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4 Intersections of the Vernacular and
the Diaspora

The Genre of the Nayi Kahanm (New Story)
and the Pravasi (Migrant) Wrniter-Usha
Privamvada’

Anjali Chaubey

Histoncally, in the Hindi diaspora, various regional languages of the Morth-
Marth East regions of India—varicties of dialects of Bhojpuri, Magahi, Mai-
thili, Awadhi, Bagheli, Chhattisgarhi—travelled first to the distant continents
in the nineteenth century in the strictly eolonial context of indentured labour
(Jayvaram 42; Mohan 8). These languages were uprooted and replanted in
different capacities by the indentured workers from India who were forced to
migrate to Trinkdad, Tobago, South Afnca, Fipu, Mauntius, and Sunname
after the British “Act of Emancipation™ of 1834 (’Souza 1071). Some of
these languages gave rise to newer dialects (such as those of Bhojpun) and
creoles (Jayaram 44) in the spoken form, but only a few of these languages
have had literary outputs. However, the Hindi language (which 15 based on
the standardised Khadi-Bol, shaped by nationahlist, socio-cultural forces)
migrated through a different upwardly mobile social class, caste, and pender
in the second half of the twentieth century, The Hindi hiterary diaspora being
formed especially in the USA and other Euwropean countries is a thrving
space, Usha Privamvada, Susham Bedi—Howw (Fire Sacrifice) (1989),
Lawing (Returning) (1992), Nov Bhum Ki Ras-Ratha (Tale of the New Land)
(2002)—and Mndula Garg— Uske Hisse Ki Dhoop (Her Share of Sunshine)
(19735, Kitmi Craidein (Imprisonments) {19735), Fanshay (Heir) {1976)—are
some important writers who have a sustained engagement with literary Hindi
in the USA, Likewise, from other international shores, there are authors such
as Kiran Patel, Sudha Chandela, Panna Maik, and Malaithi Rao who are part
of the South Asian diaspora in Hindi.

Whether one writes with a clear political ideology of promaoting the vermacular
abroad or to connect with the “local”™ literary scene of the language (the two are
not mutually exclusive), the contour of the literature s definitely expanded. To
quote Walters, such literary narratives are “crucial ongoing sites where diaspora
clarms are made, unmade, contested, and remforced”™ (Walters gqtd in Hua 46).
The tormation of this diaspora began in the mid-1%60s when higher education as
a means of immigration was becoming 4 phenomenon with the opening up of
the mternatsonal borders and the creation of the South Asian departments that
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wiould accommodate migrant academics. The trend to travel abroad to specialise
in one’s degree had started much before India's freedom from the colonial
powers; however, post-independence, one saw a different wave. The erstwhile
colonkal subjects graduating from the nstitutions established dunng colonialism
deflected to the West, first as students and later becoming representatives of their
countryicontinent in those universities, making an interesting posteolonial turn.
Privamvada migrated as a Fulbright Fellow like her compatriot Bharat
Mukherpee, whe arfved in America as a PhD fellow. The latter is a cele-
brated writer of the English diaspora from India. The penod in which they
rose 1o prominence iz particularly impertant given the debates and ideclogi-
cal conflicts of the 1970s and 19805, when several waves of feminism, posi-
colonializm, America’s growing impenalism in the garb of “globalisaton™,
amd the categorisation of “first”, “second”, and “third”™ world countries were
being stratified. I one compares the two authors, they ocoupy two ends of the
diaspora spectrum—Privamvada’s literary process of situating the homeland
happens in Hindi for a readership that is largely situated in India, while
Mukherpee homes hersell in English by writing about her Indian expenience
for the Western readers.

In the subsequent pages, through a close analysis of Pnvamvada’s writings,
an effort B made to study how the Hindi literary movement of the Mayi
Kahani (Mew Story) gets adapted onto diasporic literary settings and advan-
ces the cause of the former. At the same time, the chapter also looks at the
homing process of the writer and the emhoming of her protagonists who are
forever wandenng to belong. Since this is an author study and analysis of a
specific literary movement. it will be bevond the scope of the chapter to draw
a companson with the diasporic writings coming out in English during the
fime

From the decade of the 1930s to the late 1940s, the Hindi iterary scene 15
markid by the Adfiweic or modern penod, which i3 chamcterized by nation-
alizm wath an impetus owands social reforms A noticeable strand in the hit-
erature of the time, especially in the emergent genre of the short story, 15 an
engagement with the economic and cultural changes duning and post-lnde-
pendence pertod that make it imperative For women 10 operate oulside the
domestic sphere. This phenomenon creates a major ripple in the conventional
arrangement of the family structure and the genre of the Navi Kahani (from
ile mid-19508 to the early 19%0s) and takes it upon itself to delineate the
effects of this societal Aux, This literary movement is championed largely by
male writers such as Mohan Rakesh, Kamleshwar, and Rajendra Yaday, whao
chronicled the changing wrban reality and its pressure on the traditional
family unit in the journal titled Nawi Refernd. Some writers like Phanishwar
Math Renu ("Teesri Kasam™ ("The Third Promise™y) extend the theme to
rural settings to delineate simmlar challenges and the quest for individuality
against the backdrop of social responsibility. These short narratives have non-
lincar plots and fractured narratives that attempt to express a new kind of
urban realism. Some recurring themes are the alienation of individuals in the
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family unit, changing man-woman dynamics, and most importantly, engaging
with the site of Indian modemnity and its impact on the “working women™.
The movement lasted only for a decade and its very existence is contested for
its significance on the literary map. Usha Privamvada and Mannu Bhandan
are the only two women writers who are chronkcled within the Navi Kaham
Movement.

The category of the “career woman” or the “working woman™ becomes the
entry point for most of these narratives as it was the new subject of the
changing tmes. Amongst the existing “tvpe” of women in Hindi literature,
there waz no calegory that could accommodate the “working™ or educatead
women, although they had started making unflattienng appearances in con-
lemporary narratives of the tume, This new emerging category was baMing for
ihe male critics and writers as it defied any linear appropriation, While lit-
gracy for women in the house was seen as a means of strengthening ome’s
social capital, the "working” woman was perceived to be on a slippery slope,
for she was operating outside defined boundaries. This surface progressiveness
af society of that time was a furiher sethack to women. They were introdwced
to the keas of independence, they could even be ecconomically independent
(although not many had a claim over their earnings), yet the tightness of the
moral noose forbade them from attaining any individuality of their own.
Mohan Rakesh’s “Miss Pal”. Usha Prnvamvadas “Surang” {("Tunnel™)
Mannu Bhandari’s “Ghutan™ (*Suffocation™), Rajendra Yadavs “Ek Kan
Hui Kahanm™ (“A Half Story™), and Nirmal Verma's “Parindey”™ {*Birds™) arc
some texts where the writers try to bring out the contradictions mherent in
the miven model of progress. In these stones, women are definitely placed ina
changed cultural-social matrix but are made to operate along the old tradi-
tonal coordinates. Privamvada’s wntings deserve spectal attention when one
15 looking at the writers of the tme because her treatment of the then soco-
cultural dilemma problematises the inherent contradictions of Indian moder-
nity that expected women 1o straddle tradition alongside, The renowned critic
Mamvar Singh savs about her work:

Treone Rabaniven mein pefirad se owenveey savifoedlon &8 veakhra &7 hai
aur mari=fevar ki wrvisangaiivon ka vatharth pavakcelitran Kiva el fo
oo fiveadivenereifora K den fal, Dnkd Kelerndyon meln Seatvandd air o fi-
verell wlfeosfern &8 shifoor aelluank sard B rasvie reoedind 8¢ bl sarle B oomilia
fal menifuda sabfivara mein advitanigr vivogte par vvang, paramparager
Jarfareoodlelyon par prafar, veakilear charitra-skieelana aur ya-vikeliyos
ha yatfeersh vishdeshan, bekari-melngaliaist sombaleen rafneribsamsvaon
e vivechan.

She has given an in-depth exposition of human relationships. and the
complexities i women’s lives ansing out of the workings of the capita-
listic machinery find realistic expression in her stories. In her stones, one
gets a picture of women sutfering in feudalistic and capatalistic structures
along with a discussion of the contradictions of contemporary life,
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critique of the crumbling traditional conservatism, and issues around
sexuality and unemplovment and inbation.
{Singh and Sharma vii, my translation)

Although she 15 one among the few women writers who have found a
place in the journal Nayi Kakari, Privamvada 15 mainly recognised and
read as a pravasi (dasporic) writer, Given the fact that she migrated to the
USA in the 1960s, one can see the mfluence of the Nayi Kahani Move-
menl in the stomes that were wnlten in a new land. This interesting over-
lap of the two themes—diaspora with the vernacular—has resulied in
pushing the scope and range of the two genres simultaneously. A pravasi
writer is read along familiar lines—the proximity 1o Indian sensibilinies,
the presence or the effect of Wesiern influences in her writings, how she
counteracts those, and, more importantly, whether she ends up celebrating
her desh {(motherland) or nod,

In a very diasporle reading of Privamvada® writings, one can divide her
writing into four distinct phases—the “native™finitial phase, where the setting
15 Indian and the ethos of the female characters are strongly rooted in the
conventional set-up. The second phase 15 the work composed in the initial
years of residence outside India, where the characters are exposed to the
newness of Amernican cultures and they are steadfast in upholding their own
culture even while being drawn to the specific elements of the new world. The
third phase 15 where the characters move past the mital stage of upholding
the norms of their old lives and actively participate in their own individual
quests that originate only because of their presence on the new soil. And the
final stage is where the yearnings of the characters have given way to dis-
illusionment and it iz no longer about the place or its ethos, Wherever there 15
a return to the homeland, it 15 mitigated with a sense of loss or a defeat
agiinst the circumstances. Along with the dissporic thread that marks her
work, the domestic undercurrent of stressing women's individuality s curiously
entwined throughout her narratmves Ths thematic coexistence—dimsporic dis-
location along with the “working™/independent woman paradox—Ffacalitates the
narrative by broadening the range of ber characters and sinations, although this
also can alo lead to a simplstic reading of the cause-effect relationship berween
the two themes For instance, an Indian woman embracing her sexuality and
liberating herself from the servility of social demuwreness is easily believahle af it is
happening in the “vitiating™ West, but will appear less credulous in a tvpically
traditional set-up. This becomes the limiting aspect of her wnting, for one tends
to read too much into the spatial location and overlooks the circumstantial
situation of the protagonisi, and the possibility of her making similar decisions
in the non-West s never considered.

Priyamvada says of her stones:

“Bamwaas [ Exite), "Ek Awr Bidaai” { Anosher Farewell] maine Amer-
iva pravaas ke pratham warsh mein likhin, jin mein ek sanskargrass sirike
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mann aur vichaearon ko pastclimi sebhvata aur sonsieid se takraay
Lpar sl i
“Banwasa”, “Ek Aur Bidaai” which were written in the first yvear of my
stay in America carry a clear conflict between a traditionalist woman and
the western civilization.
(Privamvada, Banwaas iv. my translation)

Interestingly, she uses the term “zanskargrast” meaning someone sullering
from trachtson, nstead of “sanskan”™ which means traditonal, o suggest the
erppling effect of cultural indoctrinations, As evidenced in her eary writings
Privamvada = a bintle restocted in exploring radical models For her protagonisis
even though the exposition of their plight within the institutional exstence is
one of the primary concerns of her writings

Owerlapping of Vernacolar Elements with Diasporic Imaginations

A stated earlier, the preaccupation of the Hindi story writers of the time was
to capture the new wrban reality and social changes. Rural and urban migra-
tion to foreign countnes for education and career opporiunifies was an
important part of this social change that formed an important entry point for
the vemacular into the diaspora. Especially in the hterary imagination, it
provided a fertibe ground for the exploration of new and radical ideas. Like
the characters in the fictional narratives for whom a movement away from
home opened up iImmediate vistas of opportunity. for the author too, setling
up her stories. removed in location from the native readership, gave her
encugh room for experimenting with situations and themes The traditional
Indlian man, who has always been in charge of his affairs, all of a sudden
found himsell negotiating with racial hierarchies on the professional ront and
a changed dynamic at home. Whether in India or abroad, male complacency
was affected by the advent of moedernity, and even though the posinon of
women waz nol drastically uplified, the rpple of change had been et in
place, Privamvada's stories explore vanous dimensions of these changes in the
diasporic senings,

At this point, it should alse be worth nofing that the images of the West in
Hindi literature of that time are mostly ridden with negative perceptions, The
West as a corrupding force on the protagonists and the struggle of the {mosily
male) hero o fight them with his (traditional) virtues were some of the stock
themes. The readers of this form of didactic literature were usually advised
against the enterprise of immigration by showing how life “out of India™ can
b less than desirable (MceGregor 7). Although Privamvada was not out-
wardly taking on these male-centric immigrant narratives, there was a clear
shift from her early wntings, such as “Chahardiwan™ {"The Four Walls™)
“Toofan Ke Baad” (" After the Storm™), “Chutti Ka Din™ {The Day Odf), and
Pachpan Khambe Laal Devarein (1962) (Fiftv-Five Pillars and the Red Walls)
that were written in India, and “Ek Aur Bidaai” and “Banwaas” which were
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penned in the mital years of stav “out of India™. Her other texts such as
Rukagl Nahin Radhika (1968) (Stop Please, Radhika), “Saagar Par ka San-
geet™ (“The Muske from beyond the Sea™), “Trip™, and “Kitna Bada Jhooth™
(“Big Lies") indicate her non-judgemental reception of the “impact”™ of the
Western mfluence. As one has maintained earlier, Privamvada puts to use this
“out of India” space that s already ndden with negative connotations to
explore the male—female dyvnamics from new angles and complexities.

In her stores, we find a 2ustained engagement with the discourse of the new
emerging calegory Of a woman from multiple angles, explonng the nuances
and challenges imherent in the depictions that attempd 1o contain womanhood
in traditional categories, In several narratives, we see empowered women not
Just breaking the traditional moulds bur also exploring their sexuality outzade
social sanctions. Such migrating female subpects elude fixity, their position is
completely untenabde within conventional parameters, amnd yet they attempl 1o
negodiate a cerfain amount of validity within the existing structures. This is
something echoed by Ahmed in Srrange Encoimters) Embadied Ovhers In
Post-Colontelity. According o Ahmed,

The narrative of leaving home produces too many homes and hence no
Home, too many places in which memaories attach themselves through the
carving out of inhabitable space, and hence no place that memory can
allow the past to reach the present.

{TH)

Privamvada entwines the two sites—the female body and the mmmigrant’s
position—=to bring out a very local/lndian 1ssue of women's freedom. Her
female protagonists are on their quests for self-fulfilment by wandering in ancd
out of relatonships'marnage, seeking companions who can help them n this
sell=dizcovery, Themes of sexual nfidelty and adultery in mamage are no
new subject maners, except this time 1t i3 the female or the erstwhile victim
whao 15 the philanderer. In a classic subversion, she at onee 15 de-emphazasing
body purity/chastity of women, which are the building blocks of patnarchal
stubbornness, amnd the Taulty malefuosband’s atttude is also somewhere made
accountable for the crisis There is a visible shift in Privamvada’s protagonists
after her first novel Pachpan Khanew Laal Divarein (1962), in which it is sti-
fling o see the profagonist not pursuing ber happiness and resigning to a life
of loneliness. In a lecture delivered in Chicago in 1973, Privamvada took on
ithe conservative portraval of women in Premchand and his contemporaries,
capecially their ambivalent attitude towards modern and educated women.

In the nincteenth and twentieth centunes, social awareness and a genuine
desire to uplift the status of women added two new types (wile/mother and
goddess’beloved being types). the young widow and the fallen woman—hboth
prey to a ngid social order. Bankim Chandra, Rabindra Nath, Sharat Chan-
dra, Premchand, Jai Shankar Prasad, and Jamnendra Kumar, all portrayed
these women with great compassion.
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In Hindi, the writing of the post-Premchand period brought forth
another stereotype—which could be descnibed by another cliche—a sex
object (Milsson 17).

She takes up precisely these “fallen” women—the widows and other norm-
defving women—who are under the strictest gaze of patrnarchy—as her sub-
ject matter. Her protagonists are sexual subjects. Radhika (Rukepi Nohin
Radhika) goes away with a white man agamst the will of her family; Kiran
(“Kitna Bada Jhooth™) 15 in an extramarital relationship with Max; TT has a
fling with Bhaskar in “Toote Hue" (Broken); Vasu breaks her six vears ol
meaninghess marnage 1 be with a younger man in “Pratidhwaniyan”™
(Echoes); the wale in “Tnp” has several sexual fMlings with the knowledge of
her husband, and so on, She akes up the category of “fallen™ women cen-
trally and allows them to have desire unapologetically. Granted that these
narratives coukd be szen as elitist az most of the characters are middlefupper-
class women who are comfortable in their class privileges, which gives their
ventures a safety net to fall back on. However, the circumstances in which
these women decide to defy acceptable norms of womanhood emanate from
deep-rooted structures that have been marginalising women across class divi-
sions. For most of these characters, personal excursion outside of approved
sanctions is their first and the biggest defiance of their lives Before they take
this plunge, their lives have only been acted upon, but with this sell-expression,
they take control of themselves (for however small a penod) and experience a
freedom that never existed for them.

Some of the women in the stones have professional careers while others
remain on the home turf, but a trait shared by all is an alienation from their
surroundings. Those who have lived their lives stoctly adhenng to the pov-
erning moralistic discourses often find themselves wondering at the banality
of domestic responsibalities. The diasporic setting plays the role of a catalvst
here, What could possibly be amiss in their lives when they have been
upholding their roles to the halt? It s in their occasional bouts of honest
muzing that one finds their resentment at the choces that have bBeen made lor
them in their lives amd they reman without any agency in the decision-
making process Some of these characters cannot even think of the posability
of existing outside of the socal nsumution of the family such as Birjan
(" Banwaasz” ), Kiran ("Kitna Bada Yhooth™), and Shushma { Paclipan Klundse
Loaal Devarein). Privamvada particularly attacks the patmarchal impositions
of the arranged marriage system that denies women any agency in the selec-
tion of their partners. She pushes the category of “wifefmother” into existing
as a woman with desires and needs. In her stones. the longing in the feminine
psyche is given expression in the form of bodily desires and a need for being
loved as desirable individuals However, such awareness ironically creates a
sense of “strangeness” (Knsteva 19) that alenates women from themselves In
many of her stones, the female protagomst is surrounded wath outward mar-
ital bliss—big houses, a comfortable lifestyle, kids, and a husband who 15 not
difficult to hive with for he 1s affectionate and responsible. But the women in
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these stones are looking for passion, romance, and fulfilment that are not
necessary conditions of marriage. This passion is overpowenng and despite
resisting mitially, they give in to this all-consuming urge. The stones open up
with a crisis and often present two contrasting pictures. The husband and wife
share an outwardly functional relationship, the day to day works well, but an
invisible wall separates the two individuals shanng the most intimate spaces
“Kitna Bada Jhooth™ opens with the end of the love affair of the wifie. Her
secrel relationship with Max comes 10 a sudden end when he marnes some-
one else, She 15 distravght and s greving like a wadow who has just found out
the distressing news, This was nol a plain physical Ming. but a strong compa-
nionship that had been going on for a while and Max had wanted more:
“Main kva sada twnhare jeevim ki poridiibebaharrahunga”™ (Wil 1 Torever
remain outside the periphery of your life?) (Privamvada, Kima Bada Jhooth
41, my translation).

One can see a progression in the range of characters and the shiffing per-
somal limits as one move along the author's expansion of desire in her prota-
gonists, Birjan's (" Banwaas”) mundane life gets a fresh breath of Life wath the
cocasional running into the janitor, whose compliments make her reminisce
about her lost beauty and youth. Kirans story is probably an extension of
Birjan’s desire, which could not take any shape. While these characters do not
jeopardise their marmage, in Prnyamvada’s narratives, fernale sexual mbidelty
15 not seen through a moralstie discourse, and she lets her characters seek
outlets for their latent desires, even if 1t 15 for a short while. In those short
moments of self-assertion, be 1t Shushma's (Packpan Khambe Laol Devar-
ein) relationship with Neel or Kiran's bond with Max. they attain a level of
an all-consuming intimacy that defies all social mediations. Pnvamvada’s
narratives sustain an engagement with complex situations and expressions,
as well as the contamment of women's sexuality within the institutionalised
arranged marriage.

The presznce of the West 15 instrumental in the structure of the narratves
becawse female imfidelity in an Indian marnage s palatable (10 a conservative
reader) only in the “other™-land, which s supposed 10 be inherently vile In
one’s understanding, the new and unfamiliar atmosphere definitely acts as a
catalyst because not only does it open one to newer ways of existence, it also
makes one look at the oldTamiliar from new angles by sharpening their sen-
tience. Transporting untenable situations to the American background is
definitely a clever trope. however, she also points to the complexity of the
isswe that is extremely rooted in the rigid native sysiems A case in podnt is the
story of Vasu in “Pratidhwanivan™ (Echoes), where the wife leaves her hus-
band. The pleasures of the body, the freedom of being, and the heady intox-
wation of the feeling of love are only some parts of her new expenences. She
thinks she s in love with the new man, but in actuality. she 1s drawn towards
the possibilities that he represents—she can finally ascertain her claim over
her body. After him. she enters mfto several long and short haisons while
going about her hife alone in the United States,
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In Privamvada’s narratives, one sees a visible shift in the personal bound-
arcs when women gradually come out on their own and claim their mdivi-
duality irrespoctive of the place they inhabit. Most of these women have
understood sexuality only in terms of wifely duties and procreation. They are
aware of their own desires and also of the comventional desirabality para-
meters for women within marriage. Except for “Ek Aur Bidaai™. the mar-
rages discussed =o far have started to detenorate or become more complex
with the shift in the spatial location of the couples. Yet, the narmatives don’t
blame any “western immorality” for the same because taking women outl of
the rigours of sexual inhibitions is one of her concerns, regardless of the
location. Although winally hesitant, Shushma i Pochipan Khambe Loof
Devarein gradually accepts Neel as a lover, in an unspoken umderstanding,
Kalvam gives hersell physically 1o Hem with only a remoie chance of their
marriage in “Chandani Mein Barf Par™ (On a Snowy Night). Both the stor-
ies are located in India and none of them get to be with the person they love,
socially, In a strange turn of fate, Kalyani gets to meet Hem in America as
ihe mentor of her hushand, She declines his proposition to meet him in the
absence of her husband, eliminating the possibility of maintaining any future
relationship. He had keft her for another woman, and now it 1s her chance to
reject him. Birjan and Namita do not let their guards down irrespective of
their discontent. The place one inhabits 15 only incidental, not the chiel
determining factor in the characters’ motivations; in fact, Privamvada sub-
veris deterministic expectations from people and places by weaving some very
complex situations and human responses towards them. In the story “Adha
Sheher™ (One Half of the Cityh, lla, a young widow, voices her strong con-
tempt for a socsety that cannot sccept a single'widowed woman's sdentty!
sexwitlity:

¥ Puriesh pachas strivon se prem Eaeta fieta fai, wse onhara samaf kel
nahi kefee? Bk siei agar akeld, samwnan se feewa chalil hai to ushe charon
taral il mochkhane ko taivvar refite Bain,, o hota Eva foi chari-
Trohieen bona? Charitrm hod & v & Ve fid sk _|IJ'|'I.I'|;.||:I.|||'||'|'.'|'II'|'.|'."' sk seiik
sarglarbdy diva kisme hai, tumdel purishon re na? Thik hoi—mmen bl To
agar Samay ke haod mere pren reefie Bid ree Rva? Mufivne kod gondagi
faga rele povi Bai? Main foard fBun el Kpa buas, T oam g good Busan
hedng—eagl nredn wdaria hal, Rariove hat, saceld ol
A man can go about loving fifty women but yvour society does not
question that. When a woman wants to live alone with respect she is
surrounded with vultures, ready to np and eat her away.. And what
exactly 15 meant by “characterless™? What's the definition of “character™
And who gave it a social connotation. but you men? In course of time,
even If 1 want to have a lover, what's wrong with that? Do 1 carry a sul-
hed body? | know who 1 am, a good human bemmg—kind, honest and
truthful. ..
{Privamvada, “Adha Sheher™ 72, my translation)
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Process(es) of Homing

One can sec a discermible thematic pattern (which 15 not necessarily as per the
chronology of the publications) or progression in her wntings in the way the
author marks the coming-of-ape of her characters. Sometimes, there 15 a
movement within a text that replicates a similar pattern when the characters
transform over a period of tme and also circumstantally, 1o accept ther
changing reality.

Privamvada’s early writings are situated in mostly non-urban India, where
the woman of the house has just entered or 15 on the vergpe of stepping nlo
the world cutside of domesticaty, The economac potential of the characters 18
very Limited, amnd they carry the weight of the responsibility of supporting
large families. The process of getting the women to don this role is tomurous
for the male heads because traditionally it chips off their pride and implicates
their failure as the provider, For the woman too, there is a sense of victim-
hood in having to enter the workforce instead of entering the familiarity of
matrimony. As this condition is necessitated by a dire economic situation, the
“working” woman is strategically placed outside the institution of marriage
because of their capitalistic desirability. So. it is Shushma’s ( Paclipen Khanbe
Laagl Devarein) education which seemingly comes in the way of a suitable
maich, in Minno’s (“Chahardiwan”™ ("The Four Walls™)) case, the one sul-
table “bov™ willing to marry her 15 found to already have a wafe and kids and
nothing else has matenahsed.

The small dnift of freedom that the characters expenence by venturing out
of the “chahardiwari™ 15 kept in check by the hyper-insecunty of the men/
guardians. However, even this hittle taste of freedomiidea of love 15 enough to
ttillate desire. The possibility of love and happiness are remote existences:
what drves them 15 the vehemence stemming from their unending subjuga-
ton. In the concrete structures of the house that stands tall, svmbolically
representing unbending ngrdity, Privamvada opens small (new} windows for
her characters m these obd structures, Cflen, it i the idea of love or the hope
of new begnnings Mrom which the characters draw some sustenance, Even
though the women in the stomes are trapped in satuations that seem 1o have
no deliverance for them, vet it is not all gloomy and bleak. There are stories
that bring out a society undergoing change 1o be just to women—"Surang”
(“Tunnel™) and “Toofan Ke Baad™ (“After the Storm™) depict the beginnings
of reconciliation with the bitterness of the past. In the latter story, the elder
brother who has crushed his sister's right to love, now readily agrees to his
daughter’s decision to marry outside the community. He has seen the devas-
tation of two lives because of his rigid stand and now apologises to his sister
for the storm he brought mto her Life.

In the next phase of Privamvada’s writings, her characters are exposed to
new worldveews and they carcfully tread around these ideas; they are intn-
guced and, at the same time, alert about their own sensibalities. These are the
writings from her carly vears of stay in Amenca, where women are shocked



Interseciions of the Vernacular and e Digspora 75

and intrigued by the freedom and openness around, but stay steadiast in
uphalding their moral supenornty, such as Bigan ("Banwaas™ ) and Namita
(“Ek Aur Bidaai™).This i1s also the phase where one starts looking at the
familiar in new ways, the point when the woman sees the possibility of look-
ing at hersell as an mdividual and not just as an extension of the famly. To
quirte Kristeva, “Being alienated from myself, as painful as that may be
provides me with that exquisite distance within which perverse pleasure
begins, as well as the possibality of my imagining and thinking, the impetus of
my culture” (13-14), One starts (o Teel like questioning the old reality with
which one has lived lor years nil knowing how 1o articulate the angst that
has been piling on, Some of them take a route of dissent finally, such as Vasu
in “Prandhwanivan™; for others, existing outsule the traditional sphere s
always beyond their moral compass, However, the big change is that they
cannot continue 1o be at peace with the existing selffreality in the manner in
which they have been doing in the past in the final phase of Priyamvada’s
writings, there 15 a coming-of-self’ of her characters and they hold no illusions
regarding the realities of their lives and they achieve a sense of complete
sexual liberation where they discover hitherto non-existent feelings. Shymala
(“Sambandh” (Relationshiph), Vasu ("Pratidhwaniyvan™)., Amrita “Toofan Ke
Baad™, and Nimmo ("Chutti Ka Dhin™) are characters from this period. The
high point in these narratives 15 the sexual awakening in her characters when
they step out of their marnage and unapologetically have different pariners,
something that will be unimaginable either to their cherished Indian sensi-
bilities or to the arrogant orthodoxy of their patriarchal husbands. When she
15 making her characters own up to their sexuality, especially in and arcund
the institution of marmage, her position is certain to draw criticism for being
immoral or too Westernised, One wonders if this i one of the reasons why the
characters are perpetually in misery, caught in the whirl of abundance and
scarcitly at the same time, Or 15 this what Krizteva puls across s

(miet belonging 10 any place, any time, any love. A lost origin, the
impessibility 1o take roof, a rummaging memory,.. The space of the for-
gigner is a moving train, a plane in Might, the very transition that precludes
SLOpping.

{(7-#)

Why are the characters shown to be suffering even in the choices that they
have made for themselves when they have decided to call it quits with the old
values? Is it about the nature of this escape that only provides a temporary
solution to the actwal problem that continues to fester ke an open wound?
Privamvada is often criticised for being influenced by her long Western
presence because her stornes revolve around love and its physical manifesta-
tions, which 15 too “radical”™ in the Indian context. The “alterations™ in the
personality of Indian women in the West, their choices, and the path of their
struggle for seli-completion can be seen to be happening only under Western
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mfluence. Some critics ke Madhuresh find Privamvada too preoccupied with
the theme of love in the context of women: = Usfa Privamvada ki navikavein
prem ko fevan ka sabse mahaivapirna amebfiay mansd hain®™ (Love s seen as
the most important of human expenences by Usha Privamvada’s heroines)
(Madhuresh |06, my translation). Some critics maintain that she 15 upholding
Indian sensihilities even while depicting the changing values and behiefs of the
ume, as Raym Gupta does in her study on the author. When one talks in
terms of Inhan zensibility as opposed o the Western one, one 15 taking
recourse 10 reductive cultural sterestyping which works on polansation and
shuts cul the possibilines of overdap:

Sunskritiyon ka prabhae pagdea lozee il Jab koi ok simskreiti se wiftkar
kist glopsrd sanskeind B aur blwgio el falive Pt ti=prtni e heerh Valfvewrce”
daisi chees afapakt thal, "Wapnsi”™ e " Pratidffowanivan” ek ke dair main
sl Privanevada & saldid Ralrocyon sein ¢ pravad) relliiyon, mels para-
paparerent Jodd manvataon par et peeedl clioron K alowand sibald T,
Giftire Trie Jerevan & st evarn salasd wffertl hall Amibvaela aur karuna ke
swar futate haln. Ting hone ke bawzood ablriiva parivest ki kahanivon
fer aebuleersiya weftl Fermcefer
Being influenced by cultures is very obvious, when one leaves one and
enters inte another culiure. And suddenly you see the dea of “divorce™
between the relationship of hushand and wite. From “'Wapusi™ to “Pra-
tdhwanivan”, almost all stones of Privamvada carry a soft attack on
conservatism, dead traditions and beliel systems. What surfaces in these
stories 15 the boredom that stems from stified existence. And there 15 rise
of intimacy and compassion. Despite all this, the non-Indian set up does
not make her stones un-Indian.,
(Kanha Singhy Tomar gtd. in Gupta 80, my translation)

In a banary world, separation, divorce, and alienation are negative concepls
that are brought from the Wet because the Indian arrangement of marmage
and famuly 15 too strong and self-sufficient, IF one looks at expressions of
individuality only in terms of Tallen Western aberration, one misses the point
of the entire discourse of individual liberation, especially for women, and
undermines the validity of its existence. In one'’s understanding, love is a per-
tinent, and, at the same time, a radical form of self-expression because it is an
assertion of freedom that strongly defies institutionalised existence. A strand
i femimist thought, though, looks at the impositions of heteronormative
romantic love as problematic, keeping “woman as confined in the feminine
universe, woman mutilated, msufficient unto herself. The innumerable mariyrs
to love bear witness against this injustice of a fate that oflers a stenle hell as
ultimate salvation™ (Beauvoir and Parshley 79).

For Priyamvada’s characters, love 1s an essential requirement for their well-
being: they chase love across continents, the failure of which wreaks havoc on
their psvche, and they rebuild themselves completely only when they discover
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love again. 5o, love and the ensuing passion has a centrality in these narra-
tives andd. at times, appears self-destructive for these females However, one
musi remember the context of her writings; her gaze is on the institution of
arranged marnage and attempts to bnng out the emptiness of a life without
the kind of love and companionship that gives a sense of meaning to hife. In
some stories, the characters (authory expermment with sexual fings outzade of
marriage, but it 15 only a temporary break from the existing reality. The
affairs come 10 an abrupt end, leaving the individual caught in the old whirl-
pocd of familiar estrangement. However, the characters do not walk oul of
their marmages, with the sobe exception of Yasu in “Pratidhwaniyan”™, and
perhaps this 15 the Indian sensibility that many readers want 1o credit ber
work with, as the characters continee 10 hold the marmage 1ogether, The
affairs come 1o a sudden end For most of the characters and the erring wife is
shown 1o be restlessly trapped in the loop of her desire, which i a punishment in
itself In the case of Vasu, she discovers that the two worlds, the one she has come
out of and the ane she is actively a part of, are mere reflections of one another
and she 15 on the verge of ending her life several times, 1s this some kind of forced
validation by the author for her readership which is looking for some kind of
appropnated “Indian” redempiion for the husbands?

When Vasu meets her ex-husband afier six years, she tells him, = Ye Brar-
weret mahi foar” {There 15 no end to this wandering) {(Privamvada, “Pra-
tidhwanivan™ 33, my translation) when her husband, who is sympathetic
towards her dilemma. tells her to follow the path she has decaded for herself.
In one’s understanding, the concept of “Miarkan”, which can be loosely
translated as “aimless wanderning”, is important in understanding Priyamva-
da's wrntings. Stories put together in the volume Kitmo Bada Jhooth exten-
sively deal with women as wanderers. They are forever disconnected from
therr immediate surrcundings and people. Sometimes, they are chimcally
depressed and seek profesional help 1o get over this brooding, Happiness and
peacelul existence are ever-elusive and bere we have a conflation of two dif-
ferent kinds of alienation—one created within a relationship and the other
from physical dislocation emanating from the daspone siuation. They are
olten advised 1o seek closure from their past by a therapeutic revisiting of the
past (physically as well as metaphoncally), This is an interesting blend of two
conscicusnesses, of perpetal desiring and feeling dislocated from i1, When
Vasu spends that one night with ber ex-husband before going back to the
States, it reminds her of the sleepless nights from her marriage where post-
cottus she 15 consumed by the desire to communicate with hirm, while he
sleeps away. She gets her answer that the past does not hold any solution to
her restlessness, even though any reconciliation with him could hawve been the
easiest coming home.

However, Priyamvada denies her characters any easy closure and aftter the
abrupt break from the past, there = a sudden break from the present as well,
when the characters cannot bridge the realities that they inhabit. The char-
acters who continue to live the charade of a happy marmage, or even the ones
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who really have it, share a similar fate of restbessness and stay conflicted.
Privamvada puts her characters on “hharkan™; it is a painful, confusing. and
sometimes self-defeating exercise and its only reward s the individuality that
comes from being true to onesell. Shyamala in “Sambandh™ lives in a shabby
cottage in the outskirts of a cty in the US, suraving frugally on the suste-
mance from {imegular) freelance translation jobs. She suffers from serious
insomni and a general lack of interest in her surroundings, and she 15 parti-
cularly careful to not et attachedicommitted o anvone. Even if she would
like 10 feed the lone pigeon who comes regularly 10 her snow-covered win-
dowsill, she desists rom doing 20, because it will bring it back again and she
will be responsible for . The whate surgeon who seeks companionship with
her waniz her (o move inlo a better place. She, however, would rather live out
of her suitcase. This unwillingness (o take up newer responsibilities stems
from her guilt about ignoring the older ones. Earlier, when she lived in India,
her entire family was depemndent on her and they all survived on her little
salary. Mow that her siblings have grown up and she has physically moved
away from the burden of being responsible for all, she is free but burdened
with guilt. This guilt of breaking free and being hersell by cutting them off
from her life constantly lives with her. Now, she penalises herself by turning
away from any chance of happinessfcommitment. She moves from one place
to another, wanting to assuage hersell of this overwhelming leeling. But
Privamvada makes us wonder, through Shyamala, what this successful sur-
geon with a million-dollar house and a beautiful family secks in her hermit-
like existence” Shyamala sees her own reflection, the same aimlessness in his
eyes. She feels that perhaps it is the shared loneliness that brings them toge-
ther and in such moments of togetherness they have the comfort of knowing
that they are not alone: “Kvun iss akele, wijood, fatehal-si cottage meimakar hi
use kuch samray ke five raahat =i peilti a?”™ (Why s it that he can find some
peace only i this ramshackke house?) (Povamvada “Sambandh™ 13, my
translation), At one point, the doctor is willing 1o leave evervthing behind if
she agrees 1o be with him, She, of course, cinnoal commil,

Vasu in “Pratidbwanivan™ undergoes a similar predicament, of a person
ciught in this “Matkan™. Her abandoned workd of the past and the new pre-
sent both seem 1o be “pratdivanivan”™ or echoes of the same ills. While she
hersell does not contemplate going back to India, her doctor makes her
undertake a therapeutic journey 1o revisit her past. She had attempied suicide
when this “hlarkean”™ got the better of her and the doctor mandated her 1o
revisit her family and home that she had abandoned. * Bharkan™ is not only a
metaphor for an immigrant’s sense of up-rootedness or wandernng in a distant
land. Priyamvada shows that it can easily become an affliction even without a
physical dislocation. “Surang” 1s one such story located in India, where the
complexity of daily Iife and the challenges of a job without any emotional
sustenance drives Amrita to the point of suicide. For nine years, she has been
living a conflicted existence and dealing with the loss of her brother and a
mother who ceased to exist.
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Privamvada 15 one of the representative wnters of the Hindi diaspora, but
the thrust of her narratives is on the psvchological dislocation of the char-
acters. At this point, it mav seem important 1o ask if her protagonists located
in the Western social matrix are the osher of her Indian counterparts. The
ather, who resides mostly outside the realm of marnage and 15 educated.
economically independent, and sexually liberated, poses a threat to the nat-
ural order of patcarchy. Povamvada expands the range of beng a woman,
expecially in fermimist discourses. She busts the myth of the “third world
woman® as a passive victim. She crafls strong independent characters emer-
ging oul of strenweous crcumstances, These are strong, passionate individuals
choosing, sometimes chasing, love across continents, who are unapologetic
about their choices They are not an the quest of some big “American
Dream”, but their own small happiness that is sometimes tangible and, at
times, evasive. Privamvada™s success lies nod in the domain of international/f
lobal discourse of women's emancipation but a very localised and sustained
intervention in “lecal” womanhood, brnging out the difficulties that surround
and prevent women from being themselves

Interestingly, the most often discussed story of Privamvada’s ocuvre,
“Wapusi” ("Return™) shares with *Zindagi Aur Ghulab Ke Phool™ {“Life
and Rose Flowers™) the thematie similarity of displaced masculine authority
and 1ts resultant cffect on the male psyche. In both these stories, the male
protagonists have the hardest time accepting their fading importance in the
course of things around them. It cannot be coincidental that the two stones
that give centrality to the male characters and somehow show them to be
victims of the changing times are the only two stories that come up in main-
stream discussions of the Nayi Kaham period. While the concern of the wn-
ters and crtics is to push the cause of women. changing the balance of power
would entail taking away some patniarchal pnvileges from men and this
becomes a tricky domain, The challenge with this kind of modernity is that
one 15 ready 1o accept the empowerad woman butl not at the cost of any
dizadvantage 10 men!

Privamvada’s stories are nghifully categonsed in the Navi Kahani Move-
ment, for she is participating in a long-sustained discourse of women's free-
dom from social mores along with economic  independence. She is
conceplualising the changing times, placing women in non-traditional envir-
onments and behavioural patierns and looking at the effect on their psyche
The resultant dynamic is one where women, after transcending the physical
boundarieslimitations of their spatial’'culiural locations accorded to them,
have an uncertain road ahead. However, she would rather place her characters
in the uncertain and anxwous existence instead of the familiar certainty that
comes with adherence to the normative order. In her stories, especially the
ones coming out in the later phase of her wntings, women are conflicted not
because there is a break in the continuty from the past. but the growing rea-
lisation that their present existence is more or less an echo of the old world.
Through the diverse spectrum of characters, she s expanding the range of
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being a woman, in life and in literature, even though the wav she 1s co-opted
in mainstream literature i1s problematic. Given the concerns of the move-
ment—aol bringing out foundational nuances inherent in the selective moder-
nity of the time and to look at the changing man-woman dynamics—
Privamvada’s oeuvre provides for numerous stories that delineate multiple
probe points. The characters in these narratives defy moral precepts to the
extent that various social taboos become inconsequential in their realites.

Moreover, 1t 15 extremely liberating o s women transgressing externally
defived hmatatons of the self, but for the ernng or cheating Indian wile 10
become a mainstream protagonist, she has 1o be aated under the sway of
Western presence in these stories. Her stones are popular and the characters
are accepled despite this “un-Indian™ sensibility, precisely because of the
location of the characters and, to some extent, the author. Any analvsis of ber
writings focuses as much on the reading of the West as on her adherence 1o
Indian sensibilities” The diasporic lens can simplify the complex issues the
characters are grappling with in these narratives by deferring them unto the
offier and, therefore, nod treating it as their own,

Privamwvada has beon swocessful in problematising the “working™ women
paradox by questioning the selective modernity accorded to women. She provides
mdividuality to her characters by often situating them outside patriarchal same-
tions. This provides them with an existence independent of institutionalised den-
tity even though they are not completely at ease with themselves. On this long and
winding road., they may feel lost, or the pam might become overbeanng, and
somedimes the character desperately would ke to go back to the famalianty of a
monotonous exstence. Privamvada deserves the credit for putting women on this
“hiharkan” of vanous kinds, which is sometimes rewarding and most of the tme
an uphill chalknge: however, through the churming, there is the emergence of an
indradual who has realised her potential and pushed ber boundanes.
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