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One of my earliest memories of reading is related to memorizing a speech 
on Indian civil rights leader Dr. B. R. Ambedkar, which contained the phrase 
“emancipator of the downtrodden.” I might have been about eight. My father 
had written these speeches for me to give during elocution contests in my 
school and at inter-school competitions. At the risk of belaboring the symbol-
ism, reading has thus been indelibly linked to freedom and social justice in 
my mind. 

Another reading-related memory is from a second grade science class in 
which I was stumped to see the word “characteristic” on an exam question. I 
was sure I would know the answer to the question, if I could only understand 
what was being asked! As a professor, I always remember this confusion when 
I write my assignments and exam questions—readers and writers need to har-
monize with each other for communication to be successful.

Since these early experiences with reading, I have read widely and often. 
My family, descendants of fifth-caste Hindus who were once forbidden from 
acquiring literacy, venerated reading. My home was filled to the ceilings with 
books and papers, and my sibling and I were treated to a book every Sunday 
morning when we went to the market with our father. 

I was even urged to read the crumpled pages of old textbooks and news-
papers in which the local grocer wrapped up bulk bin purchases. So reading 
evokes tastes, too—the tang of hard-boiled candy, the savory crunch of roasted 
peanuts and Bengal gram, the saltiness of crackers and caper-like berries, the 
sweetness of dark raisins, and the sourness of tamarind. Reading is therefore 
the closest I come to synesthesia. Words are ingredients, words are instruments, 
words are flavoring. 

To read, in my experience, is to inhabit many senses and live many lives 
simultaneously, a quantum universe par excellence. It is to claim one’s right 
to literacy and to enter into realms of power once held in tight fists by certain 
groups. It is to hear from the dead, from the marginalized, from the pioneers, 
and from the ones who might hate you. To read is to know what has led to 
pain and helplessness, and what can effect change and emancipation. 

I read on multiple devices now, and in many languages: text messages from 
India on my phone in my primary heritage languages, Marathi and Hindi; 
movie reviews on websites like Le Monde.fr when I remind myself to keep up 
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with my fourth language, French; and everything else I can find in English—in 
every medium, everywhere.

As a mass-market romance fiction scholar, my pleasure reading and profes-
sional reading overlap. As a genre scholar, I read sci-fi and fantasy novels for 
a book club. As a trained English literature scholar, I read whatever comes my 
way as a story—nonfiction about travel and food, fiction about New York, 
poetry by someone I encountered on a website, articles in The New Yorker 
and salon.com, tweets by the sadly now defunct “The Toast,” and the happily 
functioning @guyinyourMFA.

Reading is empathy, humor, anger, and hope. It is a belief that I can enter 
into your inner life and see what you can teach me about being.




