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Abstract

This thesis is concerned with selected works of fiction written by South Asian
women in Britain, and published during the post-war period. As several accounts of the
Asian British population’s formation evince, the male experience of expatriation has
often been treated as representative of South Asian diasporisation in general. Similarly,
the gender-blindness of some diasporic literary criticism has bestowed upon men’s
fiction a comparably paradigmatic status. My focus upon women’s writing represents
one attempt to examine the heterogeneity of the South Asian diaspora in Britain.

In treating the selected texts as part of a corpus with its own forming tradition, I
propose that South Asian diasporic women’s fiction is divisible into two broad phases.
The transition between the phases occurs in the early to mid-1980s, and is coterminous
with the publication of fictional works by the daughters of first-generation immigrants.
In order to examine this inter-phase shift, I compare and contrast how works from each
period engage with a range of thematic and aesthetic issues. Many concerns are treated
similarly in both phases. Whatever developments are apparent tend to become so in the
second phase, denoting an evolving engagement with Asian and British cultural
identities, and their gendered underpinnings.

The topics to which this thesis’ main chapters are dedicated are: South Asian
constructions of womanhood; gender in (neo-)imperial and (neo-)national ideologies
and contexts; myths of return and arrival; inter-generational developments in the family;
class, division and solidarity; and hybridity in language and form. Each one, in some
way, highlights how (far) women’s experiences are determined by constructions of
gender, 1n the ‘homeland’ and in the diaspora. By way of conclusion, I consider how the
generalism of certain theories of cultural hybridity is confirmed or interrogated by the

selected works of Asian British women’s fiction.
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Introduction

South Asian migration to Britain has been traced back to the early 1600s, when
Elizabeth I granted the East India Company its royal charter. However, movement from
the Indian subcontinent to Britain has occurred in the greatest numbers during the
second half of the twentieth century.' The migratory waves of the last fifty or so years
have been the most important, quantitativeljr, in the creation of the contemporary Asian
British population.? Some of the impetus for this influx came from the partition of India
in 1947 and the resulting clash over Kashmir. However, migration from the region was
also actively encouraged by the Macmillan government, seeking to alleviate post-war
labour shortages by drawing upon the Commonwealth’s human resources. The work
permit and voucher systems that pre-dated the 1962 Commonwealth Immigration Act
enabled aspiring migrants with various levels of skill to seek employment in Britain.
Furthermore, chain-migration allowed the first-generation immigrants, from whom the
present Asian British population is derived, to accumulate in the erstwhile impenal
‘motherland’. Those already settled in Britain facilitated the entry of other immigrants
through sponsorship - the principal means by which families were reunited in the
adopted country. South Asians now account for the majority of non-whites living in

Britain; and their children are, overwhelmingly, British by birth.’

! In employing the term “South Asian’, I am aware that it is a somewhat contentious descriptor, as it tends
to be used principally - and in homogenising fashion - by those outside the region. People who originate
from the area tend to prefer more nationally and/or geographically specific designations, such as
‘Bangladeshi’ and ‘Gujarati’. Rosina Visram asserts that “the recent arrival of Asian people in Britain is
part of the long history of contact between Britain and India. The arrival of Asians in Britain has taken
place precisely because of these long-established connections.” See Ayahs Lascars and Princes: The
Story of Indians in Britain 1700-1947 (London: Pluto Press, 1986), p.1. See also Ron Ramdin, Reimaging
Britain: 500 Years of Black and Asian History (London; Sterling VA: Pluto Press, 1999), p.10. ‘Indian
subcontinent’ refers to India, Pakistan and Bangladesh (known as East Pakistan prior to achieving
independence in 1971). I also use “Subcontinental’ to denote the people of the region.

? The South Asian diaspora in Britain also incorporates Indians who emigrated first to East Africa, where
they became part of the mercantile middle classes. Many resettled in Britain following the granting of
independence to these former colonies, when Africanisation became official government policy. The

expulsion of Asians from Uganda by Idi Amin in 1972 is, perhaps, the most notorious example of
Africanisation in action.
* Ramdin, op. cit., pp.164-168, 308-309.



One way in which the Asian British population’s increasing establishment has
become evident is through its engagement with the adopted country’s cultural life. In
numerous artistic fields, Asian Britons have rnisen to prominence; and while this may be
suggestive of their assimilation, many have achieved their successes by asserting the
distinctive cross-cultural genesis of their identities. Thus, while inscribing themselves
and their ancestors into the ‘family tree’ of Britishness, they also do so with an eye to
their difference. Among the most prominent of these figures are: Talvin Singh, the
Mercury Prize-winning musician and composer; acclaimed dancer and choreographer,
Akram Khan; film director, Gurinder Chadha; and Shazia Mirza, who has been
described (accurately or otherwise) as Britain’s first Muslim, female stand-up comedian.
The increasing popularity of Subcontinental art forms outside their region of origin and
the reputations of their producers are such that what might previously have been
regarded as ‘white’ projects have been overseen by South Asians. Shekar Kapur,
director of Bandit Queen (1994), was also responsible for Elizabeth (1998), the cast of
which included Cate Blanchett and Joseph Fiennes. Mira Nair’s screen version of
Vanity Fair, scheduled for release in January 2005, has not (unlike Chadha’s Bride and
Prejudice) been reinterpreted within an Indian milieu and with a predominantly Asian

cast.4

Furthermore, the increasing familiarity of non-Asian audiences with the
conventions of (an admittedly limited number of) popular Subcontinental art forms

testifies to the cultural exchange facilitated by the presence of an Asian population in

* Scripted by Julian Fellowes, Vanity Fair stars, among others, Reese Witherspoon, Jim Broadbent and

Gabriel Byrne. See John Hiscock, ‘Becky Sharp goes East’, Daily Telegraph, 3" September 2004, p.19.

Bride and Prejudice, as Chadha’s version of Pride and Prejudice has been retitled, went on general
release in October 2004.



Britain. The most obvious example is the burgeoning popularity of Indian film. Thanks
to local import and distribution networks, satellite television channels and specialist
cinemas in areas with a large South Asian population, Indic-language film has
continued to reach its expatriate ‘homeland’ audience.” However, the products of the
Bombay film industry - Bollywood - in particular have begun to find a more diverse
reception, with multiplex cinemas in ‘non-Asian’ areas dedicating screens to recent (re-)
releases.’ The industry’s production base now extends to Britain, and Anglo-Indian
projects, such as Lagaan, have been internationally screened and acclaimed.’ Indeed,
some of the most distinctive conventions of popular Indian cinema now inform media
texts aimed at a general audience. Film, advertising, music video and even the BBC’s
continuity ‘idents’ have drawn upon the lavish song-and-dance sequences that often

feature in Bollywood movies.®

However, the art form with which this dissertation is concerned is literature - in
particular, fiction by writers from Britain’s South Asian population. Some of these texts
are primarily concerned with events in the ‘homelands’ of the Indian subcontinent. The
majority, however, concentrate on examining and representing the Asian British

diaspora.’ Susheila Nasta and C.L Innes trace South Asian writing in Britain back to the

> The term ‘homeland’ is historically associated with ethnic separatism - particularly the designation,
under apartheid, of ten self-governing ‘Bantu’ homelands for exclusive occupation by particular
indigenous African peoples. The word is now often used to refer to a person’s native country, without the
original separatist connotations. I draw more upon the latter meaning in my own usage of the term, even
though the partition of India created theoretical ‘homelands’ for Hindus and Muslims.

° For a useful overview of Bollywood - its history, institutions and aesthetic conventions - see Tejaswini
Ganti, Bollywood: A Guidebook to Popular Hindi Cinema (London; New York: Routledge, 2004)

7 Lagaan (Ashutosh Gowariker, 2001) is the first Indian film to be nominated for a ‘Best Foreign Film’
Academy Award.

® Baz Luhrmann’s film musical Moulin Rouge (2002) bears the imprint of Bollywood in several respects,
narrative and aesthetic. Indeed, Luhrmann has stated that his film is an intentional tribute to the
conventions of Bollywood cinema. See Caspar Llewellyn Smith, ‘Bollywood Calling’, Daily Telegraph,
9™ March 2002, p.2. Bollywood-eque routines can be seen in the promotional video for Basement Jaxx’s

single, Romeo (2003), and in the Halifax Building Society’s 2003 television advertising campaign. The

term “idents’ refers to the short films interspersed between programmes as continuity links, and as
reminders to the viewer of the channel’s identity.
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diaspora.” Susheila Nasta and C.L Innes trace South Asian writing in Britain back to the
publication in the late eighteenth century of Sake Dean Mahomet’s The Travels of Dean
Mahomet (1794) and Shampooing (1822)."° However, according to Ashok Bery, the
years since Indian and Pakistani independence have witnessed the most significant
“unleashing of...literary energies” from the region and its diasporas - an assessment that
underscores the importance of post-war migration to the artistic life of Subcontinental
populations in the West.'! During this period, South Asian writing in Britain has moved
from the margins of niche interest, and publication by small or specialist companies,
into the cultural centre ground marked out by the major publishing institutions. The
critical and commercial successes of writers such as Hanif Kureishi and Meera Syal are
symptomatic of the increasing frequency with which novels written from the Asian
British diaspora are publicised, discussed and reviewed in the mainstream arts media.
Furthermore, rather than being characterised as Asian writers primarily, a number of

these authors are treated as rising stars of the British literary scene - a tendency evident,

?I tend to favour the use of ‘diasporic’ and ‘immigrant’ over alternatives such as ‘exile’ and ‘expatriate’ -
although when writers opt for the latter descriptors, I tend to follow suit. Misgivings have been expressed
about the adequacy of ‘diaspora’ and its related terms. Farhad Karim suggests that it “masks the
heterogeneity of the people involved”, while Ralph Crane and Radhika Mohanram ask whether it is a
term that can be properly applied to acts of voluntary migration that arise from relative privilege.
However, there are a number of factors in its favour. Ranjana Ash points out that while men largely
emigrated to Britain of their own volition, “women had little free choice in the matter”, having largely
resettled as dependants. Furthermore, ‘diasporic’ avoids the ‘either/or’ connotations of ‘exile’ and
‘expatriate’, which are too suggestive of a consciousness defined overwhelmingly by longing for the
country of departure. Along with immigrant, ‘diasporic’ also connotes resettlement. As such, it most
adequately captures, if not the nature of the migratory act, then at least the sensibility arising from it of
being ‘there’ and ‘here’. See ‘The Second Generation Speaks: A Panel Discussion’ in Carla Petievich
(ed.), The Expanding Landscape: South Asians and the Diaspora (New Delhi: Manohar, 1999), pp.198-
202; Ralph J. Crane & Radhika Mohanram, ‘Introduction: Constructing the Diasporic Body® in Ralph J.
Crane & Radhika Mohanram (eds.), Shifting Continents/Colliding Cultures: Diaspora Writing of the
Indian Subcontinent (Amsterdam - Atlanta GA: Rodopi, 2000), p.vi; Ranjana Sidhanta Ash,
‘Remembering India: Homeland, Heritage or Hindrance in the Writing by Women of the Indian Diaspora
in Britain’ in Kathleen Firth & Felicity Hand (eds.), 50 Years after Independence: Images in Literature,
Film and the Media (Leeds: Peepal Tree, 2001), p.92.

19 Susheila Nasta, Home Truths: Fictions of the South Asian Diaspora in Britain (Basingstoke: Palgrave,
2002), p.17; C.L. Innes, A History of Black and Asian Writing in Britain 1700-2000 (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2002), p.46.

' Ashok Bery, ‘Independence Day: Reading Indian Literatures in the 1990s’, Wasafiri, 26, 1997, p.37.

11



to some extent, in the plaudits that have been bestowed upon writers such as Monica Ali

and Hari Kunzru.'?

While popular interest in contemporary fiction gathers momentum, it is not
matched by a comparable degree of curiosity about the works of earlier South Asian
diasporic novelists - writers who have, arguably, prepared the terrain on which the
Kunzrus and Alis have since built. Indeed many of the selected works from the post-war
diasporic corpus remain out of print. However, in the academic world, interest in the
writings of the South Asian diaspora is characterised by a considerably wider historical
scope. If anything, more critical material is available on earlier texts, perhaps reflecting
the fact that these have been the objects of scholarly attention for a longer period. A
number of undergraduate literature courses now offer options on diaspora writings
(frequently classified under the rubric of post-colonial literature); and specialist
postgraduate courses in particular often take a longer overview of English-language
works from ‘other’ regions. The publicity material for the University of London’s NILE
(National and International Literatures in English) MA, for example, specifies that its
“focus on historical antecedents is crucial to an understanding of contemporary literary
practices”. This interest in the history of South Asian diasporic writing is also manifest
elsewhere: at academic conferences such as Migrating Discourses and South Asian
Passages; and in the considerable range of critical writings on South Asian diasporic
literature in specialist journals such as Wasafiri. Furthermore, an increasing number of

monographs and critical editions - some of which utilise migration as a conceptual

'2 On the basis of one - at the time, unpublished - novel, Monica Ali was famously included in Granta’s
2003 list of Britain’s best young writers, which is published once every decade. Hari Kunzru was
awarded the 2003 John Llewellyn Rhys fiction prize, sponsored by The Mail on Sunday for The
Impressionist. However, Kunzru snubbed the award in protest at the Mail group’s coverage of asylum and

immigration-related issues, and asked that the £5000 prize money be donated to a Refugee Council
charity.
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framework - devote considerable attention to writers of South Asian immigrant

provenance.

Although the migrant has come to be regarded as the paradigmatic figure of the
modern transnational age, this “unencumbered” conception, as Nasta points out,
obscures the fact that “not all...are in the same boat”.'* One way in which the
differences between them may be examined is through the effects of gender upon their
circumstances and consequent experiences. This topic has already proven to be
something of a ‘blind spot’, often narrowing the scope with which analyses of Britain’s
South Asian diaspora have been undertaken. Early accounts of post-war migrations
from the Indian subcontinent show little interest in the women of the population they
document. Studies such as Rashmi Desai’s Indian Immigrants in Britain (1963) tacitly
assume that the story of the itinerant adult male represents the migrant narrative, all
other experiences being variations on this dominant ‘theme’. As a result, scant

consideration is given to the possibility that gender inflects the nature of expatriation

and resettlement. !

Rationalising this omission by claiming that “very few [Indian immigrant
women] work outside the home or come into contact with members of the host society

In any other way”, Desai nonetheless misses an important opportunity to examine the

' The Migrating Discourses conference was held at Parsifal College in London in November 2000; South
Asian Passages took place at the Museum of London in June 2001. Critical editions include: Alastair
Niven (ed.), Commonwealth Writers Overseas: Themes of Expatriation and Exile (Brussels: Didier,
1976), and R.K. Dhawan & L.S.R. Sastry (eds.), Commonwealth Writing: A Study in Expatriate
Experience (New Delhi: Prestige Books, 1994). Examples of monographs include Anil Kumar Bhatnagar,

Kamala Markandaya: A Thematic Study (New Delhi: Sarup & Sons, 1995) and Bart Moore-Gilbert,
Hanif Kureishi (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2001).

14 :
Op. cit., p.6.
** Rashmi Desai, Indian Immigrants in Britain (London; New York: Bombay: OUP, 1963).
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cultural politics of diasporisation in more complex detail.'® In his case, the omission of
gendered perspectives may be partly explained by the fact that, in the period during
which his research was conducted, men made up the great majority of first-generation
immigrants. However, this critical oversight is, to some extent, replicated in studies that
focus on the next generation, where one would assume this compositional imbalance to
be less marked. In particular, J.H. Taylor’s 1976 study of young Asian Britons in
Newcastle focuses entirely on male case studies.!’ Females are only mentioned as the

girlfriends of Taylor’s primary respondents, but never as subjects in their own night.

Hereafter, however, a progressively fuller picture emerges of women’s and girls’
diasporisation from studies by, among others: Amrit Wilson (1978); Muhammad Anwar
(1979); Parminder Bhachu (1985); Rozina Visram (1986); Robert Jackson and Eleanor
Nesbitt (1993), and Roger Ballard (1994).'® Avtar Brah’s Cartographies of Diaspora
(1996) provides one of the most sustained and comprehensive analyses of how gender
inflects the experiences of South Asian women living in Britain, focusing on topics such
as women in education and work, the gendering of racism and the limitations of female
solidarity. Nirmal Puwar and Parvati Raghuram’s South Asian Women in the Diaspora
(2003) boasts a comparable analytical scope.'” Nonetheless, Aparna Rayaprol’s

observation, only a year after the publication of Brah’s volume, provides a necessary

' Op. cit., p.9. Desai devotes almost as much attention (i.e. not much) to European women, as to their
Indian diasporic counterparts.

'7J.H. Taylor, The Half-Way Generation: A Study of Asian Youths in Newcastle-upon-Tyne (Windsor:
NFER Publishing Co. Ltd., 1976).

'* Amrit Wilson, Finding a Voice (London: Virago, 1978); Muhammad Anwar, The Myth of Return:
Pakistanis in Britain (London: Heinemann Educational Books, 1979); Parminder Bhachu, Twice
Migrants: East African Sikh Settlers in Britain (London; New York: Tavistock Publications, 1985);
Visram, op. cit.; Robert Jackson & Eleanor Nesbitt, Hindu Children in Britain (Stoke-on-Trent: Trentham
Books, 1993); Roger Ballard (ed.), Desh Pardesh: The South Asian Presence in Britain (London: C.
Hurst & Co., 1994).

* Awvtar Brah, Cartographies of Diaspora: Contesting Identities (London; New York: Routledge, 1996);
Nirmal Puwar & Parvati Raghuram (eds.) South Asian Women in the Diaspora (Oxford: Berg, 2003).
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caveat against reversion to excessively homogenised conceptions of migration and
resettlement.
Women have been left out of many studies...[their] experiences have been
generally subsumed under those of men [and] ‘uniquely female or private
familial events’ are considered less important by scholars studying immigrant

lives.%’

The (initial) lack of attention to the gendering of diasporisation also afflicts the
field of literary criticism. Indeed, South Asian writing in Britain has sometimes been
envisaged as the production of male writers only. Nasta cites the 1982 Festival of India
- one of the first conferences on South Asian writing held in Britain - as an example of
this assumption: “There were no Asian women writers from Britain either invited to
speak, or as far as I can remember, in attendance in the audience”.?! Even early literary
criticism by women is sometimes marked by its disregard of gendered perspectives - a
fact exemplified by Viney Kirpal’s The Third World Novel of Expatriation (1989),
which is among the first texts to focus on the literature of migration. %2 Although
Kamala Markandaya’s The Nowhere Man (1972) is examined, Kirpal’s analysis barely
acknowledges how the author alludes to the influence of gender upon her characters’
expatriation. Emmanuel Nelson’ s Reworlding (1992), though less inclined than

Kirpal’s study to treat expatriation as a collective - and thus somewhat homogenised

0 Aparna Rayaprol, Negotiating Identities: Women in the Indian Diaspora (New Delhi: OUP, 1997),

Elp.l'l-ls.

Op. cit., p.139. Nasta’s observation also suggests that women may have been unable or unwilling to see
themselves as part of the diasporic literary community.
2 Viney Kirpal, The Third World Novel of Expatriation: A Study of Emigré Fiction by Indian, West
African and Caribbean Writers (New Delhi: Sterling Publishers Pvt. Ltd., 1989). Kirpal’s methods or
reading tend towards homogenisation: although the volume deals with three broadly-defined but
nonetheless distinct areas of origin, they are often treated collectively, because of “similarities in the
histories of the ‘non-white’ ex-colonies and affinities between their presents”. Op. cit., p.vii.
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experience - nonetheless focuses primarily on regional, rather than gender, variation.”
In his introduction to the volume, no consideration whatsoever is given to how the latter

variable might differentiate expatriate experience - a considerable oversight given that

C.L. Chua’s contribution to the volume is a comparison of selected works by Bharati

Mukherjee and V.S. Naipaul. 4

However, from the mid-1990s onwards, the possibility that “the appellation
‘migrant’ only signals one component in the experience and identity of the diaspora
writer” is acknowledged with increasing readiness in literary criticism. Initiated by A.
Robert Lee’s emphasis in Other Britain, Other British (1985) on the “internal dynamics
of heterogeneity and, often enough, tension” within immigrant populations, subsequent
research has been emphatic about the necessity of recognising the different - gendered -
positions from which the writings of the diaspora emerge.?” These include volumes
(edited) by Roger Bromley (2000); James Proctor (2000); Susheila Nasta (2001), and
C.L. Innes (2002).2° However, as is the case with diasporic historiography, the necessity
for caution remains. Farrukh Dhondy may celebrate the successes of “the ‘A’ team” of
Naipaul, Rushdie and Kureishi with reason; but the admission of these writers into the

cultural mainstream, as representatives of Britain’s Asian voice, is symptomatic of how

3 Emmanuel S. Nelson (ed.), Reworlding: The Literature of the Indian Diaspora (Westport CT:
Greenwood, 1992).

24 C.L. Chua, ‘Passages from India: Migrating to America in the Fiction of V.S. Naipaul and Bharati
Mukherjee’, ibid., pp.51-62.
2 Paola Marchionni, Writers of the Asian Diaspora (London: Commonwealth Institute, 1994), p.i;

A. Robert Lee (ed.), Other Britain, Other British: Contemporary Multicultural Fiction (London; East
Haven CT: Pluto Press, 1995), p.2. Lee acknowledges that, “just as ‘English’, ‘Scottish’, ‘Welsh’ and
‘Irish’ themselves pluralise as nomenclature into lines (syndromes?) of class, gender, religion, region or
even language”™ (my emphasis), so too do “hybridisations like ‘Asian-British’, ‘Caribbean-British’ or

‘ African British’” (ibid.). Roger Bromley, Narratives for a New Belonging: Diasporic Cultural Fictions
(Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2000); James Proctor (ed.), op. cit.; Nasta, op. cit.; Innes, op. cit.
2% Roger Bromley, Narratives for a New Belonging: Diasporic Cultural Fictions (Edinburgh: Edinburgh
University Press, 2000); James Proctor (ed.), Writing Black Britain 1948-1998: An Interdisciplinary
Anthology (Manchester; New York: Manchester University Press, 2000); Nasta, op. cit.; Innes, op. cit.
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the corpus’ female writers continue to run the risk of being sidelined.”’ The attention
surrounding the publication of Ali’s Brick Lane (2003) and its treatment of gender,
though undoubtedly welcome and merited, is also a tacit admission of how little
awareness the general reading public has of this author’s many and varied female
pre:de:cessors.28 As Felicity Hand argues, within the diasporic literary corpus, “women’s

experiences are among those that still need to be made known”.?

Although some notable studies of South Asian diasporic writing devote
considerable space to women novelists, there is (to my knowledge) no volume at the
time of writing that is concerned exclusively with women’s writing as a body in the
process of forming its own tradition. This dissertation 1s one attempt to partially fill this
lacuna, as it concentrates entirely on a selection of Asian British women wniters. My
adoption of this focus enables me to examine in more detail writers, works and periods
that the scope of existing volumes has been unable to accommodate in anything more
than a fairly cursory manner. Bromley, for example, divides his attention between a
variety of diasporic populations in North America and Britain. As his treatment of
British writing encompasses Blacks and Asians, and men as well as women, only one
female author from the South Asian diaspora - Meera Syal - is accorded sustained
consideration. Innes’ volume, although focused upon diasporic writing in Britain, also
divides its attention between Black and Asian writers of both sexes. Consequently, the
space is not available for an in-depth consideration of many of the writers on whom I
concentrate. Indeed, some of them - Smith, Dhingra, and Srivastava - merit no attention

at all. This is also the case, to some extent, with Nasta’s Home Truths, which examines

%7 Dhondy offered this assessment at the South Asian Passages conference.

8 Margaret Forster’s praise for Ali’s capacity to “tak{e] me into a life and culture I know so little about”

is, in this respect, the most revealing of the ‘puffs’ on the novel’s cover. Monica Ali, Brick Lane (London;
New York; Toronto; Sydney; Auckland: Doubleday, 2003).

? Felicity Hand, ‘Forget India, We’re British!” in Firth & Hand (eds.), op. cit., p.113.
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three female writers from different generations of the South Asian diaspora in detail,
while compressing the contribution of others into a much smaller space. It is, therefore,

the case that some of the works selected for examination in this dissertation have been

the subjected to very little critical consideration so far.

Gender-related issues are often foregrounded in Home Truths: organised around
the immigrant’s physical and psychological journey from departure to resettlement, the
volume examines parts of the itinerary through the works of male and female writers.
There 1s also a generational dimension to the volume, insofar as it traces the movement
from works by early settlers to those produced by authors who have been born and/or
raised in Britain. However, neither Nasta, Innes nor Bromley is able, within the space at
their disposal, to give sustained attention to emergence of a body of women’s writing - a
corpus characterised by thematic and aesthetic continuities and developments within
itself. My intention in this dissertation is to examine post-war South Asian diasporic
women’s writing on these very terms. The works on which I concentrate have,
overwhelmingly, been produced during the latter half of the twentieth century, a period

whose importance to the genesis of Britain’s contemporary Asian population has

already been acknowledged.

Within this timespan occur events that are especially germane to the

development of the Asian British women’s literary oeuvre. >° These include the
reconstruction of families in the diaspora (the reason for many Asian women to migrate
to, and settle in, Britain), and the coming-of-age of their offspring. In order to balance

breadth and depth, I have limited my analysis to fifteen works, precise details of which

*» Ravinder Randhawa’s The Coral Strand is an exception to the twentieth century focus of this study,
having been published in 2001.
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are given in the prefatory list of primary texts. I make no claim that this selection
represents the aesthetic variety of the post-war women’s literary corpus: the majority of
chosen texts are of the social realist genre, and the more fabulist modes of writing with
which some South Asian women writers have engaged are not discussed in this
dissertation. Nor, indeed, are the oeuvres of individual authors dealt with in their
entirety.”’ The choice of texts does, however, enable me to map out some broad
thematic and aesthetic trends, which I explain in more detail in the next section of this

chapter.

The selected works are not spread equidistantly across the period under
consideration; in fact, there is an imbalance in their distribution, inasmuch as most of
them date from the 1980s onwards. That this is so is, perhaps, reflective of various
factors. One is that their authors are usually the children of first-generation immigrants.
As such, they are women who have had better access to educational opportunities than
many of their elders, and who possess the greater proficiency in English that comes
from the sense that it, as much as any Subcontinental tongue, is their language. The
daughters of first-generation immigrants have also come of age in ‘Thatcher’s Britain’ -
the period of Conservative rule being one in which, according to Tarig Modood, the
‘new racism’, endorsed in previous decades by figures such as Enoch Powell, was
revitalised. > Although theoretically more concerned with cultural, rather than

chromatic, difference, the ‘new racism’ manifested itself in the continued rebuttal of

31 Of Markandaya’s considerable output, for instance, only two novels are selected for consideration here
- one Indian and one (largely) British in setting. However, the fact that they have been chosen from
among her earliest and latest publications allows for some examination of how far back into her oeuvre
the diasporic sensibility evident in The Nowhere Man extends.

32 See Tariq Modood, “Difference’, Cultural Racism and Anti-racism’ in Pnina Werbner & Tariq Modood
(eds.), Debating Cultural Hybridity: Multi-cultural Identities and the Politics of Anti-racism (London:

Zed Books, 1997), pp.154-156. During the late 1970s and early 1980s, parties such as the National Front
and the British Movement were also in the ascendant.
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claims by non-white minorities that they be accepted as full members of British

society.”

The cultural ascendancy of post-modernism may also have contributed to the
volume of (post-)1980s diasporic writing, as it fostered the artistic and political
interrogation of essentialised categories of identity, including those based on race and
on gender. Children of first-generation post-war immigrants have, therefore, come to
literary ‘voice’ armed with a number of linguistic, political and cultural tools with
which to assert their right to be both in and of Britain.>* The 1980s, as Innes observes,

saw the emergence of many women writers and supportive groups such as

the Asian Women Writers Collective (including Ravinder Randhawa and

Rukhsana Ahmad), and the Caribbean Women Writers Group, much of [whose]

earlier work was featured in anthologies devoted to writing by black and/or

Asian women.”

The increasing recognition by publishers - most notably those specialising in women’s

narratives, such as Virago and Women’s Press - that an audience existed for such fiction

has also been a factor in the greater volume of Asian British women’s writing published

during the 1980s.°°

33 Brah points out that the 1981 Nationality Act “divide[s] the world into patrials (mainly white) with
rights normally associated with citizenship, and non-patrials (mainly blacks) who are subject to
immigration control, deportation and restrictions on taking employment.” A patrial is defined as someone
whose parent or grandparent was born on British soil. Op. cit., p.74.

34 Ravinder Randhawa’s 4 Wicked Old Woman (1987) has been declared the first British Asian novel. See
Aamer Hussain, ‘Changing Seasons: Post-colonial or ‘Other’ writing in Britain today’, Wasafiri, 20,
1994, p.16.

30p. cit., p.237-238.

3% It was during this period that Virago republished Attia Hosain’s works. It is also worth noting that the
circumstances of many first-generation immigrant women were not conducive to literary production. As
guardians of cultural norms in the diaspora, they were primarily engaged in being housewives and
mothers. A significant proportion lived in shared households, and some took on paid work in addition to
their domestic responsibilities.
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Chronological readings of the selected texts provide further evidence that the
1980s were a significant time for diasporic women’s writing; for, in this period, a
marked shift becomes apparent in its thematic and aesthetic character. I believe it is one
of sufficient magnitude to warrant an assertion that the oeuvre as a whole may be
divisible into two broad phases. Within the selection of texts on which I concentrate, the
transition from one phase to the next is marked by Rukshana Smith’s contentious novel
for teenagers, Sumitra’s Story, published in 1982 (the year of the, apparently woman-
free, Festival of India). However, it is a work that, by dint of its occasional atypicality
among the first-phase texts with which it is categorised, also demonstrates that the
division between the phases is not an absolute one. My examination of a selection of
diasporic women’s texts attempts to determine the clarity with which this transition is

apparent in the treatment of certain themes, and in matters of style.

There are sufficient areas of continuity between first and second-phase fiction, I
believe, to justify the characterisation of South Asian diasporic women’s writing as a
corpus. Howeyver, the attention I pay to these similarities is balanced by a
complementary focus on the extent of difference and development in later works. The
thematic and aesthetic topics on which I focus are those that preliminary readings of the
selected texts suggest are relevant to the whole of the post-war period. They are not
absolutely exclusive of each other; and where a convergence or resonance is apparent, it
will be acknowledged briefly but sufficiently to indicate the interconnectedness of the
issues under examination. It should also be noted that most of the chosen texts lend
themselves more readily to analysis under some rubrics than others. It will, therefore,

not be the case that every work 1s commented upon in every chapter. However, given

the degree of overlap between their respective ambits, it may well be the case that texts
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not examined in one chapter are nonetheless of considerable relevance to another,

proximate area.

Overview of thesis

The main chapters of this dissertation have a common structure. In most cases, a
general theoretical framework is established at the outset, and is followed by two or
three main sections, depending on the number of relevant foci. The conclusion to each
chapter summarises the dominant trends in the treatment of the designated topic, by
outlining the continuities that bridge the two phases of diasporic writing, and the
differences that mark the development from one to the next. Narratives of expatriation
and resettlement that focus on men often delineate the social shifts their protagonists
undergo from positions of gendered superiority in the country of origin, to those of
racialised and culturalised subordination in the diaspora. However, 1t has been
suggested that works by and about diasporic women are remarkable for the extent of
continuity they describe between the experiences of home and abroad. According to
C. Vijayasree, “women are born into an expatriate state” and “need not leave home to
be exiled or expatriated”.”’ Bromley argues along similar lines, claiming that women’s
narratives tend to focus on the ways in which their individual, autonomous i1dentities are

denied, both “within the marginalised community...and by the dominant culture”.”®

According to these readings, the social status of women is fundamental to the

ways in which they write from and about diasporisation; and, as Innes observes, much

diasporic women’s writing 1s concerned with “addressing specific grievances against

>’ C. Vijayasree, ‘Alter-Nativity, Migration and Narration® in Crane & Mohanram (eds.), op. cit., p.124.
** Bromley, op. ¢it., p.4.
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their male counterpans”.” Therefore, Chapter 1 of this dissertation focuses on how the
selected works depict the process by which South Asian females, whether 1n the
‘homeland’ or outside it, are inducted into the particular social roles by which ‘correct’
womanhood is defined in patriarchal environments. The various foci adopted in existing
criticism on first-phase ‘homeland’ narratives are, in themselves, indicative of the
tension between women’s acquiescence with, and resistance to, these norms of
socialisation. Nasta’s reading of Hosain’s works, for example, highlights the
ambivalence that suffuses their attention to the “sometimes arbitrary and hypocritical
perpetuation of traditions” (my e:mphasis)‘..."‘0 Among the means by which the
reproduction of existing gender mores is secured is the practice of purdah (the
concealment of women from non-familial men), which is portrayed more assiduously in
Sunlight on a Broken Column (1961) than in any other chosen text. Several critics
remark on how Hosain’s depiction of the practice not only underscores purdah’s
importance to gendered patterns of social reproduction, but also delineates 1ts

consequences for those subjected to its strictures.*!

In contrast to this emphasis on the forces of stasis, Maryvonne Nedeljkovic’s
reading of Markandaya’s Nectar in a Sieve (1954) focuses on social dynamism and its
effects on women.*? Nedeljkovic examines the novel’s female characters as respondents

to, and agents of, change. Furthermore, she treats their mutating status as one of the

¥ Op. cit., p-238.

Y Op. cit., p.36.

41 See, for example: Anjali Roy & Manasi Sinha, ‘Growing up in a Zenana’ in Viney Kirpal (ed.), The
Girl-child in Twentieth Century Literature (New Delhi: Sterling Publishers Pvt. Ltd., 1992), p.217; Jasbir
Jain, ‘Erasing the Margins: Questioning Purdah’ in Jasbir Jain & Amina Amin (eds.), Margins of
Erasure: Purdah in the Subcontinental Novel in English (New Delhi: Sterling Publishers Pvt. Ltd., 1995),
pp.1-2; Sarla Palkar, ‘Beyond Purdah: Sunlight on a Broken Column’ in Jain & Amin, op. cit., pp.108-
109; Anuradha Roy, Patterns of Feminist Consciousness in Indian Women Writers (New Delhi: Prestige
Books, 1999), pp. 53-65, p.121.

42 Maryvonne Nedeljkovic, ‘The Role of Women in Kamala Markandaya’s Novel, Nectar in a Sieve’,
Commonwealth Essays and Studies, 8.1, 198).
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most important yardsticks by which the gradual advent of modernity into the rural
environment 1s measured. However, continuity and change do not simply unfold over
time, but also over space. Patrick William’s reading of Farhana Sheikh’s The Red Box
(1991) is particularly valuable in this context. It pays sustained attention to how the
forces of resistance and regulation interact in the lives of women outside the
‘homeland’, as well as to the ways in which this interaction develops across

generations.

My analysis of how diasporic women’s fiction depicts the induction of females
into particular social roles amalgamates these precedents. I focus on the extent to which
the construction of womanhood is naturalised into stasis; but I also consider how far its
development challenges the concept of an essential South Asian female identity.
Furthermore, because I am concerned with diasporic women’s writing as a body
incorporating individual authors and works, I examine how (far) resistance and
regulation emerge as significant themes between texts as well as within them. In other
words, by covering the transition from first-phase to second-phase writing, I consider
the extent to which the workings and contexts of resistance and regulation remain the
same over time. Williams, for example, focuses largely on the relationship diasporic
women have to traditional Subcontinental mores. Informed by the fact that most second-
phase narratives are set in Bntaln, I also consider how female characters are regulated

by, and resistant to, the gendered expectations that prevail in the society of resettlement.

Moreover, I devote a separate portion of the chapter to examining the depiction

of marriage in South Asian women’s fiction, and the changes it undergoes in the

* Patrick Williams, ‘Inter-Nationalism: Diaspora and Gendered Identity in Farhana Sheikh’s The Red
Box, Journal of Commonwealth Literature, 30.1, 1995.
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transition from first-phase to second-phase writing. Orientated towards securing the
welfare of society rather than individuals, marriage is an intrinsic part of the process by
which a woman’s 1dentity 1s defined. It is the end towards which her upbringing is
aimed. As such, it furnishes the rationale for many of the social regulations to which a
girl is subjected, as well as providing another context in which she is expected to devote
herself to the performance of functions for the benefit of others. However, marriage is
also the site of numerous acts of resistance - whether to traditional gendered mores, or
to those that prevail in the adopted cultural environment. It is, therefore, one of the most
important means by which South Asian diasporic women’s writing charts continuity and

development in the construction of womanhood.

Chapter 2 examines how the chosen works represent the role of gender in the
ideologies and practices of imperialism and Indian nationalism. It is also concerned with
the ways in which these historical precedents inform the cultural politics of Britain as a
destination for immigrants from the former colonies. Several of the selected texts draw a
line of continuity between the operations of the Raj in India and racism in Britain - a
fact that is acknowledged especially clearly in readings of Markandaya’s The Nowhere
Man by Jasbir Jain, Emmanuel Nelson and Hena Ahmed.** I build upon their
observations by explicating what these critics do not address overtly: the extent to
which Markandaya alludes to the hierarchy of gender that underpins imperial ideology.
Through the feminisation of the colonised people, and the masculinisation of their
rulers, I consider how the novel traces the invasive and destructive exercise of imperial

power from India through to the neo-colonial terrain of Britain in the mid-to-late

 Jasbir Jain, ‘Strangers in Enemy Territory: Expatriates and Exiles’, LITTCRIT (Trivandrum), 7, 1978;
Emmanuel S. Nelson, ‘Kamala Markandaya, Bharati Mukherjee and the Indian Immigrant Experience’,
Toronto South Asian Review, 9.2, 1991, pp.5-8; Hena Ahmed, ‘Kamala Markandaya and the Indian
Immigrant Experience in Britain’ in Nelson, op. cit., pp.142-146.
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twentieth century. I extend this analysis to second-phase texts such as The Red Box,

with a view to elucidating how the gender politics of imperialism are institutionalised in

the erstwhile metropolis.

In doing so, I cover ground that falls outside the ambit of existing analyses of
women’s texts such as Williams’, by examining how the trope of the mixed-race
relationship is deployed in a range of narratives as an index of diasporic neo-
colonialism.* Kirpal and A.A. Sinha have drawn attention to the significance of the
mixed relationship in The Nowhere Man, characterising it as emblematic of the sterility
of cultural hybridity, and the incompatibility of Indian and British values.*® Neither
critic, however, considers whether the gender of each partner is of any significance -
something of an oversight given the extent to which both sexual appropriation and the
purported protection of women inform the exercise of colonial power. My reading of the
selected works suggests that the prevalence of white male-Asian female partnerships 1s,
in part at least, a deliberate allusion to the patriarchal gendering of races on which the
rationale of imperialism depends, and from which its promotion of a paternalistic ‘duty
of care’ derives. Moreover, I extend the ambit of this study further by examining how
South Asian diasporic women’s fiction represents the place of white women in the

gendered imperial hierarchy, and their subjection to patriarchal norms.

45 Although I employ the term ‘race’ without quotation marks, [ am aware that the contentious nature of
this descriptor is such that it is often punctuated in this way. As Steven Rose points out, “ modern
population genetics makes the concept of ‘race’ in the human context biologically meaningless, although
still socially explosive. The definition of race 1s essentially a social one...While there are differences in
gene frequencies...between population groups, these do not map onto the social criteria used to define
race...Gene frequencies differ between people in North and South Wales, yet no-one would think of
classifying those two populations as two different races.” See Steven Rose, Lifelines: Biology, Freedom
Determinism (London: Allen Lane, 1997), p.37. Similarly, when employing unparenthesised descriptors
such as ‘black’ and ‘white’, I am aware that these are as inadequate chromatically as ‘race’ is
biologically. The only context is which ‘black’ is punctuated in this dissertation (other than the present
one) is when it is used to denote the collective name applied to political alliances of non-white groups.

4 Kirpal, op. cit., pp.53-54; A.A. Sinha, The Novels of Kamala Markandaya and Arun Joshi (Jalandhar:
ABS Publications, 1998), p.19.
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Depictions of ‘homeland’ nationalism 1in fiction have received more
comprehensive critical attention than has the representation of imperialism. G.P. Sarma
and Pramila Garg have produced notable volumes dedicated to examining nationalism
in Indo-Anglian literature, including readings of works by Markandaya.*’ However, The
Nowhere Man is considered in neither text. What commentary exists on Markandaya’s
oeuvre focuses largely on its depiction of communal factionalism, and of the ethics and
feasibility of non-violent resistance. The same is true of Sudarshan Sharma’s analysis of
Sunlight on a Broken Column.*® My examination of nationalism entails something of a
shift of focus, as my principal interest is in the place of gender and women within the
ethos and practical workings of the broad movement. Nasta’s observation, that Hosain’s
Sunlight on a Broken Column disturbs and complicates patriarchal accounts of India’s
move towards self-rule, is especially useful here. I attempt to examine this aspect of the
novel in some detail; but beyond this, I also attempt to locate a similarly critical
perspective in other texts, such as The Nowhere Man and The Red Box. By such means |
attempt to elucidate Markandaya’s and Sheikh’s ambivalence about the terms on which

women are included in the nationalist struggle.

The nationalist legacy and its limitations have been explored more
comprehensively in relation to second-phase diasporic narratives. Bromley and
Schoene-Harwood read into Meera Syal’s Anita and Me (1996) an allegory of
nationalist cultural rediscovery; and both - Schoene-Harwood, in particular - emphasise

the untenable nature of the protagonist’s self-reinvention as an ‘authentic’ Indian

* G.P. Sarma, Nationalism in Indo-Anglian Fiction (New Delhi: Sterling Publishers, 1978); Pramila
Garg, The Freedom Movement in Indian Fiction in English (New Delhi: Ashish Publishing House, 1993).

‘% Dr. (Mrs.) Sudarshan Sharma, The Influence of Gandhian Ideology on Indo-Anglian Fiction (New
Delhi: Soni Book Agency, 1982), pp.189-190.
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daughter.* The incompatibility of the diasporic sensibility with exclusive national
identities has also been remarked upon by Rosemary Marangoly George, who sees in
immigrant writing a “disregard for national schemes”.”® In order to extend studies such
as these, I pay particular attention to a matter that Berthold Schoene-Harwood discusses
implicitly, but that George does not address at all: whether the inability to endorse a
‘homeland’ identity as a form of neo-nationalist diasporic resistance is a function of the
practitioner’s gender. Furthermore, I consider the extent to which the texts under
consideration suggest that effective quasi-nationalist redress of the imperial legacy
entails the symbolic disavowal of the male, whose supremacy underpins the ideology by

which colonial rule justifies its imposition.

The focus of Chapter 3 is on myths of return and arrival. It is a topic that 1s
concerned with the depth of the migrant’s attachment to the country of origin as well as
the country of destination, and one that attempts to chart the physical and psychological
journeying of South Asian diasporic women’s writing between ‘there’ and ‘here’. The
myth of return has been conceptualised in the first instance in sociological contexts -
most notably in histories of diaspora and race relations such as those by Ellis Cashmore
and Barry Troyna, as well as in Anwar’s The Myth of Return.’’ It describes the
purportedly temporary condition of post-war migration from South Asia, and attempts
to account for the migrant’s attachment to the country left behind.’* In the light of its
definition in these terms, I examine how (far) Asian British women’s fiction addresses

the material and economic factors that prompt departure and thwart return, and whether

* Bromley, op. cit., p.143, p.147; Berthold Schoene-Harwood, ‘Beyond (T)race: Bildung and
Proprioception in Meera Syal’s Anita and Me’, Journal of Commonwealth Literature, 34.1, 1999, p.163.

*% Rosemary Marangoly George, The Politics of Home: Postcolonial Relocations and Twentieth Century
Fiction (Berkeley; Los Angeles; London: University of California Press, 1996), p.171.

>! Anwar, op. cit; Ellis Cashmore & Barry Troyna, Introduction to Race Relations (London; New York:
Philadelphia: Falmer Press, 1990).

*2 Ibid., pp.151-152
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this literary engagement with the topic changes over time. Furthermore, I consider how
(far) the ideal of return to the ‘homeland’ is revised in the transition from first to

second-phase fiction.

Other, more psychological, conceptions of return that have been elaborated in
sociological sources are also evident in critical readings of diasporic fiction. These
prevail in the essays collected in Vera Mihailovich-Dickman’s Return in Post-Colonial
Writing: A Labyrinth (1994) which are as concerned with returns by means of memory,
‘homeland’ languages and literary structures, as they are with physical journeys.5 3
Kirpal admits that, with the passage of time, the expatriate writer’s ability to accurately
imagine the ‘homeland’ is eroded.>® Thus, even though she sees the writer’s primary
responsibility and attachment as being to his own people and culture, the impossibility
of its fulfilment haunts this conviction, as the migrant’s mental connection with the
‘homeland’ is not always reliable. It is within this framework that I read Sunlight on a
Broken Column, extending its mode of analysis to The Nowhere Man in a way that
challenges Kirpal’s interpretation of Srinivas’ mental return as the reclamation of his
true identity.> In turning my attention to second-phase writing, I attempt to trace how
the sadness that casts a shadow over the thwarted return in earlier texts gives way to an
acceptance - even celebration - of the impossibility of recapturing what has been left

behind.>® Ralph Crane’s reading of Leena Dhingra’s Amritvela (1988) provides a useful

>3 Vera Mihailovich Dickman (ed.), Return in Post-Colonial Writing: A Labyrinth (Amsterdam - Atlanta
GA: Rodopi, 1994).

3 Kirpal, op. cit., p.6.

> Ibid., 109-110.

3 The shifting position of writing from the diaspora over time is reflected in the (re-)orientation of
relevant literary criticism, from prioritising the nostalgia for ‘home’ of exile and expatriation, to a
position that indicates a degree of rootedness in the new country. See, for example, Niven (ed.) op. cit.
and Bromley op. cit.
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framework for examining this development, which also extends the notion of return to

cover a more metaphorical journey to capture a lost identity.>’

[ also examine the ways in which women are represented as sustainig the desire
to return to the place of origin. Uma Parameswaran claims that “one of the areas that
can productively be explored is the gender difference in the kind and degree of
nostalgia”.”® Therefore, some of the ways in which women evince their mental
attachment to the place from which they have come are addressed in this section of the
chapter. My interest in this topic focuses squarely on the extent to which the gendering
of the returnee’s identity determines the (im)possibility or (un)desirability of return to
an ‘original’ self. Explored over the transition from first to second phase, it illuminates
the emergence in later works of a potentially contentious emphasis on gendered
difference from beneath the subsuming categories of ‘ethnicity’ or ‘race’. In this
respect, the scope of this chapter overlaps with that of Chapter 2, inasmuch as it evokes
the (in)ability of the South Asian woman to endorse in its entirety the adoption of a

‘homeland’ construction of womanhood as an act of neo-nationalist resistance.

Furthermore, this chapter addresses the symbiosis between myths of return and
myths of arrival. I explore how psychological arrival in the country of destination is
repeatedly hindered; and the extent to which the reactive strategy of return is
engendered by this failure. In tracing the development of arrival across the second
phase, I examine whether the concept remains a focus of lament (as an obstacle to

return), or whether it is re-evaluated to permit a greater degree of settlement in the

*? Ralph J.Crane, ¢ “Who...am...I?” Displacement and Identity in Leena Dhingra’s Amritvela’ in Crane &
Mohanram (eds.), op. cit., pp.5-7.

** Uma Parameswaran, ‘Home is where your feet are, and may your heart be there too!” in Jasbir Jain
(ed.), Writers of the Indian Diaspora (Jaipur; New Delhi: Rawat Publications, 1998), p.32.
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adopted country. To this end, I explore how locations are used to plot the co-ordinates
of identity and belonging, in ways that challenge the supposedly singular, complete and
bounded status of ‘home’. I also focus on how the division of space is used to signify
the changing shape of the community - that is to say, how it delineates the expansion or
contraction of communal boundaries that include some and exclude others. Several
readings of The Nowhere Man, notably those by Margaret Joseph, F.A. Inamdar and
Madhusudan Prasad, are attentive to the social significance of open spaces and domestic
dwellings in particular.’® I apply the principles of such readings to other first-phase
texts, but expand the topic by examining the import of homelessness within the context
of inter-cultural dynamics. The trope can be seen to develop over the course of the
oeuvre, as the notion of alternative and/or multiple homes emerges as a viable

proposition in the second phase of diasporic fiction.

The trajectory from expatriation and exile to new belongings charted in
diasporic literary criticism is also relevant to Chapter 4, which is concerned with
generational shifts in families. George claims that the multi-generational cast is a typical
feature of immigrant fiction, but limits her discussion of its effects to “a narrative
tendency towards repetitions and echoes”.** Amina Amin’s reading of Sunlight on a
Broken Column, however, is more emphatic about the developments that accompany the
passage from one generation to the next.®’ Both of these approaches frame my

examination of how South Asian diasporic women’s fiction treats continuity and change

% Margaret P. Joseph, Kamala Markandaya (New Delhi: Amold Heinemann, 1980), p.77; Madhusudan
Prasad, ‘Introduction’ in Madhusudan Prasad (ed.), Perspectives on Kamala Markandaya (Ghaziabad:
Vimal Prakashan, 1984), p.x; F.A. Inamdar, ‘Image and Symbol Pattern in Kamala Markandaya’s
Novels’ in Prasad (ed.), op. cit., p.224.

% Op cit., p.171.

°l Amina Amin, ‘Sunlight on a Broken Column: The Disintegration of a Family’ in Kamini Dinesh (ed.),

Between Spaces of Silence: Women Creative Writers (New Delhi: Sterling Publishers Pvt. Ltd., 1994),
pPp-49-56.
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within the family. I attempt to follow Amin’s and George’s precedents by emphasising
how ‘other’ values and the changing parameters of identity act as forces of both fission
and fusion between different generations of the family. Incorporated into this is a
consideration of how the obstacles to arrival discussed in Chapter 3 illuminate the
similarities or differences in each generation’s political character. Monteith usefully
interprets Randhawa’s use of spatial barriers, such as walls and doors, in 4 Wicked Old
Woman as indicative of the fissures within the Asian British community the novel
depicts. However, she is also emphatic about the potential of inter-generational alliances
(especially between women) to bridge some of the clefts in this population.®* In the light
of this observation, I also pay particular attention to how the representation of the
grandparent changes over time. This concern extends into a closer examination of the
connection between inter- and intra-generational relationships than is permitted by the

ambit of Amin’s and Marangoly George’s readings of family relationships.

There 1s Iittle suggestion in George’s observations that gender may exert an
influence on the repetitive dynamics by which, she claims, the family narrative is
characterised. In contrast, Gayatri Spivak is convinced that “the great divide
between...the mother and daughter, in the new immigrant family, is one of the most
instructive things to meditate on” (my emphasis).® For this reason, I devote a section of
Chapter 4 to a discussion of how gender inflects inter-generational relationships within
families. I examine the investment that each sex has in the reproduction of existing

social norms, and the extent to which divergence from the parental precedent is

rendered more or less problematic by the gender of the child. My discussion of

* Sharon Monteith, ‘On the Streets and in the Tower Blocks: Ravinder Randhawa’s A Wicked Old

Woman (1987) and Livi Michael’s Under a Thin Moon (1992), (Critical Survey, 8.1, 1996), p.32.
% Cited in Williams, op. cit., p.50.
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women’s inter-generational relationships is framed by the contrast between Anuradha
Roy’s characterisation of the mothers in Sunlight on a Broken Column as the guardians
and enforcers of traditional values, and Arundhati Chatterjee’s portrait of Rukmani in
Nectar in a Sieve as the “universal mother” - all-encompassing and unconditionally
supportive.® I consider the extent to which the (dis)integration of the mother-daughter

relationship 1s determined by the rigidity and tenacity of the social mores outlined in

Chapter 1.

Furthermore, I touch upon the significance of the motherless daughter, drawing
on Sunlight on a Broken Column’s depiction of Laila’s orphan status. The examination
of motherless daughters is extended to second-phase works to examine the extent to
which a novel such as The Coral Strand (2001) echoes or diverges from the precedent
set by Hosain’s much earlier work. However, I build upon these readings by examining
the evolution of the quasi-maternal figure whose ministrations supplement those of real
mothers. This type of character falls outside the scope of existing commentaries on
maternal relationships in diasporic women’s writing; but it is, nonetheless, one whose
significance develops in the second phase in ways that resonate with broader inter-
generational developments in ethnic and gender identities. I also extend the examination
of inter-generational dynamics between women by considering the various ways in
which relationships between South Asian mothers and daughters are contextualised by

representations of equivalent white relationships - a tendency that emerges most notably

in the second stage of diasporic writing.

* Roy, op. cit., p.61; Arundhati Chatterjee, ‘Rukmani, the Mother Figure in Nectar in a Sieve’ in
G.S. Balarama Gupta (ed.), Studies in Indian Fiction in English (Gulbarga: JIWE Publications, 1987),
p.85.

33



Chapter 5 is concerned with the extent to which class identities promote division
or solidarity between members of ethnic groups in general, and between women in
particular. First-phase narratives set in the ‘homeland’ pay considerable attention to the
enormity of the wealth gap under feudalism, and readings of relevant texts often
underscore the perpetuation of this material division. Nedeljkovic’s analysis of Necrar
in a Sieve emphasises the inescapable poverty that Rukmani’s family suffers, and
although much of the critic’s ire is directed at the caste system, it is conflated with the
tenacious inequalities engendered by land ownership. While Nasta’s examination of
Sunlight on a Broken Column is more emphatic about “the erosion of [the landlords’]
elitist position”, the novel’s epilogue also suggests that some degree of social and
economic privilege can survive immense social upheaval.®’ One area of interest is,
therefore, how ‘homeland’ narratives represent relationships between different classes,

and the continuity of the divisions between them.

As later works are largely concerned with the South Asian diaspora in Bntain,
the passage of class affiliations from the *homeland’ to the adopted country can also be
explored through the comparison of first and second-phase fiction. The Red Box not
only represents the material and experiential gap between the rural peasantry and the
moneyed urban classes of contemporary Pakistan. It is also sensitive, as Williams’
reading of this text demonstrates, to how the more exploitative relationships between
different classes are carried into the diaspora in various forms.*® However, Williams’
attention to the emergence of class fissures and ‘new’ class identities within the Asian
British population is limited. Therefore, one way in which I extend the scope of existing

criticism is by examining in more detail how the writings of diasporic women treat class

% Op. cit., p.41.
% Op. cit., pp.52-53.
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aspirationalism and its effects within the Asian British population. In doing so, I
consider how the focus of second-phase texts upon communities, rather than on
individual families, results in a more complex treatment of the ways in which

immigrants negotiate between race and class 1dentifications.

I also devote considerable attention in this chapter to the various ways in which
class identities intersect with those of gender. Drawing upon the approved patterns of
female socialisation outlined in Chapter 1, I examine Asian femininities as functions of
class interest. In particular, I consider how, in the wealthier strata of ‘homeland’ society,
both adherence to, and divergence from, traditional notions of acceptable femininity are
means by which elite women are distinguished from those of other classes. My
examination of the mutual articulation of class and gender 1s, in many ways, congruent
with the issues surrounding the interaction of class and racial identities inasmuch as I
am concerned with the extent to which class is accorded greater priority as a
determinant of identity. To examine whether gender takes precedence over class in
fictional representations, I explore how far the representation of women’s (non-)
conformity to dominant models of femininity is inflected by their position in the social
hierarchy. Furthermore, I consider the extent to which the consequences of non-

conformity are rendered more or less grievous by issues of class.

Much of my study of later diasporic narratives is informed by the suggestions of,
among others, Modood and Steve Bruce, that the lower economic strata within the
South Asian immigrant population are more likely to assert a traditional identity by
observing ‘homeland’ practices in private and in public. The middle classes, by

contrast, tend to confine their most identifiably ethnic practices to the private realm of

35



the home.®” Among the factors underpinning these modes of differentiation is the extent
to which each class 1s in touch with the mores of white society. That such contact may
influence the character of femininity 1s suggested by Charlotte Butler who, citing Raza,
asserts that the acquisition of middle-class status through education and income tends to
lead Asian women into adopting more Westernised values.®® The focus of second-phase
writing on communities furnishes a greater number of classed portraits, enabling
comparison of how far traditional norms inform the gender identities of women from
different social strata in the diaspora. This topic also allows me to consider whether the
link between class and gender identities is an immutable one, be it in the *homeland’ or

in the diaspora.

Diasporic narratives also address the socio-economic underpinnings of
relationship between white Britons and diasporised Asians; and Joseph’s and Kirpal’s
respective analyses of class mobility in The Nowhere Man suggest a framework for

examining the antagonistic dynamics between immigrants and ‘hosts’.%” I extend the

lines of enquiry they establish by considering how the fear with which the immigrant’s
social ascendancy is viewed varies with the class of the ‘host’. However, the scope of

later works especially suggests that it is insufficient to concentrate only on the extent to
which the white Briton’s class identity influences his perception and acceptance of the

Asian immigrant. For this reason, I also explore how the immigrant’s class identity

®” Tariq Modood, “New Forms of Britishness: Post-immigration Ethnicity and Hybridity in Britain’ in
Rosemarie Sackmann, Bernhard Peters & Thomas Faist (eds.), Identity and Integration: Migrants in
Western Europe (Aldershot; Burlington VT: Ashgate, 2003), p.83; Steve Bruce, Religion in Modern
Britain (Oxford: OQUP, 1995), p.83.

* Charlotte Butler, ‘Cultural Diversity and Religious Conformity: Dimensions of Social Change among
Second-generation Muslim Women’ in Waltraud Rohot, Khachig Tololyan & Caroline Alfonso (eds.)

Diaspora, Identity and Religion: New Directions in Theory and Research (London; New York:
Routledge, 2004).

* Joseph, op. cit., p.73; Kirpal, op. cit., p.63.
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affects his treatment at the hands of the ‘host’, thereby underscoring the link between
class and the notion of arrival discussed in Chapter 3. In doing so, I bear in mind

A. Sivanandan’s observation of the connection between class and social integration: that
the celebration of cultural negotiation between ethnic minorities and mainstream society
is often “completely oblivious to the fact that there are whole sections of ethnic
minorities mired in poverty and racism”.’’ However, by also focusing on the potential
for immigrant social mobility in the diaspora, Asian British women’s writing raises the
possibility of interrogating and, indeed, undermining racialised hierarchies. Roger
Bromley’s reading of Anita and Me is one example of a critique that draws attention to

how the disenfranchisement of sections of the ‘host’ population can underlie the

resentment directed at Asian immigrants who are perceived to be of higher status.

Chapter 6 examines the aesthetics of Asian British women’s social-realist
fiction. It is congruent with the preceding chapters in its concern with the changing
contours of diasporic identity, and the interplay between the cultural ‘materials’ of the
Subcontinental ‘homelands’ and those of the adopted home in Britain. Existing
commentaries on uses of language in South Asian diasporic women’s fiction tend to fall
into two broad camps. One, exemplified by N.K. Jain and Ranjana Ash, focuses on the
clarity, elegance and plausibility of the language, and is evident largely in relation to the
works of Markandaya and Dhingra.”’ The other, exemplified by Anita Desai’s reading
of Sunlight on a Broken Column alludes more to the mixture of linguistic influences

evident in the author’s prose style.’” My study is influenced more by the latter school of

" A. Sivanandan, ‘The Colour Line is the Poverty Line: Interview® in Susan Greenberg (ed.), Hate Thy
Neighbour: The Dividing Lines of Race and Culture (London: Camden Press, 1998), p.49.

"I'NK. Jain, ‘Kamala Markandaya: Nectar in a Sieve’ in N.S. Pradhan (ed.), Major Indian Novels: An
Evaluation (New Delhi: Amold Heinemann Publishers Pvt. Ltd., 1985), pp.82-83; Ranjana Sidhanta Ash,

‘Writers of the South Asian Diaspora: A Survey of Post-War Fiction in English’, Wasafiri, 21, 1995.
7 Anita Desai, ‘Introduction’ in Hosain, op. cit., p.x.
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analysis, but I concentrate on an area that has been the focus of scant commentary: the

relationship between English and Indic languages in the texts under consideration.

The theoretical framework for this section of the chapter is, consequently,
derived from sociolinguistic sources, such as the work of Jean Aitchison, as well as
from literary critical precedents notably the writings of Mikhail Bakhtin on linguistic
hybridity.73 My interest is not in simply acknowledging that the works in question,
although written predominantly in English, draw upon a range of languages. Rather, it is
more concerned with: how (far) the Indic languages are integrated into the body of the
text; which terms are marked as foreign inclusions, and whether their presence may
prove an obstacle to the unfamiliar reader. This section of the chapter touches upon the
extent to which gender determines the nature and potential of linguistic hybridity; and in
extending this study over the two phases of diasporic writing, I explicitly link the
multilingual character of the text with its developing vision of inter-cultural negotiation.
Therefore, my reading of the language of second-phase works is inevitably attentive to

how conceptions of cultural hybridity change across the period under gonsideration.

The second section of the chapter is framed by Julia Kristeva’s theories of

intertextuality.’* It concentrates on how the influences of particular literary works are

apparent in the selected narratives - an interest that is informed to some extent by

7 Jean Aitchison, Language Change: Progress or Decay (L.ondon: Fontana Paperbacks, 1981); Mikhail
Bakhtin, ‘From the Prehistory of Novelistic Discourse’ in David Lodge (ed.), Modern Criticism and

Theory: A Reader (London; New York: Longman, 1988), pp.150-155; Robert J.C. Young, Colonial

Desire: Hybridity in Theory, Culture and Race (London; New York: Routledge, 1995), pp.20-22; Graham'
Allen, Intertextuality (London; New York: Routledge, 2000), pp.14-30.

7 Rosalind Coward & John Ellis, Language and Materialism: Developments in Semiology and the Theory
of the Subject (London; New York: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1977), pp.51-53; Jay Clayton & Eric
Rothstein, ‘Figures in the Corpus: Theories of Influence and Intertextuality’ in Jay Clayton & Eric

Rothstein (eds.), Influence and Intertextuality in Literary History (Wisconsin: University of Wisconsin
Press, 1991), pp.3-36; Allen, op. cit., pp.30-60.
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Sandra Ponzanesi’s reading of Sunetra Gupta’s works and their “appropriation
of...founding myths”.” My examination focuses on how Eastern and Western intertexts
are treated in the selected works: the contexts in which they are cited; and whether their
‘original’ significance 1s kept intact, or subverted. The relevance of gender, and of
particular conceptions of cultural hybridity, to the relationship with the antecedent text
is also discussed. In shifting my attention to second-phase writing, the same concerns
inform my study, but the scope is widened in accordance with the aesthetic
developments that become apparent in this later period. For example, in considering the
cultural provenance of relevant intertexts, I examine the possibility that the selected
writers display a consciousness of their works as part of a tradition in formation,
evinced by a greater intertextual reliance upon other novels from South Asian diasporic
oeuvre. Furthermore, I examine the purchase of non-literary influences on the chosen

works, and whether their treatment varies according to their cultural source.

As an example of how intertextuality can encompass forms as well as individual
texts, the third and shortest section of the chapter focuses on the treatment of the
bildungsroman in South Asian diasporic women’s literature. This is a form that
Schoene-Harwood claims is of little relevance to narratives characterised by cultural
dislocation.” I examine how far the selected first-phase texts support the veracity of this
claim, and the extent to which this remains the case in second-phase writing. To expand
the scope of this study, I pay particular attention to the remaking of the bildungsroman
in diasporic fiction. I am especially concerned with how the writers’ absorption of

Indian narrative forms 1s used to challenge a Western literary model that is

teleologically orientated towards the protagonist’s self-realisation. Furthermore, I am

» Sandra Ponzanesi, Paradoxes of Postcolonial Culture: Feminism and Diaspora in South Asian and

A éﬁ'o-ItaIian Women’s Narratives (Ph.D. thesis, University of Utrecht, 2000), p.146.
’® Op. cit., p.159.
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interested in the extent to which these strategies challenge the purported universality
and ‘natural’ logic of the bildungsroman form. Incorporated into this examination is a
consideration of whether the narratives under consideration are of specific, ‘local’
relevance; or whether - in common with many examples of the bildungsroman - they
are constructed to have a more metaphorical, inclusive applicability that bestows a

paradigmatic status upon the diasporic experience.
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Chapter 1

Continuity and Change in South Asian Constructions of

Womanhood
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Introduction

The induction of South Asian women into particular social roles is one of the
principal themes in the texts under examination. A topic common to first and second-
phase writing, it also unites narratives set in the ‘homelands’ with those located in the
diaspora. Furthermore, it informs, or overlaps with, many of the concerns discussed
elsewhere in this dissertation - hence the priority it is accorded as the focus of the first
chapter. My concern here is with the ways in which Asian British women’s fiction
depicts the preparation of the young woman to become a wife and mother, and the
extent to which it suggests that her eligibility as a spouse depends upon her social and
sexual circumscription. In South Asian milieux, women are constructed as “the cultural
carriers of the grouping who transmit group culture to the future generations”.! Thus, it
is, as Deniz Kandiyoti remarks, incumbent on them to act as “the custodians of cultural
particularisms™: to be living symbols of ethnic practices, and to conserve the
community’s customs.” Furthermore, their sexual probity often functions as one of the
clearest “boundary markers” between the collectivity’s mores and those of other groups
- for which reason women’s modesty is seen as fundamental to ethnic integrity and
honour.” Moreover, their duty to ensure the passage of cultural norms means that they
are responsible for keeping children “within the boundaries of the collectivity, not only

biologically but also symbolically”.*

! Gita Sahgal & Nira Yuval-Davis, ‘Introduction: Fundamentalism, Multiculturalism and Women in
Britain’ in Gita Sahgal and Nira Yuval-Davis (eds.) Refusing Holy Orders: Women and Fundamentalism
in Britain (London: Virago, 1992), p.8.

? Deniz Kandiyoti, ‘Identity and its Discontents: Women and the Nation’ in Patrick Williams & Laura
Chrisman (eds.), Colonial Discourse and Post-colonial Theory: A Reader (Hemel Hempstead: Harvester
Wheatsheaf, 1994), p.377.

> Ibid., p.382. This belief underlies the (recently much-publicised) phenomenon of ‘honour killing’, that is
committed to restore the reputation of families whose women are deemed to have strayed from the
Erescribed path.

Sahgal & Yuval-Davis, op. cit., p.8.
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Thus, it would appear that Nira Yuval-Davis is justified in claiming that the
family is the cornerstone of how women are subjugated in the name of ethnic fidelity;
for the cultural construction of femininity evidently envisages the family - parental or
marital - as the field within which women are to operate.’ It is where women are
inculcated 1nto their ‘correct’ social roles, and where it 1s intended that their
responsibilities be fulfilled. However, as Brah points out, marriage particularly is “a
pivotal mechanism in the regulation and control of female sexuality”.’ It is the end
towards which a girl’s upbringing is directed; and the emphasis placed on the biological
legitimacy of the collectivity’s children demands pre-marital chastity and post-nuptial
fidelity. Therefore, this chapter also pays particular attention to the dynamics of
marriage: how the responsibilities for which the young woman has been prepared are
realised, and how the construction of gender established by her pre-marital training is

reinforced by her responsibilities to her ‘new’ family.

In many South Asian cultures, religion is cited as the basis for gendered mores.
Patriarchal ideologies construct the home as “the ‘rightful’ place” for women; and, as
Rosemary Marangoly George observes, the Manusmriti scriptures that codify Hindu law
represent domestic service as a woman’s natural function.” Its edicts place her under the
authority of (in order) her father, husband and sons; and it is her duty to enable them to

pass through the four stages of the dharmic life cycle.®. On this basis, George claims

* Nira Yuval-Davis, ‘Ethnicity, Gender Relations and Multiculturalism’ in Werbner & Modood (eds.), op.
cit., p.193.

® Brah, op. cit., p.76.

" Yuval-Davis, op. cit., p.195. Composed in Sanskrit, these scriptures date from the 1% century BC.
According to legend, they were authored by Manu who, in Hindu mythology, is the father of the human
race. See George, op. cit., p.126.

® The four stages are: religious student; householder; forest-dweller, and mendicant. According to Julius
Lipner, “traditionally, Hindus have...spoken of the dharma of something in the sense of the essential
characteristic, the basic property of that thing...socio-religiously, dharma is that which acceptably
upholds private and public life, which establishes social, moral and religious order.” See Julius Lipner,
Hindus: Their Religious Beliefs and Practices (London; New York: Routledge, 1994), pp. 186-187.
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that, according to traditional prescription, a woman’s “salvation lies in serving her
household and her household gods”, within which ambit fall the three aforementioned
categories of men.” Even where religious instruction is not gender-specific, the male
domination of the institutions of interpretation often means that they are treated as
especially applicable to women. For example, the Koran requires men and women to
practise pre-marital chastity and marital fidelity. While Mirza Ghulam Ahmad
acknowledges that failure to observe this prohibition results in “disgrace and
humiliation for both parties” (my emphasis), he only uses one example to illustrate the
social necessity of fidelity: one in which a husband is urged to divorce his wife for
tolerating a sexual approach by another man.'’ Leila Ahmed claims that “where
[women’s] lot is miserable...as in certain tribal areas, it is to be attributed to Muslim
male tyranny, not Islamic advice”.!! Practically, however, the greater responsibility for
upholding sacred tenets falls upon women, and it is they who first experience the

consequences of any intensification in the collectivity’s religious identity. "

What, then, are the effects of expatriation on the socialisation of South Asian
women? Ponzanesi reminds us that “the notion of diaspora does not do away with

gender inequalities” - hence the fact that some of the most vociferous fictional critiques

? Op. cit., p.126. Although the selected novels do not cover the issue of widowhood, the cultural
construction of this state, as characterised by Shirley Firth, underscores the ‘divinity’ of the husband.
“If her primary purpose was to serve her husband as a god...her failure to keep her husband safe was both
a source of blame by his family, and internalized guilt for her own supposed part in his death.” See
Shirley Firth, ‘Hindu Widows in Britain: Continuities and Change’ in Rohit Barot, Harriet Bradley &
Steve Fenton (eds.), Ethnicity, Gender and Social Change (Basingstoke: Macmillan Press), p.111.

19 Mirza Ghulam Ahmad of Qadian, The Philosophy of the T eachings of Islam (London: Islam
International Publications Ltd., 1979), p.26.

' Leila Ahmed, Women and Gender in Islam (London; New Haven: Yale University Press, 1992), p.43.
Irshad Manji, however, points out that, on the question of women’s treatment and position, the Koran is
actually more inconsistent than Ahmed suggests; and that some endorsement can be found in its text for

the exercise of male tyranny to which Ahmed refers. See Irshad Manji, The Trouble With Islam: A Wake-
up Call for Honesty and Change (Edinburgh: Mainstream Publishing Co., 2004), pp.45-47.

12 See, for example, Leila Ahmed, op. cit., pp.233-234, where the impact upon Pakistani women of
General Zia ul-Haq’s Hudood Ordinances is outlined. See also Sara Suleri, ‘Women Skin Deep:

Feminism and the Post-colonial Condition’ in Williams & Chrisman (eds.), op. cit., pp.252-255 for a
further elaboration of the same theme.




of gendering emerge from narratives concerned with the Asian populations of Britain.'?
Women’s behaviour can, as Yuval-Davis points out, “gain special significance in
‘multicultural societies’”, as a means of articulating immigrants’ rejection of mores that
seem threateningly at odds with their own.' In order to uphold the collectivity’s ethnic
identity in such circumstances, women may find themselves under especially intense
pressure to be “the primary bearers of a distinctive ‘home’ culture”, and thus to remain
“less assimilated, both culturally and linguistically into the wider society”."” To this
end, as Yuval-Davis asserts, girls are likely to be subjected to much stricter social
control than are boys. However, the gendered retention of ‘homeland’ customs 1s not
simply a cultural-political response; it is also a means of coping with the psychological
upheaval that accompanies relocation to another country. For first-generation migrants
especially, the recreation of what Ballard terms desh pardesh, or a home-from-home, 1s
a particular necessity in an unfamiliar land where assimilation is either difficult or
undesired.'® If the norms of ‘home’ are most readily identified with the conduct of

women, the conservation of their traditional roles becomes a virtual imperative.

However, the conservation of gendered mores, both at ‘home’ and abroad,
cannot be attributed solely to their imposition by men. The extent to which immigrant
women and their daughters resist or comply with their defining norms also determines
their survival. Kavita Sharma points out that many Asian women internalise patriarchal
values “as an essential part of their own culture” - a fact that may be explicable by the

relative absence or exclusion of other ideologies of gender.!” The possibility of

13 Sandra Ponzanesi, op. cit., p.2.
* Yuval-Davis, op. cit., p.197.

13 1bid.; Kandiyoti, op. cit., p.382.
¢ Roger Ballard (ed.), op. cit.

'7 Kavita A. Sharma, “Sisterhood of Silence’ in Malashri Lal (ed.), Feminist Spaces: Cultural Readings
Jrom India and Canada (New Delhi: Allied Publishers Ltd., 1997), p.47.
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punishment for ‘deviant’ behaviour may also deter women from interrogating cultural
constructions of gender. Furthermore, membership of the family (and the larger cultural
collectivity) has positive aspects that Brah 1s keen to assert. A sense of emotional
connection and belonging are, for many women, reasons for the family to remain a
primary means of self-identification. Moreover, “the need to assert cultural identity in
an alien land” may militate against complete rejection of the male-governed family.
Even where women are privately dissatisfied with the definition of their roles, other
priorities - such as racial discrimination - may take precedence, with the result that their
gender-specific concerns are relegated to a position of lesser importance. Thus, for
many South Asian women, the situation is that delineated by Yuval-Davis: “a
realization that to fight for their liberation as women is senseless as long as their

collectivity as a whole is subordinated and oppressed”."’

Women’s ambivalent position - desirous of change in their circumstances, while
simultaneously aware of more widespread forms of oppression - is discernible in the
strategies they adopt when they do interrogate their subordination. This is, for example,
evident in Ahmed’s extensive overview of the history of Muslim women’s activism,
which elucidates two dominant patterns of critique.'” One endorses secularism and
modernity as the way forward for women. The other, mindful of Western cultural
imperialism, deploys the ethnic group’s cultural repertoire to effect change from within
- for example, interrogating the validity of traditional customs by referring to
‘unadulterated’ religious edicts. Both strategies can be discerned at work in the
diaspora. The Pakistani British student, in whose case Akbar Ahmed was asked to

intervene, exemplifies the first tactic, having chosen to “adopt Western civilisation” as a

'* Nira Yuval-Davis, ‘Women, Ethnicity and Empowerment’ in Ann Oakley & Juliet Mitchell (eds.),

Who's Afraid of Feminism?: Seeing Through The Backlash (London: Penguin Books, 1998), p.89.
 Op. cit., pp.169-234.
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resistive strategy.?’ Yasmin Ali, however, focusing on the issue of girls’ educational
rights, points out that “an intellectual understanding of Islam, as opposed to simple
obedience to theocracy” is “a potentially subversive force 1n the conservative
communities of the North of England”.?! Using Islam itself to critique the subjugation
of Muslim women by their own people obviates the need to rely solely on the
Eurocentric feminisms, whose inadequate accommodation of ‘other’ women’s concerns

and perspectives has been asserted by numerous ‘black’ feminists.”

Consequently, critical positions emerge in the diaspora that interrogate South
Asian and British norms of female socialisation. As Brah points out, the fact that
immigrant women stress the importance of the family does not mean that they accept it
must be a bastion of male privilege. Indeed, her research reveals that Asian British
women are challenging several established notions of acceptable female conduct. Many
girls, for example, aspire to marriages that are altogether more egalitarian than the
traditional norm; and they are often more fiercely critical of the gendered division of
labour than are their white contemporaries. However, they do not necessarily assume, as
a result, that western marriage conventions offer a significantly better alternative.

Rather, they see marriage per se as problematic, whatever its cultural provenance; and

%0 Akbar S. Ahmad, Postmodernism and Islam: Predicament and Promise (London; New York:
Routledge, 1992), p.156. Ahmad was asked to mediate between this young woman and her family,

particularly her father. The girl’s brothers had “demanded death” as punishment for her rejection of
Islamic mores. Ibid.

2} Yasmin Ali, “Muslim Women and the Politics of Ethnicity and Culture in Northern England’, in Sahgal
& Yuval-Davis (eds.) op. cit, p.114. Butler also observes that “adherence to Islam enables [Muslim
women] to construct roles that give them more freedom and choice”. Op. cit., p.149.

2 See, for example, Heidi Safia Mirza, Black British Feminism (London; New York: Routledge, 1997);
Andrea Stuart, ‘Feminism: Alive or Dead?’ and Pratibha Parmar, ‘Black Feminism: The Politics of
Articulation’ in Jonathan Rutherford (ed.), Identity: Community, Culture, Difference (London: Lawrence

& Wishart, 1990), pp.34-38, pp.104-112; Chandra Talpade Mohanty, ‘Under Western Eyes: Feminist
Scholarship and Colonial Discourses’ in Williams & Chrisman, op. cit., pp.196-220.

However, Fauzia Ahmad cautions that “in many instances, black feminist perspectives project pre-
conceived attitudes towards Islam and Muslim women that are just as damaging as sexism and racism”.

See “Still ‘In Progress’ - Methodological Dilemmas, Tensions and Contradictions in Theorizing South
Asian Muslim Women’ in Puwar & Raghuram (eds.), op. cit., p.51.
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they recognise that many of the patriarchal norms associated most readily with South

Asian societies may also operate within western cultural milieux.

Furthermore, the majority of Asian British women support the right of their sex
to engage in paid work outside the home. Although, this entails a “double shift” of
external and domestic work - for which reason some lament the absence of the extended
family’s supportive network - many nonetheless defend women’s pursuit of an
independent income.” Moreover, a number of Asian women in Britain have been - and
are - engaging very actively in the fight against male-instigated abuse and violence.
Brah points to the establishment of refuges by, and specifically for, Asian women, “to
enable these victims of violence to work out their futures in the supportive environment
of other Asian women facing similar problems”.?* However, where expedient, the
religious, cultural or caste exclusivity of some organisations takes second place to
membership of broader political alliances. In short, Asian women are making highly
considered decisions about when it is in their interests to maintain or challenge their

collectivities’ ethnic 1dentities.

Brah also suggests that the impetus for change is sufficiently widespread that it
can no longer be characterised as a generational or gender-specific phenomenon. She
points out that “many Asian parents are very keen for their daughters to gain higher-
level qualifications” (my emphasis). Some of her case studies also suggest that, even
when their initial reactions are ambivalent or even resistant, fathers and mothers often
end up supporting their daughters’ academic and professional aspirations.”’ To some

extent this can be accounted for by economic imperatives similar to those that

% Brah, op. cit., p.77.
# Ibid., p.82.
 Ibid., p.80.
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compelled an earlier generation of immigrant women to venture outside the home into
paid employment. However, in several cases Brah observes a degree of positive
encouragement that goes beyond such narrow explanation. Furthermore, the
implementation of the arranged marriage system - so often deployed by the British
media to characterise Asian culture at it most ‘other’ - testifies to cross-generational and
cross-gender inquisitions of the status of women. Contrary to the stereotypical idea of
tyrannical parents forcing their children into unwanted marriages, “a significant
majority...saw the whole process as a joint undertaking” in which “there was scope for
negotiation between the generations”.*® As Bhachu’s research on the British Asian
diasporas from East Africa reveals, economic activity enables women to wield more
influence in the family - allowing them, for example, to exercise a greater degree of
control over who and how they marry.?’ The socialisation of women is, therefore, one of
the most important means by which the heterogeneity and dynamism of South Asian

(diasporic) populations may be charted.

The socialisation of the South Asian woman: preparation for marriage

In this section of the chapter, I examine how diasporic women’s fiction
represents the South Asian girl’s induction into the norms of feminine identity,
especially in the period during which she is under the jurisdiction of her father and
mother. Although the selected ‘homeland’ narratives of the first phase focus on different

economic and religious milieux, the means by which a girl is socialised are remarkably

26 Thh;

Ibid., p.77.
27 Op. cit., pp.38-39, 91-96, 165. Kulwant Bhopal also finds that the more highly educated an Asian
woman is, the more likely, and better able she is to challenge the arranged marriage system - a tendency

that Bhopal attributes to their greater self-sufficiency. See ‘South Asian Women and Arranged Marnages

in East London’ in Rohit Barot, Harriet Bradley & Steve Fenton (eds.), Ethnicity, Gender & Social
Change (Basingstoke: Macmillan Press, 1999), p.127.
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similar. The higher value placed upon male children highlights how the inequality of the

sexes 1s asserted from the moment of birth. This phenomenon is portrayed most clearly
in Kamala Markandaya’s Nectar in a Sieve, which suggests that the reception of the
newborn child depends on its gender and that of the parent. The tenacity of patrilineal
values is reflected in Nathan’s desire for “a son to continue his name”.?® He envisages
their putative relationship in terms of a gendered destiny and inheritance: his boy will
“walk beside him on the land”, in a scenario that alludes to the transmission of
responsibility and - in this case, imaginary - property from one generation of men to the
next.”” In the milieu of the (tenant) farmer depicted in the novel, the importance of land
underlies the greater desirability of sons. While the conviction persists that women
cannot meaningfully engage in agricultural labour, daughters continue to be regarded as

a drain on family resources: mouths to be fed, and dowries to be accumulated; but

incapable of compensating for such expense.

One way in which Nectar in a Sieve critiques the devaluation of the daughter 1s
by interrogating the theoretical division of labour that underwrites her inferionty. The
novel represents women as a vital part of the agricultural workforce, performing many
tasks with as much competence as men. It is clear that the family is at a significantly
greater risk of starvation if Rukmani does not participate in the tending of the crops.
Markandaya also raises the possibility that the inequality of sons and daughters is
reinforced by the self-serving investment males have in upholding the tenets of
patriarchy. The novel’s menfolk most insistently assert the lesser value of the daughter -
a fact exemplified by the contrast between the subdued manner in which Nathan and

Rukmani’s father respond to Ira’s arnival, and their jubilation at the birth of Thambi.

“% Op. cit., p.20.
? 1bid.
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While Rukmani accepts that her husband 1s disappointed at the birth of a daughter, the
extent to which she subscribes to the same creed is debatable. Baby Ira 1s welcomed

into the world by her mother and grandmother as lovingly as are her younger brothers.

Whether in the ‘homeland’ or the diaspora, the construction of womanhood is
represented in first-phase works as orientated towards marriage and motherhood -
preferably at an early age. The normality of this cultural expectation is established
within the first few paragraphs of Nectar in a Sieve: the weddings of the protagonist - at
the age of twelve - and her three sisters are described in a baldly matter-of-fact manner;
and at no point does Rukmani question the wisdom of her parents’ decision to dispose
of their daughters in this way.’® Indeed, according to Bano’s mother in ‘Time is
Unredeemable’ (a short story from Hosain’s 1953 collection, Phoenix Fled), ““both
safety and wisdom counsel a [daughter’s] early marriage™.>' Sumitra’s Story endorses a
similar view: ““Soon we must start thinking about looking for a husband™” (my
emphasis).’* Similarly, in Sunlight on a Broken Column, the possibility of the teenaged
Zahra’s marriage is regarded as the potential fulfilment of an important duty, and as the
culmination of a careful preparatory process. However, the inevitable separation of the
daughter from her parents can cast a poignant shadow over what is otherwise a period of
urgency - one during which the girl must develop the skills and attributes she will need

as a wife. For Bap (SS), “[t]ime and place were illusions. One minute a baby was born

30 B.S. Nagi observes that “the repercussions of child marriage are more serious for girls than for boys”,
leading towards “discontinuation of education [and] physiological and psychological damage... due to
early and frequent pregnancies”. See ‘Trends in Age at Marriage among Boys and Girls’ in Dharam Vir
& Kamlesh Mahajan (eds), Contemporary Indian Women: Vol. 3 - Kinship, Family and Marriage (Delhi:

New Academic Publishers, 1996), p.172. The educational implications of the traditional female role are
discussed shortly.

1 Op. cit., p.59.
*2 Op. cit., p.101.
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and the next, or so it seemed to him, dowry settlements were being discussed with a

future son-in-law”.>>

Domestic skills are among the most vital that a young woman must acquire in
preparation for marriage. Hosain alludes to their ‘sanctification’ in Aunt Majida’s
(SOABC) description of her daughter’s exemplary upbringing. By means of
juxtaposition, Majida suggests that religious observance and domesticity are proximate
points on a single continuum, boasting that Zahra “has read the Quran... knows her
religious duties...[and] can cook and sew”.>* The necessity of practical, household skills
is also emphasised by the contempt in which Hasina is held in ‘The Street of the Moon’
(PF): “Can she hold a needle? No. Can she cook? No... Who will marry her for all her
fine looks? The enforcement of a strictly gendered division of work within the family
is not, however, exclusive to the ‘homeland’ narrative. It is a practice that, in first-phase
fiction, survives the passage to other countries and cultural environments, as Sumitra’s
Story testifies. Smith’s portrayal of the absolutism with which the division of labour 1s
enforced underscores the constructed nature of supposedly essential feminine
responsibilities.

[Sumitra] turned suddenly and looked at Mai. “Do you like cooking?” she asked,

wondering how her mother could bear this life day after day. Mai was

bewildered.

“What questions you ask!” she replied. “I don’t know. Women cook for their

families. You must help me and leamn to cook for your own family...”®

¥ 1bid., p.6.

* Op. cit., p.24.
¥Op. cit., p.28.
** Op. cit., p.101.

32



The representation of domestic service also underscores its importance in
maintaining the inequality of the sexes. In Sunlight on a Broken Column, Zainab attends
to the needs of her mother, father and brothers. While all men are served, a woman is
only free to be the beneficiary of such efforts when the household acquires another -
usually younger - woman to perform the relevant tasks. Smith too suggests that the
patriarchal imbalance of power in the family is manifest in its distribution of
responsibility. The seniority that age theoretically bestows on Sumitra’s grandmother is
superseded by the inferiority of her gender - a fact made apparent by the older woman’s
domestic servility: “Give your uncle that bit, it is tastier. I will have the burnt piece. 1
am only a woman”.>’ Through the imperious manner in which Bap and Singhvi address
their daughters and wives, Smith reiterates how the division of labour entrenches sexual

inequality. The tone each man adopts befits the ‘master-servant’ dynamic of their

relationships with women, thereby suggesting the vested interests that inform their

assertive defence of women’s domesticity.

In first-phase fiction, the ‘correct’ socialisation of women is secured by the
inhibition of other developmental opportunities. Both Hosain and Smith place particular
emphasis on how gender determines access to academic education. Singhvi (SS) easily
envisages a glittering future for his nephew: “He is going to get a scholarship, very
clever boy, probably be a doctor or lawyer or something, have much money”.>® His
teenage daughter, however, can no longer attends school as she must fill the domestic
vacuum left by her mother’s death. Similarly, while it is taken for granted that Laila’s
(SOABC) male cousins will attend university, there would ordinarily be no such

assumption about Laila herself. Only her father’s insistence on the unconventional

* Ibid., p.125.
** Ibid., p.10.
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nature and level of his daughter’s education prevents her from having an upbringing
identical to Zahra’s. Laila’s (SOA4ABC) formal schooling outside the home, and its
extension to tertiary level, are anomalous in a world where educating a woman beyond
the demands of domesticity is seen as, at best, extravagant. In Nectar in a Sieve, for
example, Rukmani’s mother views literacy as a pointless skill for a daughter to possess.
‘Extra’ education is often depicted as justifiable only if it renders a girl more
marriageable. Zahra (SOABC) is taught a little English because it is “what young men
want now”.”” Sumitra’s parents also see the prospect of a more propitious marriage as
the best consequence of their daughter’s educational success: “It 1s good you have
passed your exams. You will marry well!”™*® At worst, the ‘excessive’ education of girls
is viewed as undesirable. As Hosain and Smith suggest, school attendance enables girls
to share ideas with people their families consider social ‘others’, and is thus

instrumental in the development of an interrogative capacity.

Just as the education of girls is, according to first-phase fiction, implicitly
circumscribed by the prospect of marriage, so too is their social conduct. At the heart of
this norm lies the ‘management’ of female sexuality; for any perceived violation of the
edicts of modesty can significantly reduce a woman’s marital eligibility. In Sunlight on
a Broken Column, Laila’s defence of a young couple’s elopement is enough to
disqualify her from consideration as a potential wife for Begum Waheed’s nephew.
Citing the couple’s love as the reason and justification for their actions, Laila is seen as

shamelessly able to comprehend emotions underpinned by sexual attraction. In

Sumitra’s Story, a night spent without permission at a (female) friend’s house may be

¥ Op. cit., p.24.

* Op.cit., p.101. Ania Loomba observes that “arguments for women’s education in metropolitan as well a
colonial contexts rely on the logic that educated women will make better wives and mothers™. See
Colonialism/ Postcolonialism (London; New York: Routledge, 1998), p.218.
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sufficient to bring ineradicable shame upon a daughter: “You spent a night away from
home. We will never get you and your sisters good husbands now.”*! The damage that a
woman’s lack of circumspection inflicts upon the family’s izzat - its moral reputation -
1s such that Jumman (SOA4BC) can claim that his “honour was besmirched” by Nandi’s
unchaperoned visit to the men’s quarters.** Her action, like Sumitra’s, is seen by others
as indicative of parental failure to instil the correct values, which deem that a lone

woman inevitably places herself in the way of temptation.

In first-phase fiction, the limited - and limiting - conception of female modesty
is repeatedly held up to scrutiny. Hosain critiques the rigidity of dominant attitudes by
highlighting how women’s lives become expendable under the aegis of a strict moral
code. In Saliman’s (SOA4ABC) view, it is preferable for a woman to die in childbirth than
to bear the slur of shamelessness that examination by a male doctor would bring. In the
same novel, Jumman threatens his daughter with death for tainting his reputation. First-
phase novels also interrogate such norms by claiming that, although socially constructed
as the acme of morality, unthinking adherence to circumscriptive norms can hinder a
greater good. In a gesture reminiscent of Sonya in Crime and Punishment, Ira (NIAS)
prostitutes herself to ensure that her malnourished brother is fed.*’ The fact that she is,
thereafter, the village pariah demonstrates the greater importance attached to extra-
marital sex than to the reasons for it. What Ira sees, and what the villagers and her father

cannot accept, is the possibility that her actions are those of a higher morality.

*! Op. cit., p.120.
2 Op. cit., p26.

* Fyodor Dostoevsky, Crime and Punishment, translated by Constance Garnett (London: Everyman
Library, 1911). "‘
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The premium placed on women’s moral probity is underscored in first-phase
works by their more restrictive upbringing. Social circumscription begins in earnest at
the onset of physical maturity, the point from which girls are regarded as legitimate
objects of male interest. First-phase works provide several critical portraits of how
young women’s freedom is curtailed to preserve their value in the marital marketplace.
Ira’s (VIS) ignorance of her beauty and its effects elicits Rukmani’s pity for a daughter
who is “bewildered by the many injunctions we laid upon her”.** However, the most
complete form of restriction is represented in Hosain’s works. Focusing on purdah [the
concealment of women from non-familial men by means of the burga and/or domestic
confinement] these provide the most assiduous first-phase critiques of women’s social
circumscription. Hosain’s treatment of the practice in Phoenix Fled’s ‘The Loss’ alludes
to its erasure of female identity: Amma walks “ghostlike behind her escort in her veiling
‘burqa’”.*> Sunlight on a Broken Column’s critique is multi-faceted, one of its
suggestions being that purdah undermines its own rationale. By presupposing that the
subtext of most male-female interactions is sexual, it encourages this limited perception
in its adherents, and thereby sets up the psychological conditions for the fulfilment of its

own ‘prophecy’: the concealment of women actively provokes curiosity about the

female body.

Furthermore, in Sunlight on a Broken Column, the elopement of a pair of

students whose social contact is prohibited by the rules of purdah, indicates that

however comprehenstvely it 1s practised, the custom cannot guarantee its intended aims.

“ 0p. cit., p.34.
¥ Op. cit., p.129.

*® Sarla Palkar is especially attentive to the psychological consequences of purdah, particularly its effect
on the female psyche. Op.cit., pp.106-118.

56



Although Mrs. Wadia attributes the girl’s actions to innate immorality, Hosain suggests
that the enormity of her transgression is prompted by the extremity of the restriction
placed upon her. Aspects of the ‘homeland’ scenario find a resonance in Sumitra’s
Story’s diasporic narrative. Within the expatriate community it depicts, women are
characterised primarily as sexual beings who must cover their bodies - if not absent
themselves entirely from male domains - because of the distraction they ‘inevitably’
create. The free mixing of the sexes that Sumitra cannot avoid at school is otherwise
forbidden: “No one was to go out alone at night, no one was to go to English clubs, no
one was to attend teenage parties”.*’ Smith also reiterates Hosain’s concern about the
consequences of imposing excessively tight restrictions upon girls. Sumitra’s Story
suggests that the drastic course Sumitra takes in running away from home is a direct

result of her parents’ inflexible views about their daughters’ social freedom.

There are a number of continuities between first and second-phase depictions of

the construction of womanhood, which emphasise the tenacity of its traditional
conception. The lesser value accorded the female child, evident in Rukhsana Ahmad’s
The Hope Chest (1996), emphasises how the acquisition of daughters remains onerous,
especially in the poorer sections of Asian society. Aijab Khan’s anger at the attempted
treatment of his sick baby daughter - whose welfare he regards as “only Ais business™
(my emphasis) - 1s implicitly informed by his belief that another female child will be a
burden to his family.*® Second-phase narratives also reiterate the greater value attached
to sons 1n diasporic communities. Randhawa underscores the importance attached to the
continuation of the family name through the male line in Hari-jan (1992). The sexual

inequality that such a credo perpetuates, and the concomitant relegation of women to the

Y7 0p. cit., p.76.
* Op. cit., p.38.
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margins of society, are possible reasons why the novel’s female protagonist adopts the
name by which Gandhi referred to India’s Untouchables. Similarly, Syal’s Life Isn’t All
Ha Ha Hee Hee (1999) contrasts the status of the “waste-of-space little girl” with that of

the “little prince” son - the male inheritor of the ‘kingdom’, as envisaged by Nathan in

Nectar in a Sieve.®’

The expectation of marriage and motherhood provides another common thread
between first and second-phase texts. Several second-phase works suggest that, among
first-generation immigrants, the conviction persists that their single, female protagonists
ought to be marned. Angie in Transmission (1991) and Tama in Life Isn’t All Ha Ha
Hee Hee are subjected to the kind of questioning that conceives of their lone status as a
problem needing rectification. Indeed, in some second-phase depictions, gendered
expectations are based on so profound an internalisation of ‘homeland’ norms that even
direct experience of their shortcomings cannot foster a more critical attitude towards
their edicts. Despite having been left by her husband to raise three children single-
handedly, Ammi (A WOW) still believes that her daughters must marry, and regards their
refusal to do so as an act of infidelity to the family as grievous as that committed by
their father. Other novels, such as The Hope Chest, suggest that the imposition of such
expectations upon younger generations 1s latently informed by the parents’ desire to
validate the course of their own lives. Shahana’s ambitions for her eldest daughter

extend beyond merely finding her an appropriate match; she also searches for a man

whose character resembles that of her own husband.

¥ Op. cit., p.198. Syal and Randhawa suggest that couples will persist in having children in the hope of
conceiving a son. Parents in both of their novels believe that, having had two female children already,
they have ‘paid their dues’ and should now rightfully have a boy.
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In common with its predecessor, second-phase fiction suggests that the
expectation of marriage imposes a brevity and preciousness upon the parent-daughter
relationship. The tension between the social characterisation of the daughter as a
marriageable adult, and the parent’s consciousness of her childish vulnerability - most
evident among first-phase texts in Sumitra’s Story - is especially apparent in phase two
in The Hope Chest. Rehmat Bibi accepts that “soon it will be time to let [Reshma] go™;
but she is also anguished by the prospect of losing her “sensible and wise little girl” (my
emphasis).”’ As is the case in Nectar in a Sieve, Ahmad’s novel is sensitively depicts
the sadness the mother experiences, knowing that the child to whom she has such a
strong emotional attachment will, all too soon, be lost. By implication, the abrupt and
sometimes harsh treatment to which Reshma is subjected is an attempt by her mother to
fortify both of them against the sorrow of their inevitable parting. Nonetheless, the
preference for marriage at a young age remains a constant between the phases - and,
indeed, between the ‘homeland’ and the diaspora. Harjinder’s (H-J) decision to stay at
school beyond the compulsory age 1s a source of displeasure to her mother: she
perceives it as a deliberate act of procrastination, undertaken in preference to “hit[ting]
the marriage trail”.”’

The control of a girl’s social conduct, which, in part, informs the preference for
carlier marriage, is also depicted as a vexatious matter in second-phase works. If
anything, the importance of restricting girls’ social interactions is magnified in diasporic
narratives, where the threat posed by ‘other’ cultural values is deemed to require a more
vigilant, collective strategy of resistance. Although prohibitive action is rooted in a fear

of “what would happen to women and children under the English influence” (my

*% Op. cit., pp.39-40.
°1 Op. cit., p.15.
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emphasis), it is evident that concern for the welfare of the younger generation 1s not as
gender-neutral as suggested.’ 2 In several second-phase diasporic narratives, the
circumscription of young women’s freedom 1s depicted as a communal responsibility in
a way that boy’s social conduct is not. Girls are made aware that if they are seen in
public places other than those permitted by necessity, they may be called to account by
people outside their immediate families. The protagonists in 4 Wicked Old Woman, The
Red Box and Hari-jan, are all obliged to exercise considerable circumspection about
their visibility to preserve what freedoms they have - if necessary, lying about their

whereabouts.

The continuity between first and second-phase works is thus also evident in the
fact that boys are subjected to much less rigorous surveillance than girls. The Red Box

and Life Isn’t All Ha Ha Hee Hee offer contiguous, if more overt, representations of this

inequality than Sumitra’s Story’s more narrowly focused narrative can. In these later
works, young men are able to act with relative impunity - an imbalance that Sheikh also
illustrates in her portrayal of purdah: the Said daughters are barely seen in public, while
their brother is a frequent face at ‘high society’s’ more licentious parties. Moreover, the
imperatives of izzat enable males not only to police the conduct of their female
contemporaries, but also to turn the conventions of female chastity to their own
advantage. > The threat to publicly impugn her moral reputation affords Arif a degree of
power over Tahira that cannot be reciprocated within the conventional construction of

gender.

32 Ravinder Randhawa, A Wicked Old Woman, op. cit., p.7.

** According to Yasmin Ali, “Young men in [northern] colleges often form an informal intelligence
network with a hotline to ‘opinion-formers’ in the community: reporting, for example, on unapproved
relationships, attendance at social events or even styles of dress and immodest behaviour™. Op. cit., p.120.
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The creed of female morality is critiqued further by being portrayed as
exploitable by non-Asians. A policeman exerts his will over Tahira and Gita by alluding
to the possibility of their punishment for immodest behaviour: “What were nice
Pakistani girls doing talking to boys, sitting alone with them in a shed? What would
their fathers say about it?”>* The policeman’s tactic in The Red Box reiterates a concern
raised in the first phase by Hosain: that a sexual subtext is always assumed when
insufficiently familial men and women mix. The same idea is cnitically evoked in Hari-
jan, whose protagonists are aware that, should a young female be seen in the company
of a male, even “an accidental meeting gets turned into something that it isn’t”.>> The
social restrictions by which girls must abide also account for the representation across
the phases of schools as places in which young Asian-British women are able to
question the parameters that define their Asian identities. This has less to do with the
formal curriculum, than with the fact that School is one of the few places outside the
home to which parents are obliged to allow their daughters access, and which affords

them a measure of critical distance from parental values.

Second-phase novels continue to underscore and critique the division of labour
between girls and boys. The link between domestic service and marriage is made clear
in The Hope Chest, where the first exchange between Reshma’s parents revolves around
their daughter’s household responsibilities, and the extent to which her father believes
these may serve her possible betrothal. However, Rehmat Bibi’s arguments against
acceptance of the proposal are based upon the enormity of the domestic burden that will

be placed upon Reshma’s shoulders: “She can’t take care of two children... What do

* Op. cit., p.112.
* Op. cit., p.42.
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girls have to do but work - for the rest of their lives, once they go to their own homes”.>

The Red Box’s interrogation of the labour division, like that in Nectar in a Sieve, does
not simply focus on the persistent belief that there is a “natural’ distribution of
responsibility; it also emphasises how little relation this belief bears to the actual extent
and breadth of women’s work:

“[T]hey’re always saying how women in Pakistan don’t really do that sort

of work, you know, producing things...I read somewhere that Pakistan’s own

official documents say that only one hundred and forty-eight women work on

farms and things”.”’

There are, however, numerous ways in which the texts of the second phase
develop the treatment of South Asian women’s socialisation. The Red Box offers a more
critical assessment of the complicity of tradition and religion in the naturalisation of
women’s domesticity, illuminating how the selective reading of religious texts enables
the diasporic survival of this norm.

“What about these different roles? Does this text tell you what the
roles of a woman are?”

“No, but its sort of,” Nasreen was struggling for clarity, “you know the
woman, she brings up the children, and she looks after the house, she cooks the
dinner, and she washes her husband’s clothes. Everything like that, and the
man’s a sort of breadwinner. He earns for them”.

“...Is that what a woman is, then, in her natural state? Someone

who gives birth and looks after the family? Is that what the surah tells you?

This surah doesn’t actually say it.”>*

°® Op. cit., p.42.
> Op. cit., p.155.
> Ibid., pp.129-130.
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There 1s also evidence, in some second-phase novels, of a willingness to disentangle the
sexist division of labour from the value of the tasks themselves. Asserting that there is
nothing inherent in such work that it can only be carried out by women, Randhawa’s
works especially represent domestic tasks in a way that tacitly admits their practical
value. Furthermore, the weight of domestic responsibility that Suresh bears in Hari-jan
enables Harjinder to describe the - usually unequal - distribution of household chores in
a tome of mock-chastisement: “Now if [boys’] mothers kept them busy and occupied,

doing the housework, shopping, cooking, cleaning, they wouldn’t have time to get

together and play war games”.”

Second-phase fiction also testifies to the revision of women’s education and
non-domestic work over time and space. In the chosen first-phase novels, the value or
otherwise of education is circumscribed by the inevitability of a girl’s marriage.
Second-phase texts, however, provide many examples of daughters pursuing education
for its own sake, and especially for the professional opportunities it may afford. 4
Wicked Old Woman, The Red Box and Anita and Me suggest that many parents live in
the hope that their children will enjoy more fulfilling lives than their own - an ambition
often channelled as much through daughters as through sons. While this does not mean
that the expectation of marriage is abandoned, it is invoked rather less as a reason for
aspiring to educational and professional success. Nargis Rashid (7RB), for example,
harbours ambitions for her daughter “to stay at school, and do better and better and
definitely get a good j 0b”.%% Some mothers also embrace the disruption of the gendered
socialisation cycle that such parental aspirations may entail - a possibility that some

parents embrace. When Kult (AWOW) decides to leave school and ask for a traditional,

> Op. cit., p.27.
® Op. cit., p.146.
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arranged marriage, both of her parents are shocked and angry; but her mother feels
especially keenly her daughter’s “loss of glittering opportunities”, and “wilful self-
destruction”.®! To Darshana, Kuli’s choice represents the desecration of her wish that
her child will “know all that [she] can never know...see in all the ways in which [she is]

blind” and “give life to [her] dreams for life to change”.*

The revision of the female role is symptomatic of the redefinition that izzat
undergoes 1n the diaspora, where financial imperatives impact upon the ‘homeland’
definition of honour. Several second-phase texts acknowledge the importance of
women’s earnings in enabling the immigrant family to retain its dignity and improve its
status, both within and outside the ethnic community. The reconfiguration of izzat also
enables young diasporic women in second-phase texts to move within mixed-sex
societies, especially when it is beneficial to their (higher) education and professions to
do so. In Hari-jan, neither Harjinder nor Ghazala is prevented from attending a co-
educational school, just as the protagonists of both of Srivastava’s selected works are
able to attend unmiversity and live away from home. Furthermore, the fact that Angie in
Transmission works in a male-dominated environment is a matter of little consequence
to her parents, who support her professional aspirations. Life Isn’t All Ha Ha Hee Hee
suggests that in the diaspora at least, the social interaction of the sexes, which in other

second-phase texts 1s represented as a focus of parental vigilance, becomes more

acceptable with necessity and the passage time.
The teenagers lounged easily against each other...Some of them smoked.

None of them noticed Tania. They weren’t looking over their shoulders,

wondering who was watching. When did it become easier?®’

°l Op. cit., p.52.
*? Ibid.
® Op. cit., p.42.



A further development in second-phase fiction is its suggestion that more overt
expressions of dissent against gender norms may be possible, compared to the covert
anguish of Rukmani (NIAS) in the first phase. Ram’s (THC) anger at her situation 1s
articulated in a number of oblique, yet very visible ways. Her anorexia externalises her
disintegrating sense of self in the face of her mother’s conservative ambitions,
deliberately “blight[ing]” the “moment of [physical] bloom™ at which society would see
her as most eligible for marriage.** Rani’s artistic endeavours also offer a public, if
allusive, critique of how her mother’s unquestioning replication of social forms has
reduced her and her daughter’s lives to nothing more than husks.

Guavas, mangoes and tiny berries froze into a stony death beneath her

sculpting touch and lost all their wholesome flavour, smell, taste and

nourishment as they were reduced to juiceless sterility, in her lonely

attempts to replicate reality.®’

Second-phase fiction is also characterised by the clear suggestion that the norms
of socialisation to which South Asian women are subjected exist in other cultural
milieux. In an ambiguous turn of phrase, Kuli (A WOW) claims that “even in England’s
‘liberal’ land a woman is still nothing except her spot of blood, her vaginal passage”.
This suggests not only that ‘homeland’ mores persist in the diaspora, but also that white
womanhood too is defined primarily in terms of sexuality. In one of the novel’s many
overt comparisons between cultural constructions of gender, Anita and Me delineates

the sexual contradictions that beset English girls. Peer imperatives may push Anita

towards sexualisation at a young age - Sheikh too makes allusions in The Red Box to the

% Op. cit., p.154.
% Ibid., p.165.

% Op. cit., p.123.
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(appearance of) maturity cultivated by young English girls - but society also condemns
her promiscuity with a ferocity that is not applied to males. Furthermore, as Nasreen
(7R B) observes, the naturalisation of women’s domesticity and motherhood is not

confined to Asian societies, It applies to “most women in the world™.%’

Marriage, gender and power
As is already evident, the conviction that a girl must marry shapes her

upbringing to a very significant extent. My concemn in this section is with the ways in
which marriage reinforces the naturalisation of gender roles; and, especially, how (far)
the pre-marital construction of womanhood extends into the contract between husband
and wife. In the selected first-phase texts, the majority of which are set in the
*homelands’, marriages tend to be arranged in accordance with tradition: a girl’s
husband is chosen, not by her, but by her parents and other elders. Hakiman Bua’s
(SOABC) insistence that Aunt Abida was fated to wait many years to marry is,
therefore, true inasmuch as her mistress has no decisive role in the process. The
passivity of the servant’s language emphasises that Abida is expected to accept
unquestioningly the judgements of others on the suitability of a potential spouse.
Furthermore, since the family is regarded as the fundamental unit of society and
marriage, the pre-existence of love between putative partners is deemed unnecessary.®®
Indeed, given the regulatory functions that marriage is intended to perform, love is often

secn as an anti-social emotion: shamelessly cognisant of sexual attraction, and too

individualistic in its focus.

*7 Op. cit., p.130.
* See B.C. Parckh, The Indian Family (Southall; Scope Communications, 1977), pp.9-11.



Being socially and morally obligatory, the arrangement of children’s marriages
is an integral part of a parent’s “burden of responsibility”.®’ The lengthy celebrations
surrounding a wedding testify, in part, to the relief that attends the successful discharge
of this duty. However, the principal function of marriage, according to Ballard, is “the
maintenance and advancement of family honour” which, in Nectar in a Sieve, depends
upon socio-economic elevation or decline.’’ While the marriages of Rukmani’s older
sisters befit their status as daughters of the village headman, the same is not true for
Rukmani herself. Her betrothal to an illiterate tenant farmer indicates the low esteem in
which her father’s dwindling finances and obsolete position are held by the time she
reaches marriageable age. Hosain’s works place as much emphasis on how marriage, as
a tool of moral containment, buttresses a family’s izzat. To the parents of Bano and
Arshad in ‘Time is Unredeemable’, it provides a form of “insurance”, while in Zahra’s
(SOABC) view, “[t]he cure for a good girl is to get her married quickly; the cure for a
bad girl is to get her married quickly”.”" The social, cultural and moral imperatives
towards marriage are also evident in Sumitra’s Story, which suggests that, in the
diaspora, the preservation of an established modus vivendi through endogamous
marriage is essential to a family’s reputation. Convention demands that children “obey

their parents [and are] partners in arranged marriages within the Patel clan™.”

The treatment of arranged marrage varies considerably in the first phase of

South Asian diasporic women’s writing. Partnerships such as that of Zahra and Naseer
(SOABC), in which both parties abide by convention and fulfil their roles, are depicted

as successful on their terms, if not on Laila’s. Overall, however, Hosain and Smith are

69 Sunlight on a Broken Column, op. cit., p.113.

" Cited in Faith Robertson Elliot, Gender, Family and Society (Basingstoke: Macmillan Press, 1996),
?.49.
|

Op. cit., p.58; op. cit., p.29.
2 Op. cit. p.72.
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highly critical of how the arranged marriage system tends to treat the couple at its centre
as “two small cogs in a huge social machine”.” Both writers endorse the love-marriage
as a more humane practice in its apparent respect for individuality and autonomy, and
its refusal to demonise love. However, Markandaya’s works, especially, offer more
unequivocally positive representations of arranged marriages, which suggest that they
can evolve into genuinely loving partnerships. Nathan (NIAS) sees a beauty in Rukmani
that eludes everyone else. He neither resents her relative erudition, nor prevents her
from exercising it; and in the ‘town’ chapters of Nectar in a Sieve, the mutuality of
support between the partners is often highly affecting. With Nathan’s death, “the
sweetness of [Rukmani’s] life is gone”.”* This perception resonates with the barren
imagery that Markandaya employs in The Nowhere Man to convey the profundity of
Srinivas’ grief at Vasantha’s death. A recurrent motif, it counterpoints the tropes of
fertility used elsewhere in the novel to suggest the fulfilment that an arranged marnage
can bring - an implication reinforced by the contrast between the Srinivas’ loving

partnership and the Radcliffes’ fractious relationship.

A greater degree of consensus is apparent in the first-phase treatment of gender
inequality in marriage. The negotiation process that traditionally precedes a couple’s
engagement underscores the imbalance of power between its male and female
participants by emphasising the secondary position occupied by the potential bride’s
family. The extent to which first-phase texts ‘address’ these inequalities often depends
on the absence of certain kinds of representation. In none of the selected novels is an
engagement initiated by a girl’s family. Putative brides and their associates are obliged

to await a proposal - a convention that is in keeping with the construction of passivity as

P Op cit., p.215.
™ Op. cit., p.62.
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a feminine virtue, indicative of modesty.”” Sunlight on a Broken Column pays particular
attention to the exclusion of women’s agency from the procedures around marriage.
Nandi’s actions suggest that it 1s only possible by making no genuine emotional
investment in the conventions of marriage that a woman is able to exercise power. A
girl who takes pleasure in acting the part of the bride, Nandi is prepared to marry “the
first old goat [her] father finds, if he will keep [her] in comfort”; but she retains the right
to believe that “no man is worth a woman’s loving or trusting”.’® In order to marry the

man of her choice, Laila risks being - and, indeed, is - estranged from her family.

The reinforcement of the Subcontinental woman’s disadvantageous social
position is most emphatically evident in depictions of the power balance within
marriage. According to tradition, a wife’s responsibilities are orientated towards the
welfare of her husband’s kin, as Zainab in Sunlight on a Broken Column well knows:
she fully expects to serve the family into which she marries. No reciprocal duty of care
is expected from a husband towards his wife’s parents and siblings, illustrating further
the elevated position of the male partner and his associates. However, the central duty of
a wife is to provide her husband with a male heir. Should she fail to do so, he is
permitted to look elsewhere for the fulfilment of this function, as Nathan does in Nectar
in a Sieve. Although Rukmani accepts his disappointment at her failure to produce a
son, she is also dissatisfied with this state of affairs, especially when her own daughter
falls victim to infertility: “sometimes, when I was weak or in sleep, while my will lay

dormant, I found myself rebellious, protesting, rejecting and no longer calm”.’” Through

> According to Kalwant Bhopal, the inequality inherent in the betrothal process is evident in the fact that
women have little, if any, right to refuse a proposal of marriage. “If a girl says no, it’s considered a bad
thing...but not for boys, they can say no as much as they like, and people just think they’re being

careful.” See Kalwant Bhopal, ‘South Asian Women and Arranged Marriages in East London’ in Barot,
Bradley & Fenton (eds.), op. cit., p.121.

® Op. cit., p.169.
7 Op. cit., p.66.
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her protagonist’s consuming anxiety about the precariousness of her position,
Markandaya critiques the detrimental impact upon women of this stipulation in the
arranged marriage’s contract. What is also striking about Rukmani’s private admission

is the attention it draws to the social and psychological obstacles that prevent her from

articulating her criticisms of marriage norms openly.

First-phase novels also highlight the unequal gender dynamics within marriage
through the scarcity of easy companionship between husband and wife. Relationships
between spouses tend to be portrayed as physically distant, inequitably formal and
marked by a limited repertoire of conversation. The idea of a wife “go[ing] about arm in
arm with [her] husband talking ‘git-pit, git pit>” is ridiculed by Zainab as a mode of
conduct appropriate to the English, but unbecoming to a Muslim couple; for, despite the
centrality of sex to the fulfilment of the marriage contract, husbands and wives avoid
displays of intimacy.’® The deferential manner in which a wife is expected to address
her spouse reinforces this formality, but also underscores her lower status. For Rukmani
(NIAS), “it is not meet for a woman to address her husband except as husband”,
although she can expect to be addressed by name.”” In addition to militating against
women’s equal status, this custom also disavows the importance of the individual
character by placing greater emphasis upon the social role that each partner must

perform.”’ The custom is noticeably observed by Aunt Saira who, for all of her

™ Op. cit., p.105.

™ Op. cit., p.83.

*0 Parekh claims that, because Asian marriages are more concerned with the ability to adopt the
appropriate role, than with the idiosyncrasies of the individual personality, almost anyone can be a

spouse. Kali in Nectar in a Sieve echoes this view in her claim that, to a man, “one woman is like
another”. Parekh, op. cit., pp.9-11; Markandaya, op. cit., p.12.
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superficial modermity, “was unable to shake off tradition and never addressed [Hamid]

by name »8l

The imbalance of power connoted by this formal convention is evident
elsewhere in first-phase depictions of marriage. The concomitant of wifely
subordination in many of the selected narratives is loyalty. Rukmani (NIA4S) believes
emphatically that a woman’s place is with her spouse, whatever the circumstances. In
‘Time is Unredeemable’ (PF), Bano tries to change herself in accordance with the
altered sensibilities she believes her husband has developed during his lengthy stay in
England. A similar dynamic is evident in Sunlight on a Broken Column, where a wife’s
loyalty is expressed through the adoption of an identity of the husband’s choosing,
rather than one rooted in an autonomous sense of self. Hosain characterises the
cosmopolitanism by which Zahra and Saira are distinguished as the “gloss™ and “fancy
dress” that each dons to render herself a suitable adornment to her spouse. * The
swiftness with which Zahra is transformed by her marriage is especially indicative of
the insubstantial nature of the personae she adopts; and Hosain’s choice of imagery
underscores both their superficiality and the hollowness at Zahra’s heart:

She was now playing the part of the perfect modern wife as she had once played

the part of a dutiful purdah girl. Her present sophistication was as suited to her

role as her past modesty had been.*

81 Op. cit., p.110. Parekh stresses that, while a woman is expected to be deferential, “this is generally a
fagade that hides wide varieties of attitude”; and “one of the reasons why the belief in women’s degraded
condition has gained currency is that the outward form has generally been treated as reflecting the
reality”. This disjunction is evident in The Nowhere Man, where the young, unmarried Vasantha adopts
this deferential convention subversively when addressing Srinivas, in order to make him comply with her

wishes: “[H]e would do almost anything to make her desist”. Parekh, op. cit., pp.7-8; Markandaya, op.
cit., p.109.

82 Op. cit., p.140, p.87.
® Ibid., p.140.
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Deference is something of a keynote in first-phase portrayals of marriage. While
women may appear to have internalised this norm, their private dissent often suggests
that such acceptance is more akin to resignation. Smith is especially critical of the
expectation that the Indian wife in the diaspora must be as subservient as her
‘homeland’ counterpart. In Sumitra’s Story, she lays much of the blame for this
tendency on men like Jayant who neither expect, nor are able to tolerate, dissent from
their wives. However, women are also deemed to be complicit with their own
subordination: Sumitra castigates expatriate Indian women, like her mother, who fail to
break the “Banquo line” of cultural reproduction.®* Smith nonetheless attempts to
redress the balance by asserting, through the character of Maria, that the expectation of
blind loyalty is not confined to South Asian marriages: “The trouble is[n’t] really to do
with being Indian or black, or Pakistani, or Greek, or Jewish...I’m English, my family
is English” and “they believe it’s the woman’s place to follow the husband.”
Markandaya’s novels, however, provide something of a contrast to the other selected

works of first-phase fiction. The Nowhere Man represents Vasantha’s wifely loyalty as a

virtue that is reciprocated by her husband, and is noticeably absent in the failing

Radcliffe marriage.>®

The defence of the arranged marriage is one respect in which a degree of

continuity can be discerned between first and second-phase representations of the

institution. Arguably, its positive treatment emerges from a specifically diasporic

perspective that is sensitive to how governmental agencies and ‘host’ media

* Op. cit., p.102.
% Ibid., p.134.
% See Anil Kumar Bhatnagar, Kamala Markandaya: A Thematic Study (New Delhi: Sarup & Sons,

1995), p.135. See also Ann Lowry Weir, ‘Review of The Nowhere Man’, Journal of South Asian
Literature, 16.1, 1981, p.230.
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organisations may disseminate a caricatured vision of the arranged marriage to
demonise South Asian culture as a whole.®’ As Parita Trivedi argues, “Asian women
want to make their own choices as to how and why they challenge their own marriage
norms, rather than accept a racist definition of such marriages.”*® Second-phase South
Asian diasporic women’s writing bears out this claim through its numerous depictions,
in novels such as Hari-jan and Life Isn’t All Ha Ha Hee Hee, of young Asian British
women voluntarily entering into marriages that satisfy the traditional expectations of
their elders. Although Harjinder (H-J) sometimes satirises her community’s conflation
of “history and tradition”, she does not use these terms in a pejorative manner overall;
rather, she comes to regard both as valid reasons for sustaining the arranged marriage
system.” Moreover, Binny’s (H-J) initiation of the engagement process exemplifies
how the conventions of the arranged marriage system need not always militate against

women’s active and decisive participation.

Most of the continuities between first and second-phase representations of
marriage are underpinned by critiques of its gender inequality. Tania’s and Chila’s
(LIAH) respective experiences of pre-marital negotiations testify to the dominance of
the process by the male and his party. Furthermore, the perception of the daughter (-in-
law) as a liability, and its implicit reinforcement by the dowry custom, are objects of
explicit critique in later works. Deepak (LIAH) capitalises on this conception of women,
describing himself as “the man who will take your daughter off your hands for ever”,

and to whom his in-laws must, therefore, “bow down and be gr::tte:ful""".g'0 However, the

*’ See Brah’s account of 1980s legislation that seeks to prevent the entry of South Asians into Britain by
qu estioning the legitimacy of the arranged marriage. Op. cit., p.38.

Cited in Brah, op. cit., p.78.
% Op cit., p.103.

* Op. cit., p.10.
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greatest degree of continuity between the phases concerns the contract between husband
and wife, which remains the focus of considerable anxiety in later examples of South
Asian diasporic women’s fiction. Sita (SOABC), in the first phase, likens the traditional
marriage to a prison sentence without trial; Reshma (THC), in the second phase, sees it

as “a windowless chamber with a low ceiling, without doors, without any visible routes

of escape” for a woman.”’

The provision of a male heir remains a matter of concern in some second-phase
narratives. This is especially marked in Life Isn’t All Ha Ha Hee Hee, where curses such
as “May she only bear daughters”, and the popularity of clinics that guarantee the sex of
children allude to the problems a wife might face should she not fulfil this obligation.”
The clinics in particular suggest that this aspect of the marriage contract is untouched by
diasporisation, and sustained with the complicity of the second generation. However, it
is Reshma’s experiences in The Hope Chest that underscore most emphatically how a
married woman’s fertility is deemed to be at the disposal of her husband and the
perpetuation of his family name. Despite the fact that, in a short space of time, “God’s
given [her] three boys” by whose demands she is exhausted, Afshar Khan believes that
Reshma must carry a fourth pregnancy to full term as well.”> By choosing to have an
abortion and sterilisation, Reshma overrides her husband’s ‘right’ of jurtsdiction over
her childbearing capacity. Afshar Khan is enraged by the news of his wife’s actions
largely because “she, a mere slip of a girl...had the wherewithal to do this, without his

permission” (my emphasis).”* Indeed, Reshma’s unilateral decision is perceived by

L Op. cit., p.77.
2 Op. cit., p.26.
% Op. cit., p-210.
* Ibid., p.265.
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Khan as so grievous a violation of the marriage contract, that it warrants her irrevocable

exile from her children and the conjugal home.

The Hope Chest is also an especially valuable text in exemplifying how second-
phase works, like their antecedents, critique the subordination of wives to husbands.
However, the considerably greater force with which they do so 1s suggestive of a
marked frustration with the tenacity of this dynamic over successive generations in the
‘homeland’. The arrangement of Reshma’s marriage highlights the extent to which a
wife’s deference to thé wishes of her husband remains the norm. Despite her initial
opposition, Rehmat Bibi eventually accedes to her husband’s decision - as he assumes
she will - that Afshar Khan’s marriage proposal to their daughter be accepted. Her
verbal articulation of dissent gives way to a less obvious, gestural challenge which lasts
for only “a rebellious instant”.”” Fearing that Reshma will be subjected to similar
expectations, Rehmat Bibi views her imminent marriage with “a great sense of pain and
injustice”. °® She evidently has good reason to do so, given the approval with which
Afshar Khan’s mother compares the young girl to “soft green wood, you bend it into the
shape you like and it won’t break™.”’ The Hope Chest provides, perhaps, the most overt
representation of how a woman’s acceptance of her subjugation is regarded by men as

evidence of her decency and modesty: for exercising independent judgement, Afshar

Khan brands Reshma audacious and brazen.

However, the expectation of subservience is not confined in the second phase to
narratives set within the Subcontinental ‘homeland’, as Life Isn’t All Ha Ha Hee Hee

demonstrates. While Tania’s eligibility as a wife is enhanced by her looks, her

* Ibid.
* Ibid., p.53.
7 Ibid., pp.77-78.
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intelligence and her mother’s “loud religious leanings”, it 1s hampered by the likelihood
that she will accept neither subordination to a husband, nor unquestioning compliance
with his family’s wishes.”®

The feedback was fairly standard: “She 1s too modern” (too independent to

do as he says and maybe a bit of a slapper)... “He needs someone who will fit

in with his job” (she has a job that will prevent her from supporting his career);

“We have a joint family system” (she will never agree to pooling her wages and

spending weekends going to kitty parties with us).”
The normalisation of wifely deference is also critiqued through the suggestion that its
equation with loyalty perpetuates an unequal sense of responsibility between the sexes.
Chila’s (LIAH) fidelity to, and love for, her husband are only reciprocated up to a point:
where duty and desire collide, the latter prevails, as Deepak resumes his affair with
Tania with little thought for his wife. However, it is this dynamic that enables a second-
phase text like Looking for Maya (1999) to suggest, as Sumitra’s Story does in the first
phase, that similar inequalities also exist in European marriages. Ralph guiltlessly
embarks on numerous affairs, in comparison to which Matty’s single attempt at

infidelity - committed primarily as an act of retribution - seems all the more pitiable.

The division of labour, especially the compulsory nature of the wife’s domestic
role, also remains a focus of critical attention in second-phase fiction. Afshar Khan’s
mother is comforted by the thought that Reshma “will be able to do the work”, not only
of (step-) motherhood, but also of tending to the needs of the rest of the Khans,

including herself.'® The palpable exhaustion experienced by Daljit Kumar in Anita and

” Op. cit., p.148.
* Ibid.
1% Op. cit., p.78.
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Me, and by Sunita in Life Isn’t All Ha Ha Hee Hee results from the cultural construction
of the private home as a repository of Subcontinental norms. Central to 1ts
characterisation as such is the domestic servitude of the wife - an orthodoxy to which
each husband tacitly subscribes. Even when a wife is permitted or encouraged to work
outside the home, it does not absolve her of her obligations within. The Red Box and
both of Syal’s selected works depict working wives and mothers who find themselves

saddled with both “their outside work, and their “natural” inside work! That’s double

the work!”"!

Second-phase fiction develops the representation of marriage in a number of
ways. Whereas parents in first-phase fiction overtly insist upon the necessity of
marriage, second-phase works depict a more insidious engineering of events to the same
end. Even when marriage is characterised by parents as an option rather than a
requirement, the subtext of obligation is never far below the surface. Syal offers
especially keen portrayals of the ‘doublespeak’ immigrant parents employ to impress
their wishes upon their less traditional children. Daljit Kumar (44M) suggests to Meena
that “you are going to have to learn to cook if you want to get married, aren’t you?”%
But, despite the agency connoted by “want”, it is framed by two imperative verbs that

suffuse the entire sentence with the connotation of inevitability. Similarly, Sunita

(LIAH) is encouraged to attend university, “and then think about marriage, if she

wanted” (my emphasis)'®’

. However, the context of this apparently non-commuittal
suggestion is one in which her parents’ “insist[ence that] she should get her education”

1s, if not contradicted, then certainly qualified by “offers of introductions, and

191 Sheikh, op. cit., p.130.
1% Op. cit., p.62.
1% Op. cit., p.147.
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encouragement to find her own partner” .'® It is Ahmad, however, who provides the

second-phase’s most sharply critical representation of the manipulative parent. Shahana
believes she exemplifies the shrewdest kind of parenting that, with tactical cunning,
encourages children to believe their marriage choices are entirely voluntary.
Match-making was about the art of the possible. It was about making
young people aware of the probabilities of the future. You need never force
the issue. You suggest. You wait for the suggestion to work, and then you step
in, to strike at the perfect moment. Chances are, if you’ve raised your children

right, they’ll go exactly for the kind of person you yourself would have chosen

for them.!®

A further development in the second-phase treatment of marriage concerns the
clarity with which the wife is depicted as the family’s chattel. 4 Wicked Old Woman
demonstrates a keen awareness of how a ‘homeland’ wife is effectively owned by her
husband and his kin. If she is a ‘proper’ spouse, she possesses no self-determined
identity - only that defined by her relationship to her new family: “The daughter
disappears, transforms into the eldest daughter-in-law, functionary of the mother-in-law
who rules a sprawling household of family, relatives, workers and spongers”.'% In this
respect, the novel has much in common with The Hope Chest. However, Ahmad’s
depiction of the ‘bride price’ custom, as practised by Pathans in Pakistan’s Northern
provinces, offers the most overt critique of the conception of women as property. Afshar
Khan (THC) regards his payment of ten thousand rupees for Reshma, not as

compensation to her parents for the loss of their child, but as the price for “a right to

1% Ibid.
19 Op. cit., p.162.
1% Op. cit., p.164.
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[Reshma’s] lithe young body”, and for “a woman he could possess, command and

enjoy”. %’ However, the novel implies that, psychologically, men too are victims of such
patriarchal notions. Its depictions of marital rape are brutal; but Ahmad also suggests
that every time Khan forces himself upon his wife, he inwardly recognises that he is
undone by the heedless manner in which he sates his desires. If Khan is in thrall to the
idea that marriage entitles him to sex, whenever the urge strikes and regardless of his

wife’s consent, it is partly because this appears to be true for “most men around him”.'™

Development is also evident in second-phase critiques of how the naturalisation
of gender roles within marriage is sustained by selective readings of scriptures. The
subtitle of Sunita’s (LI4H) choice of book - Dark Lotus: The Mythology of Indian
Sexuality - clearly suggests that religion is a formidable tool in constructing
womanhood as an essentially subservient state, This process is explicated by the chapter
entitled ‘Patriarchy Made Divine’, which argues that the prominence accorded to Sita
normalises the idea of feminine self-sacrifice to such an extent that “many Indian
women subconsciously equate marriage and partnership with trial and suffering. Indeed,
they expect it, welcome it as proof of a virtuous liaison, blessed by tradition” (my
emphasis).'” For this to be so, other, more challenging goddess archetypes, such as
Kali, must be relegated to the margins of consciousness, so that they are unable to

disturb the equation of ‘proper’ wifehood with “masochism, martyrdom and the

subjugation of self”.!"

7 Op. cit, p.78.
1% Ibid. Ahmad’s treatment of Khan’s ‘victimhood” is thus less sceptical than is Syal’s representation of

the emasculated diasporic man. Akash’s (LI4H) insistence that “it’s much harder being a man” is treated
as a joke, albeit “a good one”. Op. cit., p.275.

1% Ibid., p.208.

9 Ibid., p.209.
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Second-phase works extend their critique of marriage by introducing divorce to
the South Asian woman’s repertoire of resistance. Reactions to divorce are employed by
several writers to condemn those who insist on the inviolable status of traditional
marital mores. Nargis Rashid’s (TRB) family accepts the necessity of her self-initiated
separation from her husband; but “there are still loads of people who try and make you
feel like dirt and like you’re not as good as them”.!!! Similarly, despite the burns and
broken bones she has repeatedly suffered at the hands of her ex-husband, Divorced
Auntie (LIAH) is “the whore for leaving him”: ‘damaged goods’ who, unlike her
husband, is prevented by the attitudes of her community from remaking her life.!"
Indeed, the fact that Sunita endows her with this name is evidence of the extent to which
her divorced status eclipses all other aspects of her identity in the eyes of her
compatriots. Furthermore, the second phase witnesses the emergence of the woman for

whom being single is a pro-active choice. Tania in Life Isn't All Ha Ha Hee Hee and the
protagonists of both of Srivastava’s selected novels are all successful, single women,
although the censure to which Tania is subjected for this is greater than that suffered by
Srivastava’s characters.'?> The unsatisfactory outcome of their relationships suggests
that they are unsuited to the possessive dynamics of long-term partnership, and that men
cannot endow these women with the sense of completion for which they are searching.
Tania (LIAH) and Mira (LFM) in particular emerge as women whose most comfortable,
creative state is to be single. This is also true of The Hope Chest’s ‘homeland’ narrative.
For Rani especially, solitude is the condition that allows her atrophied artistic creativity

to regenerate and, like her sister, she arrives at the unmarried state by choice.

1 op. cit., p.157.

"2 Op. cit., p.79.

'13 Gayatri Gopinath observes that women who do not conform to the heteronormative character of the
family are often disowned. “The family [is] a reproductive unit, through which the stability of gender
roles and hierarchies is preserved”; and single women who do not participate in its reproductive dynamic

may be deemed to be outside the fold. See Gayatri Gopinath, ‘Nostalgia, Desire, Diaspora: South Asian
Sexualities in Motion’ in Braziel & Manmur (eds.), op. cit., pp.263-264.
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The ways in which European marriages are held up for comparison with, or in
contrast to, Asian marriages undergoes significant development in second-phase fiction.
In first-phase works, European and Asian marriages either exist in a relationship of
contrast (as in The Nowhere Man), or focus largely on the more negative dynamics of
marriage (as is the case with Sumitra’s Story). However, second-phase texts are as
likely to underscore similarities that depend on more positive qualities. This 1s
especially true of older couples, such as the Worralls and the Christmases (44M) who
exemplify a lifetime of steadfast loyalty and uncomplaining mutual care - characteristics
that it is easy to imagine unfolding across the course of the Kumars’ marriage. The
novel also suggests that European marriages - in theory, distinguished by romance - can
be as lacking in companionship as their Asian counterparts. The Ballbearings women
lead lives that, apart from sex, are largely separate from those of their husbands.
However, whereas first-phase texts represent this as a negative quality, Syal suggests
that, rather than being a factor in, and symbol of, the lesser status of wives, it enables a

degree of female solidarity and social autonomy.

Development is also discernible in how later texts utilise the contrast with
European marriage conventions to assert the validity of South Asian practices. Rather
than prioritising the (in)compatibility of individual couples, as Markandaya does in The
Nowhere Man, second-phase works focus on the shortcomings of love marriages more
generally. The works of Randhawa and Srivastava, for instance, assert that partnerships
based exclusively on love can be as problematic as those that are arranged. Harjinder
(H-J) condemns Gazzy’s compliance with the arranged system as “marry[ing] for

money”’, but nonetheless concedes that “you could see the being in love business
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doesn’t work out that great either”.!'* The potentially detrimental consequences of the
‘freedom’ of romantic love are also a focus of second-phase criticism. 4 Wicked Old
Woman suggests that the absence of social obligations, of the kinds that surround the
arranged marriage, encourages a laissez-faire attitude to relationships. Pam 1s
abandoned by the father of her child during pregnancy, while Richard’s suicide attempt
can be traced back to his partner’s insistence on an open relationship. In Looking for
Maya, the strength of the commitment between Mira’s parents - symbolised by Mira’s
habit of merging her parents’ names into the single term, ‘Ravikavi’ - is all the more
striking in contrast to the serial infidelities of Ralph. Although they focus on young
Asian British women who conduct their relationships according to western norms,
neither Transmission nor Looking for Maya suggests that these are essentially superior
to the more traditional marriages of the protagonists’ parents. Rather, both novels depict

the latter with considerable affection, as reservoirs of security in an uncertain world.

Conclusion

The chosen works across both phases direct their critical energy at the
perpetuation and essentialisation of gender inequality. Many focus on the devaluation of
the girl-child, the gendered division of labour and the restriction of women’s social,
educational and sexual freedom. They also critique the systematic way in which
women’s inferiority is established at birth, and reinforced thereafter - often by recourse

to sources supposedly beyond human intervention, such as religious texts.'!> This tends

4 Op. cit., p.108.

S Nectar in a Sieve’s somewhat anomalous suggestion, that Ira’s violation of sexual norms eventually
becomes acceptable to her family, is not so much a reflection of existing mores. The narrative is also

‘aspirational’ inasmuch as it seeks to assert the necessity of social reform on a range of issues, including
traditional constructions of gender.
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to be more overt in second-phase works: later ‘homeland’ narratives underscore the
tenacity of patriarchal mores over the phases of diasporic fiction, but explicate more
emphatically the proprietorial relationship that men have with ‘their’ women. The
theoretical link between women and the reproduction of cultural norms is confirmed
and challenged by diasporisation. Both phases of immigrant fiction suggest that the
potential impact of ‘other’ cultural values encourages a particular vigilance about
women’s conduct and mobility, and the necessity of preserving the collectivity’s ethnic
integrity. However, the revision of izzat, especially in second-phase works, also testifies

to the ways in which diasporisation undermines some of the same circumscriptions.

Authorial attitudes towards the socialisation of women are also variously
inflected by diasporisation. With the possible exception of The Nowhere Man, none of
the selected first-phase writers fails to comment upon the construction of gender roles.
The diasporic narrative of Sumitra’s Story may offer the most obviously feminist
critique of women’s social inferiority; but other early texts also suggest that the impact
of ‘other’ cultural values helps to foster a more critical stance towards the position of
women in South Asian communities. However, diasporisation is also linked with
experience of metropolitan bigotry. The racist utilisation of women’s subordination to
denigrate South Asian cultures in their entirety lies behind the assertion that gender
inequalities are not the exclusive preserve of South Asian cultures. Tacitly, such a
conviction may account for The Nowhere Man’s relative lack of concern with the status
of South Asian women, as the novel is set in a period during which feminism had yet to
take hold, and British families functioned by means of similar constructions of gender.

However, emphasis on Western patriarchies tends to be more emphatic and frequent in
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second-phase works, and in this respect, Sumitra’s Story’s patent claims that patriarchal

values cross ethnic lines align the novel more closely with its successors.

In keeping with the treatment of gendered socialisation, the inequality of women
within marriage remains the focus of criticism across the phases. So too does the
normalisation of this imbalance, which is represented as undergoing little variation
between the ‘homeland’ and the diaspora. The trajectory this process follows is similar
to that which determines a woman’s pre-nuptial socialisation: her inferiority 1s
established at the outset, and each subsequent requirement is, in some sense, a
concession to, or compensation for this ‘fact’. The acquisition of a wife is represented as
onerous, and the demands that marriage makes of women prioritise the fulfilment of
certain social and domestic duties to offset this burden. Through her fertility and her
skill as a household functionary, the wife is expected to serve her husband’s family: by
perpetuating its name through a male heir, and by ensuring the ease and comfort of its
members. It is, perhaps, this existing imbalance that accounts for the more critical
treatment in later texts of loyalty in marriage, which is represented as a responsibility
far more incumbent on wives than on husbands. Through their depictions of female-
initiated divorce and separation, second-phase texts expand the range of ill-treatment

that women are supposed to endure in the name of fidelity and feminine modesty.

As is the case with the socialisation of women, the impact of diasporisation on
perceptions of marriage is apparent in various ways. Its interrogative consequences can
be discerned in the assertions of second-phase writers, born or largely raised in Britain,
that 1t is sometimes in the best interests of women to conclusively breach the social

contract of marriage. However, diasporisation, in terms informed by the experience of
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racism, also influences the positive treatment of South Asian marriage customs. Tim
Youngs’ analysis of how arranged marriages function in dramas with Asian British
protagonists (including works by white playwrights) points out two particular kinds of
elision that afflict its representation.!'® One is a lack of recognition that the arranged
marriage has played an important role in British history, and has only been superseded
by the love-marriage fairly recently. If South Asian diasporic writing addresses this
cultural similitude at all, it is through the possibility that marriages within supposedly

different cultural miliexx may in fact have comparable social and gendered dynamics.

The other elision is a failure, when addressing marriage in South Asian milieux,
“to distinguish between enforced marriages and those in which choice is offered and
agreement sought""'..l 17 The treatment of marriage in first-phase texts is varied; for, while
Hosain and Smith do indeed represent the traditional system as coercive in certain
respects, it is also one that many of their characters (come to) accept. Markandaya’s
depiction of arranged marriage, in common with her treatment of gendered
socialisation, is arguably informed as much by the possibility of reciprocal
responsibility between partners, as by the opposite scenario. Furthermore, many of the
chosen second-phase texts, despite their criticisms of the system, cumulatively assert
that ‘arranged marriage’ should be regarded as an ‘umbrella’ term denoting various
degrees of parental intervention. Randhawa and Syal both suggest that a young
woman’s ability to exercise decisive power is not necessarily incompatible with the

mechanisms of the arranged marriage system.'!* Moreover, second-phase texts are

116 Tim Youngs, ‘Morality and Ideology: The Arranged Marriage in Contemporary British-Asian Drama’,
Wasafiri, 9, 1988.

17 1bid., p.3. Parekh is also insistent that the arranged marriage does not automatically entail the
imposition of the parent’s choice of partner upon his child. Op. cit., p. 9-11.

118 Binny’s engagement in Hari-jan endorses the possibility of combining a voluntary choice of partner
with the procedural norms of a traditional marriage, so that the needs of all interested parties are met.
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especially keen to assert the positive attributes of a marriage system in which the pursuit

of individual desires does not necessarily supersede a sense of responsibility to others.
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Chapter 2

Gender, Imperialism, Nationalism: Empire and its Diasporic

Legacies
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Introduction

Some of the earliest works under consideration are by writers who left the
Subcontinent around the time - and, to some extent, because - of the region’s partition.
Their texts evince a considerable commitment to depicting the impact of imperial rule
on the Subcontinental peoples. This chapter examines how South Asian diasporic
women’s fiction represents the British Raj in India, and the nationalist resistance
movements to which it gave rise. I focus, to a large extent, upon the ways in which the
selected writers critique the gender dynamics upon which the ideologies and practices of
imperial rule and nationalist response were based. The majority of the chosen texts,
however, are primarily attentive to the South Asian population in Britain, and many
trace the lineage of the cultural politics of the diaspora space back to the colonial
relationship between India and Britain." Through the emergence of this theme as an
ongoing concern, | also examine how the chosen works use tropes of gender to delineate

the imperialist and nationalist legacies that affect Asian Britons.

The complicity of sexual and racial hierarchies in imperialist and nationalist
ideologies is, therefore, of particular relevance to the ambit of this chapter. In Colonial
Desire (1995), Robert Young explicates the sexual categorisation that informs the racial
ideology of imperialism.” He reminds the reader of the frequency with which the
attribution of cultural values, such as degrees of civilisation, to particular racial groups
has also depended on the allocation of sexual characteristics. The quasi-Darwinian

“evolutionary scale of [racial] development” stretched from “a feminized state of

! Brah defines ‘diaspora space’ as “a conceptual category... ‘inhabited’ not only by those who have
migrated and their descendants but equally by those who are constructed and represented as indigenous”.
Op. cit., p.181

2 0p. cit.
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childhood (savagery)” at the bottom, to “full (European) manly adulthood” at the top.
‘Savage’ races were not, however, perceived as equally feminine, but were “carefully
gradated and ranked”.* Ronald Hyam offers several examples of this mode of
classification. Bengalis, for instance, were condemned as “unmanly and degenerate”,

while the Burmese were more approvingly credited with masculine, martial spirit.’

To 1llustrate the symbiotic relationship between sexual and racial imperialism,
Young focuses particular attention upon Gobineau’s 1853 Essay on the Inequality of
Races, according to which the innately masculine character of the white race impels it to
go forth and spread its civilising influence. Attracted by the inherent femininity of the
non-white races, whites are represented by Gobineau as acting upon an unavoidable
biological impulse that also renders non-whites ‘natural’ objects of appropriation.® He
thereby justifies impenalism as the inevitable consequence of congenital imperatives.
However, the deployment of the parent-child metaphor in imperial ideology, as it is
characterised by Young, must also be noted. The trope naturalises racial and sexual
patterns of authority as unquestionably necessary for the welfare of the weaker party. As
Ania Loomba observes, “in the language of colonialism, non-Europeans occupy the
same symbolic space as women. Both are seen as...ripe for government, passive, child-
like, unsophisticated (my emphasis).”’ Thus the legitimisation of men’s dominance over
women 1s simultaneous with the endorsement of white supremacy. Or, as Young

succinctly puts it, “just as the white male rules at home, so he lords it abroad™.®

*Ibid., p.94.

* Ibid.

* Ronald Hyam, Empire and Sexuality: The British Experience (Manchester; New York: Manchester
University Press, 1991), p. 202-203.

® Op. cit., pp.99-117.

" Op. cit., pp.159-160.

% Op. cit., p.111.
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The importance of gender to the imperialist conception of racial hierarchy is not
only evident in the ideology of British rule over India, but also in 1ts execution. The
colonial claim, that Indians were at a lesser stage of human development, was ‘proven’
by reference to the inferior status of women in Subcontinental society. The Indian
woman, as Uma Chakravorti points out, afforded the colonial masters a means of
rationalising their intervention in the region: for, without the guiding hand of European
civilisation, it was claimed that she had little, if any, chance of elevation from her
degraded position.

The ‘higher’ morality of the imperial masters could be effectively

established by highlighting the low status of women among the subject

population...the women’s question thus became a crucial tool in the colomal

ideology.’
The veracity of such claims has been a matter of debate. Bhikhu Parekh insists that the
idea of the Indian woman’s lowly condition gained - and continues to have - currency
because the external character of gender relations in Subcontinental society has been
(wrongly) assumed to reflect their interior substance.'’ Furthermore, despite its
purportedly benign intentions, the intervention of the imperial power did much to
exacerbate whatever disadvantage afflicted the Indian woman. That this was so
indicates, according to Kumkum Sangari and Sudesh Vaid, the mutual accommodation

between British and Indian patriarchies - a “complex inter-relationship of contest and

collusion” (my emphasis)."’

? Uma Chakravorti, *Whatever Happened to the Vedic Dasi? Orientalism, Nationalism and a Script for the
Past’ in Kumkum Sangari & Sudesh Vaid (eds.), Recasting Women: Essays in Indian Colonial History
(New Brunswick; New Jersey: Rutgers University Press, 1996), p.34.

'* As discussed in Chapter 1, Parekh sees the deferential conduct of the traditional Indian wife as “a
facade that hides wide varieties of attitude”. Op. cit., pp.7-8.

'! Sangari and Vaid claim that this collusive relationship between patriarchies could be observed in the

colonial regulation of agrarian relations. The British ideal of femininity, according to which women were

under the custodianship of men, was applied to India to authorise the removal of inheritance rights from
rural Indian women. Op. cit, p.7.
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Gayatri Spivak’s characterisation of imperialism as “white men...saving brown
women from brown men” elucidates the extent to which, under the aegis of ‘salvation’,
the Indian woman also became the object of colonial sexual possession.'* Indeed,
Gobineau’s use of sexual tropes to delineate the interaction between colonising and
colonised races acknowledges this possibility by eroticising the attraction of the former
for the latter. Hyam notes that interracial sex was not only a common occurrence, but
also, until the early 1800s, part of the imperial mission. The donation of a christening
present to each baptised child of a British soldier and an Indian woman exemplifies the
parallel relationship between the seizure of Indian territory and the appropriation of the
Indian womb. As Loomba remarks, “from the beginning of the colonial period till its
end...female bodies symbolise the conquered land”."> The keeping of an Indian mistress
was also a well-established practice, not simply for the purposes of sexual gratification,

but also as a means of improving British knowledge of Indian languages and affairs.'*

Moreover, as Hyam points out, the encouragement of inter-racial sex

underscored the imbalance of power between colonised and colonising males:
If, for whatever reason, white men were anxious to keep black men away
from their womenfolk, they (notoriously) imposed no parallel self-denying

ordinance on themselves in their relations with black women. !

Indian women were, therefore, of considerable strategic and symbolic importance to the
imperial powers. So that their status might be exploited, the women of the Subcontinent

had to be depicted with the broadest of brush strokes, for as individuals they were of

12 Cited in Loomba, op. cit., p.154.
1 1bid., p.152.

14 “Colloquially, the bibi [high class woman] was spoken of as a “sleeping dictionary’”. Hyam, op. cit.,
115.
e Ibid., p. 205.
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little interest - hence George’s claim that imperialism “collaborated in hollowing out all

specificity from Indian women”.'®

George’s emphasis on collaboration, much like Sangari and Vaid’s assertion of
patriarchal collusion, suggests that Indian politics and practices were guilty of similar
shortcomings in relation to women. Susie Tharu confirms this view, remarking that
nationalist resistance movements often utilised ideas about gender that were comparable
to those current in imperial circles.'” A number of nationalist organisations looked to
the archetypes of religious history to construct a definitive national character; but how
far this identity was opposed to its colonial counterpart in terms of its gender politics is
debatable. George stresses that nationalism, as much as imperialism, constructed
women as symbols “of tradition, of modernity, of suffering, of strength, of love, of self-
sacrifice” and, crucially, “of the nation itself”.'® Her claims are resonant with those of
Yuval-Davis and Brah, discussed in Chapter 1, each of whom asserts that women’s
sexuality is “central to the creation and perpetuation of nationalist ideologies™.” A
particular onus was placed upon women to exemplify the national ideology in their
conduct, and to direct their fertility towards “the physical regeneration” and continuity
“of the nation’s weakened people”.zo However, Loomba claims that, “as mothers to the

nation, women are granted limited agency”.?! The veracity of such an assertion is

'* Op. cit., p.137.

17 Susie Tharu, “Tracing Savitri’s Pedigree: Victorian Racism and the Image of Women in Indo-Anglian
Literature’, in Sangari & Vaid (eds.), op. cit., p.262.

% Op. cit., p.137. Kandiyoti’s overview of how women were incorporated into nationalist movements also
emphasises the contradictory dynamics at work. On one hand, “nationalist aspirations for popular
sovereignty stimulate an extension of citizenship rights, clearly benefiting women”. On the other hand,
“nationalist policies...mobilise women when they are needed in the labour force or even at the front, only

to return them to domesticity or to subordinate roles in the public sphere when the national emergency is
over”. Op. cit., p.376.

20 * - - - - » -
Chakravorti, op. cit., p.60. Victorian women were also encouraged to see their primary contribution to

the imperial effort in terms of fertility, child-rearing and household management.
2! Op. cit., p.218.
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supported in this context by the implicit prohibition, “unstated, but nonetheless clearly
understood”, on Indian women organising around gender-specific concerns.” It is a
restriction that underscores the extent to which nationalism, as much as imperalism,
disavowed the importance of women in themselves; for, “while ‘social problems’...had
a legitimacy and were widely discussed, there was an uneasy sense that the crucial areas

where power operates (for women)...were outside the scope of debate”.”

According to Partha Chatterjee, reformist policies on women were absent from
the broad nationalist agenda because the movement had already resolved the women’s
question in accordance with its own priorities. Underpinning this resolution was a
conception of the nation’s cultural character as comprising its inner/spiritual and outer/
material aspects. Provided its internal core remained intact, it was possible to tolerate
the encroachment of ‘other’ cultural ideas into the nation’s external realm. The
nationalist treatment of the women’s question identifies this dichotomy with gendered
social roles.

The home was the principal site for expressing the spiritual quality of the

national culture and women must take the main responsibility of protecting and

nurturing this quality. No matter what the changes in the external conditions of
life for women, they must not lose their essentially spiritual (i.e. feminine)
virtues; they must not, in other words, become essentially westernised.”*

The role of domestic and spiritual gatekeeper did not necessarily mean that women were

confined to the home. They could feasibly operate in the public world, provided the

# Vasantha Kannabiran & K. Lalitha, ‘That Magic Time: Women in the Telegana People’s Struggle’ in
Sangari & Vaid (eds.), op. cit., p.119.

= Ibid.

2 Partha Chatterjee, ‘The Nationalist Resolution of the Women’s Question’, in Sangari & Vaid (eds.), op.
cit., p243. See also pp.237-246.
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integrity of their spiritual identity was preserved - a state that would be appreciable in

their observance of socially-approved differences between female and male conduct.”’

The means by which women were practically included in nationalist protest
were often similarly mindful of their existing status. Gandhi’s satyagraha [non-violent
resistance] movement was able to incorporate women precisely because it did not
challenge their traditional role. For example, the importance placed on spinning
khaddar cloth as a gesture of self-sufficiency worked around, rather than against, the
physical restrictions to which many women were subjected in traditional communities.
Furthermore, wherever a clash occurred between familial responsibilities and the desire
for political participation, Indian women were urged to give priority to the former; for,
by serving the individual family, it was claimed that they were also serving the larger
family of the nation. Rumina Sethi sees Gandhi’s tactics as an intentional subversion of
the primacy of masculine values, and a promotion of traditionally feminine attributes
and skills as politically efficacious.?® Sethi’s view concurs with that of Parekh, who
insists that Gandhi “well understood the power of the Indian woman”, especially her
capacity to exhaust the abusive will of opponents with her passive demeanour.”’ Others,
such as Amrit Srinivasan, see in the same methodology the appeasement of social
conservatives; for the swaraj [self-rule] project involved no critique of how Indian

woman were constructed as essentially domestic beings.?

® Citing Yuval-Davis, Kandiyoti points out that “we should be wary of ethnocentric definitions of the
private and the public, and acknowledge the extent to which the boundaries of the so-called private
domain are in fact structured by the state”. Op. cit., p.377.

26 Rumina Sethi, Myths of the Nation (Oxford: OUP, 1999), pp.132-133.

21 B.C. Parekh, op. cit., p.8.

® Amrit Srinivasan, ‘Women and Reform of Indian Tradition: Gandhian Alternative to Liberalism’ in

Leela Kasturi and Vina Mazumdar (eds.), Women and Indian Nationalism (New Delhi: Vikas Publishing
House Pvt. Ltd., 1994), p.8.
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Where this chapter shifts its focus to the diaspora, one of its primary concerns is
the extent to which the neo-colonial politics of the (former) metropolis are informed by
the rationale of colonialism.”” One area in which imperialism’s legacy is evident is in
the ‘management’ of Britain’s culturally diverse population, which has seemingly
undergone a shift from what Parekh characterises as a fundamentally monocultural
position, to a more multiculturalist one.”® The monocultural option of assimilation
proved unacceptable to many first-generation immigrants, hence its supersession by a
policy of integration. Described by Roy Jenkins as “equal opportunity, accompanied by
cultural diversity, in an atmosphere of mutual trust”, it was emphatically not a process
of “flattening out” cultural differences. As such, it can be seen as the precursor of more
recent conceptualisations of Britain’s multiculturalism, which accord the preservation of
cultural particularity considerable weight.”! However, the extent to which such a policy
lacks a neo-colonial subtext is a matter of debate. Kenan Malik characterises “[t]he
promotion of pluralism [as] a tacit admission that the barriers that separate blacks and
whites cannot be breached”.’* As such, it is a modern equivalent to colonial ideas about

inherently and immutably separate races.

Rushdie, furthermore, argues that modern British racism is the legacy of
imperialism’s disrespect for the indigenous peoples of the colonies. “Four hundred
years of conquest and looting; four centuries of being told that you are superior to the
fuzzy-wuzzies and the wogs leave their stain.” Rushdie discerns the traces of this stain

in several places. For example, he castigates the popular media for their limited and

2 In this case, ‘neo-colonialism® denotes the assertion of white supremacy, and discrimination against
non-whites.

*0 Bhikhu Parekh, Rethinking Multi-culturalism (Basingstoke: Macmillan Press, 2000), p.6.

*! Brah, op. cit., p.24. Jenkins was Home Secretary under Wilson’s Labour government, from 1965-1968.
32 Kenan Malik, ‘Equal v. Plural?’ in Greenberg (ed.), op. cit., p.59.

** Salman Rushdie, ‘The New Empire Within Britain’ in Imaginary Homelands: Essays and Criticism
1981-1991 (London: Granta Books, 1991), p.130.
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largely negative representation of immigrant(-descended) communities. State
authorities, such as the police, the Home Office and Parliament itself, are also accused
of racially discriminatory practices. At no point, however, does Rushdie address the
possibility raised by Brah, that “racism is...a gendered phenomenon™.** The hierarchy
of gendered difference that underpins colonial ideology does not inform Rushdie’s
analysis of the racial malaise imperialism has bequeathed the former motherland - a
shortfall that, as I discuss later in the chapter, I believe South Asian diasporic women’s

writing attempts to rectify.

If impernialism is the ‘parent’ of contemporary British racism, in what ways, if
any, does resistance to racism in the diaspora derive from the nationalist precedents of
the colonies? Yuval-Davis’ examination of ethnicity, difference and community
underscores the particular burden that women bear when immigrants react to ‘host’
racism by closing ranks and asserting their particularity. The responsibility for
maintaining and prolonging its cultural integrity lies with the community’s women - a
task that, in theory at least, condemns them to an atrophied female identity, i1f not to the
intensification of patriarchal control in the name of solidarity. Paul Gilroy is cautious
about the efficacy of neo-nationalism - which, like its antecedents, can depend on the
invention of ‘authentic’ and often homogenous identities - as a response to racism. In
his view, it is an inherently problematic resistive strategy: partly because it risks
validating imperialist 1deas of innate racial and national characters; but also because it
operates as a communal 1deology by refusing to recognise that ethnicity “is riven by
class, gender and generation”.> In such refusal lies the continuing essentialisation of the

gendered social roles that have been discussed in Chapter 1. What is more, it is also the

* Op. cit., p.156.

*3 Paul Gilroy, Small Acts: Thoughts on the Politics of Black Cultures (London; New York: Serpent’s
Tail, 1993), p.116.
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means by which any interrogation by women, of the terms on which they are accorded a

place within the collectivity, is suppressed.

The gendering of imperialism and nationalism in the ‘homeland’

My concern in this section of the chapter is with how (far) each phase of South
Astan diasporic women’s writing acknowledges the importance of gender to imperialist
and nationalist 1deologies. It will inevitably be the shortest section as only a minority of
the selected works are concerned to any significant extent with events in the
Subcontinent. In order to trace the degree of continuity or development in the treatment
of imperialism and nationalism, my initial focus is upon the ‘homeland’ narratives of
the first phase which prepare much of the ground for this chapter’s ambit as a whole.
One way in which colonial power has a very direct impact upon women is evident in
Sunlight on a Broken Column. Nita’s death is a direct result of the crowd-control tactics
employed by the colonial police force. The actions of which she is a victim contradict
the notion that Indian women are beneficiaries of imperial largesse. Rather, they
suggest the intolerability of an Indian woman publicly interrogating the discourse that,

among other strategies, institutes her as a victim of her ‘own’ people.

However, the most frequent way in which first-phase writing underscores the
importance of gender to the exercise of imperial power is through the equation of
women with ternitory. This is expressed primarily through the seizure of Indian women
by colonial agents - a phenomenon that Hosain’s ‘Phoenix Fled’ -addresses with its
allusions to the sexual dangers posed by British soldiers. To re-assert colonial authority
after the 1857 Mutiny, the soldiers are engaged in the destruction of Indian villages;

and, 1n the course of forcibly appropriating the land, they also engage in the forcible
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appropriation of Indian women. Their threatening presence is the most immediate

memory of the aged grandmother, who recalls “[t]he red-faced ones, like monkeys in

red coats”, from whom “[n]o woman is safe, no girl is safi » 36

The sexual undercurrent of colonial power that Hosain acknowledges is
explored in the greatest detail in The Nowhere Man. Markandaya, like Hosain, depicts
the invasive destruction of the home by the police as parallel to the assault of women;
by characterising the storming of Chandraprasad as a “violation”.”’ Markandaya’s
ambiguous depiction of the house as a place with “hidden spaces...where a man might
lie” endows it with the character of the female body.”® That a masculine dynamic
underlies the ‘penetration’ of this private territory is confirmed by Srinivas gendered
understanding of the policemen’s excitement: “his nostrils reeked with the smell of
what they exuded and his palms grew wet and his groin was slippery in a kind of
hideous identification”.”” However, the sexual energy that drives the invasion of
Chandraprasad is most obvious in the British officer’s visible arousal, which finds an
outlet of sorts in the exposure of Vasantha’s naked body to public view. Srinivas’
implicitly recognises that the ‘seizure’ of “his father, and Vasantha and their country”
by “white men’s hands” (my emphasis) are not discrete events, but effectively a single

act.4°

3% Op. cit., p.13. Nayanika Mookherjee characterises such rape as “a means of retribution and pre-
emption, as well as a metaphor of sacredness and humiliation”. By way of illustration, she cites a 1972
poem by Jasimuddin, which has a particular relevance to Hosain’s depiction of imperial rape.
‘Dogdhogra’ (‘Burnt Village’) compares “the ravaging of the pastoral surroundings of Bengal with that
inflicted through rape and torture by the Pakistani army”. Furthermore, Mookherjee claims that rape

demasculinises men, by underscoring “their loss of agency as protectors of the honour of their women”.

See ‘Gendered Embodiments: Mapping the Body Politic of the Raped Woman and the Nation in
Bangladesh’ in Puwar & Raghuram, op. cit., pp.160-164.

37 Op. cit., p.140.

** Ibid., p.141.

* Ibid.

Y Ibid., p.154.
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Women and the home are also central to other ways in which Markandaya
represents British attempts to subjugate the native population. She highlights the
difficulties Vasudev’s mother faces in trying to maintain the integrity of the family
home under colonial rule, and does so to a degree that Sunlight on a Broken Column’s
focus on the privileged (and sometimes collaborationist) ralugdar class permits less
readily. The financial hardship Vasudev’s mother suffers as a result of the “culling [of]
the wage-earning heads” belies imperial claims of an improvement in the Indian
woman’s degraded position.*! Furthermore, Markandaya lays considerable emphasis on
the emotional burden she bears as a result of her husband’s incarceration, as he is, in
accordance with tradition, one of the principal foci of her quotidian responsibilities. Her
anguish is clear, as “she twist[s] her hands, yearning to use them in the service of her
husband”.** The resignation of Vasudev’s father, in response to the introduction of
internment without trial, may also be read as a gendered act. By compelling him to
leave the profession that enables him to support his family, the imperial power strikes at
the heart of his gendered role as a provider, and exacerbates this state of affairs through
his imprisonment. The destitution of the family is, therefore, a metaphorical testimony

to the emasculation of Vasudev’s father.

The home is not only a channel through which the colonial power tries to
undermine native strength; it is also a site of nationalist resistance, especially for
women. Fortitude in the face of domestic hardship was one of the principal ways in
which Indian women were encouraged to support the anti-imperial effort. “By
shouldering family responsibilities when their men went to jail or got killed” women

were entrusted with the task of “maintain[ing] the cohesiveness of family life and the

*1 Ibid,, p.123.
 Ibid.
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solidarity with the kin group, to which men were unable to devote much attention.”"?

However, in first-phase texts, the (range of) protest activities that women undertake 1s

subjected to various levels of criticism, underpinned by consciousness of the
circumscriptive power of traditional gender roles. The nationalist conception of the
home as symbolic of the country’s sacred cultural interior is scrutinised in a way that
suggests the impossibility of the task entrusted to women, of safeguarding its purity.
The relative ease with which Chandraprasad is destroyed by the invading officers in
The Nowhere Man suggests that to conceive of the home/woman as an unimpeachable
area is more an ideal than a feasible actuality. The hidden spaces that bestow a feminine
character upon the house also suggest that there is a lacuna in the nationalist
construction of womanhood that renders it vulnerable to the harbouring of ‘other’

values.

The nationalist insistence on women’s cultural ‘purity’ is also critiqued in
Markandaya’s depiction of the burning of foreign textiles. Another means of approved
protest for women, it is undertaken by those of the Vasudev family: they “kindled a
bonfire and burned on it every article of what they thought to be British-manufactured
that they could find”.** In The Nowhere Man, the bonfire is a recurring motif, associated
with the exclusion or destruction of those deemed to be outsiders. The critical tone with
which the image is employed elsewhere in the narrative suggests that, by endorsing a
purification of its own culture, Indian nationalism is, to some extent, afflicted by the
chauvinistic mindset against which it reacts.*’ Its indiscriminate range of targets is

underscored by the fact that “silks and cottons, doilies of Brussels lace and crepe de

43 Kasturi & Mazumdar, op. cit., p.xxvi, p.xiv.
“ Op. cit., p.113.

> This possibility seems even greater if one considers the sympathy with which the novel treats Srinivas’
aspiration towards a less exclusively national identity.
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Chine bought from innocuous Chinese hawkers” (my emphasis) are also consumed by
the fire.*® Furthermore, the textiles themselves function as symbols of the austerity
imposed upon women by an overriding concern with the maintenance of cultural punty.
The gaiety and eclecticism of the fabrics is contrasted with “the lumpish, coarse, off-

white homespun” the women are obliged to wear as a mark of their nationalist

allegiance.*’

There is also a palpable sense in first-phase texts of the exclusion of women
from the public sphere of nationalist politics. This is especially marked in Sunlight on a
Broken Column which, as Nasta observes, interrogates “the seamless and often
patriarchal telling of the history of Independence”.*® The irrelevance of women to the
nationalist agenda in anything but the most functional capacity is summed up by an
unnamed young woman on the night of the elections: the female talugdars, who have
been urged so assiduously to vote, “do[n’t] matter anyway” as “[e]verything will be
decided by the men”.* The novel vividly captures the ambivalence of its protagonist,
caught between a passionate concern for the autonomy of her country, and misgivings
about how this is to be achieved. It is a dilemma that appears especially stark in
comparison to the experiences of Laila’s male compatriots, for whom there is far less of
a disjunction between their intellectual and practical politics. Isolated in her (feminist)
mistrust of purportedly nationalist motives, Laila resorts, as she has done in other
contexts, to the imagery of theatre - this time, to convey the hollowness of the political

‘commitment’ she witnesses around her.”® She feels “ominously detached” from the

* Op. cit., p.34.
¥ Op. cit., p.257.

*% In Chapter 1, similar images are used to suggest the superficiality of Zahra’s and Saira’s respective
personae.
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violence of the student demonstration, “as if [she] were strapped to a chair in an empty

auditorium, watching a performance™.”’

The limited inclusion of women in nationalist politics 1s also delineated in other
first-phase texts. Markandaya’s comparison of the Vasudev women’s “own small
contribution” to the “lavish and picturesque” gestures of resistance by the family’s men
evinces a sensitivity to the confined scope of women’s participation.>” In first-phase
fiction, public protests by women that foreground their visible presence are few in
number. The only acts that truly do so are Vasudev’s mother’s (TNM) deliberate
disruption of British soldiers’ practice routines, and Nita’s (SO4BC) participation in a
demonstration against the Viceroy’s visit. Most forms of protest undertaken by women
are in some way informed by traditional expectations, and do not transgress the
boundaries within which they are supposed to operate. This tendency is apparent even
in Laila and Sita’s (SOABC) decision to wear ‘national flag’ saris to school and to not
sing the British national anthem. Their acts of defiance are public only to a certain
extent, taking place, as they do, within a secluded, all-female environment.
Furthermore, their refusal to sing foregrounds their silence - a customary expectation of
women anyway. Moreover, Laila is keenly aware that the ways in which women do
express their nationalist solidarity are often determined by the priorities of their
particular milieux, as defined by ethnicity, religion or class, rather than by their concerns
as women. Nadira’s involvement in the movement is circumscribed by, and observant

of, the commitment of her family to the Muslim cause. Similarly, Sita and Perin express

*1 Op. cit., p.157.

52 Op. cit., p.113. Uma Chakravorti observes that “vast sections of women did not exist for nineteenth
century nationalists”, whose ideal of Indian femininity was derived from the women of the elite classes.
Hosain and Markandaya suggest that the same may be true for the nationalists of the twentieth century:

foreign goods can only be boycotted by those with the means to possess them in the first place. See
Sangari & Vaid (eds.), op. cit., p.79.
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their nationalism as consumers and patrons of Indian arts - that is to say, through the
channels of wealth and privilege that define their class, and which they are desperate to

conserve. In these respects, women remain the badges of every cause but that of their

own advancement.

Second-phase novels that focus on the ‘homeland’ are small in number, and
most of those that make reference to the Subcontinent do so in passing. Some degree of
continuity with earlier texts is nonetheless discernible. Nanima’s stories in Anita and
Me, for example, testify to the calculated destruction of Indian homes and families.
Meena’s grandmother recalls the period of her husband’s imprisonment as a time of
utter dispossession: “I lived as a widow until he returned, and he returned to nothing.
Even the pots and pans we ate from had been sold, or taken”.>* Although the matter is
portrayed in less detail than is the case in first-phase fiction, 1t continues to function as
an indictment of colonial policy, whose effects are again represented - despite impenal
claims - as inimical to Indian women’s welfare. The Coral Strand also acknowledges
how the capture of the Indian man works to the detriment of the Indian woman, but does
so by focusing on a small community of Bombay prostitutes. For many of them, the
soldiers of the Indian National Army are effectively their ‘providers’, being among their

most regular clients. When the men are incarcerated for insubordination, the prostitutes

are plunged into poverty.

Developments in the second-phase treatment of imperialism and its gender
politics are most obvious in The Coral Strand, which is the only one of the selected

texts to offer a sustained examination of the topic. The novel’s representation of white

men