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PREFACE

Manju and Anna’s approach to us about publishing Breaking the Silence
represents a new way of working for us. Rather than setting up the project
ourselves, or deciding to work towards the publication of an individual’s
writing, we were presented with a fairly advanced project. Our initial role was
to advise on the practical side of publishing and, through co—publication with
Dalston Children’s Centre, distribute the book. As time went by, we became
more involved with co—ordinating and editorial work than any of us had at
first envisaged. The process of working through a new, and sometimes dif-
ficult, relation to publishing: where we were more of a resource to be drawn on
than directors of the project; will stand us in good stead for future collabora-
tions.

We hope this book will be read and used in a variety of ways. In Mother
Tongue Language classes; in schools to stimulate discussion with Asian and
non—Asian groups of children and teenagers; by Asian parents as a way of
understanding their daughters and by those daughters as a way of understand-
ing their parents. We believe, too, that making visible some experiences of the
lives of women often hidden within their own, and our dominant white,
culture is a valuable project of interest to all those concerned with the contem-
porary position of women. We know Asian women and girls who have broken
through some of the barriers and silences that are the concern of this book, but
their experience is not central here. That does not mean that we don’t respect or
acknowledge the Asian women organising politically within the feminist
movement, the ones who have come out as lesbians or the ones at the centre of
anti—racist and immigration struggles. We see their lives as linked with those
represented here but have chosen to prioritise the more often silenced women
wEo begin to speak to you through these pages.

Centerprise Publishing Project
August 1984
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INTRODUCTION

I think it was a great adventure for me when I was asked to do the Asian
Women’s book project by Dalston Children’s Centre where I work. From my
own life and talking to many Asian women, young and old, I realise there is a
cry, conflict, pressure and pride inside me. I find it very difficult to expose my
feeling, I think because of my upbringing and the restriction I had to have.
Now it is just a way of life—carry on and pretend to live hapiily for ever, only
to think of the family, ignoring “me”, the my ownself. And I know many other

Asian women share that experience as well.

I knew it won’t be an easy task. Also, if  don’t write how I have got the writings
the book will not be complete. First we did 200 leaflets explaining the idea that
group of Asian women will come to Dalston Children’s Centre, exchange their
ideas and write. Anna will do photography with the group too. I distributed
the leaflet among the girls and women I knew, also those I came across in the
street and market. It was publicised in Outwrite and our newsletter and the
leaflet distributed to Community Centres and Groups. Because of lack of
response I became very frustrated. Anna and me started to meet every Thurs-
day. It is her who kept me going till today for Asian women book project.

At the end, the writing I have got through my personal approach. The girls and
women who talked to me were not prepared to join a group. They were
frightened of offending their families. Some of them I meet at bus stops, park,
market etc. During that period I experienced that women are fighting to
express their true feelings living in two cultures, though this book is not the
book we hoped for. Unfortunately in this book we could not include the Asian
women who are involved in the Feminist movement, who are leading their own
lives rather than conventional lifestyle. The cause is when I approach them
either they are too busy, lack of time, also some of them are not willing, could
be pressure of their own lives. There are Asian women who are Doctors,
Lawyers, Teachers—and politically fighting for their skin, rights and language
in this racist society. They do make sure their voices heard. It is not true that
Asian women spend their lives only in a kitchen. So in a way quite important
other women must be heard and recognised. Those who are not politically
active, perhaps they can’t afford to be?
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I did assure them no names will be published. The women who are under
pressure it was very difficult to meet them. Once I visited a house, woman
made sure father would be out. Mother don’t speak English—I don’t speak her
language. She asked me through her daughter tﬁat her daughter not married off
yet—hope I will remember I did assure her no harm comes to her daughter if
she writes. The times I went to her house I was given wonderful food, when I
was coming back I was given food for my family. Now I have got around 25
writings—but it has taken for me many days of talking, visits to mothers and
lots of phone calls to the women and their families. During that time my friends
at Centre, collective, were always helpful whenever I needed time off. In this
connection, I must mention my friend and aunt, Maya Sen (Krishna’s mother).
Her encouragement and help made this book possible as well.

There are some mothers who really wanted to come out and tell people about
their life, but they are under pressure. I meet some young women who are very
bitter, too frighten to talk and write. So my feeling about the writing is, is not
the whole truth what I expected. Idea of the book is to present the Eeclings of
Asian women of their lives, how they are coping within the two worlds. If I can
say, some of the women I know, outside they be Doctors, Teachers but as soon
as they are inside home, back to nursing an old mother—in—law, or taking care
of kitchen which is left for her to mind as she is woman. Still it is a step and
courageous for these women to write which will encourage other Asian women
to write. From my visit to Local School’s Asian Girls group, I can realise there
is a great urge among second and third generation OF young women to rebel
against the tradition up to a certain extent. Most of them don’t want to reject
their traditional culture—just want some understanding and support from
their parents. Older generation’s expectation and exploitation in many cases
too much. One girl is born here, brought up in this racist society—in most cases
parents expect her like a girl born in Karachi or Bombay—instead of an apple,
expecting a Mango. It wiﬁ be easier for young Asian women to cope with tﬁei{
everyday life if they have this understanding. But some Asian women told me
they don’t feel different. I felt, perhaps, few occasions I offended them iden-
tifying them as Asian women. That is something they want badly to forget.
Many girls complain that parents let the brothers stay out late etc. From my
experience I know many cases parents had to give in on their son’s demands
rather than losing their son. To ieep the family together it is important for an
Asian family.




After getting the writings we felt thrown into another problem. Publishing the
book and how to go about it. We approach Centerprise, they agreed to do the
book. Maggie and Rebecca taught us lot, now Anna and me feel without their
help this book wouldn’t be possible at all. Working with them matter of fact
encouraging me to do another book. This support is so strong and valuable—
also making me feel I can write a book even!

As an Asian woman I am in this country last 17 years. One thing I noticed, we
are taken for granted: nice, soft and sari clad, Timid little things, by white
society. It is not going to be same with next generation. They will question this
expectation of them and want a clear answer. As a whole, women all over the
world under the pressure end up with raw deal. To fight that black sisters need
help from their white sisters—sisterhood is the weapon for fight back.

Manjula Mukherjee

This introduction is also available in Bengali, Gujeratti, Hindi, Punjabi,
Urdu. If you would like to receive a copy please send 50p, stating which
language required, and a S.A.E. to the publishers.

ABOUT THE PHOTOGRAPHS

I became involved with this project through my work running a women’s
photography workshop at the Dalston Children’s Centre. When Manju and I
first talked about working on a book we hoped that the women and girls who
did the writing would take the photographs themselves using the facilities at
the centre. This was not possible as they were not able to come to the centre and
it was important not to identify them for the reasons Manju has explained in her
introduction. To get around this problem, and also in order to try to avoid
‘stereotypes’, I based most of the photographs around one day in the life of
Manju and her daughter Shaoli. Obviously each day is unique to each person
and only reveals some aspect of their lives. Working on this project has been
very rewarding and stimulating for me. I could not have done it without
Manju’s friendship and support and the hospitality shown to me by the Asian
community.

Anna Sherwin







MY MOTHER DIDN'T LIKE IT

I have been living in England since I was 6 years old, having come
over with my family from Kenya. We moved straight to London
where some of my relatives were already living. My childhood was
pretty ‘normal’. I have a sister who is 6 years older, and my two
brothers were born after we arrived in England. However, this
normal, average childhood, was drastically altered due to the sudden
death of my father, who died when I was just 11. From that day on, I
cannot claim to have had a normal Punjabi Sikh upbringing, or a
normal childhood.

School was a comprehensive mixed school. I had many English and
West Indian friends. I started to socialise with them at an early age
(15). I wanted to go to school discos etc. My mother didn’t like 1t but
I didn’t really respect her. I never thought about what her life was
like or the difficulties she was always experiencing being a widow
with 4 difficult to manage and control oftsprings.

I went through stages of wishing I was white so I could have more
freedom to socialise with my friends, being Asian seemed to me
somehow seen as undesirable. The clothes they wear, the food is
seen as being smelly and horrible, the ‘funny’ language all made me
wish I was something else. However, this feeling was short lived. As
I went through my teens, I learned more about my family what life
was like in Kenya. I took more of an interest in the food and
language and no longer felt embarassed to be different from my
white peers. I asked myself what was so great about wanting to be
white. Nothing was my conclusion I was grateful for having come
from such a large family who are suportive, loving and caring. My
aunts and uncles treat me and my brothers and sisters as their own. I
have so many cousins that I get on very well with and go out with
them regularly. This pleases our mothers very much.

Even though I now live away from home, I still go home almost
every weekend to see my mother. I keep close contact with my
cousins too. I want to show my mother that she has nothing to feel
ashamed about because I live away from home. She knows why I
moved. It was impossible to study at home because of my noisy
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brothers and also the constant visits from relatives were disruptive
to my studying. A few of my cousins also lived away whilst they
were studying for their degrees. So it wasn’t difficult for me. The fact
that I was going to Poly was the only reason why I was allowed to
live away. .

Unfortunately for my mother, I have now lived away from home for
3 years and could never live at home again. I have come to enjoy the
freedom and independence and responsibilities of adulthood which
I am not given when I am at my mother’s. She has the ability of
reducing me to an inconfident child. I become irritable very quickly
and because of this we argue a great deal. She hates my lifestyle and
the fact that I am independent. Asian parents like their children to be
dependent on them until the day they marry, only then do the
parents feel happy to let their child move away from home whatever
their age.

The question of marriage always creates a great rift between myself
and my mother. However, as yet the pressure of marriage is not
upon me but upon my elder sister who is 27 and still single. I don’t
think either of us will have an arranged marriage because we have
integrated and developed too much of the western way of thinking, I
think this is very sad and unfortunate. I don’t like to be ‘caught’
between two completely opposite ways of thinking. I do know thatI
will probably either not marry atall, or marry someone of my choice
be it Asian, West Indian, English, whatever, and so will have to face
the consequences of probably losing my family. Because Ilove them

so much I don’t want things to end up like that so I have no idea what
I will do.

My concerns at the moment are not about the great turmoil and
disaster marriage will cause, but about my studies and career. I
cannot and will not let my family interfere in these matters.

DILJEET
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NO MONEY INMY HAND

My mother’s heart will break if she come to know or see my life here
today. I was very special to my mother among her four children. I
was brought up under Muslim religion. I had to stop my school at
age of 12 years. I lived in Boroda, my father had a soap shop—we
were not poor, compare to the lots of people in India we were not
short of food and clothing. At 19, I had to get married to my cousin.
My father was very happy about this marriage as he was in England
earning lots of money. My mother was against this marriage. Be-
cause sometimes he used to come to Boroda and stayed in our house.
During those days he shouted at us for every little cause. I did not
mind that much though he is 15 years older than me, coming to
England excited me more than anything else. When some of our
cousins used to come and stay with us, we used to take them to see
Hindi coloured film. All those films sing song in London, Paris,
New York made a great impression on my mind. Still today very
large number of Indgian people look at England with high admira-
tion. Those who manage to come here and their occasional gifts back
home make quite a sensation. My husband is a religious man—he
regrets always as he could not go for higher education and wants our
children to become doctors. He works in a dress factory and always
moans about it.

After I came here, all joy and dream disappeared. I felt lost, really
completely lost. At airport, looking all around me so many people
and so much things happening—still today I can’t explain tﬁat
confusion. All the way from airport first by tube and then by bus to
his Stoke Newington bed—sitter. Worse to come carrying heavy
bags. I started to realise my husband is very mean though he
impresses family back home with gifts. He helped me first few days
how to use gas, shops and Iaunfry etc. He always talked about
money how much someone can earn here. Because of my lack of
English I started to feel very unhappy—I did not have any friend
either. Whole day I cried, on top of it my husband come home and
showed his temper and beat me up even. He is very unhappy at his
work. He felt better when I started to make dresses at home. All day
long making dresses then cooking good Indian meal, again sit down
with machine—TI really feel like commiting suicide—but I am now
pregnant. We moved to a council flat near Whitechapel Market. It is

—-10-
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one of those old block of flats on the ground floor. Group of 11/12
years boys broke one of our windows. I could hear from inside
shouting calling Paki, Blacki, etc. My husband could not take it
anymore. One day he slapped the leader of the gang and took him to
his mother next block.

After that incident they quieten down a lot. Salim was born. Still I
feel very lonely and no friend—my husband does not want me to
mix with other Indian/Pakistani people I meet at Halal meat shop/
market. All my relative live at Leicester. My husband came to know
abouta drop—in centre for women and under 5, from clinic. For my
English he took me there with baby. Though I don’t speak and
understand English they accepted me very nicely. Everybody try to
talk to me and love Salim. I feel happy when I go there. Now I
understand a bit more English and can say one or two sentences. I
want to speak English but think always I will be wrong. I have got
another girl now Nargis. It is so hard managing on my own shop-
ping, cooking, laundry also whenever my iusband can get some
work to make dresses he bring it at home. He only thinks of money

and food never thinks or treats me as human. I know lots of women

like me only get used for earning money and keeping home. I have
no money in my hand. Being in England I am able to earn at home
and being Indian I have no right on my own earning. I cannot revolt
it will cause lot of unpleasantness in the family. He is my Uncle’s
son. I can’t talk about it. I don’t want to shatter my father’s dream ‘I
am happy and well off here’. Man get money mad after coming here.

Now I think all these unhappiness and pressure showing on Salim—
he is more than 3 years—he 1s not talking and behind for his age. For
me now only I can see more unhappiness—I wish I was in India just
as I was.

PARVEEN'
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THE GIRL HAS GOT BRAINS

I am 16 years old. I live in London. My parents come from India in
Bombay. I was born over here and have been here since. I have never
seen India but T am hoping to go next year after I’ve given my exams.
I have got 2 brothers and 2 sisters. 1 sister is married with 3 kids, 1
brother is married with 2 kids and the other sister is engaged. She’s
going to get married next year.

Now I want to tell you about myself. I will tell you the truth. People
reckon it is wrong for Muslim or Asian girls to have boyfriends well
Ifor one think it is very silly, because I have gota boyfriend. You see
I’ve been going out with him for 8 months now and during that time
I had got caught twice. First time I got caught I got in to a lot of
trouble then when I got caught again me and my parents had a big
fight you know what they said to me, they said I can’t go to school
anymore, I must sit athome and work. I pleaded with them and so in
the end they had agreed with me so long as I don’t see that boy again.
So now I am back to school and I am still seeing that boy. You want
to know why, because I love him and I just want to be with him.

Why is it that parents don’t like their daughters to go out withaboy?.

Well I think that Asian parents think that if they do let their
daughters go out with boys, their daughters might jump into bed
with the boy, but I think that is wrong and of course the girl has got
brains. I don’t think she’ll just jump into bed with a guy.

If the Asian parents don’t give enough freedom to the girl she is
bound to do just what her parents don’t want her to do, and I also
think we should be able to marry the person we love not the person
who our parents think is suitable. We should not have arranged
marriages after all this is not the old days, the past. But this is the
present with the new generation not the old generation. You might
think I am being silly to go out with this boy the 3rd time but I am
not being silly because I know what I am doing. He is the first boy I
have fallen in love with. Why can’t my parents just accept the fact
that I love him and no one will stop me seeing him unless I die. Until
then I won’t stop seeing him. I have tried to talk about him but they
won’t listen, they think they know what is best for me. I have
listened to what they had to say so now why can’t they listen to what
I’ve got to say, and the only other person I can talk to is my
sister—in—law. She understands me and gives me good advice.
Apart from her I don’t think I could turn to anyone.

NARGIS
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TO THINK THAT I COULD EVER BE
LIVE HERE

I was born in India. When I was 17 I came to England with my
brother and mother because my father was here.

The life of England is completely different from India. When I came
here I found it very strange. It was difficult to think I could ever be
live here. The things I missed very much were language, culture,
dress, food, friends, school life. I miss the chat food sometime used
to hlave on my way from school.

Me and my brother knew English reading and writing but not
speaking. So my brother joined ESL class but it was a mixed class so
I'wasn’tallowed to go although I'loved to go there. Sometimes later I
found a class only for women so I joined that class. I’ve found a class
but I couldn’t find a friend. There are alot of women but nota girl.
don’t want a woman friend with children, because when they come
to my home looks like they are my mum’s friends instead of mine.
My mum give them advice about their children that what to do and
what not to do and so, and I just don’t like these things.

Now my brother have been going to college. But I am still not
allowed to go to College because o%my culture. Anyhow, I am not
brave enough to put pressure on my parents but I am involving them
to allow me to go to the college. They know I feel lonely and I think
that I am wasting my time. I don’t feel very happy, they are worried
about me, but they are not ready enough to allow me to do whatever
I want.

In my opinion I think that the parents or fathers who want to settle
in this country should call over their children in young age, that they
won’t feel strange here.

NASEEM
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WHAT MATTERS TO THE WORLD
IS MONEY

It was in the 1960’s when I was very small. I used to crawl, an 11
month old baby. I was in Pakistan. I used to live in a cottage, a very
small cottage. It had very bad cement walls which looked like they
were ready to drop down. The ceiling was flaky and at any time
when there was a thunder, the small pieces used to float off and fall
on anyone’s head.

I used to think how my parents could live in such place. At one time
one power went off and everybody had to use candle lights. It used
to happen many times, so there was no worry to look for candles. It
was thundering and stormy, people just in at one place where they
could hardly see anything.

In those days people worked very hard and earned quite a lot of
money. At that time the average wage of a village worker was about
50p to £5.00 a week, it was much in those days.

My famiily was a very poor family who tried to save money and
tried getting out of that country but unfortunately nobody could
manage this. My parents’ earnings were about the average but as the
family was very big the money ran out like water from a tap.
Nobody could help us although everyone in the village tried.

After a few years we came to Bradford, which was a good place to
live and work. My parents decided to go into business making
Ladies and Gents leather wear. It took some time finding a suitable
place. After a year we found a place in Greenford on one west side of
London. It was a factory which was closing down. About five shops
could be made from the place. My parents’ business progressed very
well. All our orders came from Manchester, Leeds, Germany and
Switzerland. At that time I must be exactly fourteen years old. My
sister thirteen and my younger brother ten.

I remember when, we had stayed at our aunt’s house in Bradford,
she asked my parents for the money for when we stayed at her place

—-23—




until we found our own house. I remember when she said:

“I gave you life and a place to live in. Otherwise, I think by now, you
should be begging on the streets, you’re very lucky to have an aunt
like me.”

My parents did not say anything but gave her the money as soon as
we left. My parents didn’t want any trouble or to start rumours
around the world. It surely was a time to remember what people
were like.

When my aunt heard that our business is progressing well she came
to meet my parents at the work place. She started saying,

“Oh what a lovely place, oh you’re getting on well aren’t you,
congratulations!” My parents didn’t say a word. She went around
looking at the place and touching the garments.My mother then
asked her, “Would you like a cup of tea?” “Oh how kind, but don’t
bother, I’d be going soon.” She said in a most curious way.

My parents asked her for dinner on the same evening. She not only
stayed in that evening but had stayed at our house for exactly seven
weeks. My parents were telling her the things which she had told
about my parents. She denied everything. She said:— “I didn’t say a
word like that, how could you say a thing like that to me.” 1
remember all those things or what you call NONSENSE! I know
how my parents felt in their hearts. I know what sort of things she
and not only she but other relatives too who said so many things
like:— “Look they can’t afford a house or a shop.” “God help them
they don’t know what to do, just look at the children’s clothes how
thin they look.” “We don’t want to go down their house, where you
can’t sit in comfort.” “We wonder what they are going to do by the
time the children grow up. How are they going to get their daugh-
ters married with what a load of rubbish!”

My family and I know what has been done with our lives, and our
future which is getting better and better by the help of Allah the
almighty one only one but Allah!

You see people, what I mean by people is everyone brother, sister,
relative, friend they all love you when you have money, they will all
respect you when? ... When you are rich with money, houses,
bungalows, cars, etc.

— 24—




My parents have been through this miserable life but what matters to
the world is MONEY. Whoever has money also has respect but
whoever has not are beggars.

We came to understand thata sister is a sister when you have money,

this problem can arise between any relationship no matter if it’s a’

father and son or a husband and a wife or a mother and daughter no
matter who. They will be with you if you love them but with what?
MONEY.

We have been to Pakistan, India and parts of Kashmir. Our life is
much more enjoyable than before. People are with us now but I
don’t know for how long maybe until we go poor again. Who’s
saying we’re rich. We’re not rich not yet, people are gradually
coming forward because they know they could get something to eat
from us or to wear.

Our life now is much better we’re not poor or rich we’re what you
would call okay, but people don’t believe that they all say that we’re
rich mind you we’re not!

JASMIN
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WHEN YOU DON’T FEEL LIKE A
FOREIGNER

Itis never easy being a foreigner in a country; it is even more difficult
when you don’t feel like a foreigner.

I am an Asian girl, originally from India, though I was born here in
England 18 years ago. I live in relative comfort in an exceptionally
nice area of the town, with all the amenities and many of the luxuries
at my disposal. I enjoy my life here and would find it difficult to

imagine living in another country. ’

I think people in all spheres of live are bound to experience prejudice
at one time or another, be it for their race, colour or creed but
perhaps we are subject to prejudice in all these areas. I have found
that there are two main types of prejudice, the kind that is expressed
in loud explicit and often violent tones, the other a more subtle
though no less expressive type. The former I do not experience
directly very often and as yet never in its violent form. It is intimi-
dating to have to walk past a group of young ‘skinheads’ and suffer
being called names such as ‘smelly paki’ or ‘chocolate drop’ or have
to cross the road to avoid a group of older ‘skinheads’. I believe these
human beings who look and sound as they do are as much a pest to
English people as they are to us Asians.

The second form of prejudice is the type I encounter with my good
friends. My best friends are all English and white. Phraseslike ‘I
don’t think of you as being an Indian, I mean you don’t smell of
curry or speak with an Indian accent’. Often they astonish me in
their naivety of thinking that all Indians are like that. Another
interesting example of prejudice amongst friends is a conversation I
had with a boy I was going out with at the time. He simply adored
me and I him but he could not accept my being superior to him in
any way. We were discussing our ‘O’ level results and although he
did not do as well as me he insisted that had he worked harder or
even worked at all he would have done better than me. I thought at
first that this was because I was a girl, but from later conversations I
realised that it was because I was an Indian girl.
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Parental care, to all appearances, is much more protective and thus
restrictive in Indian homes than in English ones. From my own
experience I find it extremely annoying especially since my friends
are not treated in the same way. My parents insist on knowing where
Iam when I go out, though not necessarily who I am with, what time
I will be home and how I am getting home. Whereas my friends are
allowed to walk home after a party, although they must tell their
parents at what time they will be home. Personally I find this an
overprotective part of my parents’ nature, but of course, having
spoken to many other Indian girls in my college this constitutes
complete freedom in comparison to them. Naturally since most of
us are influenced to a high degree by the views of our parents, maybe
many of my own ideas are simply extensions of those of my parents
and often my own ideas are in conflict with those of my friends.
Marriage of course is a major topic of conversation for girls of my
age, since hopefully, within the next few years we all hope to be
married. My friends find my marriage arrangements interesting
because they are never sure whether or not a marriage is to be
arranged for me. My views on this subject have changed over the
years. Until a few years ago I felt arranged marriages to be very
unromantic and I couldn’t understand how couples could be con-
tent with this arrangement. I then began s eaﬂing to girls who
considered an arranged marriage to be acceptagle, in some cases even
desirable. Having increased in years and experience my views have
been somewhat tempered. I now believe that, from reading recent
statistics, ‘love’ marriages are not more successful than arranged
marriages; however, I feel that it is the freedom of choice in a ‘love’
marriage that makes me covet one. I feel that I should have a
complete choice in the man with whom I am to spend the rest of my
life with, the chance to make up my own mind about the person I
could be happy with, the freedom to decide my future be it right or
the wrong choice.

Religion is a subject which many of us have no choice about. If one is
born into Hindu, Muslim or Christian households, one is compelled
to live by the rules and traditions dictated by that religion. Personal-
ly T do not believe that religion is in any way a wonderful thing.
Blind faith in anything is shortsighted but following traditions when
they are not your true beliefs is perhaps worse.

I am an Indian girl in England and the conflicts this causes are
sometimes quite frightening but I would rather live in England with
all the faults than anywhere else.

RITA
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A CITIZEN OF THE WORLD

I was born in Calcutta, my father is English and my mother Indian. I
now, after much world—trotting, am living and working in London.

Coming from a background like this one has to come to terms with
and try to understand one’s own identity at an early age. “Where do
you feel you belong” is a question you get used to hearing. The
answer grows as you do. Until I was 15 I belonged to where my
parents lived and that included Canada. Then I went to boarding
school in England and home was only a holiday home. From then
till I went back to Delhi three years later to live with my parents for a
year, I was an independent spirit. Because of this I find that I can put
down roots wherever I happen to be and call that place home. I
suppose I think of myself as a citizen of the world. India pulls me
because of memories of childhood, old friends, familiar places,
family and the excitement of there being so much undiscovered in
my own motherland. England too, has given me many friends, most
of my education and an independence which India denied me. Both
countries have their own advantages and disadvantages.

However, my mother is a Christian Indian (from Goa, originally),
and so has herself been brought up divorced from Indian culture and
educated with a western bias. Because of this I feel less Indian than
friends of mine with the same mixed parentage, but with a Muslim
mother. I think this is important, because I feel that the biggest
difference between east and west is the difference of religion. In my
case, it was more a case of “westernised east” meets “west”, than east
meets west. India’s culture is bound by religion and its codes of
behaviour and social codes are derived from its religion. In England
this is not so.

My feelings for India are very strong because there is so much about
this land that I have not yet learnt. I hope to go back to live in India
one day. However, if I went back I would expect to do things my
own way and would probably be living there as a foreigner and not
as an Indian, which would be too far removed from the beliefs that I
hold. There are many things about India that I cannot agree with—
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the rules and regulations about young people and the restraints
placed on them which cause unnatural hang—ups between boys and
girls, frustrations and unpleasantness, which 1 have experienced,
myself.

Indians look at me with some amazement and also amusement. In
Delhi my relatives are slightly put—off by my self—confidence and
strong beliefs. They are disturbed that my parents have “let me go”.
My own mother is disappointed (to say the least) that family feeling
did not keep me in Delhi permanently. However western an educa-
tion she had, she cannot accept that a daughter of hers followed her
heart—and head—back to London, rather than staying in the rela-
tive safety of “home”. I am considered something of an oddity.

Even Indian relatives who have travelled abroad are somewhat y
mystified. For them England is a different England to the one I
inhabit. Cousins of my own age—or younger—are very bad at
concealing their jealousy and are frankly admiring of my sisters and
L. Perhaps we are achieving the independence they want and without
T'OO much struggle. I

In England at school and then at my secretarial college, there was an .
equivalent lack of comprehension. This, though, was caused by lack '
of knowledge. I think this has been put right somewhat by last year’s ‘
concentration on India in the Festival. An English view of India
until then had been somewhat limited. Limited to books about the
Raj (Paul Scott, etc.) and stories told by old India hands.

A lot of the racial problems, I feel, were caused by the dearth of
information—the right kind of relevant information. Unfortunate-
ly, because of this evidence of lack of information, Asians in London
and Indians at home felt a resentment towards England and towards
this attitude. With this resentment built up it will take a lot of
understanding on both sides to make relations between the 2 coun-
tries more accepting. It will take time, though I hope things will
improve more rapidly. Hopefully, with more younger Englis peo-
ple travelling further and further away from home and becoming
more aware of the rest of the world—especially the east—this will
happen in my generation. I sincerely hope so.

ANN ROHINI
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INDIANS IN ANOTHER COUNTRY

Firstly, I’d rather say Indian than Asian, because Asia is a large
continent with numerous cultures and traditions, thus the label

“Asian” cannot identify an individual like me. “Indian” is better, but
knowing that my origins are from Gujarat, and that I am a Hindu
may help to characterize me more specifically.

You have asked me how I feel being an Indian within the family, and
in a British society. Many researchers like to emphasize a “culture
conflict” between the generations in an Asian community. But I
have never felt a strong conflict between the two cultures. I feel that I
have developed to be able to adapt and accommodate to the two
cultures on most occasions.

I say on most occasions, because there have been a few times when I
have felt my “Asian” identity rather than my “personal” identity
stand out. For example, at University when some of my friends have
got drunk, and I have not because for me it is very disrespectable for
an Indian g:rl to get drunk—there has been a conflict where I have
had to make a decision upon how to behave. By the way, I’d rather
be respectable—as I feel 1s respectable.

Another area of conflict occurs for many Indian girls, when their
friends have boyfriends. I have never had a deep relationship with a
person of the opposite sex. This is my own choice. From a very
young age (15 years) I have known boys, but I have always con-
sciously not become too involved, mainly because none has been the
right person so far—someone whom I would like to marry. I cannot
see the point of having a fun relationship. I have many male friends,
my family know who they are, and I can invite them home. I get as
much out of these friendships without the need for deeper rela-
tionships.

My nuclear family consists of my three sisters, mother and father.
We have an extremely large extended family which has its advan-
tages and disadvantages. For example, where the parents’ behaviour
is governed by relatives than by their own opinions; then I feel that
this is wrong. But a large family can give security, company and
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closeness of people; and keep the good nature of caring which is
essential in a society that is becoming more inhumane of the care of
elderly.

My parents have been living here in London for about 25 years. I
would describe ours as a middle—class family. Our family is not
anglicised. I can communicate in Gujarati. My mother wears a sari
always and her English is not good—she understands English but
finds it difficult to speak in that language. I wear saris on special |
occasions that way it can still be a novelty. I was born in London,
but have visited India at 14 years for 6 weeks. In my home, we follow .
many of the Indian traditions, e.g. food, clothes and marriage. Our
family is not very religious though my father only knows the basics |
of the Hindu religion as I do. My mother follows the religion in that
she “fasts” sometimes, and will have a “diva”. The reason why I am
not religious is because my family have never encouraged me to be,
and also I do not agree with following a religion blindly without |
getting any meaning from it.

When “people” speak of arranged marriages, this is the example that
they use as an area of culture conflict between the generations of an |
Asian society. I feel that conflict in this area is emphasised more than
it exists. I have done a questionnaire project and found (amongst
many other things) that more people are “for” than “against” mar-
riages. What happens is that all gad news makes the media. The
media and many others who study Asian youths speak as if they are |
bound to reject their culture if brought up in another country. But |
they forget that Asian individuals live within a family unit which is
influential in the development of any individual. A person spends a l
lot of their life time with the family—especially if he/she is Indian.

I feel that being able to “communicate” with my father has enabled
me to adapt ideas suited to both an Indian and a British society—
especially on ideas related to arranged marriages like most other
Indian girls, when I was 16 years, I decided I wasn’t going to have an
arranged marriage. How could I marry someone I diSn’r know?
Luckily for me, I have been able to have my questions answered
through communication, and the exchange of ideas with older and
equally aged persons to me. I feel that communication is essential if
young people are to adopt the ideas of their elder generation. This is
because there are no other people in the British society, that they can
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speak to, or that can understand the intricacies of the Indian culture.
One thing that young people need to understand is that their parents
were brought up in a society where arranged marriage was tEc only
type they knew about. Thus, perhaps nobody spoke to them about
arrangecf, marriages; and this could make it difficult for them to
speak on them. Therefore, young people should try to initiate a
conversation.

I don’t think parents should be blamed. Instead, they should be
helped. I do not see myself as lucky to have understanding parents.
It is all to do with forming a communicative relationship, actively on
the part of me where some subjects are concerned. For a ‘good
relationship, there needs to be co—operation on béth sides. People
should remember that, like most other things, an arranged marriage
is not all bad, nor all good. Arranged marriages are not primitive
compared to love marriages. There are pros and cons for both. I have
spoken of arranged marriages as I know—there is no single defini-
tion of an arranged marriage.

Also, an arranged marriage is multi—dimensional. Different castes
and sub-castes practise different marriage traditions. Changes have
occurred in marriage practices over the years that have made
(43 »

arranged” ones more acceptable. Thus, there does not have to be
complete abolition. There is no clear right or wrong answer.

We, as Indians in another country, are in the advantageous situation
of being able to perceive both cultures. We should use this to our
benefit by taking in all the goodness from both worlds.

I personally have not felt a “culture conflict”. I have adapted. I have
made decisions from all the information and thinking of ideas.
Arranged marriages cannot be stereotyped, nor can Indian parents,
and nor can young Indian people. To obtain a fair view, not only
should studies be dgone using Indian boys and girls; but also parents.
They should be given a fair chance to be subjects.

SHILA PATEL
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STILL THAT RACIST ATTITUDE |

Last 11 years I am in London with my husband—our little girl is
only 6 years. Recently I went to Dacca, my home with my daughter.
As she is getting interested about our family, our language, dance
and music we thought it will be nice and right time to take her
now—for our family it was great joy to meet her. Also both of us
think it is our duty to take our daughter to her grandparents. Their
blessings and happiness is something which we value more than
anything in this world. As a youngest in the family—I find this
separation from my family very painful. Though I have got a very
loving and considerate husband, also a comfortable home. It will
sound silly to many of my Enghsh and European friends, still after
so many years, | miss my parents, brothers and sisters, aunts so
much. Specially when we go somewhere nice wish my family were
with me. So when I look at this country’s family life I feel very
strange and sad. Simply they don’t know what they are missing and
the love, affection, care and protection I was surrounded by my
parents, brother, sisters—now by my husband—the warmth and the
peaceful secure feeling inside me is wonderful.

I think I am very lucky—though our marriage was arranged—it
really work out extremely well. After coming here my husband has
got his Ph.D. in Chemistry. He came here with job voucher—not
only the job but to do the Ph.D. was also our main reason to come in '.
this country. It is shame and funny still today we value British
degree. Many of my friends who could not or can’t gain British !
degree, they feel great deal of shame and failure inside them. It does
not matter how much money or how expensive house or car he
got—we have got great weakness and respect for British education.
We have made many friends—many of them English and very nice.

|
|
J
I used to wonder why there is all this talk about racist society ? It was ;
in 1978, we were living near Well St., E9, in an old block of flats. We
were the only Asian family. Lali was 8 months old. My neighbours I
were very friendly and kind to our daughter. It was 2 o’clock in the
morning, one of our neighbours wake us up with a hard knock. He ‘
was coming home from his night—shift and found all the door mats
from other 4 flats been put together in front of our door and set fire. |
|
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He ran to get water from his flat to wake us up. Oh! It was a horrible
feeling. We could see fire already inside our hallway. Both of us felt
so helpless and hold sleeping Lali tightly. Why it had to happen to
us? Next door neighbours were very helpful. I started to think how
we are bring up Lali in this racist environment? Next night we heard
a big bang on our door, then straighway we left the flat in our
sleeping dress and stayed with our friend. We were very friendly
with the neighbours—never faced any sort of harassment. Definite-
ly someone hated us so badly—who did not even hesitate to burn us
while we were sleeping with Lali. We were the only Asian family
there. V

Police were not very helpful. They found it quite difficult to identify
what sort of incident it was. But my husband did not let them get
away like this. He contacted the Police Chief of the borough and
made it clear himself to the police what sort of incident it was. It was
out of question to go back and lived in the same place again—council
was not helpful about rehousing.

Still today, we think who don’t speak English and mix well—what
sort of treatment they get from this racist society and police. We
people just want to work hard, earn money and look after family
here, as well as back home.

After few months staying with our friends, we bought our house
and moved. One thing I realise it is our friends from back home
really help us when we are in desperate situation, rather than anyone
else. I mean plenty of lip sympathy, not a real help.

So long I will live, always try my best to forget that horrifying
experience of two nights. It is unfortunate because of the economic
condition of our country and family responsibility back home. I am
trying to settle here and want to live in harmony with majority
community. Now I am a British citizen.

Last summer while my husband went to West Germany for a
conference, we accompanied him. There the German border—guard
picked up a point that my passport does not carry a stamp that the
holder has a right of abode in U.K. He refused a British passport
holder by putting a refused seal. The only reason one can put for
this, is the colour of my skin, Black. As my husband made a protest
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through our local M.P. made a headline in local and National
newspaper, it came to a light. We did receive a letter of apology from
German Immigration Authority—still that racist attitude of the
white race so obvious.

r

|
A spokesman for the home office confirmed that the Nationality l
Act which came into force in January ’84 altered the wording in the
front of all British passports issued after 31st December ‘83. [
With all these sorts of incidents one has to think always whether it l
will be at all possible for me to feel at home in this country and feel
this to be as my home. People don’t know how many black people
are suffering. So many ways—it is just not anybody’s business.

FARIDA (
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THE MINIMUM OF CONTACT

The new life which I was to encounter in Britain for the next fifteen
years began with my arrival to London in July 1968. I came at the age
of nine with my mother and brother to join my father who came to
London a year earlier.

The four of us set up our first home in the vicinity of Euston. Our
home consisted of one large and dilapidated room. We shared the
kitchen and bathroom facilities with other people. The location and
condition of our lodging prompted us to move out. Within one
month we found another more comfortable lodging. It was located
in Islington, London N.1.

At about this time, my brother and I joined a local primary school.
In the beginning, both of us found the school environment strange
because of our inability to communicate with most of the people
around us. However, we found some people who were sympathetic
towards us and helped us to settle in. One such person was our
English teacher. Whenever we attended his classes, we received extra
help in learning the language. Our ability to speak English improved
further by the activities we undertook outside of school. Our father
always encouraged and sometimes forced us to go shopping alone
and to mix with the other children in the street.

After spending two years together in the same school, my brother
and I were separated. I left to join a secondary school whilst my
brother remained in the junior school for a further year. The transi-
tion from primary to secondary school ran less smoothly for me
than it did for most of my friends. When the time came for choosing
secondary schools, the parents of all pupils were requested to fill in
application forms stating the names of three schools of their choice
in their order of preference. My father chose three local girls” school,
but none of them accepted me. Instead I was placed in a mixed
school. An explanation was offered for the action by the headmas-
ter, who told my father that vacancies for places at the schools of my
choice were all filled. However, my father was dissatisfied and
threatened to keep me at home until a suitable girls” school was
found for me. The matter was settled shortly when ILEA intervened
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with the suggestion that I join the school of my third choice.
Looking back now, I cannot decide whether to consider this par-
ticular incident as discriminatory or not.

At the school, I had to adjust to a new way of life for I no longer had
the company or support of my brother. Being shy and reserved in
nature from a very early age, I found difficulty in making friends.
Slowly, I overcame this inhibition and mixed with several girls.
There were two with whom I grew particularly close. Both were
English and their names were Lynne and Susan. Although I became
fond of the two girls, I did not approve of their family life. Both of
them had parents who gave little attention to their academic prog-
ress. This mode of behaviour was in sharp contrast to that of my
own parents who cared a great deal about my school work. Conse-

uently, I felt ashamed to discuss too enthusiastically about my
?riencls with my parents lest they should disapprove and at no time
did I ever bring either of them home with me to introduce to my
parents.

Outside of school, I mixed with the children in my street most of
whom belonged to immigrant families like myself. I always felt
more comfortable in the company of Asian or African children.

At about this time my family moved house again. After 10 months
we went to live in a two—bedroomed flat in the same area. We
remained there for a further two and a half years before moving into
a newly purchased house nearby.

At the age of fifteen, I suddenly began to experience certain emo-
tional upheavals that are normally associated with people of this age.
My feelings were divided: on the one hand I was tempted to follow
the casual lifestyles of my friends and at the same time I was
compelled to stay loyal to the respectable Indian way of life of my
parents. I confided this problem to my closest friend, Susan. She
could not help me directly butintroduced me to two other girls both
of whom were pupils at my school. The four of us discussed the
matter at length, and reached the conclusion that I should leave
home. For several weeks after the idea initially entered my head, I
felt restless. Then gradually, I grew accustomed to it and made the
necessary plans. Finally, one day, I approached the three girls to ask
for their help. At this stage, Susan who had originally planned to
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leave home with me changed her mind and decided to stay behind.
She also tried in vain to deter me from going. One of the girls
suggested that I go to Brighton to stay with her aunt. There I would
be able to obtain a job and never be found by my parents. The final
arrangement seemed so appealing that one day without informing
my parents and taking only several necessary items, I packed a bag
and left. I spent that first day and night staying at the flat of one of
the girls. The following morning the three of us went to Victoria
Station where we boarded a train to Brighton. When we reached our
destination, however, we were disappointed not to find the aunt at
home. So we decided to return home for the time being and try our
luck the following day. That evening I experienced the most har-
rowing time of my life. Neither of the two girls wanted to shelter me
for the night in their homes for fear of their mothers becoming
suspicious of my presence.

Left to face an evening without shelter, I walked around the streets
of various places in London. When night came, I felt tired and so
decided to settle down somewhere until the morning. The safest
place for hiding at that time was the basement floor of the block of
flats where one of the girls lived. The place was hidden from public
view and allowed easy access to my friend’s flat in case of an
emergency. Once settled in, I felt cold, uncomfortable and unable to
fall asleep. I stayed awake for the greater part of the night feeling
drowsy. I also experienced a feeling of despair and for the first time
since the incident began, I was frightened at the thought of never
seeing my parents again. I wondered whether it was right to run
away from them just because they failed to understand me. Between
conflicting thoughts, I managed to catch snatches of sleep. That
miserable night seemed never ending and when it finally melted
away, I faced the morning with renewed hope. At first break of
daylight, I went upstairs to call on my friend who promptly invited
me in. Meanwhile, her mother slipped out of the flat with the excuse
that she had to buy a newspaper. Some time after her return, came
the police. I was then taken by car to a nearby police station and kept
there until the arrival of my parents.

When I returned home that day accompanied by my parents I felt
safe once more and grateful for the way the whole incident ended.
Most of all, I felt ashamed for having caused a lot of misery to two of
the most kindest and caring people I have ever known.
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As soon as I recovered from that ordeal, I joined a new school. My
father, with the help of my tutor at the old school, arranged for me to
be transferred to another school.

Ironically, this was the school I most wanted to go to straight from
my primary school. Indeed I had placed its name at the top of the list
of secondary schools of my choice when asked to fill in the
appropriate application forms. It was then considered to be the most
disciplined of all girls’ comprehensive schools in the borough of
Islington.

This school possessed a kind of orderliness which the other school
lacked, but the academic achievements of the pupils there were
lower than in my old school. The change in school at this crucial
period of my life had an adverse effect on my studies. Some of the
subjects which I had studied at my own school for the first year of a
two-year ‘O’ level course were no longer available to me at this
school. Consequently, I was forced to take up new subjects to
replace them half way through the course. Added to the enormous
changes in study patterns were the adjustments I had to make to new
friendships with teachers and pupils.

At this school, I was careful not to make too many friends and
certainly not to fall under any of their bad influences. Fortunately,
two of the four girls with whom I managed to pick up friendship
with were foreigners like myself. One of them was a
Greek—Cypriot girl called Christella and the other called Leona
came from St. Lucia. The two remaining friends; Janice and Jackie
were both English. Janice was a quiet girl from a good family.

I developed a meaningful relationship with Leona. We shared some-
thing in common; both of us had a serious outlook. In fact, I got on
so amicably with her that she was the only person from my school-
days with whom I still maintain contact.

1977 was the year I left school. It was also the year of another
important change, for in September my father went abroad. He
entered into a contract with the government of Nigeria to work as
teacher for three years in their country. The news of his intended
departure came as a shock to the rest of the family especially to my

mother who was soon to be left with the burden of supporting two
children.
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The summer months of 1978, 1979 and 1980 were the most memor-
able occasions in my life. In July 1978 I went outside of Britain for
the first time in ten years. In India, I met some of my relatives and
witnessed the poverty stricken life styles of most of the ordinary
citizens. During the summers of 1979 and 1980, our journeys to
India included short stop—overs in a number of countries. These
were the USA, Japan, Switzerland, West Germany, Italy, Holland,
Thailand, Burma, Indonesia, Hong Kong, Singapore and Ceylon.
Looking back now, it seems that those few months of tour helped
me to understand a little about the world and the contrasting life
styles of some of the people who inhabit it. Nigeria in particular left
an unforgettable impression in my mind and heart. For it was a
country with breathtaking natural beauty. Its vast, barren and un-
spoilt land reminded me of how beautiful the world was before Man
began to destroy it in the name of progress.

After spending one year at College, I left disappointed with the
quality of teaching. With the hope of receiving better tuition, I
joined an independent college. The fees at the college came to
approximately £1,000, all of which was paid for by my parents. At
the end of a year at Holborn, I sat the ‘A’ level examinations. I failed
to pass in any of the three subjects, but the results did not prevent me
from trying again. Disappointed with my experiences at this college,
I left to join another further educational college in South London. In
all of the three institutions, I found the quality of tuition and the
attitude of teachers in general very unsatisfactory. At the end of the
following year, I resat the ‘A’ levels, this time obtaining better
grades. However, the grades were too low for the purposes of
university entrance. Since my departure from college in 1980, I have
continued my studies at home with the help of private tutors. Just
recently, I sat the ‘A’ levels for another time with the hope of
success. If it comes then I will join a suitable university to study for
the BSc degree in Biochemistry.

. MITA
(A year later this is how Mita felt)

In retrospect, the days of my childhood were a mixture of good and
bad times. I experienced the good times during my early life until the
mid—teens. At that time, I carried little of the worries that burden
my life today. I enjoyed the companionships offered by my school
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friends and almost totally under their influence. I craved for their
friendship and attention and gave very little thought to the feelings
of my parents. At times when my parents reprimanded me severely,
I would feel anger and hate towards them, (especially towards my
father who was always more strict than my mother). I conveyed
those unhappy feelings to my friends whom I trusted more than my
Earents and was eventually persuaded by them to run away from
ome.

As I grew older my attitude towards my friends and parents gradual-
ly changed. I found that my parents’ behaviour towards me mel-
lowed with time. The events which caused me to leave home had
taught both parties, myself and my parents, how much misunder-
standing existed among us. As their attitudes changed, I felt more
comfortable with them. I began to realise that their concern for me
was more genuine than that of my friends.

By the time I had reached the sixth form I became almost disin-
terested in friendships and was more concerned about passing exams
and building a secure future for myself. When I left school to join a
further education college, I was careful not to become too involved
with people. That transitory phase was the most difficult I have
encountered in life so far, It was the first time when I was totally
alone to face a world which proved to be very hostile. In the
beginning I missed the carefree and sheltered life of school. The
teachers at the new institution were less caring than those at school.
Their unconcerned attitudes and my reluctance to make friends in
the new environment left me with feelings of loneliness and insecur-
ity. Further unhappiness was added to my life that year when my
father left for Nigeria. Although I was more free in his absence, I
always remained worried for his well—being. During that time, I
grew more fond of my mother especially when I saw how much
effort she made to provide the support needed by my brother and
myself to establish our careers. I was able to talk freely with her
about my ambitions and her to be more sympathetic and under-
standing than my father.

The results from my first ever public examinations proved dis-
appointing. Of the eight subjects for which I took the CSE, I passed
with the top most grade in just two. The bad results made me realise
that despite my youthful age, I had very little time left in which to
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build a career. I had seen the plight of the majority of girls who left
school without acquiring any worthwhile academic qualifications.
They entered professions like secretarial, shop, hospital and factory
work. I had no taste for such jobs. My intention was to build a career
which will not only bring security in future but also enable me to
eventually leave this country. By that time, I had experienced
enough of life to realise that I could not fit into this society. From
then onwards I began slowly to withdraw contact from all aspects of
this society. Even to this day, I try to maintain the minimum of
contact.

I left school in 1977 after acquiring five ‘O’ levels. That meagre
qualification was considered enough to get myself into the further
education college. I enrolled to study for the ‘A’ level course in
Physics, Chemistry and Biology. My father tried his utmost to make
me alter my choice. He would have been happier to see me study for
some ‘A’ level arts subjects simply because in his estimation I was
incapable of handling such academically difficult subjects.

Until the time I entered Tottenham College, my father was very
strict in his dealings with my brother and myself. He always tried to
run our lives the way he thought fit. He gave little regard to our
feelings or wishes. Sometimes he would even beat us if we disobeyed
him or expressed displeasure towards any of his suggestions. Conse-
quently, both of us kept out of his way as far as possible. In contrast,
my mother was kind, considerate and gentle. She was more
approachable and therefore we were better able to communicate our
thoughts with her.

Whilst my father was in Nigeria, I felt a little insecure but free. He
often wrote to me explaining about the hardships he was having to
endure on foreign land as well as the rewards he was receiving for his
labour. One of those rewards was a holiday at the end of each
working year. During such holidays my mother, brother and I flew
to Nigeria to meet him. Then, the four of us together flew back to
Britain where we rested for several days before flying to India. The
air fare for those extensive trips were paid by the Nigerian Govern-
ment.

In the six years since leaving school, I have managed to acquire some
‘O’ and ‘A’ levels which have enabled me to enter higher education. I
am now studying for the BSc in Chemistry and hope to graduate ina
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few years time. Nowadays, the parental influence in my life is very
little. My parents know me to be a very private person and therefore
leave me alone most of the time. As for the future, I hope to return to
India soon after gaining sufficient academic qualifications. Having
visited India on several occasions since my first arrival to this
country I feel more akinned to the society over there than to the
society in this country.

Now my parents are thinking of my marriage.

Yes, they asked whether I want to and what sort of man I like as well.
After going through all the ups and downs I want to settle in India.
But at the same time, when thinking about the material side, if my
dream does not come out true I shall have to come back with my
husband. So I need a British Passport before I go to India for
marriage. Though after years of painful experience I strongly feel "It
is not worth giving up my Indian nationality to this country”—been
born in a poor country there is no choice left.
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OUR ONLY IDENTITY

My husband went to India to get married after staying here three
years. I was in my post—graduate class—it was completely arranged
marriage. I will be honest I was thrilled—having no man friend
before I did not have any problem to adjust with him—as I came to
London I did not have to put up with any everyday’s formalities in
my in—law’s house.

As he was before, after staying few days with his brother, we moved
to a nice council flat—I gave birth to our son Babul. It was a three
storey house. Ground floor was let to an old lady around 60 years.

By the way, now day by day, all the dreams, of newly married girl
come to make home in “the land of fpeace and money”, started to
fade. Cold weather and pressure of life I felt very low.

Though I was not fluent in my English and been home whole day
with my son I tried to make friendship with my neighbour, as she
was on her own, also as same age as my aunt (who spentall her life in
our family when she became widow at age 13 years). I felt concern
about her well being. We used the same corridor. If I had not seen
her I knocked her door and asked about her health and whether she
needs any shopping. I was shocked when she thought I am being
nosey and became rude. I started to go out more meet few neigh-
bours on the street and came to know how horrible inconsiderate
noisy people we are. My son started walk now. Though we furnish
our living room we never asked any friends in our flat. Always we
used to go to my brother—in—law’s house during weekends. She felt
degraded as she was housed with us. My husband and me are keen
gardeners—we shared the garden and there was a fence. Our side
was really beautiful. Whenever she saw us started to shout “go back
home, Blacki etc”. Now for my son we just somehow finish our use
of kitchen and went to end floor. Does not matter and we could not
even sneeze—always complaining noise—I started to lose weight
and so many times I beat my son, though hardly he was allowed to
come to kitchen—We moved our T.V. in the bedroom. My husband
become very quiet person, tried to move out but council not helpful.
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Because of the price we could not afford buying our own place. We
just could not stand it anymore—Luckily I found a place for my son
in the nursery though it was not our actual plan to put him there at
age of 2 years. I found a job in a dress factory. Every penny was
saved within one year we moved to our new house. Now we talk,
laugh, watch T.V. and our son can play in garden—Yes, he can have
his meal in our big kitchen. We feel so guilty about him because of
pressure I beat him so many times. But three years haunting experi-
Ence made me wake up at the middle of night still that knock on our
oor.

My new neighbours are okay so far—I am sometimes so frightened
about English people and feel they don’t see anything good in us.
Just we are black bastards, that is our only identity.
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WHEN LIFE GOT ROUGH

L am an Asian girl of 19 years and I am a student. I have siblings but
do not wish to reveal our identity.

My parents got divorced 2 years ago because my father is an alcoho-
lic and wife batterer. The decree absolute came through two months
before my parents 25th wedding anniversary.

Asa consequence of my parents’ divorce, we the children, have been
the target of discussion and gossip in our community. My mother
faces hardship too with rumours within the community, but since
the divorce li?e has been more peaceful.

My mother married at 14 years because her parents thought it fit.
They had found a young man from a wealth 'gtmily who could feed
and clothe her. As long as a woman had d{ese things in life along
with somewhere to live, she needed nothing else—love played a
small part in marriage. My father being fairly well off followed the
attern of most men in ﬁis neighbourhood and started drinking
ﬁeavily. On the good days he’d stagger home at about 2.00 pm in the
afternoon, drunk out of his mind and go straight to bed. On a bad
day he’d batter my mother. When they came to England my mother
thought he’d stop, instead he drank more and when life got rough,
so did he. Life wasn’t easy for Asians in the ’60s, but both my
garents worked and brought us children over to join them, then they
ought a house.

All the while the drinking and battering went on, until my mother
began to see sense. She realised that she could no longer live with an
alcoholic, we, the children were often frightened of him and wished
him dead. Many is the time she left him with the children and stayed
with relatives. She even started divorce proceedings but he tracked
us down and brought us back home. Vowing that he’d never drink
or beat my mother again. However, these promises soon slipped his
mind and we were back to square one. This did very little for us
because our standard of work was low and we were too engrossed in
domestic problems to concentrate on our school work. In 1978 my
mother made the final decision and left my father again, this time for
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good. We lived at two addresses for 2 years until we were sure that
the divorce would be granted.

Since the divorce we have achieved a great deal. The scholars in the
family are doing well, the house has been re—decorated and mod-
ernised where necessary and our lives are so much more comfort-
able. When my father was home we had very few suitors for
marriage but now we have a lot more, although my mother insists
that there is a lot more to life than marriage. My mother was not sure
about getting a divorce because she knew that if she did, the children
would be left penniless. But that’s not a problem because we’d
sooner have nothing without him, than everything with him.

I believe that if I worked for something and earned it, then I can call
itmine. If I inherit something, it’s what my relatives worked for. It’s
best for each person to make their own path in life, so why need
what belongs yo your parents?

As usual people find fault in the way we are being brought up. “It
wouldn’t be like that if their father was still there”, is the usual
comment that gets back to us. People feel that we are being treated
too ‘mildly’ we have ‘too much freedom’. Well I think we have just
enough to keep us within our culture.

If you bring a child up too strictly, that child will run free at the first
chance it gets. This means that if a child is dictated to, has no privacy
and is condemned to the house, she will either rebel or marry the
first Tom, Dick, or Harry who comes along. If he’s her type of guy
that’s fine, if not, hard luck!

I know people who listen sympathetically are the ones who sneer
and criticise us behind our backs. We have met quite a bit of hostility
because of the divorce. Some people find my mother a cruel and
ruthless woman to have divorced my father, and he’s such a sweet,
sociable man, when he’s sober.

My mother isn’t the only woman who had such a husband, there are
others out there. They get battered week, after week, for trivial
reasons. Some husbands are alcoholics, but others do it sober. It
happens with young and middle aged couples, but the women are
too scared to divorce. They are frightened of the outside world, the
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courts and lawyers, the documents they probably won’t under-
stand, and most of all they fear their family.

The families will feud and look down on her. She’ll lose her friends.
She’ll have nowhere to go. If she’s illiterate she’ll find more prob-
lems. So to avoid all thisiassle, she will stay with her husband. That
way she nor her parents will face any shame.

Courage is really what it boils down to, whether or not a woman has
the courage to live as she wants to, instead of under the order of a
battering husband. Can she decide what’s best for her when she’s
torn between duty and freedom. Even if she can, she won’t do much
about it, she lacks guts and common sense!

To many Europeans marriage is a way of life, so is divorce. If two
people cannot live together in peace, then why do so?

Although divorce is quite easy to come by it does not and shouldn’t
make a marriage vulnerable to break—up. I believe, as many, that
marriage is a sacred institution and a couple should hold on together
as long as possible. I don’t want to marry more than once, I want one
husband and a family to raise in a cosy home. I would like my
husband to be of my religion at least and know him for a few years
before settling down.

Many people still believe that his or her partner can be located in the
stars through an astrologer, who will give descriptions or initials of
the mysterious partner. This is so romantic and exciting, but what if
the stars chosen are not your lucky stars?

My personal view is that you are not on this earth to fulfil the wishes
of others. You have a life and feelings of your own. You have rights
as a human being, rights that shouldn’t be taken away by any other
person. No one knows what hardships you face and you can never
please everybody so “please yourself”. ;

Ilook around me and can see jealousy filling in people. How dare we
get on so well without my father, and achieve so much. They are
jealous because we can progress better than them. We are a happy
family which is more than what I can say for some.
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People judge us, pass comments on how we’ve turned out, what we
do and how we do things. Who are these people to judge, they are
not my maker. What right do they have to judge me, why, what
V;;rong have I done to them? How does my way of living affect
them?

As Christ once put it “Let he who has never sinned, cast the first
stone.”

In this case no one has sinned, the person who judges me to their
standard, sins first.

DIPU
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YOU CANNOT DO IT ALONE

Iam Indian brought up in India but I am living in London since I was
12 years of age. I was brought up here by my father who is Indian
and a European step—mother and two step—brothers. I had such
understanding parents and of course westernised ways in thinking as
well as in outlook that I had very few problems adjusting to English
society in general. Although I knew no English when I arrived in
this country I soon learnt and mastered the Fanguage within a year,
only with a lot of help from my step—mother and from school.

I'am a qualified S.R.N. and at present divorced with two very young
children. I made this difficult decision after 5 years of marriage and
after a great deal of thought and consideration. I married a man of
my choice but despite that when things got too unbearable I had no
alternative but to make this decision and take care of my children
alone, for their sake as well as for my own.

I am writing about this experience as any divorced woman would. It
is not easy but mentally bearable and once the situation is accepted
from within oneself and to ignore the stigma which is attached to the
single parent family, you are halfway to success and feel on top of
.the world again, but remember that you cannot do it alone. I was .
lucky, very, very lucky indeed to have such understanding parents
who helped me a great deal, listened to my problems, gave me their
time, tremendous strength and precious moments. It was such help
and acceptance that I began to see the light ahead of me. I am now
quite settled in my house and in my feelings. My children are happy
with their grandparents, I am happy Wit%l friends and with life in
general. The children see their father once a week but there are no

tears now. The burning fire has died out and only the ashes have .
been left behind. ’

It is up to me now to make something of my life. As I said without
good friends and my parents I would not have gone through this
"experience without a breakdown. I would advise any woman espe-
cially an Asian where the parents would not accept such a decision to
getas much help as possible from the Marriage Guidance counsellor.
Remember girls that you are not alone and you need not suffer if you
have the courage and strength and tremendous will power, that is the
key to success.
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TO BE LITTLE BRAVE AND
FLEXIBLE

Prejudice is something; everybody suffer with it in different shapes.
Some people very strong about their own food. They won’t eat
anything but their own. Some people don’t want their children to
mix or play with the neighbour’s children because they play on the
footpath. Without realising they live in a small flat.

This avoiding and not mixing only create between the two parties a
big wall. Itis understandable that different culture have got different
ways of thinking and different way of life. That don’t mean we can’t
+ be friends. You just have to be little brave and flexible to accept
“ someone’s else who is not look alike you, who don’t eat the same
food as you neither speak your language. So straight away quite a
few barriers to overcome, not easy. Perhaps lot OE people without
much efforts try to get on with their own life with prejudice or fear
inside them. It is worse and sad in lot of cases it turn into hatred.

More than 16 years ago when I came here and today, now look back.
My feeling is lot of people around me during that time were helpful,
some were curious and anxious and very few people tried to be
funny and bit rude. When I started to work as a clerical assistant at
Ministry of Transport my first friend was Frank, he was in his
sixties. His wife worked in the same building as well. But it took
Mollie few years to accept us. They live at Twickenham. Frank
asked us for a lunch. Mollie came to me few times at my office to
know what we eat or not again phoned me at home at least three
times to know the same things. I felt Mollie’s anxious and wanted to
avoid the lunch but because of Frank could not avoid it. Now Mollie
is a great friend too. But it was quite effort for her at first to acceptus.
Frank had to come our part of London for his brother—always
popped in, Mollie sat in the car and parked it far. Though long time
now Frank never try Indian food and Mollie loved it, I could not
make Frank take even a pinch of curry—so it is nothing but sort of
fear. But I will remember his help and affection in that cold and
artificial environment at my first office.

Also, after 9 years when I was moved to Mr. Martin I come to realise
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the word “racist”. He never call like everybody else, always Mrs.
Manju. Often came to stand behind me, watching me—oh it was
horrible feeling. The job I was doing was known to me luckily—so
he did not get chance to catch me on that ground though he tried his
best. One West Indian boy tried to hit him before he went back to
university. I won’t blame Garry. After 2/3 months I had to go to our
Higher Executive Officer and ask for transfer. No coloured people
could work under him but so far I know he never been caﬁ)ed y
personnel or warned for his attitude. It was so cold, direct prejudice
I suffer few months of my life I won’t forget.

MANJU
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FIGHT BACK WITH WORDS

What does ‘being an Indian’ mean to me? A complex question with
perhaps no sim %e answers. The nearest I can get to it is by saying, it
is a way of life for me. A cultural experience not outside the
influence of an Anglicised culture. I have been married to an English

erson since 5 years and have lived in England all this time (with a
Fong visit with Brian to India for a period of 5 months). He has lived
in India before (that is when I met ﬁxim) and speaks Tamil. This is to
illustrate some familiarity on his part with the Indian way of life—
albeit—of some significance to his actual understanding of another
culture other than his own. We share common views and experi-
ences of our political understanding and life.

As I see my experiences having very close links to my life as an
Indian woman and the close harmony of two cultures in shaping my
political thought, I must admit to having limited my horizons
somewhat. I feel quite close to many things I have learnt and
assimilated in my life since I left the home of my parents. These ideas
had begun to emerge as I protested vociferously in my own name
and idealistic youthful way against arranged marriage, dowry,

overty and social inequalities, the rich, the poor, the servants in the
I:omes of the rich, Indian bureaucracy and the role of the state as I
saw it then. I gained very little support but always being placed in a
position of being on trial for holding such views, I learnt to fight
back with words. So I learnt to speak and responded by formulating
quite strong views on the Indian way of life. I went on to study
architecture which taught me two things—(1) To realise I was
getting deeper into the very system that I 'was fighting, since it is a
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profession not common to women and is practised on behalf of the
wealthy and powerful men; I was learning the nature of the opposi-
tion of ideas, as my work brought me in touch with powerful
people. Matters were made complicated by the fact that my ‘ene-
mies’ were people close to me. (Having ‘shameful’ wealthy connec-
tions myselg I could not avoid this situation.) (2) I had wasted m
time at school but had learnt various bits and pieces about rnysefg
and politics. These ideas and a desire to live by some of them at least
made me choose to leave behind what I then saw as traditional
strangleholds which were constraining me from ‘growing’. Moreov-
er, | had made a promise to myself that I would never subject myself
to the indignity of being ‘given away’ like some property. (In truth I
grew up as the daughter of the house ‘who was someone’ else’s
‘property’ to be given away during Kanyadaan—the sacrifice of the

aughter.) So my parents were being gently, and often not so gently
(blazing arguments with my father in particular and emotional
scenes) persuaded to see my point of view and had begun to accept
some of it.

A long complex process filled with doubt, enthusiasm growth of
awareness o? many things has been accompanying me—which is
very difficult to relate in this context. However, I saw it fit to project
some kind of sketch to enable appreciation of the present context.

Recently I have come into contact with the ideas emerging in the
Indian Women’s movement which coincides with my work (unfor-
tunately mostly of an academic nature) on the role of Indian women
during the Indian struggle against British Imperialism and I must say
Imperialism as an ideology is an entity I have always found myself in
conflict with. I connect this with my everyday awareness of life in
Brightlingsea (a beautiful old seaside town with a very friendly
community of people and small enterprises. In the old part where I
live everybody knows of everybody else’s existence). I feel very
much at home since I am accepted at a ‘superficial’ level. I am the
Indian women by an image which I project in isolation of any Indian
community. This is quite problematic in coming to terms with. I am
Indian, therefore by something more than a physical image of me, so
no matter how I dressed I still represent something ‘Indian’ and it is
this that I try to define for myself. The work on the history of
imperialism in India and the struggles of Indian women bear close
links with the ideas which influenced my awareness. This brings me
in conflict with Brian—amongst other levels of conflict—as we

- 86—




S T

evolve our live through the contradictions we live with: each other
and the ‘others’ out of the conflict emerges more understanding
about me, this way I resolve my differences with people at various
levels.

Perhaps I am not saying anything new but what I say is relevant to
the way I perceive my life. In the Indian community who knows me
[ am viewed on the basis of assumptions about the English people
and vice versa. This is quite complex to work with in view of my
own needs to reject most of what both these cultures represent since
cultures are not created in isolation of people who have dominated
them through history. So what? Well, I don’t see these experiences
in isolation from the experiences of women involved in some strug- |

le somewhere with similar aspirations whatever differences we may
Eave in following different routes. I seek to combine experiences and
also seek to deﬁgne the nature of the struggle. The fact that I find
myself in conflict implies there are some things I must reject and
others I must accept.

Ltry to recreate the ‘extended family’ feeling that is so much a part of
a Gujerati patidan’s life by emphasizing certain needs of my g—icnds
and have an ‘open house” atmosphere which I value so much about
the Indian families and friends. I cook Indian food amongst other
food and anyone present at the time of dinner shares the food. I try
to extend it beyond that—by talking about Indian issues and my
views about them, etc.

In October I plan to go to India for a year to spend time working,
talking, thinking about what all this means to me and how I can be a

part of the changes that are happening in various directions, in
particular the question of Indian and other black women.

VIBHA ‘
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If you enjoyed this book you might like to know about the other
books which Centerprise have published.

Youcanobtain a catalogue by sendingas.a.e. to

The Publishing Project

Centerprise

136/138 Kingsland High St

Hackney

London E8 2NS

There are many other groups involved in similar work around the
country. These groups make up the Federation of Worker Writers
and Community Publishers which provides a forum for the
discussion of issues connected with working class writing and
history. It also encourages groups and individuals with their writing
and with the wider distribution of their work through its magazine
Voices, its annual general meeting and regular visits between its

member groups.

Voices FWWCP
61 Bloom St lan Bild, secretary
Manchester Bristol Broadsides
MI13LY 100 Cheltenham Rd

Bristol 6
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