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Introduction

I

Angst or anguish is a Germanic word for fear or anxiety. Heidegger’s Sein und Zeit could be 
rendered as Anxiety, uneasiness or malaise suggesting our daily anxieties. For Kierkegaard 
Angst meant dread while for Sartre anguish. However, the word Angst does not have the 
same meaning for every existentialist writer (Macquarrie 164-5). Kierkegaard’s Angst 
(dread) describes an innate spiritual state of insecurity and despair centering on his 
conception of original sin. According to him, “anxiety is a qualification of dreaming 
spirit, and as such it has its place in psychology…. In anxiety it (innocence) is related 
to the forbidden and to the punishment. Innocence is not guilty, yet there is anxiety as 
though it were lost…” (Kierkegaard 41-5).

The concept of anxiety further draws our attention to the origin and meaning of evil 
and temptation to sin. Virgilius Haufniensis’s interpretation throws further light on it. 
In his view the origin of sinfulness is sheer possibility as it is neither ‘absolute necessity’ 
or ‘arbitrary wilfulness.’ ‘Anxiety or apprehensiveness is an innocent sense of oneself as 
possibility rather than actuality.’ (Chamberlain 178).

The concept of dread is further analysed by Friedman in his interpretation of 
Kierkegaard: as he rightly remarks, “Dread is the dizziness of freedom which occurs 
when the spirit would posit the synthesis, and freedom then gazes down into its own 
possibility, grasping at finiteness to sustain itself. In this dizziness freedom succumbs.” 
(Friedman 369).

Hope, on the other hand, is at the very core of every religion with its transforming 
role: Christian hope in the second coming of Christ; Vaishnava Hindus await in 
hope of another avatar of Vishnu; Jews hope in the Messiah; Islam speaks of a hidden 
imam (leader or exemplar); Buddhists refer to Maitreya as the Buddha to come. 
Religious hope leads to liberation or salvation. This is expressed in different ways in 
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various religions such as—belief in communion with God, resurrection of the dead, 
transmigration, reintegration, reincarnation, renunciation etc. Hope is an assurance 
of ultimate satisfaction. In recent times some have spoken in terms of revolution and 
reconstruction. In Christian thought hope is a theological virtue along with faith and 
love. (Slater 459-61).

Hope becomes meaningful in the context of anxiety, dread or despair. The concept has 
puzzled philosophers as it may be differentiated as intentional or dispositional. Thomas 
Hobbes viewed it as an ‘appetite with an opinion of attaining’ while Rene Descartes 
interpreted it in terms of ‘confidence’ or ‘assurance.’ For Immanuel Kant ultimate hope 
of man is to attain ‘summum Bonum (highest good), however in his moral philosophy, 
hope and love presuppose faith. Ernst Bloch subscribed to an anthropological view of 
hope of an ideal human kingdom. According to Gabriel Marcel hope enables one to 
overcome the various trials of life. (Stratton-Lake 507-8).

Some of the essays in this discourse being analysed in the background of the Christian 
understanding of hope, it is important to keep in mind that “the motive or formal object 
of hope is the real and objective foundation of one’s hope… that one will be able to 
attain what is hoped for….The chief motive and foundation of Christian hope is God, 
God alone…which is repeated throughout the Old and New Testaments.” (Ramirez 
136). The concept of Christian hope is best developed in Pauline letters. It is through 
hope one is saved: “For in this hope we were saved…But if we hope for what we do not 
see, we wait for it with patience.” (Romans 8:24-25). And it is endurance that brings 
fulfilment in hope. The object of hope is most frequently eschatological with hope of 
eternal life. (McKenzie 368-9).

Angst and hope are part and parcel of human existence. If life is to be lived 
purposefully, it calls for an integration of these two aspects in life. The sensibilities of 
the fictionists presented in these essays give the readers a peep into human predicament. 
Some have been very articulate in expressing their anguish, others more metaphorical; 
yet all of them have given realistic expression to their thoughts and feelings. Freud is 
said to have belittled creative writer comparing him/her to a child at play who creates 
a world of fantasy (Freud 1972:36). However, one cannot deny to art its “therapeutic 
effect in releasing mental tension; it serves the cultural purpose of acting as a ‘substitute 
gratification’ to reconcile men to the sacrifices they have made for culture’s sake; it 
promotes the social sharing of highly valued emotional experiences; and it recalls men 
to their cultural ideals.” (Trilling 283).

The essays in the present anthology enlist modes of expression of the select fictionists 
in their handling angst with hope.
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II

Contemporary Indian English Fiction is an amalgam of the postcolonial and postmodern 
with other emerging trends in feminine consciousness, diasporic predicaments and 
subaltern concerns. The essays in this volume dwell on angst and hope in the midst 
of multiple interactions. Some of the papers that have appeared earlier in journals and 
anthologies, have been updated and enlarged.

Acclaimed a dominant diaspora writer, Jhumpa Lahiri has depicted angst and hope 
in The Lowland, recounting the story of two inseparable brothers, Subhash and Udayan 
Mitra, in the backdrop of the Naxalite movement in the 1960s in West Bengal. The two 
brothers part ways as Subhash moves to US for higher studies in oceanography, while, 
his younger brother, Udayan, gets involved in the Naxalite movement and is killed. 
Subhash, in his compassion, marries Gauri, his brother’s wife, and takes her to Rhode 
Island, to raise her child. His efforts fail when Gauri doesn’t respond to his selfless love. 
The novel ends open ended with the hope of reconciliation and resolution of the conflict 
despite the central character living in angst and guilt. Lahiri’s Interpreting Maladies 
in Interpreter of Maladies, The Namesake and Unaccustomed Earth, probes into human 
predicaments in familial relationships.

Vikas Swarup has sprung to stardom as a fictionist with the publication of Q & 
A, set to celluloid by Danny Boyle with a fresh title Slumdog Millionaire. Swarup has 
inimitably introduced the angst and hope that runs throughout his fictional narrative 
which Danny Boyle has very ably captured and portrayed in the movie. While efforts 
are being made to eradicate poverty in the slums, the fiction and the film also draw 
attention to the fact that it is only human emotions and genuine love that can sustain 
life forever. The movie also remains a powerful medium to expose the injustice meted 
out to slum dwellers. Swarup’s fiction and its celluloid version have proven that if people 
are given opportunities, they can achieve great success. It also affirms the resourcefulness 
of subaltern groups, which can prove to be a catalyst in social transformation.

Aravind Adiga came to light when he bagged the Man Booker Prize 2008 for The 
White Tiger, set in the backdrop of the economic boom in India that has ushered in a 
great chasm between the haves and have-nots, exposing the angst of the under-privileged. 
Balram Halwai, who never had an identity of his own, uses any means necessary to 
fulfil his dream of making money. He becomes a megalomaniac who murders his boss 
and confesses his rising to be an entrepreneur in the call centre hub of Bangalore. He 
calls his life’s story ‘The Autobiography of a Half-Baked Indian. The novel is a social 
commentary and a study of injustice and power in the form of a class struggle in India 
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that depicts the anti-hero Balram representing the downtrodden sections of the Indian 
society juxtaposed against the rich.

Steeped in symbolism and imagery, Jayanta Mahapatra as a writer is preoccupied 
with projecting cultural and human values. A reading of his four stories examined, viz. 
“Eyes,” “Another Day,” “Ringing Silence,” and “Turn Left for Happiness,” the fictionist 
delves into intricacies of mutual relationships among couples - their doubts and fears, 
faithfulness and betrayals, and agony and ecstasy in love.

In Atlas of Unknowns Tania James examines the story of Linno and Anju, two Syrian 
Christian sisters from Kerala, India, who live through the agony of betrayal, climaxing 
in the ecstasy of reconciliation. Anju outsmarts her elder sister Linno, who lost her arm 
in an accident. Fraudulently, Anju gets a scholarship from Sitwell school in New York. 
When her false pretence was revealed, Anju goes missing with guilt and shame. Linno 
reaches out to her sister in love and reconciliation.

Manju Kapur proves how love at first sight begins to dwindle after marriage in 
The Immigrant, as the physical expression of love does not culminate in an ecstatic 
consummation, due to Ananda’s sexual dysfunction. The security of marriage is never 
realized in their lives. For Nina, the security of her marriage never fructified into an 
ideal spousal relationship ending her angst and loneliness, while, Ananda makes use of 
the security of his marriage to enter into greater sexual explorations with white women 
for having felt humiliated in his manliness. The narrative reveals how the writer has 
dwelt on insecurity and loneliness experienced by the protagonists.

Easterine Kire’s Bitter Wormwood is a novel that spans from the tumultuous period of 
the 1950s and 60s to the present day. The story revolves around the life and experiences 
of Mose, whose life spans the entire history of Naga struggle for self-determination. 
He had lived through the days of insurgency in Nagaland, in the midst of factional 
fighting, in which he has witnessed brutal assassinations. His grandson, Neibou, turns 
the events into one of forgiveness and reconciliation after having established friendship 
with Rakesh, grandson of an Indian Military Officer who was part of the insurgency 
counter operation in Nagaland. The metaphor surrounding the title of the novel is 
well paced by the fictionist to ward off evil from all corners as Nagas long to live in the 
hope of peace and harmony in the midst of conflict. Self-sacrificing love is central to 
the emotional relationship between the protagonists in Easterine Kire’s Life on Hold.

In the title story of her short story collection, Laburnum for My Head, Temsula Ao 
examines how Lentina’s longing to be buried beside a laburnum tree with its buttery 
yellow blossoms, instead of a headstone, is fulfilled. It is a sign of hope in the existence 
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of life. Life is not ended but it is a passage to eternity. This mystery of life and death, 
flowering and withering in nature, gives great significance to Lentina’s yearning to be 
commemorated every year when her laburnum blooms. In the story the protagonist 
makes her dream of immortality come true through Laburnum blossoms, representing 
transience of life.

These select fictionists have been sensitive to human experiences and emotions, 
focussing on the angst they experience individually and in familial relationships with 
the hope of reconciliation.
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