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Replaced nationalitv: cul tural migration in the fiction of

Bharati Mukheriee and Yasmine Gooneratne.
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CharactEfiEtically, colonial =zocieties define themselwves against
an dnchanging other who reprezents either a savage to be feared
or a primitive to be pitied. In settler societies like Australia
and Canada thiz attitude haz led to the suppression of the native
neonles and their cultures bv means of violence and charitwv.?®
In such colonized societies az India and Cevlon. however , the
Furnpean  colonilists succeeded only by slliving themselves with  an
indigenous ruling class. This class, aducated in both fsian and
European traditions, was proud of ite role as partners 1in
government and of its doint legacy of European and Asian
cultures. It later became subsumed by the nationalist movemsnts
which 1t generated, and earned the scorn of writers who regard
the whole period of Europeanrn colonialism during what they refer
to as the "Da Gama sra’™ as an interruption to their own history.
More radical critics reiject not only the role plaved by this
class in supporting colonialism but also its continuing cultural
legacy of deference to imperial models that reduce to subaltesrn
status the mass of the people even in post-colonial sccietigs.
Homi Bhabha. drawing on Edward Said. argues that the fixed nature
of this stereotvpe prevents the subiects of colonial rule
becoming actors in their own history.=® Anjuli Gupta has sﬁown

how the acceptance of imperial standards of propriety continues



to inhibit the capacity of Indian English to express the Indian
subject.”™ Writing and education in Englizh thus become means of
perpetuating colonialism through the production of a "privileged,
but alienated, and semilingual"” elite who are incapable of
zpeakinag for or to the powerless maiority of their +ellow-
citizens. Yet the writirmg in Indian English that has succeeded
in breaking from its imperial model and speaking to a world
community does bring into guestion both imperial domination and
the divided identities it has produced it. As Salman Rushdie has
suagested, we are all mlgrantes today. The novels I am
discussing in this paper describe in perfectly standard forms of
Englizh  the act of migration as a2 process which enables the
sLb iect to tree herseltdt from both colonial arid native
stereotvpes. Throuwah the experience of migration, retuwrn and
asesimilation their characters become actors both in  their old
cultures and the new.

Bharati Mukher jee and Yasmine Gooneratne have both written
novels of people displaced from colonised societies where the
charactere have belonged to the majority culture to =ettler
societies where they have been in a minoritv.”? In both cases
the migration has been +from countries governed by British
institutions, where the upper classes have rested thelr security
orn British customs that they now find under violent challenge.
But while Mukheriee’s characters migrate to the United States,
now the metropolitan cerntre of Angl ophone imperialism,
Gooneratne®s migrants qo to Australia, a settler society on
geographic, gconomic and cultural rim of the world. Yet,
although the Jjowneyvs described by the two authors take different

directions, they face their travellers with the same problems of



reconstructing an  identity within a society that lacks deep
cultural roots of its own. The mutual challenge between their
new identity and their home society brings into gquestion the
tfizity of the barriers between them. In each case the central

character learns to accept herself¥ not by renouncing her past but

by recognizing that this past is now at home where it continues

to exist in a new land. The novels are not narratives of
displacement, but of replacement: the replacement of the
cultural context of identity. Thi=s process both emphasizes and

brings into question the concept of naticrmality.

The Tiger's Daughter, Mukher jee’s first novel, is about the

attempts of Tara Baner jee, now married to David Cartwright, an
American novelist, to retuwrn to her source in India in order to
reconstruct her identity  and her marriage. 0OFf course, she fails
to do either, and the book leaves her locked in a car in the
middle of a riot in Calcutta, uncertain whether she will live but
at last sure of her love for David. The most striking discovery
of her retwn to Calcutta, however, is the realization that the
movement of history in India 1 not with her cwn class, who, for
all  their fascination with the fashions of contemporary American
cultuwre, are shown immobilized in the moment of the British Raj.
Rather, the beast that is moving in history, and has been moving
since the previous century i the unnoticed populace of the poor,
firet in  the jungle about the village, now in the streets of
Calcutta itself.

The novel opens with the statement that the "Catelli-
Continental Hotel on Chowringhee Avenue, Calcutta, iz the navel
of the universe" (p.3). This hotel, more than Tara’s family

home, is the geographic centre of the book. It his here that
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Tara and her friends come each day to sip coffee and exchange

gossip and opinion or watch the paszing demonstrations and small

riots. With its deferential waiters and turbanned guardian at
the door it symbolizes the privilege and protection that

alienates these heirs of the British from the 1life around them.
Its balconies keep safe their '"daily ritual of espresso or tea"
(pad).

Yet the hotel, symbol of unchanging calm, is also the scene

of the changes that are bringing to birth a new, frightening

realilty. The first person to recognize this is the i1immaculate
Joyvonto Roy Chowdhury, owner of tea estates and lover of
Caloutta, who suddenly recognizes that his life has been a

failwre, that the "real Calcutta, the thick laughter of brutal

man, open dustbins, warm and darb where carcasses were sometimes
discarded" ftp.41), haz no place +or him and his kind. For

himsels, he i=e content to accept his fate, maintaining hi=s hold

on reality by composing apparently ridiculous phrases to capture

the absurdity ¥ his world. He fteels no pity for the unseeing
voung people he observes around him, except +or Tara, the
“luminouws g¢girl" he determines to preserve from  the looming
destruction. Yet, eventually he is denied even this success.

The new power in India is represented by the ownearr of the
hotel, the businessman and politician FuE.Tuntunwala Ezg. ., who

befriends and protects Tara on her long train Journey from Bombay

to Calcutta, ererts over her a strange attraction- through his

ugliness, power and hatred, and finally betrays her trust by
AL ng her . Tuntunwala brings to Calcutta the ruthle=ss

capitalism that 1is displacing the egually remote hkhut more

idealistic and cultured powsr of the Berngali brahmins with  whom



Tara belongs. They are symbolized by the shady and well-tended
refuge her parent’s house, which Tara contrasts in her mind with
the dangers of her life in Mew York. In this house, before the
lingam of *the god Shiva, Tara reflects that "a Hindu was always
zet apart by his God" (p.5Z). Az the novel progresszes, however,

this seclusion is steadily broken down by the arowing restless of

the poor. Tara and her friends are interrupted on their picnic
and their vigit to the family factory. The hotel is beset by
the goondahs who scrawl their graffiti on it walls, litter its

approaches with their wvendore™ trays, and eventually batter its
deftences in riot. This 1g foreseen in the books gpening pages,

which introduce us to the apparently timeless seclusion of the

hotel and its  doorman. As even he, however , reluctantly
recognizes, "There is, of course, no escape from Calcutta . . .

Family after family moves from the provinces to itz brutish

center, and the center guivers a little, absorbs the bodies,
digests them, and waits." ip.4) This waiting constitutes the

—
a

action of Mukherise’s nove
Even before the main action, however, the novel challenges

these apparently unchanging i1+ threaterned rituals of Brahmin

Bengal by going back to 1877 and Tara’ = greatgrandfather in his
village. The ocoasion 1S auspiclous, the wedding of his

daughters, but it is undercut by omens of changs and destruction-—
—first, in  the steady rain that forces Hari Lal back to  the
shelter of his canopy and opens cracks and holes in the soil.
then in Hari Lal’s own knowledge of the savagesry bevyvond his
canopies, then in the weeping of the little girls who are to be
married, and finally in his premonition of his nwn death. The

scene ends with a vision ot "shadows of suicide or exile, of
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Bengali soil sectioned and ceded, of workers rising against their

hosses. It i

LH

to this later world that Tara retuwns, and
against 1t that her‘ family and +Friends build illusions of
stability.

The risings against the order of the masters form the context

of Tara’s return to her family. Although =she is quickly caught

up in the lives of her family, relatives and schoolfriends, she
iz no longer able completely to share their attitudes. This is

partly because, as the only one who has married for love rather
than by arrangement, she is set apart from the marriage intrigues
that preoccupy her companions. She has returned to India to find
her cultural roets, but discovers that she no longer belongs to
its life. She has ceased to be a Hindu, safely set apart from
the troubles of the world, and instead finds herseld set apart
from her AFriends by her choice of a husband +From a new
country.Yet this apartness enable<s her to see more clearly than
her companions, who are secluded within a situation to which they
ramain obliviouws. When, at the end, Tara proclaims her love for
her American husband at the same time as she faces death at the
hands of an  Indian mob, she is declaring her faith in the
identity she has chosen, indebted to both America ard Imdia, but
standing bevond both in its freedom.

In her second novel. Wife, Mukherjee traces the other part of
the story of migration, the jowney away. The heroirne, with the
coyly intercultural name of Dimple Dasgupta, enters an arranded
marriage that does not guite meet the hopes of either family.
She however becomes the envy of her friends when her husband is
able to abtain immigration papers for America. With him she

moves to New York, only to find herself entra ned in the emigrant
1 ] F -~



community a=z surely asz she had been trapped within her husband’™s

family in Calcutta. Gradually she frees herself, eventually
through adultery with a black man, 50 crossing two cultural
boundarieszs at once. This gives her the =trength to see her

husbarnd for what he has become, a creature of other people’s
codes and expectations, and to free herself from him by stabbing
him seven times through the temple with a kitchen knife. The
author does not tell us whether this killing is fact or a fantasy
induced by Dimple’s watching of TV, the closest she comes to
invalvement with American culture. Hhichever, 1t is a decisive
break with her sowce culture, a symbol of her determipation to
construct her identity from the world at  hand rather than from

the cultuwral fragments she has brought with her.

By  contrast with Mukheriee s intense rovel s, Yasmine

Gooneratne™s A_Change of Skies is a leisuwrely and witty narrative

that moves not only betwsen two countries bhut also between two
centuries. Ttes title links it with the theme of Henry Handel

Richardson™s The Fortunes of Richard Mahony™® , expressed in the

repeated phrase from Horace, Gui trans mare currunt, coela non

I

anima mutants: "those who rush across the seas change their skies,

not  their spirits". Similarly, the epigraph=s to the wvarious
sections, from writers ranging from the eighteenth centwy Martin

Wintargerst of Memmingen, who wrote of travel

W

in Cevlon, through

[+H

Swift and Johnson to a food witer in  the twentieth century
Funech, place the work within a European tradition of writing
about other worlds as strange and bizarre. Yet one epigraph from
the contemporary Caribbean writer Wils=on Harris, who declares

that "We must laugh at one another, or die", both extends this

tradition to include the colonial subject thus modifying the

~d



strange to the univeresal.

Yet within this wuniversal the migrants, Bharat and
Mavaranjini, who become Jean and Barry in the new land, remain
part of the specific culture from which they come. Thies, like

a

Richard Mahony'=s, was a culture of books and learning, symbolized
by Bharat™s grandfather Edward, the first of the family to come
to Australia, who might have written the journal of his travels

[

in Greek or Latin instead of English (p.188). But Bharat bears

M name, meaning India, in hornow of Edward’s scholarship in
Indian languages. His family tradition 1is thus from the

beginning a hybrid-—-Cevlonese, Indian and Euwropean. Further, he
and his wife come respectively from the Tamil Hindu and Sinhalese
traditions of Ceylon. In introducing her account of why they

chose to come Lo Australia, Mavaraniini tells u story from the

0
il

Mahalbyharatas

When the hero Arjuna, with his fouwr brothers and  Draupadi,
their Queen, left their roval kingdom, they passed the

thirteenth vyear of their exile in the court of King Virata,
50 skilfully disguised that no-one knew them.

Barry and 1 have now lived in Australia, adopting as owr

model the mighty Ariuna, master of disguise, but people still
aslk Wws where we come from. (. 1340

The  Indian  legend makes wmigration and exile the wniversal

condition, but  the Australian guesstion reswrrects origin as
identity. Fv  using disguise, hiding behind their new names,

Earry and Jean are, like Ariuna, able to find the freedom to move
in the new country without denving the old. Thi= is the freedom
that Mahony, in the classic novel of cultural exile in Australia,

failed to find. His migration to Australia destroyed his ability



to return to England but left him an exile in his new land.
Bharat and Mavaranjini, in contrast, create for themzelves an
idéntity that transcends cultuwres without denying them. Instead
of declining into exile, their spirits grow in the new country,
until eventually they give away their privilege as members of a
slightly removed university circle and enter diresctly into the

life of a community that includes both old Australians and recent

migrants. Bharat teaches English to newcomers, and Navaranjini
introduces old Australians to Cevlonese food. The boolk closes

with their Australian—born daughter Edwina going overseas in her
turn to seek her identity.
Yet the novel is not simply about the uniting of different

cultwral traditions in & new country. The alternating narratives

B

of Bharat and Mavaraniini are interspersed with extracts from th

{7

diary of BRBharat’s grandfather Zdward, the Cevlonese grandee who
pazsed himseld off as a coolie to travel to Australia in the
ninetesnth century, the same century as Richard Mahony. Unlike
Mahony, EBEdward’ s education gives him the strenath to snduwre  the

overt racism  of the time and the skill t o e or hi

n

o

observations. This stirength comes from his confidence that hes i

a citizen of the Empire and an heir of a colonial tradition that

reaches bevond the EBritish to their Dutch and Fortuguese
pradecessors and back to the native kingdoms. Whereas Malhonvy’s

scientific education renders him able only comprehend only the
inferiority. of his companionsg, Edward’s gives him a detachment

i

that enables him to build hi=z identity from both past and present
circumstance. Through Edward, as through Bharat and Mavaranijiini,

Gooneratne demonstrates the capacity of education to univer=zaliz

as well as to alienate.



The issue of education becomes explicit in the account of
Bharat and NMavaranjini at the Southern Crosz University to which
he has been appointed. Their Sri Lankan friends have been most

concerned at their plans to move to Australia, which they see as

culturally sterile. Yet when they arrive at Southern Cross they
find that the Australian academics have wactly the same
attitudes to colonial culture as the Sri Lankans. Both groups
look back to England as the source of all standards. EBharat

mortally insults one of his colleagues, and convinces her that he

ig himself igrnorant of proper standards, when he asks her whether

she teaches Australian literatuwre (pp.134-35). Mavaranjini even
more  successtfully ochallenges colonial complacency whan she

enunciates her newly-acguired Australian vocabulary to put down
Frofessor Blackstone, who is responsible for destroying Bharat®s

identity by persuading him to change his name, and who takes the

opportunity of & aftt party to make a pass at hMavaramjiini. In
putting Rim  down, however , she reveals her own racist
assumptions. The language that seemed to divide thus becomes,
despite themselves, a means  of uniting them in &  common

preaedicamant..
This comic episade is however a reminder of the background of

Facism o and ~acial wviolence againset which the novsl

i
i

m
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Grandfather Edward encounters a stoning party when he iz first

landed 1in Austiralia. Similarly, as they drive to their home in

Svdney Mavaranjini and EBharat notice daubed slogans wWging
"Asians  Out’ (pp.&%9, 71-31 At the samz time, letters from
relatives in Sri Lanlk remind them of the rising tide of wviolence

there. When they eventually go home for a visit they find the

country they had known riven by death and desztruction. Inherited
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traditions, rather than bringing unity,

and even the

possibility of common humanity.

ha

£

%z acted as custodian of Edward’s legacy

while on a visit to his wife and family.
vpatriate Sri Lankan friendz miss the =signi

their obsession with the alleged

behaviour o+f another of their friends who

abstractions of race, politics and status

transcendence of shared cultures.
The shifting cultuwral and individual i
three novels bring into guestion the idea of

past-colonial identity. Rather,

deny either ow origing or our freedom to
reality  lead to division and destruction.
the continuing violence of postcolonial soci
and indigenouws, they thus offer a souwrce of
united by its differences. It is more
visions of inevitable wars between internati

of nations which art being Fforetold by

However , the optimistic view will prevail onl
do  these novelists, that difference is its
universals of huamanity.

AFTERUDRED
Discussion after the delivery of this and t
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ability of the central characters in Wife a

top incorporate their Indian legacy in
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identities. Rather, in Robert Ross’s words, they "get rid of all
that rubbigh" in order to embrace the American ideal of the
individual’g freedom to be whatever she wants. Fozitively, this
contributes to the diversity of America, but negatively it leads
to & nihilistic conclusion in which the only things that matter
are those still to come. This nihilism would have to be

qualified, in Tiger®s Daughter, by Tara s acceptanmnce of her love

for David, vet this love is a given in the novel rather than
somaething that is demonstrated. Thi=s reading makes greater the
contrast between the abandonment of the past in these novels  and
the 'way Gooneratne’s characters actively remake it within the

MNew .
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