BAPSI SIDHWA: “WATER” – INTERVIEW

Questions from Francesco Mannoni

1. Your latest novel takes place in India at the time of  the changes made by Gandhi’s activity. Sixty years after his death, what is his role in Indian memory and tradition? Are his doctrines still followed and respected?

A
The ‘Untouchables’ are the pariahs of the Hindu caste system and Gandhi fought against their inhuman treatment.  He renamed them ‘Harijans’ (Children-of-God); they now have a chance for education and some political power.  This was Gandhi’s most significant contribution in the social sphere.  He also tried to dispel the prejudice against Hindu widows, and other social injustices.  The prejudices remain, but there is improvement. Gandhi’s doctrines are respected by people of all faiths; even if they are not followed. 
With the story of the young Chuya, widow of an old man she married at seven and segregated in the widow ashram, did you mean to sum up the costrictions of most Asiatic women, who still suffer privations and freedom restrictions, often slaves of an ancestral rule that isolates them from life?

A
Little Chuya’s story is particular to the laws that govern the lives of Hindu widows. Christian, Muslims and other religious groups don’t have these laws, but the prejudice has affected most widows in India. You are right. Millions of women in South Asia still have almost no control over their lives. They live in privation and their freedoms are restricted. I’ve told their stories in my other novels:  
2. Chuya, at the same time, represents her vision of existence, her wish for freedom, the possibility to raise and express love feelings; ideas which can be found in the “new times” as foreseen by Gandhi. Chuya’s rebellion as positive example for all women in slavery?

A
At 8 years old, Chuya is too young and feisty to have been indoctrinated by the worst of these traditions, and she rebels against them. Most girls in her position succumb to the pressures of traditional mores by their teens, but they don’t lose their desire for romance and love. Chuya’s example, and the change in the thinking of the other widows, especially Shakuntala, are cause for hope and celebration
.  
3. In your books, women have always an extraordinary role, and also Chuya, i.m.h.o., can be seen as symbol of all women in the world who refuse to be enslaved (physically or psychologically), that prevents them from expressing their very personality. Chuya as a symbol of womankind and their violated rights?

A
Women, their strength and vulnerabilities, and how they cope with what happens to them, are paramount in my stores. But my male characters are also victims of tradition and are as strongly portrayed. 

As for Chuya, she does not submit docilely to the treatment meted out to her. She is outraged by what happens to her and to her lovely friend, Kalyani. She symbolizes the revolt of women against physical and psychological violation: so far as a child can symbolize that.

4. India (but I may also say Pakistan and many other Asiatic countries) is experiencing a massive social development: why are such ancient traditions, which are very restrictive towards women, still going on? Modernity in these countries seems to mean: computers, cinemas and commercial sites, but what about changes in real existence?

A
Good question. The economy is booming but the traditional mind-set is deeply entrenched. Computer call-centres have been likened to working in the holds of slave ships: workers sit in little cubby-holes and are strictly monitored. But to the lower and middle income women these jobs represent a degree of financial independence. It gives them more control over lives and respect at home and it is bringing about social change. But there are still uneducated millions who live below the poverty line, and where there is poverty the hold of tradition is strong.
5. India is becoming an economic big country, that almost scares the West. In Your opinion are these feelings justified or not?

A
Although the middle-class is growing, there is a huge discrepancy between the very rich and the majority of Indians who are mired in poverty. Its economic success should not scare the West but the population explosion is scary. It will spill over and destabilize neighbouring countries as it seeks elbow room.
6. In which regions of India, are these old traditions more severe and deeper?

A
Generally speaking, North India, particularly the middle class, is more traditional and patriarchal. Punjab,  Maharashtra, Utter Pradesh, Behar and rural Bengal are also traditional. The provinces in South India, Karnataka, Tamil Nadu, Madhya Pradesh, are much more relaxed. In fact Kerela has a matriarchal culture.
7. In your opinion, according to which rights does man proclaim himself superior to woman?

A
By no right whatsoever! Eons ago pastoral societies were ruled by goddesses. Then came the warriors who created gods in their own male image. Because of superior physical strength, the patriarchs considered themselves superior to women. Men are by nature territorial and gradually they usurped all rights over women’s bodies and lives and created myths, like the Adam and Eve story, to establish their dominance. I could go on and on, but this in a nutshell, is the history of the man/woman relationship. Women are equal to men intellectually and they are wiser. They value peace and are the glue that holds societies together. Societies are beginning to appreciate this.
Your descripions of the widows’ milieu and their pundicity are very impressive and vivid, because they reveal the time’s soul: how do you verify these details?

I found Widows in India: edited by  Martha Alter Chen, very helpful regarding the traditions governing the treatment of widows. I also Googled ‘Hindu Widows’; they provided a wealth of information. I’ve known many South Asian widows personally.
From your book, Deepa Metha has directed the third film of a trilogy: “Water”. Have you seen the movie? Did you collaborate to the screenplay? Which is your relation with cinema?

A
I worked with Deepa Mehta on her 1999 film Earth, which was based on my novel, La Spartizoine del Cuore. Earth was the second film the trilogy, following Fire. Mehta sent me an early edit of the film Water and persuaded me to turn it into a novel. Fortunately Chuya is very like little Lenny in my novel La Spartizoine del Cuor and by bringing my imagination into play I could posess the narrative through her. I created an early life for Chuya in her village, and backgrounds for all the characters; I entered their minds. I added incidents and dialogue and explained the laws that governed the widow’s lives. In other words I did what a film cannot possibly do. I loved the film, and fortunately Deepa loves the novel.
10. You live in the USA, how do you keep in touch with what happens in your Country? What binds You most to your homecountry? Which is the very intime connection with your own history?
A
I spent my youth and most of my adult life in Pakistan and India and I am steeped in the culture of South Asia.  America, to me, is still a foreign country. I have my own house in Lahore and visit Pakistan and India for extended periods. My own history is bound up with the Indian and Pakistani cities that I’ve lived in and with the people I know there; they remain my connection to my home-country. 

11. India was “Guest Country” at the last Book Fair in Frankfurt. Which is the literary role of India in the modern world?
A
The developed countries know very little about the Indian subcontinent and often see us as faceless blobs.  I became aware of this after La Spartizoine del Cuor was published in the West. It is the story of the Partition of India in 1947, told from the point of view of a Parsi child, and describes the horror that marked the end of British rule in India. Western readers knew almost nothing about this. Superficial differences of color, language, often rob people of their humanity and it is important for others to see us portrayed as individuals with faces and personalities and discover our shared humanity. It is the role of the writer to provide this understanding; faceless blobs are easy bomb. 
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