity, solely due to their 

difference in gender or social status. The subaltern has to be subservient to the male subject in 

order to be accepted, they have to act as if these gender biases aren’t an issue, they have to 

follow the directions of the directing male subject. 

 These issues, which have existed for many centuries prior to the 21st, aren’t only present 

in the West like Spivak and Irigaray state. The critics claim these issues originated from Western 

ideology, but these ideologies to some lesser or greater extent, can be found in the East as well. 

Psychologist Kristin Neff claims in his scholarly article “Autonomy and responsibility in Indian 

marriages”, “individuals from Western cultures are individualistic, . . . individuals from non-

Western cultures are collectivistic, with a moral orientation towards connectedness, social duty, 

and interpersonal responsibility” (234). To examine this idea inside, The Smoke is Rising we can 

observe one of the main characters, Mala, a woman goaded by the cultural pressure of India to 

marry Girish, a man she barely knows, and her actions to please him. Mala is a subaltern because 

she is only good for serving Girish, in his eyes due, to the rudimentary functions of aesthetic. 

Mala doesn’t cater to her subjectivity, and instead, focuses on her interpersonal responsibility to 

her family. She only wants to bring them honor through marriage, and doesn’t focus on other 

goals she has. This is opposite of Girish, a male who consciously enjoys having authority over 

Mala, because of the subconscious influence of his Western education over her and others, in the 



 
 

Cooper 5 
 
 

relationships he builds. 

 In Immanuel Kant’s book, The Critique of Judgement, Kant states the “The judgement of 

taste is therefore not a judgement of cognition, and is consequently not logical but aesthetical, by 

which we understand that whose determining ground can be no other than subjective” (45-46) 

and this quote essentially means that there is no inherent justification in determining what 

humans desire. On a broader scale, this relates to the subconscious aspect of ideology in Rao’s 

novel, and if we use this to examine Girish’s relationship with Mala, the obvious bias in his 

relationship with Mala receive new precedence. In chapter 2, the narrator mentioned that Girish 

hired a maid to help Mala with the house work. “When she had first started working there, . . . 

Mala’s self-censorship had already begun to be a habit for her” (35). This quote is a specific 

moment where a subaltern female subject, realizes that it was in “her place to assert herself” (35) 

inside her own home to the maid, yet Mala chooses to remain without a voice because she “felt 

uncomfortable in Gayathri’s all too corporeal presence” (35). The qualities of the maid that make 

Mala feel uncomfortable are all aesthetical, relating to her appearance and the way the maid 

carries herself, thus highlighting the lack of logic Kant claims we experience when we make 

subjective judgements. Rao intentionally leaves Mala without a voice in this chapter, as an 

attempt at satire, to show the neglect of the female subject. Ironically Mala adopts a Western 

approach similar to Girish, despite being a subaltern, because she judges the maid without logic 

solely on aesthetical taste and personal desire. 

 Another moment of satire in chapter 2, happens on page 44, when the narrator discusses 

Mala’s family history. Much detail is excluded on Mala’s thoughts and emotions, in place for 

detail on her father, Babu, which is another example of the male subject assuming dominance. 
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The narrator states that Babu doesn’t have trouble finding a spouse through the passage “At the 

age of twenty-three, Babu’s prospects had been scrupulously appraised by older family members 

as a precursor to marriage negotiations” (44), but Mala isn’t as successful at this, as evidenced by 

the fact that it took her many years to locate a husband. Babu is also a subaltern, a man within 

the lower class struggling to escape his confines, but the narrator depicts Babu as in control of 

his living situation. An example of this is “But he had to get married and he needed too . . . Babu 

talked himself into a favourable alliance” (45) which infers Babu’s control over his subjectivity. 

Mala is a very dynamic parallel to this idea. She is a woman inside a gender biased society, she 

isn’t allowed to satisfy her own personal needs, she is forced into marriage due to her subjective 

need to receive appraisal from her parents, and all aspects of her subjectivity are hidden or 

directed by a male figure. Even her introspective comments on the maid reflect the influence of 

Western subjectivity, because she negatively critiques a fellow subaltern for superficial reasons. 

 As the narrator describes Mala’s thoughts on the qualities of the maid, “creamy brown 

belly that pushed through the thin fabric of her sari; . . . How could she be so fat when she did 

physical work all day?” (35) Rao’s tendency of irony through satire becomes more pronounced. 

The subaltern maid, despite being described as plump, is also said to have a “gratification and an 

earthy zeal” (36) and this is because Mala subconsciously envies her freedom ; the maid has the 

freedom to look unkempt, but Mala would be punished if she followed in the maid’s footsteps. If 

we look closely at the words in this quote the earth, in itself, is free from personal desire ; nature 

has no leader. Zeal is a noun meant to describe dedication or enthusiasm. Mala genuinely 

experiences pleasure (gratification) from the maid’s natural finesse even though she acts 

indifferent, and this is one of the first moments where her subjectivity is objective to male 
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ideology. Many parallels are made throughout the novel, but HeritageLand is one of the main 

metaphors for the subjective issues at work in this paper. The neglect of subaltern subjectivity is 

frowned upon by the subaltern, but allowed anyway in spite of their personal feelings against it.  

 When thinking about imperialism, one can’t neglect the impact subjectivity had on the 

imperialists. Colonists invaded foreign lands with the facade of spreading religion ; 

HeritageLand paralleled this because it also had a similar facade that it brought to the table. The 

true goal imperialism served to bring, just like the true goal HeritageLand brought, was monetary 

gain to the orchestrators. The subaltern, those that were colonized, were forced to adopt Western 

policies to avoid conflict. The farmers in the novel, as well, are forced to accept the development 

of HeritageLand or to rally against their oppressors. This ultimatum is directed by the elite, but 

the subaltern are supposed to be the actors, the ones who carry out the directions. The subaltern 

receives none of the financial gain nor do they receive the opportunity to propose a different 

course of actions regarding HeritageLand. To explore the metaphor of performance more, 

Gowda plays the role of the male director, farmers and other organized groups play the role of 

the actors alongside the main characters, and HeritageLand plays the role of the new movie. The 

type of new movie that gets really good reviews, but when you actually take the time to sit down 

and observe it, proves itself to be undeserving of the hype.  

 The Mysore Dasara is an annual festival within Mysore usually held in September or 

October ; The Smoke Is Rising shares the Mysore setting with the Mysore Dasara and explains 

another significant truth relating to HeritageLand’s creation. Professor Janaki Nair states in her 

article, “Mysore Dasara Exhibition: Imagined Economies”, that “The Mysore Dasara Exhibition, 

first held in 1888, then revived in the early twentieth century as an annual affair, with only a 
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brief break, . . . “ (1550). Further into her theory, she discussed her idea that the exhibition 

served as a British tool to promote a new economy into India. This economy will be 

“encouraging consumption and enhancing skills” (1552) despite the initial claim of it being 

“amusement for the elite British or Indian visitor” (1550). The exhibition was a secret plan to 

promote British subjectivity, another symbol of the Western subject, secretly setting up schemes 

to maintain their desires. HeritageLand can also represent the imperialist agenda : Gowda dreamt 

of having his vision met, making an amusement that could bring money into Mysore, but 

ironically (Rao’s technique yet again) this park cost Mysore more money than it gained. The riot 

at the end of the story solidified the negative effect of neglecting the subaltern’s subjectivity for 

one’s own desire.  

 By trying to promote wealth at the expense of another’s income, Mysore is in a state of 

panic by the end of The Smoke Is Rising. This was obviously not the intended outcome of project 

HeritageLand, but it was the only one suited for the actions that took place. Hidden agendas 

presented through performance could only lead to turmoil once discovered. If you ignore your 

personal desires and feelings, you lose the ability to be yourself, an independent subject worthy 

of respect. Just as Mala had to escape Girish’s oppression to free her subjectivity, the rebels had 

to sabotage the promenade events to free theirs. An interesting contradiction this theory brought 

to mind was the fact that at the end of the story, despite the subaltern efforts to regain what was 

lost, the media only displays the destruction and ruin of the elite vision. It almost always seems 

that the subaltern won’t receive the recognition it deserves. The war for acceptance in 

representing the subaltern’s own subject, that not of an other but of an equal, has not been won 

yet. This is interesting, and it might lead back towards the idea that non-Western cultures place 
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emphasis on different things when determining their subjectivity. Neff’s juxtaposition of 

Western individualistic cultures against non-Western collectivistic cultures, suggest multiple 

ideologies exist outside of the male subject. These ideologies determine subjectivity without the 

need to emulate the Western subject, despite the need for the Western subject to insert itself into 

non-Western cultures, so these other cultures can emulate it.  

 Can the Western subject be a subject without non-Western cultures? These details 

suggests not, because if it could, why should it trick others into being subservient. Why would 

the Western subject camouflage intentions of a new economy through an annual exhibition? The 

Western subject desires the subjectivity of other cultures, without this it wouldn’t be the same, 

no other or subaltern culture could exist without the Western subject, because all subjects are 

inherently other and different in themselves. Mysore officials ignored these things in favor of 

personal gain. HeritageLand serves as a mirror to imperialism, a final scene to a movie where 

justice is served, a project that misused the subjectivity of Mysore’s subaltern actors. Rao excels 

in satirically using these characters for symbolism. A variety of other parallels can be drawn 

from his diction. Based on this metaphor of imperialism, the character of Girish can be seen as 

representing the expanding British society. The character of Mala can be seen as representing 

Mysore; the stereotypical, colonized, city being abused. These comparisons stress the actions of 

the characters inside the story; the neglected subjectivity in the story can be a symbol supporting 

oppression or revolution. It all depends on how you personally view the impact of HeritageLand.  
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