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‘Ignorant Armies Clash At Night...’:
The Ambivalent Condition of the Indian
Sepoys during the Great War in Mulk Raj
Anand’s Across The Black Waters

Anwesha Sengupta

In a grotesque reversal of Joseph Conrad’s novelistic
vision, hundreds of thousands of non-white men were
voyaging to the heart of whiteness, as it were, to
witness “The horror! The horror!” of the Weastern
warfare. “This is not war. This is the ending of the
world,” wrote a wounded Indian sepoy from England.
The war also resulted in an unprecedented range of
inter-racial and cross-cultural encounters (Das 04).
The multitudinous war writings that constitute the canonized
literary domain called the War Literature are perceptibly
Eurocentric. They would naturally throw a reader into surmisine
and concluding that the First and the Second World Wars werc
fought solely by the white men and the erasure of the non-white
soldiers’ narratives makes the non-white participants completely
non-existent. However, the non-Europeans had a qualitative as
well as quantitative contribution to the holistic paraphernalia of
war, within or without the direct frontline. Chi:me, Afro-
American, Vietname_sq,.ﬁMz‘lg_lji%, Jamaican and
Indian troops actively participated, fighting for the
was of course under the sh Raj when the Gre.
1918) took place, an:
to the warfront imme
of them in utter da
whereabouts of
glamour of sai
colonizers, ind
to fight on thei
_‘otherness’' of
have no rights
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quite ambivalent—on the one hand they were propelled by the
ambition to fight in a war of international significance that would
enhance their prestige and liaison with the Government: on the
other, they were the subordinate natives. who were not trained
in the intricacies of the artillery, not informed about the enemies’
tactics. Mulk Raj Anand’s second novel of his trilogy, Across the
Black Waters (1939/°40) depicts a young man of Punjab named
Lal Singh alias Lalu and his fellow sepoys’ condition in their
dreamed land of glamour—*Vilayat’, as they went as a part of
the Indian Army to France to fight for the British side in the First
World War. Anand depicts the utter by confused and
misinformed condition of Lalu and the other Indian sepoys as
they moved spatially and temporally into the inner core of the
white land—their dismay at the atrocious brutality of the war
which in no way would augment their heroism as they had
imagined and their disillusionment at feeling marginalized as
colonized subalterns by their ‘Sarkar’ for whom they nobly
fought. My paper would like to bring out the ambivalent condition
of the Indian sepoys during the First World War as Anand
traces, from their landing in Marseilles to captivity in the German
territory. Tantalized by the opportunity of combatting in the
Empire soil, prompted by the necessity of protecting ‘izzat™ on
the one hand and disillusioned at being misinformed of the war
strategies and frozen by the chill in the warfront on the other,
the Indian sepoys began to wonder about their actual position in
the Western warfare. Anand deterously brings out that Lalu and
has companiond were indees in a ‘noman’s land’ — not tagged
with the prestige of high ranks of ‘colonel’ for their subaltern.
position yet marginalized by their own native land for crouing the
tabooed black waters (Kalapani) in defiance of stifling
conventions and torn into smithereens by the unimagined cold in
French trenches, the Indian sepoys are indeed in the no-man’s
land literally sometimes but metaphorically always, wondering
what their reasons of battling in the accursed war actually were
and once crossing the black waters and seemingly committing a
sacrilege to their homeland, suffered from the feelings of un-
belongingness. oty

The elation of the sepoys in the text under scrutiny reaches
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the peak as the ship reaches Marseilles in the twilight carrying
the Indian army composing of Lalu, Daddy Dhanoo, Uncle Kirpy,
Havildar Lachman Singh, Subedar Major Arbel Singh and others,
Anand is also true to history as majority of the Indian sepoys
hailed from the Punjabi community. The first book of the trilogy,
The Village, has traced Lalu’s rebellious act of cutting off of his
hair and his voiced protests against the orthodox people of
Nandpur, until he prepares to join the army and leaves for the
Great War as a mercenary soldier, when all Punjabis thronged to
see him off. The war, in the text, caused disillusionment but the
exhilaration for coming into contact with the Western culture,
was perceived in these sepoys and it is true that Indian Army
and especially Punjabis became more adept after joining the
Western front, and historiography bears evidence to it:
The Great War exposed men to new technology. New
weapons, aeroplanes, poison gas, and so on were the
other new factors for [the] Punjabis. Then there was
the exposure to advanced and hitherto unencountered
medical services... Punjabis fought in nearly all arenas
of the Great War: France and Belgium, Galipoli and
Salonika, Aden and the Persian Gulf, Mesopotamia,
Egypt, East Africa, North China. This exposed them
to different cultures.... (Mazumder 31).

The delight of the sepoys in Across the Black Waters

traces their dreams of exposure to the highly developed
technology and the Great War could provide them with the
opportunity. It is partly just because the acquaintance with novel
war tactics was the channel to their vocational development, but
post-colonial ideology might look at this tendency as the
colonization of the mind of the Indians, a policy adopted by the
Empire for the furtherance of the Raj. Lalu’s inex‘pres‘sible glee
as he set his feet in France gives way (o the colonized’s gaze on
Europe: :
§ [.alu stamped his feet to see if the impact of th‘c eanh‘
of France was any different from the feel of
Hindustan, Curiously enough, the paved sur-tace 9t thn;‘
quay, under the shadow of the gigantic ShlPS-fl“‘”‘:t
cranes and masts, and steel girders, seemed diftere

[28 1
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somehow, new, unlike the crumbling dust of India. He
swerved, and began to tap the pavement, to jump, and
caper out of sheer exuberance of spirit... (Anand 11).

This attitude of the sepoys, negating the anticipated
mayhem of the war and the fear of death, perhaps for the
ignorance of its apprehended annihilation or the momentary
subordination of the dread to the craze for glory, is reminiscent
of Fanon’s lines of the colonial hegemony: ‘For a colonized
people, the most essential value, because the most concrete, is
first and foremost the land: the land which will bring them bread,
and above all, dignity (Fanon 42)’. The Indian Sepoys’ condition
was hence ambivalent—on the one hand they were marginalized
in terms of their knowledge of war tactics in a spatially replaced
situation, on the other they had to be strong enough to fight the
fiercest to prove their worth. One wonders whether the
eulogization for the sepoys by the British with the full-throated
cries ‘Vivleshindou! Vivongleshindu!’ was indeed a heartfelt
cordiality or a motive to sharpen the colonized’s devotion to the
Empire all the more.

The ingress of the Indian sepoys into the land of whiteness
was immediately lead by the disarmament of their own weapons
and replacing them with the English ammunitions, those which
they were ignorant of handling. The acquiring of the new
weapons and new warm clothes enhanced their prestige, making
them feel proud and tricking them to think that an English identity
was imposed upon them, leading them to feel in oneness W‘ith the
British people, whom they were deeming to be hospitable than
ever, yet in their hearts they were afraid of their usage. Coming
from the distant poor villages of India fighting in domestic
mutinies, they were now fighting for the grand Empire, and they
felt that perhaps that would transcend their identity from Indian
sepoys to British army whereas paradoxically they get more
relegated. It is here that the ‘colonial ambivalence’ or hybridity
is driven home, — when these sepoys are subject to ‘colonial
mimicry’, the polities of the Empire projecting the ‘desire for a
reformed, recognizable Other, as a subject of a difference that
i almost the same, but not quite (Bhabha)'.

The Indian sepoys’ acute faith in the Government was

[29]
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indeed unflinching, and for the darkness into which they Were
kept, most of them didn’t make the Empire culpable. Subaj:,
heartfelt expression that they should be greatful for ‘the heroj¢
efforts of the General Staff and all the British officers” (Anang
25)" makes him being considered as a sycophant. Lalu Coming
from the remotest peasant clan of Nandpur had never imagineq
discriminations would prevail in sepoy community among whites
too, but the socially superior Harvinder Lachman Singh became
the commander-in-chief and this reiterates the ‘hierarchies in
racial ideology (Das, youtube) the Indian sepoy community in the
First World War was subjected to, that Santanu Das has
remarked. The sepoys, who unfortunately enjoyed no revered
position and hence no facilities, were further awestruck to find
that they were doubly marginalized — by the Sahibs and by the
Indian officers, like Lok Nath, Uncle Kirpu, and Subedar Major
Arbel Singh. The sepoys are publicly humiliated by Lok Nath as
he tells the Sahibs in the placating manner that the British
counterparts of sepoys, that is the Tommies always respected
their superiors” status, but the sepoys ‘are lazy and inefficient and

disrespectful (Anand 55)’.
The account of the direct war has been delineated by

Anand almost at the latter two-third phase of the novel, whereas
the first one third traces the sepoys’ odyssey further and further
into the unknown. The more they were penetrating into the heart
of whiteness; paradoxically, they were advancing towards
greater darkness—realizing the ‘horror” of marginalization by the
West and the ‘horror’ of the warfare—the holocaust they could
never imagine. The ignorance of the sepoys is reiterated at
every step they take—from their inquisitiveness about the spot
and their unprepared amazement on seeing the trains loaded with
the bodies of wounded soldiers to their incautious act of watching
the rockets in wonder. The ambivalent condition of the sepoys
who fought in the alien cold West as subaltern non-.“-rhite,s,
arriving with the dream to be uplifted in the militar.y p(?suu.)n, to
acquire lucrative favour from the Government which ironically
treated them as the inferior Others and even dominated by the

indian officers has been projected by Cowasjee: ' 3
The book opens with the [sepoys] not knowing where

[30]






