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ABSTRACT  

Delhi(1990), a novel by Khushwant Singh is a historical account of the 

anonymous narrator duration showcase the tremors and troubles faced by the city 

Delhi, a place iconic of the historical changes which at times has been created, 

destroyed and recreated. The narrator's relationship with the eunuch Bhagmati is 

a scope of deep analysis as Bhagmati impersonates Delhi. Cultural meme is a 

term coined by Richard Dawkins in his book 'The Selfish Gene' that culture is 

composed of memes which can be defines as a 'cultural unit shared and passed 

down in different periods'. Dawkins’s concept of memes represent culture 

through semantic word fragmentation, word frequency statistics and synonym 

merging methods. They construct dynasty cultural meme vectors. In other words 

they resemble biological genes through which culture can be identified in a fine 

grained way. In Delhi, Khushwant Singh through a historical narrative style 

reflects the historical exploits of Delhi and his sexual exploits encompassing 

historical events related to the creation of Delhi, its golden chapters with Mir Taqi 

Mir to the times of Nadir Shah and Aurangzeb and the devastation Delhi Sikh 

riots, treating cultural units of India shared and passed on in different periods as 

cultural memes. The idea of Bhagmati impersonating Delhi has been analysed in 

magnum opus of contemporary cultural units.  

'Cultural memes' was a word coined by Richard Dawkins in his book 'The Selfish 

Gene’ followed later by definitions given by Sperber, Blackmore, Dennet and 

Olesen. In the words of Dawkins:  

We need a name for the new replicator, a noun that conveys the idea of a unit 

of cultural transmission, or a unit of imitation. 'Mímeme' comes from a 

suitable Greek root, but I want a monosyllable that sounds a bit like 'gene'. I 

hope my classicist friends will forgive me if I abbreviate mimeme 

to meme. (Dawkins, 1976, p. 192) 
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In a sense Dawkins defines memes as things that are living and propagating 

themselves. The idea corresponds to the process of imitation leading to 

propagation of genes that keep on leaping in the gene pool through sperms or 

eggs and propagate to pass on the characteristics from one generation to 

another. Dawkins states that his colleague N K Humphrey summed up the idea 

as " memes should be regarded as living structures, not just metaphorically but 

also technically" (Dawkins, 1976, 192). Thus, memes are representing those 

indivisible cultural units like genes that though are unable of division but pass 

on person to person through imitation. It is powerful enough to permit its 

reproduction and multiplication of its own kind.  

Dawkins’s idea of memes as cultural replicators in which templates act as 

molecules to create multiple copies of itself. The idealistic qualities of a 

replicator include longevity; including the amount of time it can live and 

reproduce itself, Fecundity reflecting the rate at which copies are done and 

Copy Fidelity; is the precision of which copies can be created with minute 

changes and mistakes each time a copy is made.  

Delhi, a novel by Khushwant Singh (1990) is a historical novel that 

encompasses the historiography of Delhi through its cultural memes dating 

back from the time of its evolution, creation, sustenance, destruction, 

recreation and destruction, a cycle repeating itself multiple times in the 

historical chapter, but the spirit of Delhi still surviving and standing 

unchanged, indivisible as an idealistic cultural replicator which through its 

various historical versions transmits the idea of multifaceted Delhi and its 

spirit growing, dying and regenerating with time. Singh commences to 

showcase the cultural memes right from the earlier times to the contemporary 

Delhi juxtaposed with a eunuch whore Bhagmati, that represents Delhi, which 

at times as been exploited raped and devastated but still survives.  

The memes are interestingly represented through human feelings and icons 

representing the confusion, chaos and perils of a rapidly changing times of 

Delhi. In the beginning of the novel itself Singh defines Delhi in words of 

Mirza Asaddullah Ghalib as 
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“I asked my soul: What is Delhi? She replied: The world is the body and 

Delhi its life” 

Singh focuses upon the duality of Delhi’s nature according to which it appears 

different before its loving residents and before strangers and in this context 

Singh employs Bhagmati as a cultural icon to juxtapose her identity with 

Delhi. Singh perceives ‘lot of common’ things between Bhagmati and Delhi as 

just like her Delhi has also been misused, exploited, plundered and devastated 

at times by strangers and outsiders, Like an experienced whore Delhi has 

learnt to hide its seductive charms under its ugliness of noisy markets, 

congested allays, and a few tumble down forts and mosques along a dead 

Yamuna awaiting someday to get a new life. It reveals its true self and charm 

only to its lovers. Those who have truly realized the spirit of Delhi should use 

only their ‘heart and not head, only emotion and no reason’ to love her. The 

meme of Bhagmati contains in itself a kind of blunt honesty in itself.  

Singh's black comedy is at par  when he narrates an incident of meeting two of 

his gang members, a photographer and a journalist who claim themselves as 

Delhi's champion womanizers. A sharp contrast has been created through their 

personal and professional identities which generates a dark humour. An 

embellished use of vernacular and slangs makes the idea more provocative : 

I see two of our gang come in. One is a photographer, the other a journalist. 

Both claim to be Delhi’s champion womanizers. They see me and advance 

with their arms wide open. ‘Hullo, hullo. How’s the little one?’ asks the 

photographer, tapping my middle. ‘Did it do its duty to the memsahibs?’ I 

tap his fly: ‘And how’s Delhi’s champion stud bull?’ He shrugs his 

shoulders. ‘Fifteen days no action. I stick to my motto: when you find a 

woman fornicate, when you do not be celibate. No self-abuse, no boys, no 

hijdas.’ That’s hitting me below the belt. ‘And you great pen-pusher, what’s 

your Qutub Minar been up to?’(Delhi,17)  

It was a high time in the country's socio political scenario when five million 

people died of hunger in Bihar and the journalists were discussing women as 

the topic of the day. The meme expresses human nature of escaping harsh 

realities of the times by indulging in other affairs of life that render personal 
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delight. The incident captures the idea that there is no choice rather to accept 

the absurdity of the world and its future.  

Albert Camus published The Myth of Sisyphus in 1942 and to a great extent 

the cultural memes seem to be deeply inspired from The Myth of Sisyphus that 

closely analyzed the Greek myth of a man destined for eternity to roll a rock 

up the hill only for it to fall back down each time.  Camus expressed that the 

absurd lies in juxtaposition between the human striving to give a meaning to 

life and the unreasonable silence of the universe in response. Camus' 

expression "from the moment absurdity is recognized, it becomes passion, the 

most harrowing of all" influences the cultural icons and memes reflected by 

Singh in Delhi. The idea of presenting womanizing talks rather than burning 

issues of the day by the journalist group justifies Camus' claim of Sisyphus 

acknowledging the futility of task to meet the certainty of fate. Journalism 

regarded as the fourth pillar of democracy becomes questionable on bringing 

about expected changes and awareness in the society.   

The political expert's view and attitude on the hunger death is awful. He 

gained lot of popularity by organizing a 'miss-a-chapatti a week' movement 

and later organizing a similar campaign for family planning ' If you want good 

luck : In one week only one ...' . Singh's reflection here showcases the futility 

and absurdness of human world through these memes. He comments -  

"We return to sex and corruption and inefficiency and five million starving 

in Bihar. We drink many cups of coffee and nibble many plates of cashew 

nuts. So passes the morning.(Delhi, 18)"  

The narrator's act of witnessing the Cremation of a child on the Nigambodh 

ghat reflects impermanency of life, fear of death and losing the loved ones as 

he visualizes it a horrid imagination. The wailing and screaming of the woman 

losing her child, the lighting of the corpse, in the words of the narrator he left 

the Nigambodh ghat with the heat of the flames on his face and the helpless 

cry of the parents ringing in his ear. The narrator at this instant is on the 

grounds of reality and rationality when he regards the entire scenario as a 

picture of 'real grief' which when compared to his other grief's in the is much 

more intense and heart piercing, as other sorrows of the life, envies, 
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frustrations can be forgotten but this was unforgettable. Similar sentiments 

have been adopted in the Sisyphus when life as a whole goes through same 

continual cycle with no discernable purpose, making the very act of living 

absurd.  

The cultural memes embrace the absurdity of changing times in the same 

fashion just as Sisyphus embraces his absurdity rather than "wallow in 

existential dread or give in to illusionary distractions, he seems to be content 

as well as happy". Memes are dripped with cultural remarks and dark comedy 

and Singh's remark adds to the black humor when he utters "They will go 

home and miss their daughter. I’ll get home and drink my Scotch."(Delhi,20).  

Singh's description of the majestic bygone golden era of India and a desire of 

the British still to visit India at times in a search to 'dig out something' more 

reflects the author's deep patriotism and his contemplation on the postcolonial 

facet of India. He mentions such an incident in Lady J.H.T on her visit to 

India.  The narrator is a member of an informal 'old cock network' a group of 

fornicator opportunities. Due to his immense knowledge of the city he takes 

great delight in showing Lady Hoity Toity a minor English royal to show the 

archaeological sites in Delhi's vicinity in a hope to sleep with her. Singh's 

description of Lady Hoity Toity is presented as a typical British cultural 

meme: 

Lady Hoity-Toity emerges out of her ermine cocoon. I get a full view. 

Fiftyfivish, small (a little over five feet), bosomless, bottomless, scraggy, 

sexless. Muddy blonde hair, muddy blonde down all over her leathery pink 

skin. Cuts on the sides of the jaw indicate a surgical face-lift. She is, as the 

Bard put it, ‘beated and chopp’d with tann’d antiquity.’ Dress: grey 

cardigan, powder-blue denims, khaki canvas boots. Nothing feminine about 

her except her little size, blue eyes and a bracelet strung with gold coins. 

(Delhi,22) 

The blaze response to the above description is hilarious but is embedded with 

blunt and powerful honesty. The membership of the 'old cock network' of the 

author reflects his idea of escaping the harsh realities and monotony of the 

material world pacing fast. At this point one is reminded of what Camus put 
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forward on Sisyphus's ceaseless and pointless toil which is metaphorical of a 

modern man's life spent doing futile jobs at offices. In his words - "The 

workman of today works every day in his life at the same tasks, and this fate is 

no less absurd. But it is tragic only at the rare moments when it becomes 

conscious." 

The cultural memes inspired from the Myth of Sisyphus reflect the absurdity 

of man every time moving with measured steps towards the torment of which 

he never knows the end.   

The novel reflects Singh as a consummate insider as well as outsider. He has 

well perceived and recognized the hierarchies of the Delhi and its social 

structure . Cultural memes are understood as cultural replicators by Dan 

Sperber who reflects that an author defines cultural memes in terms of 

representations. His theory highlights the idea that replicators have a 

representational basis and they are symbols and associations in human mind. 

These representations are of two kinds, mental and public. Mental 

representations are internal to the subject and may include beliefs, and 

abstracts of mind whereas public representations include concrete things like 

paintings, monuments etc. Cultural representation is derived from the 

combination of mental and public representations within a social group 

(Sperber, 1996, p33).  

 Sperber's idea finds gross similarities between memes and representations 

which is successfully achieved through oral transmission as the writing with a 

higher reliability and copy fidelity but it leads to slight distraction from 

Dawkins' concept of meme shaping as more of ontological implications. 

Singh's narration captures his bawdiness and hides his poetic existence, his 

narration of the Mir Taqi Mir's time, the political upheavals of the latter 18 th 

century, the appearance of the Sikhs from Afghanistan to Delhi, their act of 

crushing revolt of 1857 by shaking hands with British to be in their good 

books to the slaughter of the Sikhs in which the narrator and Bhagmati stand 

as silent witnesses is the cultural representation made with a sincere blend of 

emotions and concrete facts thereby displaying a panorama of cultural memes 

defining the historiography of Delhi  
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