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Pakistani-American novelist Bapsi Sidhwa says An American Brat is based, in part, on her life.

Bill Olive: For the Chronicle
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Smothering love's flames
A Pakistani mom tries to thwart her daughter's romance, only to be seduced by the U.S. in American Brat
By EVERETT EVANS
Copyright 2007 Houston Chronicle 
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AN AMERICAN BRAT 

• When: Preview March 8; opens Friday. 7:30 p.m. Wednesdays-Thursdays, 8 p.m. Fridays-Saturdays, 3 p.m. Sundays, through March 25 

• Where: Stages Repertory Theatre, 3201 Allen Parkway 

• Tickets: $26-$36; 713-527-0123 

Adjusting to life in America can pose complications.

Especially if a Pakistani girl, in the U.S. to attend college, sends word back to her family that she plans to marry her American boyfriend — who happens to be Jewish.

Noted Pakistani-American novelist Bapsi Sidhwa has good reason to tell this tale in her play An American Brat, adapted from her novel of the same name.

"It's my story," Sidhwa says.

In real life, Sidhwa was the student's mother, who travels to America determined to dissuade her daughter from marrying outside the family's Parsee faith.

An American Brat makes its U.S. premiere Friday at Stages. Produced at London's Kali Theatre in 2003 (with a different title), the play has been revised through a series of readings at Stages.

The play dramatizes just the last five of 30 chapters of Sidhwa's novel. Daughter Feroza is the novel's protagonist, but her mother, Zareen, dominates the play. The novel chronicles Feroza's Americanization, which is almost complete by the time the play's action commences. The play centers on Zareen's concern about the planned marriage, her efforts to derail it and the way her visit to America changes her.
And though the novel was set in Denver, the play is set in Houston, where Sidhwa has lived for more than a decade.

Without revealing whether Zareen succeeds in her mission, Sidhwa says the character is to some extent "seduced by America" — as she herself has been since moving here in the 1980s.

"It was more my husband's wish to move here," says Sidhwa, who was born in Karachi and grew up in Lahore.

"I was settled in my life there, afraid to move. Coming from a Muslim country, with a certain amount of segregation between the sexes, I had to adjust to a different milieu. I was taken aback by the way women talk to men.

"Shortly after moving here, my daughter told me, 'Everybody thinks you are arrogant because you don't look them in the eyes and smile.' I had been taught it was proper to keep your eyes straight ahead. When I learned to look at people and smile, I thought, 'This is wonderful.' It made me feel welcome and more confident."

"But later, when I returned to Pakistan, people looked at me uncomfortably."

The recognition of such changes inspired Sidhwa to write An American Brat.

"It depicts America seen through the eyes of a different culture. After moving here, I was bombarded by so many different impressions. I wanted to write about them and the adjustments my daughters went through. All these strange and wonderful experiences."

Described by the New York Times as "Pakistan's finest English-language novelist," Sidhwa has won acclaim for such novels as The Crow Eaters, The Bride and Cracking India, which was adapted into the film Earth by director Deepa Mehta.

Her most recent book, Water, is a novelization of Mehta's 2006 film of the same title.

Like the Pakistani family in the play, Sidhwa's family is Parsee, the Zoroastrian religious sect descended from Persians who fled Muslim persecution in the seventh and eighth centuries. There are fewer than a million Parsees worldwide. But while it's a minority faith in predominantly Muslim Pakistan, Sidhwa says Parsees are revered rather than persecuted.

Though more progressive on such issues as women's rights, the Parsee faith forbids its members to marry outside the faith.

That explains the apparent contradiction in the play. The "liberal" Pakistani parents have sent Feroza to an American college because they worry that the rising tide of Islamic fundamentalism is making Pakistan less open than it had been 20 years earlier. Yet they freak out at the notion of Feroza marrying someone she has met.

"I remember bursting into tears when my eldest daughter wanted to marry outside our community," Sidhwa recalls. "Our faith is harsh with those who do so. I knew she would be cut off, lose the support of the community. If her grandmother, who was then old and frail, were to die, my daughter would not be allowed to attend the funeral."

Sidhwa moved to the United States a few years after the action depicted in the play. After living in Charleston, S.C., and Atlanta, the family moved to Houston. Sidhwa has taught at the University of Houston and Rice University, as well as New York's Columbia University and Mount Holyoke College.

Though always "fiercely active in women's issues," Sidhwa says she has become more liberated since moving to the U.S.

"But I also remain grounded in the Zoroastrian culture I grew up in."

Maneuvering through the conflicts between her native and adopted cultures, she says, remains an "ongoing process."
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