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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.
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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.
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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 focu<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>