“WHEN A TRUTHFUL WOMAN SPEAKS,
IT IS LIFE THAT IS SPEAKING”

A review essay by Sarojini Jayawickrama

Speaking for Myself: An Anthology of Asian Women s Writing,
edited by Sukrita Paul Kumar and Malashri Lal published by
the Penguin Group, 2009, 557 PP

peaking for Myself, offers a wide spectrum of writings

by women who are from places as far distant from each
other as Azerbaijan and Sri Lanka. A prism which reflects
the many facets of women’s lives, it makes audible the voices
of women as they lead their lives in diverse roles, not simply
as mother, wife or daughter, the conventional roles which
society assigns them, but as political activist, social reformer
and educator. They express their very individualistic and
innovative ideas, refusing to be constrained by the patriarchal
norms and expectations under which they are compelled to
live. The voice of the narrator in Tsuboi Sakai’s "Umbrella
on a Moonlit Night" (Japan, 55-68), seems to sum up the
everyday experiences of many women, when reflecting on
the monotonous tenor of her life and her friends: "We were
housewives who for some twenty years had relied solely on
our husband’s pocketbooks. Like tame dogs, we had, without
even knowing it, lost what little rebelliousness we once had.
We were, in short, faithful wives who took comfort in being
ordinary mothers.’ (55). Dissatisfied with their lives
cconomically dependent on their husbands they bond together
and meet regularly to share their joys and grief, forming a
club ‘the kind of club where we seemed to dominate our
husbands once in a while.” These young women come

together in an attempt to transcend the narrow confines of |

their mundane lives as ‘faithful wives’ and ‘ordinary
mothers’. But running through this ‘rebellion’ is the constant
pressure of socio-cultural norms of behaviour and the tension
between the women’s desire for freedom from the demands
of husband and children and their emotional ties to their
families. This ambivalence characterizes many of the
writings in the collection, imbuing them with a complexity.
that enhances their interest.

The selection of writings, short storics and poems are drawn
trom a heterogeneous fund of experience, cultural and socio-

| political contexts marked by different ways of seeing and
modes of articulation. In the editors’ words they are ‘not
necessarily representative writings from different Asian
countries’, but ‘hope that they will serve as a take-off point
for further exploration.” (xx). Most of the writings are
translations from the original Asian languages and the
selection is of necessity limited by the paucity of English
translations of Asian writings. A translation cannot always
capture the nuances of the experiential and emotional content
of a writer’s psyche. To convey, not simply the bare bones
of meaning but also the rich connotations of a word of one
language in another, poses problems; the many layers of
cultural content which imbues a word is often lost in
translation. Yet, the translations here seem to have succeeded
in capturing the essence of what the writer wants to convey
as in the imagery in Fadwa Tagan’s ‘A Mountainous J ourney’
(Palestine); the stultifying psychological effect of the
isolation from the outside world on herself is described in
these terms: ‘my femininity whimpering like a wounded
animal in the cage finding no means of expression’ or as in
the translation of Rizia Rahman’s ‘Irina’s Picture’
(Bangladesh, 303-18), which uses the beautifully evocative
metaphor "a world floating in milk froth" to etch a landscape
enveloped in thick moming mist.

Shatfering the stereotype

' Rooted as these writings are in the cultural and social

milieus that are the genesis for their creation, an
understanding of the specific socio-political contexts from
which they spring will no doubt enhance our understanding
of the central experiences of the protagonists. In ‘Melody in
Dreams’ (China, 17-35), a knowledge of the climate of harsh
repression and the persecution of intellectuals during and - -
after the ‘Cultural Revolution’ in China adds a further
dimension to our perception of the strength of resolve and
commitment to the cause of intellectual and personal freedom
embodied in the nineteen year old Liang Xia. Defiant and
| daring she says, ‘I don’t want to hide anything from you. .,
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As you know U ol alvaid of aoyihing”. The Hmage ol | the *cullure] co-ordinates within amd across cacl of theme

wortan pressnicd by Zong Pu as dignidfisd. coorageous and
vramplex sharrees the stersotypical insee of the Asian waman
s passive and sobmissive. Liang Nip poimantly cxpresses
her npe far the fulre, ‘the deewm of the peaple will be
fubfillad. The reactiomarics will be smashed. Hizterically this
15 Inewitable’, & hape Zong Pu wonld have shared. Xong Te's
narrative has a powerlul impact Tur she writzs fram peesonal
exparicnge of the perscention of inwellzcruals during the
Cultaral Revolution,

Threads that bind

Dt‘bpil: the contexrual diversite, strong tluesds bind them,
weaving thess wiltings rom Fast to Wesl Asia inta an
witrizlely pattemed wpesiey, The warg il wellal the fabric
— allmitizs of beliel, cuncerms, eixpeclives, a reperloime of
myths and legends, raditinns of starytelling, religions., even
languages, for instance Punjabi, Urdu. Bengali, Tundl und
Aimdhi are spoken in mare han one courtry web them,
Existemial guestions that figure in Lthe sensihilities of women.
wha are the protugonises in these writings, rauscend the
Paundaries of culteral and georraphicel lacations reaching
et fhoun specific contexls and find point: of identification.
The wrirings are wlen third persun narratives, the
pratagenists all being wome i who resist beconng censtructs
afthe picriarchal communities in which they live, They spaak
for thermeelves not heing veatriloquized by others. They
arernpl ko lashion fheir cwn subjoctiviey but al tmes their
world view is filtered fheoagh the lens of patiiurchy und they
bacome ‘aceomplice[s] and ... congenling wgent|s| of
patriurchy, heing L [themaclves ] wery much o product of
patriarehal secialication.' {xeii).

Thewricogs in the anthology are notarganized hematically.
Mar are they listed under djfferent counrsies e editors not
prescribing them as helog representative of countries ne evon
of individuwal writers,"We decided o let geapraphical
boundanies collapse sl just have cluslers of conulries
clubbesd Logrether as Bast Asia™ Conerl Asia, South Azia, Wes
Astit and South East Asia® {xxovi, thew suy, soreing outl Lhe
rutionale for the arganizadon. Bof (e grouping of wiilinges
wnder these different rubrizs iz ool meant e deny ot blur the
difterentes present within sach ol the elisies’, A refreshing
featurs al the anfholugy s thar the editors do not impese
therr vicwpaing ou the reader b Tats the reader identify for
herthimsclt the thematic threads i run tromgh e and

LR

An inzightful Intcaduerion gently nudees 0s in the dicection
ol the: salient tszues addisssed in these wrilings. A cancise
and wselol bingraphical note nn e wrilers, idenrity the rmam
thrmat of the writings. Assigning specific daes w them waold
Buawve helped ue lo contextmalise trem berer pacticularly when
the weritings are grounded in the personal lves af the wrilers
a8 many of them are.

The veurren writers addesss a spaetmin of maues which rilpe
from Ieshinism. prostintiog, lerror BT, War, pualiiotism,
motherbowd and tamily relaticmahips, inerrogating cultsal
perceprions and alliludes o thase issucs which ure deeply
divisive und Rguee vitudly in mosr cublures woday, Thess ure
indeed cxistentinl and perenial. 1 he writers reveal a decply
vompdEsienate view ol the margiosleed woman, the leshian,
the prostitete, the sufferer from AIDS and leprosy,
yuestioning couvepls of maeality wad *hemoae’ and the double
stzndiaeds which emnanate frum o male-centred point of view,
ulten tna fram women themselvss whi heeome “consents ng
agents’ of patriarchy nurluesd and seeialiced by pariaical
insnlucionz.

[ have actempted to idendfy the cverarching thaimes that run
rhrongh many of these wtngs, discerning wavs of seeing
und cmnbleinutic mntits thal ocewr in ther, Chnstrain of
space preclude the discussion of many af the writings. | heope
threarah my discosgion e stitnulate ayg lowrest in fuclher
eaplaraticns of the antholrgsy,

Mot to lure or seduce wnen”

Th: commodification ef wengn 35 o distingt Qeead that
s throwgh many of these writings, In My Sisroe (217-
253, the Cambudian writer Mey Sun Sotheary adopls a male
pevseaa, tut of the brother, Through the dynamics of & cluse-
knit family she ecxplorss women's sacial problems rften
aeveriled by coconomic deprivaticn, Keo, the 'Flder Sister'
whn iz animated by a sense ol responsibilicy fur her younger
siblings, prosrifuies herself so Gl she can finance thair
educarinn. The predizrable judamental respanse of the
hristhier, whin he discovens that her job working fora "farejn
imvasrmenl company” is simply o Goton she uses 1 mask
her uitval oeenpation us a hargiel, is vritigued perhaps rather
avertly. His ennvenlicel sitionde to a bar pirl as ane wha
degrades hersell and brings shaune on her family - T falt
btk betrayed and rervibly insulted” — 15 contrasted with thoss
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of the women of the family. In conveying the difference,
Mey Son Sotheary lets the dialogue between brother, sister
and aunt, speak for itself subtly suggesting the contrast rather
than overtly stating it. The younger sister is able to transcend
conceptualising Keo as a bar girl. *‘Whatever she does she's
still our sister’ (221), while the brother arrogantly asks her,
"Are you good enough to be our sister?"

The commodification of women is addressed not only by
this Cambodian writer; the issue surfaces in many writings
criss-crossing from one culture to another from Cambodia
to Lebanon, as in "A Girl Called Apple" (508-11), or to Tibet

in "Journal of the Grassland” (200-209). There is a strong |
sense of a need for a search for justice for these exploited |

women, labelled, prostitute, lesbian or even daughter of
marriageable age (a salcable commodity). It goes in tandem
with an interrogation of social practices such as a father’s
prerogative to choose a marriage partner for his daughter, to
withhold education from her or negotiate and barter with
another man, a bride price in exchunge for her. In “Tournal
of the Grassland’ even the women seem to be accepting not
resisting these patriarchal practices but colluding in them,
simply demanding a fair price for the young niece who is to
be married to a man much older than her — ‘If you are going
to sell then sell right.’

Many of the writers explore the image of woman and of her
sexuality. In ‘Defiance of a Flower’, Chiranan Pitpreecha
(Thailand, 282) renders a positive image of woman, not
simply as a sex object, ‘Her ply of ligaments is meant of
heavy task/ Not for the craving of flimsy silk and damask,’
but as one fired with aspiration, ‘To search for new life.../
Not to lure or seduce men.’ She is a complete human being,
able to fulfil her potential and evolve a life of her own, ‘Not

...But to bloom and embrace/ The fertility of the land.’

Taslima Nasreen’s poem “Things Cheaply/ Had’ (Bangladesh,
301) seems at first glance to present the woman who degrades
herself, sclling her body as cheap merchandise in exchange
for material goods; ‘If they get a jewel for their nose/ they
lick feet for seventy days or so/a full three and a half months/
if it’s a striped sari.’

But the last verse dramatically overturns this image. lis
impact on the reader is one of shocked horror as the
realization of the cost in physical abuse that these women

rich ‘patrons’, pierces the reader’s consciousness. ‘Even the
mangy cur of the house barks now and then, /but over the
mouths of battered women / there’s a lock./a golden lock .

- This is one of a pair of powerful poems in which Nasreen
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presents the woman exploited for her sexual appeal, in a
compassionate and positive light. At the same time she draws
a harsh and negative portrait of men. In ‘Women Can’t’
(302) she makes a strong indictment of men who ‘Touch a
body of flesh/Without love’.‘Only animals and men can/
Touch a body of flesh/ Without Jove/ Women can’t.’

The poems are provocative, shocking the reader, impelling
her/him to interrogate the flaws in socicty that compel women
to sell their bodies; the social critiquing is conveyed
dramatically through the visual imagery. :

Composite pictures

he portraits of women who emerge from these writings

are not uni-dimensional. Women in their many roles, as
mother, wife or daughter, in relationships to their husbands
and children, other women, and to their fellow workers in
the workplace, are etched. ‘Motherhood’ figures as the focus
of many of the writings; as the editors reflect, this perhaps
suggests its significance in many of the cultures and societies
of Asia. It is not presented as sacrosanct, where the mother
has to make a total submission of herself, to ‘being’ 4 mother.

- The mothers in these writings do find a space for themselves,
| resisting the social construct of the ‘mother’ as one who has

to make a total submission of hersell to ‘motherhood’.
Instead, as in ‘Afagh Masud’s *Sparrows” (Azerbaijan, 435-
45), the mother breaks away from the restrictive structures
of family life, perhaps tearing herself reluctantly from the
bonds that tie her to her daughter and husband, to fashion
for herself her identity. Like Nora in Ibsen’s ‘A Doll’s
House’, she shuts the door on her life of dreary domesticity

| and patriarchal controls taking flight like the sparrows. In
to lean on others /... Not just to blossom and await admirers |

"Sparrows’ as in many of her short stories Masud explores
the psychological constraints in patriarchal cultures where
women are slotted into roles and not cxpected to stray outside
their confines. ‘Sparrows’ is related through the
consciousness of the observant daughter whose attitude to
the mother’s attempts to free hersell from her life through
her writing, is ambivalent, There is no overt understanding
or condemnation of the mother’s ‘flight’. Different writers
explore the concept of motherhood conjuring up different
pictures of the ‘mother’. The ambivalence that characterizes

~some of them invests them with an intriguing complexity,

for they reflect in their many ways the reality of ‘being’ a

. mother.
suffer silently and submissively as cheap commodities for |

Fadwa Tugan who was one of the most influential poets in
modern Palestinian poctry explores the psychological and
intellectual sterility in the lives of women cloistered in the
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harem, ohe wowen’ s wing ol her father™s hoose. "The hicuse |

was lks a lavgs coop Dlled with domestic hirds, conreated
Ly peck the foed rhrown 1o themn witboul arcument.’ Inoan
exserpl rom her autabingiaphical weiling “A Mountainaus
Jourpey' (33 1-301 published inothe aotholooy, she presenls o
araphiv descriplion of her 1if of isolalicen from the pelitical
ol sanzal curments of her aonnee,. The donoeering Ggpune
af the Fatlver, whe keeps her isalaced, demands chat she wrires
poctry o the palitical aiuation of Palestme = ~kow counld 1
wagz war with my pen fou palitical, deological or nutivnul
lresdom'!™, she asks The relatiomship Detween Tugan and
Teer father s rearked by conlhodner emetians °1 did net hare
aim, neithar did I leve him' Conending with the dzsiz wo
pleass him by wriling the puewry he wants is & fosling of
rehicilion, and protes | aod arefusel wo comply mesults. Tegan
presents the impact ol he reprassive, sweellike bands of
prahibition on u weoman — har smariona] 3 wiellectual il
iz stullified aml the spnines of creativity dive op and she is oo
lomger able to were poetey, Thers s o crisie, liolated From
hle and cxperiencing a sznge of comglele alienation she loses
conlacl with reality and arcmpres to fake her oo 1ilke, T
deatly of bar father berates ber, *1 cntered ing Bife deinkiog
irin large drafls”. Tie liling of the veil in Palestine in 1944,
when women eonld divesl theamselves of the dress which
covered them from head fa oes (hal they had been ferced o
weaitr, completes her emancipation. She emerzes cut of e
ernotivnil deser which she had hithemo inhabited (oexploes
anid tiste the realiy ol fove which onril chen had Baeen coly
an-abaicast concepl,

Fadwa Tugqun's writing weaves together Family dvmiomcs,
polirical o] somoticnl mataration and likeration. The death
ot the farker, the avtharity purs. prefigues the cacape from
the "prisan af the Raveny”, a lilting of the veil and social,
political and ernctional liberation aod Tugasn 3 uble 10 vedee
her beliefz, “"The fime haz areived Ter this duogheer ol e
speak and, when a crothfil o speake, Uiy lile that is
speskinge'

“What Kind of woman is that?*

I::l "Ciribala’ (India, 323-200, Mahasacta Devi, o deeply

camrmittad sowial wetivist, whase “[rraupadi’ many of us
may have read, ‘endorses the sirenglh of 2 weman's
alfimmutive right” (¥2vh o woman's tght to ke decisive
artion a5 to the trajectery af hee life. In presenting Girihala's
deltance of hor communite’s disappeoval of her action in
Ieaviog her husband. waking her children seith her, Mahaswels
Daewd stunmane up in the resader™s mind the iconic imaze of
‘shakri®, the emblem of fenunist power. Iy un imageo chat
reznnules i the sensibiliny of Azian woroen aod would simke
o whond of senputhy in them, It i2 the kind af emblemali:

a7

matal thal crosses geographical boundarics und colturallsy
links these stasics trom Jifferen Asian regions. They help
Lo lorge a picture of Aslan women, wha emarzes from liese
writings; their conlaure are similar fo cach orher bul
intriguingly ditfesent i their many-sidadnzss.

Mahaswea Devi preseals the responss of wamen in the
comnnity e Girbala’s acl af defiance, whon she l2aves
her hamz af hamhen aod thalehed ceol, the “benelis’ from
the sale ol her dunghters by a pliegp, wilh e sileol cennivance
el her husband Aullchand. Tiving withis the paremeters of
patriarchal msritutions, sacialized by patciarchal cullure, the
women collude wirh (he wen in their disapproval of
Ciirihala’s action: "Why leave your hushand and go awav?
Wit kind of womin 1e that? Trony ringed with ooy
characterivss Drevi™s natvarion.  Thore s o overl
candermmation ul the po-pood Aullchand. oreven of the plug,
Mohan.  Her crifigque is oel of individuals bt of thic
patriarchal framesork whers the mindsst towards the ginl-
child is expressed in the wonls, ‘o eirl’s by lwe discarded,
Lt il she is dead, est if she 5 wel.’ which schoss and ne-
schoes chanr-like in “Girlbala’ —a cynicul visw rhat squates
mnarriage with death.

*“Wirtuons whores'

A:i Tt A3 eonic nnaees ars drawen apan o reinfares
WATMANE slinces, cullurul images from mligiows and
mxthic seurees are clllengred and subveeitad o some of the
writings., In "The Stignm' Tndia, 36U-K23% Sacami, e
procagomist of Pratibba Ray's short scory, ciposcs the
hypacrisy of the women ol the community, wha while
mndulging in adulrcious ladsons wich men metapherically
clathe themselves i the wirtoous vesrments of Site and
Aavitel, the iwoms representutiens of chastity aod Gdelily in
Hirdu ooy tholegy, Saeami, 8 veang aod beaotill woman
mificried toou moch elder man B2 eompelled W live in che
same ouse ay her young brothoe-in law and pephew who
bnth maks flinaious and lechorous advances vooslantiy
having o repel “their hungrmy looks, the suggestive pesiures.
the andacions flinations.'

The Stigoma’ s mainly 2 thivdperson narcalive, shot tirough
with inlerpolations (rom Sarami's consciousness presented
ina stem ol vonsciowsness fchnigqoe. Rae's poser(ul short
story upeovers the double standards vis i-vis men and
Wil (e represaivs alfect ot oaftoral s ges as they impuct
o wnInen s lives, zubliminally monitaring their behaviour
in @ telentlsss Tazhion, und che cultural practlioss emdorsed
by snciety sucl s e dusery system which segnlates curmage
und the Belict in Besoscepes and the effect of the starm el
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plancts oo people’s lives, These wee Cansilisr practicas i
st Asian cultmez . They all conmiive 1 dhaalee pen of
blarne. making, the wowman the “suilty pay! Lor ull
toieforiimes, svcn For inisvertiages: “they wens o rellection
an Raghm Tiadl's masculinity. Yes, vos Saran wae syuarsly
1o Blane®. The pressae ta live up b the ideal of paifect
womanhord cmibdied i Sil and Savitrl, repressing her
soxual desives, ‘a Muming snake of desine slithering insidc
Berentratls”, inflamed by e proximidy of the yrng meai.
Sarurri-has to cdam the sunzinge tde el daeiee”, which then
manibests elf mon pavchosomatic besteria. The ollozal
comditioning, lieyr wan conscicnce and the theeat of the
coainpnily discovering her infidelity prevent her rom
Swliorme areund te ke A s conlsnl

Fay presents the ansst of the hysieria dramatically: Tust as
the mantten fiee w e womb of the ajth scopetimes Mymes
and Losake [rew. spitting swcke, kva and ush .. 50 fod e
reprezssd soxaal desires srmouldering within Sarami would
sometites crepl like o voleane.” The wowen of the
COMMINIEY guess what underlics hee Tresleria ond conderm
Savanu, “she’s dying Tor vog-kaow-whel. the hinch, the
wzsral bick.” When they mete oul the seme ostracism to
dnolier e woman married 1o an old e, Sarami, aow
urt old woman. challeiges i Lo swoar “on rhe heads ol
year inastadnds ol sons Lhat ‘nar a singledicly thought ever
Mt sross yoner mingds.” [les challenge vings not in stride
pemaa re (Al you Sis, all vou Saviees, all Fou virluows
whares,” The vaymoron is inenzaly elfective. the phease
uiiderzeures the Gepnerisy of the women with thair “diry
Lide sevrels”. ciching Ir indelibly in vur conacinusnsas.

SUTATRS Final 30t s Lo pently wipe “the staine of the slems”
from the ¥oung wile's fomohcad. The "shigma” she erases 1
L sel tilak truced om ehe faebead of o voune Hindo woman
am mrriags soindicnls Tisr slalos a5 @ wite. Pragibii Ray's
plar o the weord “sizgma subeems The saurosuicl poveet of
the red tlak, Iiis seen ua the exrornal anileswation of the
canteeting power of patiiacchy, Wiping it away Sarami
ermbodically frecs the youone women Tram the chaing
Bind her te b ol busband, Ray prevekss ss Lo quesiion
chi meaings of the wonds “=tigma’ and fsin.' B ourselvees
sk the yueslion posod ar the eid of e store. *bul could she
b ridd of a stinma far 4 gin she lind never commimed 0 fhe
fivsl place?”

Icons and alter egos

.L:LLIHl.jl.' SLTUCIES ETHSE OveT 5TOIm (RN f-:'_||.|j_|i_1}- Laa .u_nl,:-lhrzl'
I arwd Uhraapeh imnages weld cnlfoees oo a shared world of

perceptinm s, The womc imnage of Sila resonaces inrhe peyche
ol tha Azipn swomun, partienla:ly in Souch Asia and Soulh
Faar Asig, Leili S Chudnri™s Tucificativn al Site” (ndanes .
21248} pluye with the tagend [rom the “Hame o, usiog
it s logrer tn 2xpese e duwkle standards woa cullure,
pardcularly 55 they lmpact on g wonmo’s e, Chudori's
marrative techaigue 15 cooonflate the slory of Sitinthe nd i
Gpee with thae of the yone Asien weman living iz Conade.
The namvative seamdessly ships from fie ednse iogemess of Sity
L thae ot the Sn by wemun; the aontan s of Sila's slry is at
Limes indistisguishuble fram thar of Ler medemn-day alter
sno Acans ol hme separare the tve, vel both heve o peave
thelr "purily’ e a patriarchal authorily—NYits ahdncred by
b deenon god Ravap (o fier hushand Rama, and the voung
weitmum 1o hee flowe sepurated fromn ber for four voars.

The yarrative echajgue and the mirroriog of imapss
uncersente the parallels betvesen the two,. The seering hear

[ ol the #ames Si braves o immabiie el 0 i replizatad in

the elendless beat of e Canadio summer. An oee of
Eai, the reincarnation of the Ciest !-{iﬁ.;r, Yishnn, albermiles
witly thiel ool har tfianed yulil bis lues impereeptiliy beging o
rsemmble that of the Great King, Theeugh these devices
Chuderi reintorces her point thar 8 wonwu’s siluscion has
nnt ehanged spenficuntly feow e immemarial 1o e
Presest day. A man seems able Lo contine: e justify his
inlickelity with the arropant sssemion “But T a man', wich a
mAT's prérupgalive, ‘camplete freedom e give tree caiu Lo
er desines” Atthe cnd of e slory the voung v muses
its Lo whet wenld have Luppened it Sita had questioned her
husband abant his fdelity, am oppormmity she was nover
given. The same questivn arises in oor mimls provaking oz
b quastion the deuble standards of worality msocicty, an
1981 Chidort Fotusses o ooy of ber writings,

Storvtelling und bonding

Wl.‘ have seen myvibiv Ggures subliminally sopuwering
and constralninr o woman's life, Empowerine ton is
the rradition ol storytelling whicl exists 1 many euliyres,
srories becumes thi eomduin buoush which wornen boid with
givh wther sharing esperiences. The articulativn of
eaperiences af antferime oy o cachartic i), The Tibetun
writer (rzyang vofolds un “CHd Sun Tells Her Ster” (156
U demansiiativg the sificacy of stocvielling in activating

A pracess of selldelmicion and self Raowledue therchy shoring

npit vewman's sense ot self, The nun relatzs her staey with
oreal resrraint and dignicy. Strikingle evilent iy the
squanimiry with which she feees the vicissiludes in her life
nnsoimplaomely. even a faing demor s oot audible
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brevang's porvayal of the nun is characrorized b
Belerstarement, There 3 a0 fnlrusive parmalive wiice, The
lun spoaks for heraelt and we Haron, The wasing wha
eiterges Itom the cameo-libe nuanced portraye] is ool o
malleable victiue which at filst she scoms Lo be. canfealled
by brer mother, the rerims of the conven and lator oler

WITiaEs Iy o resentiud dislerc-in-laer Pisciplined in a 1ife ol
auslerineg praver and moe

e
T

Baus t metamurphess hapsell intn s 3icl of murmiagealle ape

chtation from the age of sieht, obe |

wnd & nallewoman Upon armeen ta 3 men oeeaty pears |

eleer. The transition is nol easy. 1 realiced chat the Life I'd
led o e cunvent had been seoregote finm anyhng v
tamily Lind expericrosd tha [ ooild probebby not e Jike them
agaiie’

Lrevang lels the nun's voive moes the significant events of

Ler cheguaved fhe dispassionately. Aftoe CLLLTIAES, Wil
and developing. becoming a wilz and mucher and then o
weidor, &hwe Taces the dealh of her huskand anid fnemgial
depiivation with fatide, She retwms w the convent, living
Agai 1 comnnimodly of womes, her nangl habitar snd e
i she Chonses of Ler vwn ties will, Recstablishine TEpIT
with T vomvenr sisters many of whom are 200l alive, she
ahares Der lile's srowy with them: “We =0 each alher the
storas ol e lives god evervthing we've suftorsd becomes
SOMGEALT beautitiel,” The women of the con Wl s peTones
3 snnse uf empowaient in articalaling and shiurng witl
cach atlier the stodies of thoir suffering.

Lndsarlying s simergnh iz el rellectian pUnchanes s
s nutrative, L initiates o procoss of sl fkmov e e
suuipping her with the capavity 1o grapple with the prablermns
shie has e faee: “Trom what [ endured in hosc davas ... |
lewaroed thar the oyt beanciful thing in 1ifs i not aplenddour
ad luxury .. ar oecupyving @ pusition of puweT wWhorever
Hanga. boe the seli-azsurance (hat come from having
avrrgarte ohatacles, step by step. thecueh vanr dwn
perseverinec” A worldvizw permeared by the Buddhist
phakemophical iwaching theat she as inhibed frem childhand
sforms the oun’s respanss o the catuc ¥EMiS ¢lingres in
her life. An understanding of the transicnee of Tife that
vaderping Twldhism belpe her to cope with them 10 s a
concept fuuliar tnomany Seuth Azl and Sourk Bast Astan
seuders enz ol those thrcad s thae bind hiess witngs oiseling
@ shured warld ol belicf atang readors we well as cimpsithy
A quietly
comticlent wssertion steaaning rom Tl urstrhrs she e rained
frum her life comeludes her seore T pe I.|I.?.L- ney (bt the

betwaen veaders and the Pridasonist garralar.

an

Loty BE of o human being i na more than g PLlEsIg
Thesk oF ligl wmainar (the Gmolessnsss of tatgme. -

There 15 a0 platopraphic remmoay of o life st L aeu e
and faitl unfumiliae b ber. Tean Arasanayagan: carhers the
fragiuencs of Ter mothce-in L s it fiom storvrallige. The
selaticnshup hetween her motisr-in-law aod hersalf o i
“ubjecl Aresaniyuram atten smreges with in Ser pastey 5
shant arcades. Itis ane presenrad o beime fravghl with rension
and even hasiilite.  In auother prom simply fitled My
Mother in Law' {Women, A0 women, 19997, ;"'LTdH.JTH‘n'ﬁEd_rl'I
seza hersalf e seen by ber hashand s Feernilyr 'as the usnrpes
whidse Teignd TTMLI-.nanLdJ__c-u WAS oo forgotten’, The
mriigd i “Weedding, Photooraphs' oS0 Lanka, 418700 ja
ditfzrent: she does not sprak of her n-aeceptance by her
tmother-in Ly — *Yes she chose nol o knams o’ Tiam A
Maithier-in-faw'

As the porm pragoessss o e o sonse of @ rnes beiween
the twa af them. The sharp covers of their relutinnalip
Fiapve been bluoted. ‘The threads of the rmother i Leas liti
are: delicalely woven into & pustruit of & woman Eiven in
bnurriage 78 a child beide, at sixtesn (o @ man teenty yoncy
alder. s hus newr bean wideowed] and fays “purt o moe fife
rew Derishiad cashis pyre” Through e cunversation h_,twnm
them a seuse of compunicnship develaps belween the
wawen. They buve both aged snd malluwed. ‘W sil face to
lcz, musing over each othees/ l.m_:-- thubing ot gnarled
fesl slepping vrer ehe stomblas. ., L of our spenl lves, of
dg0 fud passing (e

The younger womun Fisteny us the susther-in-Taw's fale
wravels, I has been oz life deeply reated in traditiand
eullurel practives: and b Tindo faith, Memary enibedded
to stary elling soems to croars swpulhy and uoderatandins,
Pl mving the vounger wurmun an uadersianc i ol whe
the mothe-in -law tesented the Juresion iuta her lifs af a
wangak il o ditferent ethnicite and faity, There is qo overt
CLTIICHT L ATaasnay deam s poew; (e Thndlerd n-law™s slory

speaks Ior itsell und cncapsuliared foiyis o tits it the pesst
[Iresenly in oy Benry five und | LIS

Wonlan as truth-teller
Rﬂm srumpasl. heraclf a palitical aclivist, PPEis i
veindew on the world of a4 woman selivisr worm b
the public domain  in “Marsinah Aconscs” coumates, 161-
T Imprizoned (o participating i pic demmictaty neeting
1 Jabarte i the Jast duvs af the Suhartn gl Sanipael’s
wTiting is tooled in persunal exporience which gives drumatic
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s diney o U sroermd rooy Moredneh Acouses’ published
inthe anchodory, Eengngres it the Tule ol wowomman selivist
killad far demanding Beher wrapes tor o foflow warker in g
Tacbury. Farnilia ax Qe tre weillndie suppressivnor feosdom
and protest aod the wictmizaion of dissidents. Asian readors
can cmputhize stremelywith Mearsinh for whose mueeder oo
ane Tias ke held aceonnrable, The soiiestaal Fremework
[ Tl play a5 shat Marzivah wishas booreoarn b Larth
avenge ber deattsaud demand justice for herseif and others
who mage have W confmonl o siomlar Galer Sy dearhis a
mymnbl of vour deuth, o symbol ol e deatls of § genccation,
of the: dearh oF all hgpe Forehamgre., 7, Ata perlormanee e
b bl i conjunction s the Tavaely of o boak - aboaccher
ghe interds o remind the audience that oa ooe Lias Deen
Frrovzg e e justicd for hor macder

Sarnmpact & play b= tremendousty moving, When il opene
i darkened stage the spectral figune of Marsinah masy
framya plallore o e vernetzey and addicsses the andicnee,
recounting the lorturs she saflemed al the: hopdds of her
prrsconnra, As-a woman sha iy suhjocecd o the gl ol
brutad pumithent that could ooly b eted ot tea anman,
I wens atleniced — nol sl witbea skoal, ol winly ot e, 13,
the vickows and seened plunder of my bide” The coly pae
an the stage i= that of Marsinah. Exzept for the whispers
sonnd s of pecple reading trom the Kardan and che music from
a rditivsal Tavsnsss s, wa e only e veice. Videes
fronm tha past intruds on Mariineh's consciousness g Ly
nonakoric vaice recupitulutsy the pass. Uhey ok pael ol
prreseat, and sfinmlare in Marsinah™s memory the traumi of
Lims patste seleasng i Bec pewche & gamot of cmariong —
Lo, nsiely. e lanes, saduess and angad Tnimpazsionod
roncs she denounces all chismatuativns ol state il celluded
mlec wnder Detiancls she rafuses oo he ntimidated: " They
r b barooy ooe Dol il ot D afrasd and | will far soops |
will stand 1 theiz cidst wd Twill fase thzm dowad res my
ChocutionaTs. " '

e

Theangh the veice of 1he desd Maranuh, Sarampaet Tays
Dage - bl azsanlt oo individual rights, the subvarsion
ul all s tales mstituaone sod the buealudosen of law and order,
which seorc ondamic in Somecta i s fast days of the
dicizracial Subaito v aone. Masingh's tace-talling voics
indzcls the conndry a: A cormapl land; & pecple for asham
prweT bievervihinge. o pation whees e sreicise of poser
juaritios svervthing'. Marsinah™s avowsilion 15 Jevell2d ol
saciete itsplt, The poilt tor her killing must D2 bore by
every e, Hon alload nmy Tife 1o herakon from me” She
alle wrevervone o weerpe b death, o't leF my deach

petornothing. o thearsilence, sty hascollodad inher

Digitized by NoolahZEhdation.

killing and the withholding of justce fom ler, a5 wea adl do
we e wes Lt aside ] tezere e erasure-al oushils s our
wpal gackelies . Sarmpusl s wriine focusses nok only on thie
pust o Somatre but addresazs issues which we vitally
sipmiticant in woday’s world, fainted seafron with the same:
Tlawes.

Too "Dregd-end’ Todia, 331 055 Adeei Cadr quaestians rtha
voncept ol “sorenms’, The numulive vonss is G ol g pocos
il achior pives religme e an eirhlesn-vear-uhl Bay suspecied
of being un 2xtremiat on che run Trom the palice who aee on
B frail. D ceply oo her questian of whethe: be is an cxrromiss,
T cotseers Talczmist? Ts i seme kingd ol extrucndioury
spocics of mankind hiki™ We sce him throwgh her cves a8
the: initial Fesponzs of foarcreared i ber mind By e weaid
cELsish 15 e placed e cosopassion, T Fell ke 5 marhar
pusteeting e wedndaded sou, A food of fenderoess heaved
venty ey brenet’s o feeline Qe scensds reslriciive
delmens. Ther compassion 1z noldilueed - even when she
taulizas that he conld hea member of tha pane whn had
sillad 3 ek Toved boather, The effeci of the nfomation
skt By suspested invelvemeal m te illing 15 mamensely
dizrurbing tarheyemz girl and prosomed sividhy, the weeds
Rt s s ke a thndedslt, Tike aoambiiTacing they enzoifed
e g T eiood foozen pear the doon Toould-beae e mad
rusheol ey blzod mcine throueh my veins” The muandsped
brather und the esmemast ars Lhe same age. almosl
indiscinguishahiz fram cach neher They aven have similar
beallzt swomagds. Themorhar’s desparare ples whan she hears
e pusled Mian e feed s the Sesiremis’s mistokisy e
inented wiciim ol the oonshol Tor the senoshe hee loel -
Pron e xill nimn. Don™t kil my Bewal Don't kil omy Heele
el Lo iy enBesne. - anderscess e tragads of the
ieedbess Toss ol voun life, Aject Cuwr does ool intecpolals
corniment or criticisme into the narative. §tepeaks lor s
throwgh tho e td comsensness ol the voung ol and Taizes
gucstians in the reader’s mind ahoot rigid definitions which
compartmenialize poaphy, and ot the matics mered o wich
a bl 1o those s pspested of exizemism witlut confisning
thetir guill.

e
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Conelosion

Manj,- of the weamen wha aes the proagzemises in those
WHEINE: Are compassicnare beings, thinkiag for

the mgelvas and speatcing for themaelves: Moy ofen thoy

ire allsadvantoped, nired epesay, eadiog mondans lives,

Lrapped 1o dn edislence ul dues ool allood theu any

opportinitics Tur wdvancement. Despite this, the wormen whio
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erozrge fromt this backgronnd ars coumagemes, foity and
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debignt, aid challenpe inothelr owan inimirable ey the | Spocding fir Weself 50 selection OFReriling s cerpiled Wik
piteiirehal dispersation thal pins e down Loog monder sensicivies which alfeds the reader o Hck sampling of (e
iewtity fitaw which they tre o (e themgeves, Thee du #0088 of Asien women. T defining thatues is its refisal
hel ulweys suceced but they somerimze do, reesvisivning  WIMROSe anaditoral viewpoint on the reader. The weiuen
ehcir lives bravely racing el pathis thas il rake fhe o S0k fr Lth:Tn:-:-:,Iv'f.‘a, Articulating chair nna s experionoes
alneed, jrodesl, suflering and (he rare moments af hupotness.
We are aliorded & glimpse into their Lves ax we disesrm the
sihtinial theeads caat rmen dwough their weinings: aod indesd
thear fives. Althongh ofisn addreszing suliucully specitic
Lesues e wiling s reaehour hevond Aslan readers a5 we see
the deeper dimensions and widse relévaines of these
queslipne. her creals o redefinifios of emade selfiiacd,
the black and wlule carality’, foonae lc-if'tl[ld]d1i'J"'1.Iv‘1'fl~-“~‘ Aol oeeriiiiiog the Image of Asian woman oag g eawstruce af
discecming phreass in 1eail by Uroeming! (S0 Lanha, 423- patmiareliy, dol pessive and subiuis sive, bul strang, elemelic
Hand litecropaie the secepred vorme of behavionr and 2] dymamic. The Pokistani poet Kishwar Maheod
peliel. Thess powerless woamen cmpower Lthemaslvas  oncapsulates this ides poelically in "Who A T™ 5510,
throwah thieic sirength of beliel and principlz, even  tebelbag agaiisl the shuckles thar aliempt o SUNPIeaRs der
cliallenging the might of povermul saes as doey the young T 2M The vie vou hid beneabyihe wzight of wadidons” and
Li Xiame, | wueciae earleas aid fee. ‘bBor yow never knewithat Liely
i can nevel Tear pitch darioness .

af yef meharted temmilery a8 do Guiluli and the methcr Ji
T Hy ML

Tliey see thair sncictios aud vullures throtghove s nol veiled
hy zacial sanvenlivas und seccived ways of sseing. They
elisceen the chinks inorha seom of meral vighteausne s
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I'M A DOG (a true story)
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I'm a thog Then came the day

not 54 rare the timing was right

a mengrel with mange knife held 1o a ehlld

No care no fair Mo fight no flight

| wander around & mether's faar

ricise o the ground & woman's fear

ayes full of sight the thief had a hard-on

ears full of sound I had & bear

This neighbourhond Too late to bark

ls a creepy place end of the gama

walls are high took & mother's shame

locks are great ta keep the hostage safe

ceivants are fat fnabody askad

thin ladies bake S 1 didn't tall

cops asleep thief had no name

thizves awad ko had 8 face, had 2 smell

by Zymurgy
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