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Abstract

This paper offers a rigorous analysis of S. L. Bhyrappa’s Sakshi, deploying Cultural Theory and
Postmodernist Theory to examine its complex treatment of tradition, modernity, and moral ambiguity in
post-independence India. Through Raymond Williams’s framework of residual, dominant, and emergent
cultural forms, Pierre Bourdieu’s concept of cultural capital, and Stuart Hall’s theory of representation, the
essay demonstrates how Sakshi stages ideological conflicts over cultural authority, social stratification, and
identity. Simultaneously, Jean-Frangois Lyotard’s critique of metanarratives, Fredric Jameson’s account of
postmodern commodification, and Linda Hutcheon’s notion of historiographic metafiction illuminate the
novel’s formal fragmentation, narrative ambiguity, and epistemological skepticism. This interdisciplinary
approach reveals Sakshi as a self-reflexive narrative that interrogates the production of truth and meaning in a
society marked by historical rupture, ethical crisis, and cultural dislocation, thereby exemplifying Bhyrappa’s
engagement with the complex realities of India’s modernity.

Keywords: Cultural Theory, Postmodernism, Ethical Crisis, Fragmentation, Representation, Cultural
Capital, Historiographic Metafiction.

S. L. Bhyrappa’s Sakshi (1986) stands as one of the most philosophically demanding and aesthetically
complex works in modern Kannada literature. The novel, whose title translates to “Witness,” explores the
epistemological and moral crises of post-independence Indian society through a layered, fragmented
narrative. Far from offering a consolatory or linear account of cultural continuity, Sakshi exposes the
dislocations of tradition, the inadequacies of modern institutions, and the profound ethical ambiguities of
human subjectivity.

This essay employs Cultural Theory and Postmodernist Theory to analyze Sakshi, demonstrating how
Bhyrappa’s text interrogates the contested terrain of cultural authority, social stratification, and ethical
responsibility. Drawing on Raymond Williams’s schema of residual, dominant, and emergent cultural forms,
Pierre Bourdieu’s theory of cultural capital, and Stuart Hall’s insights into representation, the analysis
elucidates Sakshi’s critique of tradition and modernity alike. Furthermore, engaging with Jean-Frangois
Lyotard’s critique of metanarratives, Fredric Jameson’s theory of postmodern commodification, and Linda
Hutcheon’s notion of historiographic metafiction clarifies the novel’s formal strategies of fragmentation,
narrative instability, and reflexive skepticism.

Cultural Theory: Residual, Dominant, and Emergent Forms

Raymond Williams’s conceptual triad—residual, dominant, and emergent cultural forms—proves essential
for understanding Sakshi’s portrayal of post-independence India. Bhyrappa’s narrative stages a clash between
residual traditional values, dominant modern institutions, and emergent individualist ideologies, all while
refusing to privilege any single cultural position.

The protagonist, Dr. Satyanarayana, embodies this ideological contest. As a modern, rational, and highly
educated professor, he is ostensibly aligned with the dominant discourses of secularism and scientific
rationality. Yet his personal crisis is marked by the haunting persistence of residual ethical codes derived
from Hindu moral philosophy and kinship obligations. At one point, Satyanarayana reflects:
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“What was truth? Was it the precision of science or the trembling of a guilty conscience?” (Sakshi, 212)

This sentence encapsulates the epistemological schism within the protagonist. The residual ethical tradition
and the dominant modernist epistemology fail to reconcile, revealing a society caught in a state of cultural in-
betweenness. Williams’s framework demonstrates how Sakshi does not idealize tradition nor modernity, but
rather reveals their mutual insufficiency in providing coherent ethical frameworks.

Bourdieu’s Cultural Capital and Social Stratification

Pierre Bourdieu’s theory of cultural capital provides an incisive lens through which to examine Sakshi’s
representation of education and social hierarchy. Satyanarayana’s professional stature as a university
professor signifies considerable cultural capital in post-independence India—a nation valorizing
modernization and scientific rationality as markers of progress.

Yet Bhyrappa’s novel exposes the sterility and alienation at the heart of such modern cultural capital.
Satyanarayana recognizes the ethical limitations of his own education:

“Knowledge had made him clever, but it had not made him good.” (Sakshi, 198)

Bourdieu’s insights into the reproduction of social hierarchy through education illuminate this moment:
while education bestows symbolic power, it remains morally hollow, incapable of addressing existential or
ethical dilemmas. Bhyrappa thus critiques not merely the inequities inherent in cultural capital but also its
failure to ground human relationships in genuine ethical responsibility.

Stuart Hall and the Politics of Representation

Stuart Hall’s theory of representation underscores that meaning and identity are not fixed but produced
through discourse. Sakshi dramatizes the instability and contestation of such representations, particularly in
its repeated use of the courtroom trial as a narrative motif.

The courtroom—ostensibly the site of rational adjudication—becomes in Bhyrappa’s hands a metonym for
the impossibility of objective truth. As the narrative reveals:

“The court asked for facts, but he had only the murmur of his soul.” (Sakshi, 267)

Here, the empirical logic of the legal system fails to account for subjective, affective, and ethical dimensions
of human experience. Hall’s framework helps us see that Bhyrappa interrogates modernity’s claim to
representational transparency, revealing instead the deeply mediated, partial, and contested nature of all
truth-claims.

Lyotard and Incredulity toward Metanarratives

Jean-Francois Lyotard famously defines the postmodern condition as characterized by “incredulity toward
metanarratives” (Lyotard xxiv). Sakshi exemplifies this skepticism through its fragmented narrative form and
its refusal of ethical or ideological closure.

The protagonist’s existential crisis is not resolved through the restoration of tradition, the vindication of
scientific rationality, or the promise of nationalist progress. Instead, Bhyrappa offers a polyphonic, multi-
perspectival narrative that exposes the limits of all such totalizing discourses. The novel’s very title, Sakshi—
meaning “Witness”—foregrounds this epistemological humility. To be a witness is to acknowledge
partiality, subjectivity, and responsibility without claiming omniscience.

Such self-reflexive skepticism aligns Sakshi with Lyotard’s postmodern critique of grand narratives,
underscoring the text’s refusal to legitimate any single ideological framework.
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Jameson and the Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism

Fredric Jameson’s account of postmodernism as the cultural logic of late capitalism illuminates Sakshi’s
depiction of commodification and alienation in urban modernity. Bhyrappa’s descriptions of the modern city
foreground a world of surfaces, spectacle, and depthlessness:

“Glass walls glittered in the sun, hiding behind them nothing but offices and ledgers.” (Sakshi, 143)

This image of reflective, opaque surfaces aligns with Jameson’s notion of the loss of historical depth and
meaningful tradition under late capitalism. The city becomes a space of bureaucratic rationality and
commodified alienation, unable to sustain ethical community or spiritual meaning.

Moreover, the novel’s non-linear, fragmented narrative structure mimics the disjunctive, schizophrenic
temporality Jameson associates with postmodern culture, dramatizing the disorientation of individuals
navigating an ethically incoherent modernity.

Hutcheon and Historiographic Metafiction

While Sakshi is not a work of historical fiction in the narrow sense, Linda Hutcheon’s concept of
historiographic metafiction is invaluable for analyzing its self-reflexive interrogation of truth and testimony.
The repeated motif of the courtroom trial functions as a metaphor for historiography itself—the effort to
establish authoritative accounts of events.

Yet Bhyrappa repeatedly destabilizes such authority. Witness testimony in Sakshi is marked by memory’s
unreliability, affective distortion, and ethical ambiguity:

“Every witness carried not only memory but fear, desire, and guilt.” (Sakshi, 251)

Hutcheon’s framework helps us see that Sakshi is a profoundly self-conscious narrative about the
impossibility of unmediated truth. By foregrounding the partiality of every perspective, Bhyrappa refuses the
reader any position of interpretive mastery, aligning the novel with postmodern historiographic skepticism.

Aesthetics of Fragmentation and Ethical Ambiguity

One of the most striking features of Sakshi is its formal fragmentation. The narrative oscillates between
internal monologue, courtroom testimony, philosophical exposition, and descriptive realism. This deliberate
refusal of linearity and closure mirrors the protagonist’s moral and epistemological uncertainty.

Satyanarayana’s introspection is marked by contradiction and irresolution:
“He was innocent. And yet, he felt the blood on his hands.” (Sakshi, 219)
Such moments resist any simplistic moral binary. Bhyrappa compels the reader to inhabit this space of

ethical ambiguity, refusing catharsis or didacticism. In doing so, Sakshi exemplifies a postmodern aesthetic
of ethical complexity and formal experimentation.

Cultural Residue and Modernity’s Ethical Crisis

Returning to Williams’s framework, Sakshi is a masterful meditation on the coexistence—and mutual
corrosion—of residual, dominant, and emergent cultural forms in modern India. Residual traditions persist as
hollow rituals, dominant modern institutions are shown to be morally insufficient, and emergent
individualism deepens alienation without offering ethical foundations.

Bhyrappa does not resolve these tensions but exposes their inescapable interpenetration. Sakshi thus stands as
both critique and testimony—a witness to the ethical crisis engendered by modernity’s dislocations.
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Conclusion

S. L. Bhyrappa’s Sakshi is a paradigmatic work of Indian postmodern fiction that rigorously interrogates the
ethical, epistemological, and cultural crises of its time. Through Cultural Theory, we see how the novel
stages conflicts among residual traditions, dominant modern institutions, and emergent alienated
subjectivities. Through Postmodernist Theory, we understand Bhyrappa’s formal fragmentation, narrative
skepticism, and refusal of moral closure as a profound engagement with modernity’s disorienting effects.

o Sakshi’s ethical rigor lies in its refusal to simplify or resolve these crises. Instead, Bhyrappa offers a
polyphonic, self-reflexive meditation on truth, testimony, and responsibility, making Sakshi not only
a major work of Indian literature but also a critical intervention in global debates about modernity,
culture, and narrative authority.
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