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About Cenacle

Cenacle is a unique collaborative literary venture, which came 
into being in 2009. It is unique in many ways. It is a collaborative 
literary venture of three English departments of three different 
colleges: namely Dr Madhukarroa Wasnik  PWS Arts and Commerce 
College, Rajkumar Kewalramni Kanya Mahavidyalaya  and Santaji 
Mahavidyalaya, all affiliated to RTM Nagpur University. This group 
came together to promote teaching and learning of English through 
various activities. Collaborative literary and academic activities are 
conducted under the banner of “Cenacle”. The Departments of English 
of all the 3 colleges are bound by an MOU. They also publish this journal 
by the same name annually.

The word Cenacle’ has its origin in Latin as cenaculum from 

cena. Latin cenaculum was used in the Vulgate for the “upper room” 
where the Last Supper was eaten. The earliest Cenacle was formed in 
1824, as a literary coterie. This name was adopted by the group in a 
positive sense as the main objective is to promote academics. Since its 
inception, Cenacle has undertaken many activities. An overview is 
being given.

In Sept 2010, a National Conference on “Mediation: Literature 
and Films” had been organized under this banner at Rajwada Palace, 
Nagpur. About 215 delegates participated from all over Maharashtra, 
MP, Delhi, Chattisgarh and Rajasthan. Mr Sachin Kherdekar, 
renowned Marathi and Hindi film actor and director had been invited 
to give the keynote. Noted litterateur Dr Jasbir Jain, writer and critic 
from University of Rajasthan, had been invited as the Guest of honour.  
A panel discussion had been organized comprising of panelists from 
various facets of literature and cinema. A souvenir was also released 
during this Conference. 

In Oct 2010, a Symposium had been organized to 
commemorate the 150th Birth Anniversary of Rabindranath Tagore at 
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RKKM auditorium. Dr Amrit Sen from Vishwabharti Shantineketan, 
had been invited as the main speaker. He spoke on Travel literature and 
Tagore. The symposium was well attended by students and teachers in 
large numbers. A cultural programme highlighting the cultural 
contribution of Gurudev was also presented by students and teachers.

In Dec 2010 Cenacle had organized a one day Teachers 
Training Workshop on “Evaluation Techniques and Skills”, at RKKM. 
Dr Martin Wedell from London University conducted the workshop. 
Nearly 57 teachers participated in it.

 In Jan 2012, Cenacle had jointly organized an International 
Conference with ELTAI and VMIT at Sharadchandra Arts and Comm 
College Butibori. It was a two day conference, with many participants 
from Sri Lanka, UK and Nepal. A Conference volume had also been 
published. 

Research and related activities have been formally and 
informally promoted by Cenacle. The annual journal provides a space 
for well researched, peer reviewed papers. In Feb 2010, a lecture was 
organized at Santaji Mahavidyalaya on E-Journals for teachers and 
students. Dr Mangala Hirwade, of Library Science Dept of RTM 
Nagpur University was the chief speaker.

A lecture series on “Poetry and Soft Skills” had been organized 
in March 2015 at Santaji Mahavidyalaya. It aimed promoting the 
importance of soft skills and poetry in teaching of English. The invited 
speakers were Dr Binod Mishra from IIT Patna and Dr C.L Khatri from 
T.P.S. College Patna.

An 8 day workshop on Research Methodology and Research 
techniques was also organized in March 2015 at Santaji Mahavidyalaya 
for teachers and research scholars. This eight day workshop was 
conducted as per UGC norms, with due permission of the RTM Nagpur 
University. It was totally a self funded activity in which study material 
and certificates was also given to 58 participants. Participants from all 
over Maharashtra attended the workshop.

In January 2017 under the banner of Cenacle, the 61st All India 
English Teachers’ Conference had  being organized in collaboration 
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with AESI (The Association for English Studies in India) and Hislop 
College at Chitnavis  Centre Nagpur. The topic of the conference is 
“Emerging Trends in English Language and Literature”. 516 Delegates 
from all over the country attended the conference. It provided a vibrant 
platform for academic discourse. This three day conference had many 
well known academicians from all over India as speakers in various 
sessions. More than 200 papers were presented in parallel sessions in 3 
days.

thOn 25  April 2018, under the banner of Cenacle, one day 
national seminar on “Indian Perspective of Infringement of Intellectual 
Property Rights” had been organized at Siddarth auditorium at PWS 
College.162 delegates from different parts of the country attended the 
seminar. 

The MOU which the binds the 3 English departments, of Dr 
Madhukarrao PWS Arts & Commerce College, Rajkumar Kewalramani 
Kanya Mahavidyalaya and Santaji Mahavidyalaya faculty exchange 
and knowledge sharing regularly takes all the year round. Large 
number of students have also benefitted. 

About the Journal

Cenacle is a peer reviewed annual journal of English, which is 
being published since 2011. It was started with an aim to provide a 
platform for teachers and research students who want to publish their 
research papers, book reviews and poems.

 The first issue was a general issue with 20 papers on varied 
topics. The second issue published in 2012, had as its focus area: 

st“Gender Issues and Female Consciousness in 21  century Women 
Writers.” This issue had 17 papers, 5 book reviews and 8 poems. The 
third issue published in 2013 focused on “Diaspora and Diasporic 
writings”. The whole concept of Diaspora writing, dislocation and 
multiculturalism was evaluated in the well researched 15 papers. It also 
had 2 book reviews and 5 poems. The 2014 issue focused on “Revisiting 
Partition through literature and films.” This issue had 13 papers, 3 book 
reviews and 10 poems. The 2015 issue of Cenacle had its focus area as 
“Borders, Border Theories and Border Crossings.” This issue had 12 
papers, 2 book reviews and 14 poems.

About Cenacle



The sixth issue had its focus area as “Literature of War and 
Conflict.”. Many good reviews were received, on many of the papers. It 
contained 13 papers on various related issues. There were 4 book 
reviews and six poems. Ms Gurushree Ramesh had contributed 
interesting write up on Time travel. 

The editors have continuously tried to improve the quality of 
the journal. The focus areas provide a scope for researchers to find 
material for further research. Each issue has tried to include a theme 
paper, which has bigger scope and provides a deeper insight into the 
focus area. There is also a link between the issues which have been 
taken up. 

thThe 7  issue was an open ended one. There were 12 research 
papers on different facets of language and literature, 3 selected poems 
and a book review. Lord of Flies was topic for the section Time Travel.

The 8th issue was special because since now the Journal is 
recognized by the UGC and also has a web presence.  Previous copies 

thare also available on its website cenacle.in. The 8  issue focused on the 
modern trends in literature. In its 18 research papers various trends in 
different genres were traced. Topics like, ’Impact of Translation on 
Literature’, Displacement and Identity Crisis to Women’s Literature 
very interesting and original papers were published. Poems, book 
reviews were also published.

thThe 9  issue focuses on “Short Stories today”. This volume also 
has a good spread of issues related to the genre of short stories and also 
a small collection of short stories written by our contributors.

q q q
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Editorial

Stories happen to each and every human being and are retold 
in many different ways by and to, different age groups with different 
purposes. Some of these stories are retold by narrators who are 
emotionally and psychologically consistent, convincing with flair of 
effective narration or writing. As a literary genre it is altogether a 
modern development and a close kin of the print media. It is also 
perhaps the most accessible when compared to other forms of 
literature. Alisa Cox writes, “ The Short Story has never been in better or 
worse health and the Granta List is just one of the many small pieces of 
evidence which together go to prove why this should be. On both sides 
of the Atlantic, short story writers are proliferating, often under the 
auspices of creative writing programmes. The standard of writing is 
high, with many new established talents exploiting the diverse 
potential.”(Introduction: The Short Story 2008)

The modern short story is truly international in form. The 
influence of Chekhov, Turgenev, Maupassant , O Henry and  many other 
first generation writers is undeniable. The form began to change in the 

th20  century. Loren Stein a renowned editor when began editing the 
famous The Paris Review, a magazine known for its fiction wrote, in “The 
State Of Short Story”, “…over the years I had heard and half believed that 
the Short Story was in decline, when the plain truth was simply that much 
of action was happening out of sight-at any rate, out of my sight!” He 

thexplains that in 20  century, they were just fixtures in literary magazines, 
newspapers or “popular interest publications”. Gradually their 
popularity worldwide increased when TV, radio, daily soaps and movies 
gave them a greater visibility. Stories began to evolve through social 
media, blogs, Apps, utube and were strengthened by animation. There 
are multiple sites from where short stories can be downloaded and can be 
provided as a daily dose of fiction of various lengths and on recent issues. 
Filmmakers have also experimented with different stories in a single film. 
Stories from different languages are popular on Apps like Netflix and 
Prime, as they have easy accessibility through translation. 

v



vi

The modern genre of Short story was not regarded as a distinct 
thentity in the 19  century. Many questions regarding its length and name 

were raised. Often it was referred to as short prose, flash fiction, micro 
fiction, novella, short allegorical romances, moralizing fairy tales, 
various types of brief narratives, jests, anecdotes, moralizing fairy tales, 
short myths and historical legends/narratives, according to its format 
and purpose. Like its name, its length has also raised questions. It has 
often been asked: Does it have to be short? There are short stories of six 
thousand words long or just fifteen hundred words. Chekhov had 
written longer stories and so also Hawthorne, the master storytellers. 
So the length of short stories is only a matter of debate. 

As a genre it received little critical attention till the middle of 
th20  century. Novel writing had taken all the critical acclaim. Frank O 

Conner, the Irish short story writer in his “The Lonely Voice” highlights 
how stories are little muffled voices, addressing the dominating 
communities. Many writers like Hawthorne, Edger Allan Poe have 
contributed to show the unified effect of short stories. Arlen J Hansen 

thpoints out, “The prevalence in the 19  century of two words, “sketch” 
and “tale”, affords one way of looking at the genre. In United States 
alone there were virtually hundreds of books, claiming to the collection 
of sketches or collection of tales. These two terms established the 
polarities of the milieu out of which the modern short story 
grew”(wwwbritannica.com).

Hansen claims that tales are older than the sketch. Tales provide 
the narrative framework of a culture. Like the oral traditions these tales 
continued to guide and inculcate values among the young. Social realism 
was another important aspect which was reflected through these tales. In 

th19  century many writers combined the elements of sketch with tale, 
enhancing the scope of the genre. Hansen comments, “The modern short 
story then ranges between the highly imaginative tale of the photogenic 
sketch and in some ways draws on both.” 

thIn the second half of the 20  century the appeal of short stories 
continued to grow. Nearly all major novelists, dramatists and poets also 
began publishing short stories. Across Europe and America the form 
flourished and stories began to be varied and complex. The belief of 
building a story around a plot gave way to form. Stories with 
autobiographical touches became more popular and many different 

cenacle
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types and levels of experimentation began to take place.

The present collection of research papers, which have found 
place in this issue of the journal, present different facets of 
contemporary short stories. The first paper, by Dr Leela Kanal, is a 
theme setter which provides an in-depth overview of the growth of the 
genre. She traces the origin and the prevailing trends in an easy 
manner. Her detailed writing can help put any reader into the right 
perspective regarding the development of the genre. Lima Sunny, a 
young researcher from Kerala analyses Clarrisa Pinkola Este, an 
American poet and Jungian psychoanalyst's story “Manawee” from her 
popular collection Women Who Runs With the Wolves. She reflects 
upon the dual nature of human psyche from a feminine point of view.

Sucharita Sarkar in her paper, “Saying it with cauliflowers”: 
Food and Gender in Bulbul Sharma's Short Stories, also looks into 
food- women related equation. Sucharita has intensely shown through 
the paper that short stories can go beyond theoretical binaries. Asma 
Shamil, one of our regular contributors from Suadi Arabia traces Paule 
Marshall's short fiction Soul Clap Hands and Sing in her paper titled, 
“The Dialectics of Race, Class and Gender in Soul Clap Hands and 
Sing”. Asma has analyzed two short stories, focusing on marginality 
and the resultant pain an individual faces.

 Supanth Bhattacharya, the famous theatre personality focuses 
on a version of short stories, known as short fiction. In his paper titled, 
“Social media and short fiction: Brevity as the Soul of Narrative”, he 
traces how tiny stories originated and how have gained popularity 
through social media. “Short stories in an age of globalization” by Priti 
Singh presents the development and present status of short stories. Her 
paper not only provides the historical perspective but also the present 
state of this genre.

Suchita Marathe's research paper, “Norah's identity 
negotiation in Anita Nair's Short story 'The heart of the Gerund'” 
presents the issue of identity in a new perspective. Suchita evaluates a 
character from Nair's short story at length to show how human identity 
is important.

Vinod Shende  in his paper, “The Theme of Control and 
Independence in R.K. Narayan's The Axe”, has made a character study 

Editorial
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of the protagonist. Narayan's concept of freedom and identity has been 
elaborated to present a different perspective. Madhvi Moharil  in her 
paper has taken up a short story writer from Assam to reflect upon the 
social situation.”Burning with Unrest”, highlights that social realties 
can be presented through this genre in a very significant manner to 
bring change.

Kanchan Joshi deals with the issue of identity from a diasporic 
point of view in Bharati Mukherjee's short stories. Kanchan rightly 
highlights the issues related with migration and cultural shift. Alka 
Zade in her paper titled “Portrayal of Women in Anita Desai's Short 
Stories: In focus “The Rooftop Dwellers”, focuses on Anita Desai's 
popular short story collection from a feminist point of view. She 
elaborates how women deal with social disparity and their ambitions. 
George Saunders is a well acclaimed American writer, whose collection 
Tenth of December takes up new issues like capitalism, absurd reality 
of modern times. Priya Wanjari has taken up the collection and 
discussed the themes keeping the protagonists at the centre.Writers 
like Mulk Raj Anand have a lion's share in providing a solid theoretical 
support to the modern short stories. Urmila Dabir in her paper titled 
“Mulk Raj Anand and Contemporary Short Stories” provides an insight 
into how Anand elaborated on the art of story writing in many prefaces 
and introductions he wrote. The paper highlights how Anand brought 
Indian English stories  to the international level, even though all his 
stories were rooted in the Indian folk tale.

The variety of papers provides different flavours and nuances 
of the art of storytelling. As editors we had great time collecting and 
editing them and we hope our readers will also reading them. The 
journal also has a small collection of poems, short stories and book 
reviews. We would like to thank our regular and new contributors. We 
also thank are reviewers, Aastha printers and Tripad Mishra for the 
cover page design. We are also grateful to the South East Division of 
Cosmos Impact factor to find the journal worthy and certify it with 
impact factor of 5.450.

q q q
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The Short Story: An Overview

Leela Kanal

Abstract

Although the short story is a modern art form, the genre has 
been a part of our world heritage from the beginning of oral and 
written literature. It can be traced back to myth and biblical verse 
narratives, medieval sermons and romances, fables (for instance 
Aesop s Fables), folk tales and ballads. The short story was earlier 
known by other names such as anecdote, fable, narrative, tale, story, 
sketch, yarn, short fiction. Although it is an independent form, it has 
seen a theoretical neglect in comparison with all the other genres. It 

threceived impetus in the 19  century but got a name only at the end of 
ththe 19  century. Edgar Allan Poe was the first to frame the 

guidelines of this form but it is probably the pioneering literary 
critic, Brander Matthews who is recognized as the first to identify 
the short story as a separate genre from the novel in 1901 and he is 
considered to be the first to name it. The present paper outlines the 
origins of the short story tracing it through its evolving trends in the 

th th19  and 20  centuries in the United States and in England. It also 
briefly examines the role periodicals and magazines played in 
promoting the short story, which resulted in a boom in the writing of 
short stories, and its subsequent fallout. 

Keywords: Short story; Fable; Tale; Edgar Allan Poe; brevity; 
Brander Matthews; Magazines; Periodical; disjointedness; 
Marginality.
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The Short Story: An Overview

A short story is a way to say something that can t be said 
any other way, and it takes every word in the story to say 
what the meaning is. You tell a story because a statement 
would be inadequate . . . The meaning of fiction is not 
abstract meaning, and the purpose of making statements 
about the meaning of the story is only to help you to 
experience that meaning more fully.(Flannery O'Connor 
96).

In 1937, Elizabeth Bowen claimed, “The Short Story is a 
young art . . . The child of this century” (qtd. in Patea 1) and it 
evolved with cinema and photography concurrently. According to 
Mary Rohrberger, one of the first theorizers of the genre, “Short 
narrative fiction is as old as the history of literature . . . But the short 
story as we know it today is the newest of literary genres” (The Short 
Story 80).

In its earlier phases, story-telling, like poetry and drama 
before it, was an art that was public in its form, though not 
considered significant because of an absence of technique. Like the 
novel, the short story is a modern art form and so represents our 
own attitudes to life with greater relevance than poetry or drama. 
The technique that both have acquired, is a result of a critical, 
scientific age, making them more conceivable, an ideal action 
worked out in terms of plausibility. It appeals to the individual, 
solitary, critical reader, and is a private art unlike drama.

But from its beginnings, the short story has functioned quite 
differently from the novel. “We all came out from under Gogol s 
Overcoat” is a familiar saying of Dostoyevsky, and though it applies 
to Russian rather than European fiction, it is true, generally 
speaking. Read now and by itself, The Overcoatdoes not come 
across as very impressive, what Gogol accomplished then has been 
done frequently since his day and sometimes done better.

The short story has always had an audience, and there were 
many practitioners in the field, but both, the short story, and the 
short story-writers were underrated, or even ignored by 

’
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professional and academic critics, publishers and some literary 
artists, and by readers in general. This is surprising because the 
genre has been a part of our world heritage from the beginning of 
oral and written literature. 

The earliest precursors to the short story can be found in the 
oral story-telling tradition, as well as episodes from ancient 
Mediterranean epics, such as Homer s Iliad. The short form can be 
traced back to myth and biblical verse narratives, medieval sermons 
and romances, fables, folk tales, and ballads and the rise of the 

thGerman Gothic in the 18  Century. Aesop's Fables, The Arabian 
Nights, Boccaccio s The Decameron (1349-50), as well as some 
Eastern collections such as The Panchatantra, written in Sanskrit 

thsometime in the 5  century CCE, and circulating in various 
translations at the time of Boccaccio, are a few of the many early 
examples of the international interest in this form which, at various 
stages has been known by other names: anecdote, fable, narrative, 
tale, story, sketch, yarn, short fiction. In fact Aesop s Fables first 

thcollected in the 4  Century B.C. may have been the first Anthology of 
short stories in Western Literature. Gradually genres and writers all 
around the world have influenced the development of the short 
story, as, for e.g., Gothic ghost stories, Irish Ballads and Norse 
legends.

But its origins from the myth that descended through the 
Romantic influence had to contend with the conventions of mimesis 

th thand close-to-reality theories of 18  and 19  century realism. Charles 
May believes the short story is “the structural core of all fiction in its 
derivation from folktale and myth” (qtd. in Lohafer and Clery, 64). 
Charles May also observes that “The Short Story has from its 
beginning been a hybrid form combining both the metaphoric mode 
of the old romance and the metonymic mode of the new realism” 
(qtd. in Patea, 2).

As Aristotle and many later critics remind us, both poetry 
thand drama have had periods of prominence. Since the 19  century, 

’

’

’

3

cenacle
Vol. 1 No. 9 Jan-Dec. 2019



4

however, the novel, given great impetus by Flaubert s Madame 
Bovary, has become the flagship of imaginative literature, and the 
novel does not have a long tradition behind it as poetry, drama, and 
the short story do, though some have traced it to the Epic. Although 
the Short Story is an independent form, it has seen a theoretical 
neglect in comparison with all other genres, because, as May argues, 
“a genre only truly comes into being when the conventions that 
constitute it are articulated within the larger conceptual context of 
literature as a whole” (qtd. in Patea, 2).

The short story has kept pace with the evolution of the 
modernist novel by becoming modernist itself, about the same time 

thin the 19 -century, as seen in the work of Anton Chekhov and Guy de 
Maupassant in Europe, and  Edgar Allan Poe in America. Many 
readers still have, however, an old-fashioned picture of the short 
story: a rambling, simple, ballad-like narrative, a public, oral art. 
The present-day short story is mainly a private art, between writers 
and readers, and it is as sophisticated as the novel, with as great a 
concern for style, technique and for complexity of emotions and 
ideas, all presented on a miniature scale. Yet the short story is still 
considered to be a poor fourth to the novel, poetry and drama. Until 
little more than half a century ago, those who theorized about the 
genre were not literary critics, but practitioners of the form 
themselves: Edgar Allan Poe, Herman Melville, Anton Chekhov in 

ththe 19  Century, and Henry James, Flannery O'Connor, and Eudora 
thWelty, among others in the 20  Century.

In her landmark 1936 Introduction to The Faber Book of 
Modern Short Stories, the Anglo-Irish writer Elizabeth Bowen 
noticed a change in the attitude towards the short story in the later 

thdecades of the 19  Century, which signaled the short story s 
breaking free from the grip of the novel and the novelistic 
imagination. Up until then the short story had been treated as a 
condensed novel, the art of writing which, lay in the skill, which the 
author used to compress the plot and characters into a few thousand 
words. The short story was a fully realized world in miniature. It was  

’
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writers like Henry James who saw the potential in writing short 
stories that, unlike novels, could be more artfully and strategically 
economic, by trimming away excessive material used for narrative 
continuity and coherence. What James and other short story 
practitioners saw was, that the short story could achieve great 
richness and complexity as a result of rather than in spite of its 
brevity – the art of saying less but meaning more – which proved to 
be creative link between brevity and complexity. This aspect of the 

thshort story attracted the literary avant-garde at the turn into the 20  
Century. This formed the basis of the modernist experimentation in 
the short form.

Henry James  reading of Russian and European writers like 
Ivan Turgenev and Guy de Maupassant enabled him to consider 
them as authors who were likely to confuse the moralists  among 
the English readers. James saw a potential connection between an 
elliptical, ambiguous, evasive, non-didactic story style and the 
breakdown of certain cultural and moral certainties. G.K. 
Chesterton was one among many who agreed with James, who felt 
that the modern reader s penchant towards reading short stories 
was a reflection of the transient characteristic of modern existence. 

The period stretching from the late nineteenth century to 
the turn of the twentieth century was marked by changes in the 
short stories which deeply altered and affected the relation of the 
artist-as-narrator to the tale. The authority of the teller, usually a 
first-person framing  narrator who guaranteed the authenticity of 
the tale, was questioned by many modernist writers. But 

ththroughout the 20  Century we notice the idea that the short story 
form is somehow especially adaptable to the representation of an 
increasingly disjointed social character in the midst of 
technological, industrial modernity. In the modernist period this is 
most noticeable, but the contemporary writers also believe that the 
short story is ideally attuned to the experience of modern life.

The Oxford English Dictionary dates the earliest recorded 
reference to the term short story  to 1877. Anthony Trollope, in his 

’
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Autobiography(1883), mentions writing certain “short stories,” 
but, as he suggests elsewhere (It was a short story, about one 
Volume in length), he is referring to prose fictions that are simply 
shorter than his usual narratives (qtd. in March-Russell, 1). Wilkie 
Collins, likewise, referred to his shorter fiction as little novels.  In 
the United States, despite their apparent advance upon the British, 
the term only gained currency during the 1880s. As Raymond 
Williams indicates in his book Keywords (1976), the coinage of a 
word or phrase implies the need to represent in language a cultural 
change, a shift in consciousness or society. The coinage of the short 

thstory signifies a redefinition of literature towards the end of the 19  
century. Consequently the making of the short story acts as an index 
to the invention of modern fiction and relationship to changing 
social, economic and cultural contexts.

But this new term was not immediately accepted or used by 
writers. British writers, such as, Thomas Hardy, Rudyard Kipling, 
and Robert Louis Stevenson, adhered to the older label of the tale, 
while E.M.Forster referred to his short stories as fables. Joseph 
Conrad made no clear difference between his longer and shorter 
fictions – to him they were all stories. Even American writers were 
not any more helpful. Henry James rejected the distinction of novel 
and short story, preferring instead the non-equivalent French terms 
of nouvelle and conte. Mark Twain s satires and tall tales also fail to 
fit the requirements of the short story, as suggested by pioneering 
critics such as Brander Matthews. It is Brander Matthews who is 
said to be the first to identify the short story as a separate genre from 
the novel in 1901, and he was the first to name it. During the last 

thyears of the 19  century there was much debate and confusion 
surrounding the nature of the short story. For writers of the period, 
tale  and story  were interchangeable, who regarded themselves as 
producing the modern-day equivalent of the folk-tale, and the tale 
itself can be traced back to the earliest surviving narrative, The Epic 

rdof Gilgamesh, written in the 3 Millennium BCE.

The short story was regularly written and evolving 

‘ ’

’
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ththroughout the 19  century in Europe and America. B.M. 
Ejxenbaum in his study O.Henry and the Theory of the Short Story 
states that “the story precisely as small form has nowhere been as 

thconsistently cultivated as in America. Until the mid-19  century, 
American Literature, in the minds of both its writers and readers, 
was merged with English Literature and largely incorporated into it 
as a provincial literature”(qtd. in Guimaraes ).  In the 30s and 40s 
American novelists published their novels in English magazines 
while most of the publications in American magazines comprised of 
short stories. The consolidation of the short story genre was 
associated with, not engendered by, the propagation of magazines. 
One can safely conclude that it were the magazines that launched 
the short stories to the world.

In fact one can regard the short story as a symbol of 
American literary independence. It was developed as a literary form 
suited to the American way of life. Edgar Allan Poe is considered as 
the father  of the short story because he set up the first formal 
guidelines for the short story. It was Poe who established the 
framework for the well-made  stories of commercial writers in the 

thearly 20  century, such as O.Henry. The popularity of O.Henry s 
fiction, and the subsequent critical controversy this success gave 
rise to, mark an important episode in, both, the development, and 
the reception of the short story. O.Henry established a working 
model for the short story that has endured with magazines, such as 
The New Yorker. 

An essential aspect of the short story is its brevity, which 
explains its popularity in America. The pioneer Americans were 
busy clearing the wilderness and building a nation. They had little 
time for longer literary contributions characteristic of European 
writings. Most Americans read magazines, journals and 
newspapers. These were affordable (books were expensive). With 
improvements in printing, more corporations spent unprecedented 
amounts of money on advertising in these publications. The 
number of periodicals published between 1865 and 1905, increased 
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from about 700 to over 6000, “all trying to satisfy the appetites of a 
vast new reading audience that was hungry for news, articles, 
essays, fiction, and poems” (McMichael et al 6). Some of the best 
American writers, (Mark Twain, Henry James, F. Scott Fitzgerald, 
Ernest Hemingway) became widely recognized because of the 
greater number of people who read their stories in magazines.

Two other writers who are credited with making significant 
contribution to this literary form are Bret Harte and Henry James. 
Bret Harte started a trend of local colour  stories with his stories of 
early life in California. Henry James concerned himself with a series 
of peculiar modern, psychological studies of the human mind and 
heart. But it is Poe who is almost universally regarded as supplying 
the basis for the modern short story. In his day Poe was a marginal 
figure, but arguably his distance from commercial and critical 
respectability allowed him to perceive the future development of the 
short story. Poe concluded, retrospectively, that he had made an 
insight into the future direction for literature and the marketplace: 
“I had perceived that the whole energetic, busy spirit of the age 
tended wholly to the Magazine literature – to the curt, terse, the 
well-timed, and the readily diffused in preference to the old forms of 
the verbose and ponderous and the inaccessible” (qtd. in March-
Russell, 33).

In the years before the American Civil War (1861-5), when 
there appeared to be hardly any national literature and a scarcity of 
material was felt by writers like James Fenimore Cooper, Poe had 
already determined that the already vibrant periodical market was 
the source for artistic innovation. 

In his 1842 review of Nathaniel Hawthorne s Twice-Told 
Tales Poe recommended that for the tale-teller “the unity of effect or 
impression is a point of the greatest importance” (qtd. in March-
Russell, 33). Since, according to Poe “all high excitements are 
necessarily transient,” formal unity is essential for literature to 
capture their “deepest effects.” Without unity the impression will 
dissipate, but in a work which is too long, the unity will also be 

‘ ’

’
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disrupted as “worldly interests” intervene and “modify, annul, or 
counteract . . . the impressions of the book.” Instead Poe suggests 
that a tale should last “from a half-hour to one or two hours in its 
perusal,” to “be read at one setting,” without expending “the 
immense force” of the tale's artistic “totality” (qtd. in March-
Russell, 33). This unity should not only consist of brevity but also of 
a “preconceived effect”: “a certain unique or single effect to be 
wrought out” by concision in which “there should be no word 
written, of which the tendency, direct or indirect, is not to the one 
pre-established design” (qtd. in March-Russell, 34).

Focusing on a single subject or theme, the short story, as 
suggested by Poe, should take thirty minutes to two hours to read. A 
single, easily contained plot is one of the hallmarks of the short story 
and helps shape its other characteristics. The setting is usually 
single and begins in medias res (Latin for, into the middle of 
things ). Since stories cover such brief periods of time, even a single 
character may never be fully developed. However, like some of 
Chaucer's Canterbury Talessome stories may find interesting ways 
of involving many different people. To briefly summarize Poe's 
formal guidelines, the following were important characteristics for 
a short story:

l It must produce a certain unique effect.

l It must have brevity (a reader should be able to read it in 
“one setting.”

l It must have unity.

l It must have intensity

l It must begin with the first sentence (i.e., not spend too long 
on background, setting, introduction of characters, etc.)

thOther 19  century writers, such as Anton Chekhov and Guy 
de Maupassant, repeated Poe s parameters regarding brevity and 
concision, while Robert Louis Stevenson echoed Poe s demand for 
the necessity of a predetermined design in writing a short story: 

‘
’
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The denouement of a long story is nothing; it is just a full 

close,  which you may approach and accompany as you 

please – it is a coda, not an essential member in the 
rhythm: but the body and end of a short story is bone of 
the bone and blood of the blood of the beginning. (qtd. in 
March-Russell, 34).

Poe s recommendation for the tale received its greatest 
support from the American critic Brander Matthews, who 
popularized Poe s theory in England as “Symmetry of design” (qtd. 
in March-Russell, 34). This symmetry, according to Matthews, 
delineated the Short-story  from the story which is merely short, 
such as the anecdote, sketch or fairy-tale. Matthews s decision to 
capitalize and hyphenate the term Short-story  was two-fold: to 
elevate the form in relation to those “more important  tales known 
as Novels.” (qtd. in March-Russell, 34). According to him the Short-
story is nothing if there is no story to tell. His aim was to seek 
respectability for the short story by placing it on a par with the novel, 
whereas Poe acknowledged the origins of his own writings in the 
melodramatic tales published by the British Journal Blackwood s. 
Matthews dispenses with any reference to the tale. The Short-story 
is independent, to be judged upon its level of technique rather than 
its communication of folk wisdom.

Matthews s aim was to present it as an object of aesthetic 
value equivalent to the novel, hence separating it from its popular 
folk roots. Matthews  dissemination of Poe s theory not only helped 
magazine editors but also the individual writers. The boom in short 

thstory writing at the end of the 19  century, forced the editors to refer 
to Poe s theories for a model and a standard by which to judge the 
work of writers. It was in this period that Poe s theory supplied the 
formula by which short stories could be written. These type of 

thstories could be called well-made,  a term first used in the 19  
century to describe French drawing-room dramas that used the 
classical unities of time, character and plot, but which proved to be 
mechanical in construction and devoid of feeling.

‘
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In England the short story got prominence only in the 1880, 
later than in America, France and Russia. Most literary critics have 
underlined the causal link between the rise of the short story and the 
development of the popular periodical press. Somerset Maugham 
wrote that “. . . it can scarcely be denied that the rich abundance of 

thshort stories during the 19 century was directly occasioned by the 
opportunity which the periodicals afforded” (qtd. in Hanson, Short 
Stories10).

The rise of the magazine was less sure and swift in England 
than in America and Europe. The publishing industry as a whole 
was entering a phase of rapid expansion because of technological, 
social and economic developments, which was encouraged by the 
spread of state education which created a vast new potential market 
for cheap literature. This was the result of the growing national 
education. Everyone could read. Books became cheaper, enhancing 
the intellectual life of the nation. Journals became a part of national 
life wholly unimaginable in the realm of letters governed by The 
Edinburgh Review and Quarterly. The short story is probably the 
most widespread of all modern genes. They not only appear as light-
weight entertainment but also many leading fiction-writers during 
this period have found it worth-while to write short stories too.

The reluctance to take this genre seriously appears, among 
other reasons, to be related, ironically, with its popularity. When 
trying to adapt itself to market requirements, the short story was 
often riddled with stereotypes, mannerisms, gimmickry, etc., 
further encouraged by expanding magazine publications. This was 
the reason why many critics were reluctant to take the short story 
seriously as a significant genre in its own rights. Bernard Bergonzi 
felt that: “The modern short story writer is bound to see the world in 
a certain way, because the form he is using has an insidiously 
reductive effect: it is disposed to filter down experience to the prime 
elements of defeat and alienation” (qtd. in Reid, 1).

Howard Nemerov, in a satirical way, commented: “Short 
stories amount for the most part to parlor tricks, party favors with 
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built in snappers, gadgets for inducing recognitions and reversals ... 
things happen, but they happen to no-one in particular” (qtd. in 
Reid,1).

Unfortunately, many magazine stories could be described 
in this way, and could hardly match the greatest novels in depicting 
the complex and wide-ranging nature of much human experience. 
However complex experiences and heavy psychological studies are 
not always the most interesting features of our lives. As Ian Reid 
points out, using an analogy: “the lyric is by no means less potent 
and meaningful, inherently, than a discursive poem, and the short 
story can move us by an intensity which the novel is unable to 
sustain” (2).

A.S. Byatt (1936 - ), referring to English short fiction from 
ththe early 20  century, comments that much of this writing is 

diligent, it is wrought, it is atmospheric, but it can be mildly admired 
and taken or left” (qtd. in March-Russell, 36).

Despite a lot of conflicting views some turn-of-the-century 
titles such as The Strandand The Windsorin Britain and Harper s 
Monthly in the United States reveal well-made stories jostling with 
sketches, anecdotes and picaresque tales that lack the compact 
design and intense effect recommended by Poe or Matthews. There 
were two highly successful writers (Rudyard Kipling in Britain, 
O.Henry in North America) and they had a large number of 
imitators who rode piggy-back on their fame. 

Nevertheless the well-made story not only covered plot-
driven narratives, but also artfully told stories of restrained 
impression: a nuance in emotion, a subtle moving away of 
perception and usage of delicate irony. Some of the finest British 

thwriters of the well-made story during the 20  century included 
Somerset Maugham, A.E.Coppard, H.E. Bates, V.S. Pritchett and 
Elizabeth Taylor. The range of their writing spans the many 
different tones and styles covered by the term well-made.

The best theory and criticism of the short story form has, as 
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thmentioned earlier, come from practicing writers like Poe in the 19  
century and Frank O Connor, in his pioneering study The Lonely 
Voice (1963); Eudora Welty in her subtle and oblique The Eye of the 
Story (1978), Nadine Gordimer, too, in the 1968 Kenyon 
Review“International Symposium on the Short Story” wrote:

Each of us has a thousand lives and a novel gives a 
character only one. For the sake of the form the novelist 
may juggle about with chronology and throw narrative 
overboard; all the time his characters have the reader by 
the hand, ... [ it] does not convey the quality of human life, 
where contact is more like the flash of fire-flies, in and 
out, now here, now there, in darkness. Short story writers 
see by the light of the flash; theirs is the art of the only 
thing one can be sure of – the present moment. Ideally, 
they have learned to do without explanation of what went 
before, and what happens beyond this point. (qtd. in 
Hunter, 2).

It was Gordimer who suggested that the short story is more 
suitable than the novel in rendering the fragmentary modern 
experience, while Frank O Connor designated it as portraying an 
intense cognizance of human loneliness. One aspect of this form is 
that it is or has been mostly a form concerned with the margins, and 
hence, in some sense ex-centric, not part of official or high cultural 
hegemony. If by literary form itself we mean the expectations that a 
reader brings to a genre, then the short story has lent itself to the 
presentation of the partial, the incomplete, that which cannot be, as 
Gordimer suggests, entirely satisfactorily organized or explained, 
the short story has offered itself to exiles, women, blacks – writers 
who for some reason have not been part of the ruling narrative  or 
experiential framework of their society. 

O Connor explains the way in which the short story may 
speak for the individual who has marginalized himself from his 
society when, in The Lonely Voice, he argues that:

Always in the short story there is this sense of outlawed 
figures wandering about the fringes of society, 
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superimposed sometimes on symbolic figures whom they 
caricature and echo – Christ, Socrates, Moses ... Clearly 
the novel and the short story, though they derive from the 
same sources, derive in a quite different way, and are 
distinct literary forms; and the difference is not so much 
formal . . . as ideological. I am of course not suggesting 
that for the future the short story can be written only by 
Eskimos and American Indians. Without going so far 
afield, we have plenty of submerged population groups. I 
am suggesting strongly that we can see in it an attitude of 
mind that is attracted by submerged population groups, 
whatever there may be at any given time – tramps, artists, 
lonely idealists, dreamers and spoiled priests. The novel 
can still adhere to the classical concept of civilized 
society, of man as an animal who lives in a community, as 
in Jane Austen and Trollope it obviously does; but the 
short story remains by its very nature remote from 
society – romantic, individualistic, and intransigent. 
(qtd. in Hanson, Re-reading 3)

The short story is also the form that appeals to the writer 
who, like an exile – yearns for a home culture denied him/her. 
Katherine Mansfield and Jean Rhys are examples, as are Nadine 
Gordimer and Doris Lessing, all exiled literally or physically from 
their home country and internally in their adopted country and 
culture.

From the onset, the short story has been an appropriate 
means of expression of the ex-centric, alienated vision of women. 
For instance the early modern  short stories in the form of the 
psychological sketch, was taken over by women writers during the 
era of the New Woman of 1880s and 1890s. There were hidden areas 
of women s subjective experience explored in some of the stories, as 
suggested by Hermione Lee s fine anthology of stories by women, 

2The Secret Self(1985) . It is significant to acknowledge this 
difference of view that women writers expressed particularly 
through their short stories, and which existed historically for 

th thwomen writers in the 19  and 20  centuries. Other anthologies like 
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Wayward Girls and Wicked Women(1986), edited by Angela Carter 
and Everyday Matters, (London: Sheba, 1982), are instances of the 
fact that the short story is the preferred form for those women 
writers who have a different, unconventional vision, expressing a 
sense of alienation from dominant culture and ideology. The short 
story can present such alienation more effectively than a novel: It 
has offered particular opportunities for suppressed or, in 
O Connor s word, submerged  groups in society – black writers in 
America, for example, or homosexual writers. The short story has 
been a particularly important form for black women writers in 
America – Zora Neale Hurston; Paule Marshall (Merle: A Novella 
and Other Stories1985); Alice Walker (In Love and Trouble, (1973) 
and You Can't Keep a Good Woman Down(1971); and Gloria Naylor 
in The Women of Brewster Place (1982). These women suffer from a 
double oppression, sexual and racial.

The phenomenal success of The Women s Short stories in 
the weekly magazines – comparable to the success of Mills and Boon 
fiction – or chick lit as it is known today – has undoubtedly helped to 
fix the form of the short story as popular and/or inferior in the 
minds of literary critics. Because of the financial constraints of 
publishing short stories, even the more serious new writers, Tama 
Janowitz, for example, appear not only in the prestigious New 
Yorker but in the more humdrum British Woman s Journal: so in 

ththe late 20  century the short story form was still dependent on the 
magazine.

The reason why there is relatively little critical writing about 
the short story may be because it is still considered a marginal form. 
It is also true that it might be a mistake to search for a particular 
theory of this form, since one theory cannot compass the diversity of 
writing practices covered by the term short story.  There are trends 
and propensities, but no inherent, determining characteristics in 
the short story. For the short story is a modern form, as Bowen aptly 
described it: the “Child of the Century.” It first flowered in the 
1890s, and then developed along with the Cinema. In an essay of 
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1937, Elizabeth Bowen listed techniques which the two forms had in 
common (“Oblique narration, cutting, the unlikely placing of 
emphasis”) and also suggested deeper similarities:

The new literature, whether written or visual, is an affair of 
reflexes, of immediate susceptibility, of associations not 
examined by reason: it does not attempt a synthesis. Narrative of 
any length involves continuity: it is here that the novel too often 
becomes invalid. (Faber 7)

The short story is thus, a highly distinctive art form, 
different in kind not in degree, from its sister form the novel. The 
short story is a vehicle for different kinds of knowledge, knowledge 
which may be different from the 'story' of the dominant culture. The 
formal properties of the short story – disjointedness, 
inconclusiveness, circumlocution– connect with its ideological 
marginality and with the fact that the form may be used to express 
something stifled/subjugated in mainstream literature. In other, 
words, the short story gives us the other side of 'the official story' or 
narrative, suggesting what cannot normally be said. Of course not 
all stories work like this. But many novelists have used the short 
story form to express something which, they felt, could not be 
expressed in a novel.

The cultural history of the published short story as a literary 
form is only a few decades longer than that of film. It has been 
promulgated by industrial and demographic processes starting 

thfrom the mass middle-class literacy of the 19  century in the West; 
and the magazine and periodical market was invented to provide for 
the new reading public's needs and preferences. The taste among 
readers for short fiction, instilled over more than the last century 
and half has never really gone away. The reason might be a natural 
human desire for the short narrative. Chekhov's inclination to write 
narratives with unpredictability, inexplicability and haphazardness 
that correspond with life's unpredictability, inexplicability and 
haphazardness might be the reason for the enduring and endearing 
power of the short story – they are snapshots of the nature and 
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conditions of human beings and in the really impressive stories we 
see in them more than what we see in real life.

Thus it can be observed that attempts at definition of the 
short story have been considered in terms of unity, brevity, 
intensity, lyricism, theme, insight, vision, mystery and hybridity. It 
is very difficult to determine precisely which features distinguish it 
from other genres and account for its unique nature. Charles E. May 
aptly notes that among the most challenging genuine issues remain 
the relationship between sequence and significance, mystery and 
pattern, a fusion of the trivial and the significant, and the eschewal 
of explication (qtd. in Patea, 9).

Attention to the formal structure of the short story is mainly 
tha 20  century critical enterprise. Considered generically, the short 

story owes split allegiance to the tale and the lyric. It shares with the 
novel the medium of prose, yet it also makes use of poetry s 
metaphorical language, and its use of indirection and innuendo. So 
although the novel and the short story resort to the same prose 
medium, the artistic methods are different. “The short form 
possesses both the peculiarities of storyness and narrativity and the 
intensity, tension, compression and suggestion of the lyric mode” 
(Patea 9). It blends the succinctness and intensity of the lyric with 
the elements of narrative like plot, denouement, character, and 
events. It was the postmodernist John Barth who observed that the 
“Short story writers as a class, from Poe to Paley, incline to see how 
much they can leave out, and novelists as a class from Petronius to 
Pynchon, how much they can leave in” (qtd. in Patea).

Whether fantastic or realistic, modernist or postmodernist, 
the short story tries to veer towards something unstated yet 
suggested at in the text, which explains its intensity. It, thus, has an 
ambiguous, transitional quality, constantly trying to blur the lines 
between the known and the unknown, the visible and the invisible.

Notes

1. Local colour is a term applied to fiction or verse which 

’
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emphasizes its setting, being most concerned with the 
character of a districtor of an era, as marked by its customs, 
dialect, costumes, landscape, or other peculiarities that 
have escaped standardizing cultural influences. Earliest 
American writing reflects its locale, as all literature 
normally does, but the local-colour movement came into 
particular prominence in the United States after the Civil 
War. Down East humour and the frontier tradition of tall 
tales are examples of local colour. In local-colour literature 
one finds the dual influence of romanticism and realism, 
since the author frequently looks away from the ordinary 
life to distant lands, strange customs or exotic scenes, but 
retains through minute detail, a sense of fidelity and 
accuracy of description. Bret Harte is recognized as the first 
local colour writer of the movement.

2. The title comes from a letter of Katherine Mansfield to the 
painter Dorothy Brett, from 1921: “One tries to go deep – to 
speak to the secret self we all have – to acknowledge that.”
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The Dual Nature of Human Psyche as 
reflected in Clarissa Pinkola Estés 

“Manawee”

Lima Sunny
Reena J. Andrews

Abstract

The duality of human psyche is reflected in the tale of 
Manawee. Estés presents the tale of Manawee  as filled with symbols 
that relate to this dual nature. The prime focus is on the feminine 
aspects of the psyche but the male nature is also reflected through the 
tenacious dog nature. The father figure in the tale acts as a guardian in 
bringing balance and harmony within the relationship. The internal 
journey of the human psyche towards self awareness and 
empowerment is externalized through the archetypal representation 
in the tale. The curative and strengthening power of tales is 
highlighted. The act of naming is presented as an attempt to be 
connected with the person whose name is discovered. The need to 
control cravings and desires so as to regain focus over the quest of self 
realization is also presented. Finally, unless one attempts trudging the 
unknown path, internal strength and victory are far from home is 
communicated to the reader.  

Keywords: Wild Woman, Wild man, story seeds, Gathering bones, 
criatura, juju, Psycho pomp, Chthonic

Can one find people who do not like stories? It is difficult 
and rare certainly, but not impossible. Human conversations are 
filled with stories. Every bit of gossip too contains a story element. 

‘ ’
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People are taken up by tales. Here one looks at the possibility of 
human psyche reflected in stories. 

Stories are medicine (Estés 14). Stories are embedded with 
instructions which guide us about the complexities of life. Stories 
make us human (Gottschall 7). If one were to look at the way human 
beings relate and connect with each other, stories appear to be the 
glue that makes relationships stick. Narrative inquiry was first used 
by Connelly and Clandinin as a methodology to describe the personal 
stories of teachers (sciencedirect.com). Estés in her oviparous work 
Women Who Run with the Wolves speaks of many ways to approach 
stories. The professional folklorist, the Jungian or Freudian analyst, 
the ethnologist, the anthropologist, the theologian, and the 
archeologist, each has a different method, both in collecting tales and 
the use to which they are put. The tale discussed in this paper is 
Clarissa Pinkola Estés'  “Manawee” which speaks about the wild 
nature of man and woman. Here, the word “wild” is used in the sense 
of natural or pristine, without any artificial moulding or attempt to 
change. The inherent duality of human psyche is also studied in 
relation to the characters mentioned in the story.   

Walter Benjamin noted that, “a story is different. It does not 
expend itself. It preserves and concentrates its strength and is 
capable of releasing it even after a long time” (White 9). Narrative 
researchers look for ways to understand and then present real-life 
experiences through stories. In a world which is in disarray, the 
gathering of bones or story seeds is the initial step to recovery (Estés 
14). Story seeds are like gathering bones. Then laying the bones in 
order and singing over them with arms outstretched till a healthy 
animal emerges is what storytelling is all about.

Today one finds a lot of discussion regarding man woman 
relationships where exploitation causes strife and disharmony in 
society. Movements like #MeToo, Sabarimala issue, the Bishop 
Mulakkal case all point towards the divergent nature of male and 
female thinking and behaviour patterns. The story of Manawee holds 
a strong message that helps understand the dual nature of both the 
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male and the female psyche, especially in the choice of mates. 

The human psyche is said to possess a duality (Jung). What 
does a woman truly desire? This is an ancient question, a soulful 
riddle regarding the wildish and mysterious nature which all 
women possess. While the hag in Chaucer's “The Wife of Bath” 
croaked out that the answer to this question was that women wished 
to have sovereignty over their own lives, and this is indeed an 
irrevocable fact, there is yet another and equally powerful truth 
which answers this question as well. “Manawee” is a story that 
replies to the age old question about women s true nature. 

A man once came to court two sisters who were twins, but 
their father refused their hand in marriage until the groom guessed 
their names. Manawee guessed and guessed but each time having 
failed, was sent away. One day Manawee took his little dog with him 
on a guessing visit. The dog liked the sisters very much not because 
they were perfect but because they gave him treats. While the 
defeated Manawee returned home, the dog ran back to the hut of the 
two women and heard them talking to each other calling out their 
names. The little dog heard the names and ran as fast as he could 
back to his master to give him the names. But on the way he was 
tempted by a big fleshy bone left behind by a lion and licked and 
snapped at the bone losing sight of the task of taking the names to 
his master. Later having recovered, he realized he had forgotten the 
names and he ran back to the hut a second time. But again on his 
way back was tempted by a freshly baked pie left to cool on the 
wayside. The third time the little dog realizes the sisters are getting 
ready to be wed and understanding the importance of lost time he 
rushes back to his master with the names, blind to all temptations 
on the way. However, the little dog had not planned for a dark 
stranger to leap out of the bush and grab him by the neck and shake 
him so hard that his tail almost fell off. The stranger demanded the 
names from the dog who fought tooth and nail and refused to give 
up the names. Finally, bloody and weary, the dog carried the names 
to Manawee who raced back to the village and won the maidens. 

’
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With folk stories, as with dreams, one can understand the 
contents subjectively. All the symbols portray aspects of a single 
person's psyche showing the relationship between a woman and her 
mate. To win the wildish woman's heart, a mate would understand 
her natural duality through and through. Although one may read 
the two women in the tale ethnologically as brides-to-be in a 
polygamous culture, from an archetypal perspective, this story 
speaks about the mystery of two powerful feminine forces within a 
single woman. The two names represent the two natures of the 
feminine. Anyone close to a woman is in fact in the presence of two 
women according to Estés. The outer being is the woman who lives 
in the topside world easily visible, often pragmatic, acculturated 
and very human. The other interior criatura is not so easily seeable 
and is original, surprising and knowing self. 

While each side of a woman's nature represents a separate 
entity with different functions and discriminate knowledge, they 
must, like the brain exist as a whole. If a woman hides one side or 
favors one side too much, she lives a very lopsided life which does 
not give her access to her entire power. Throughout the world since 
ancient times, twins have been thought to be endowed with 
supernatural powers. In some cultures, there is an entire discipline 
devoted to the balancing of the nature of twins. They are two entities 
which share one soul. In African and Caribou communities the 
symbol of twin sisters is said to possess juju- the mystical energy of 
the soul. One precaution from the hoodoo religion of Haiti requires 
that twins always be fed exactly the same measured portions in 
order to allay all jealousy between them and more so to prevent the 
wasting away of one of them. If one dies, so shall the other and the 
special soulfulness they bring to the community will be lost (116). 

In this manner, a woman is said to have tremendous powers 
when the dual aspects of psyche are consciously recognized and 
beheld as a unit together, rather than apart. The power of two is very 
strong and neither side of the duality should be neglected, rather 
they must be fed equally for together they bring an uncanny power 
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to the individual. The Indian story of the old man on his deathbed 
who gives his three sons a stick each and asks them to break it, is 
familiar to us. The sticks are easily broken when single but put 
collectively none can break the bundle. Similarly when both sides of 
the dual nature are held close together in consciousness, they have 
tremendous power and cannot be broken. 

The two aspects of woman s personality is one of psychic 
duality, of twinning (117). By itself the more civilized self is fine but 
somehow lonely. By itself, the wildish self is also fine, but wistful for 
relationship with the other. The loss of women s psychological, 
emotional, and spiritual powers comes from separating these two 
natures from one another and pretending one or the other no longer 
exists. This tale can be viewed as being about masculine duality as well 
as female duality. The Manawee man had his own dual nature: a 
human nature and an instinctive nature as symbolized by the dog. His 
human nature, while sweet and loving, is not enough to win the 
courtship. It is his dog, a symbol of his instinctual nature, that has the 
ability to creep near the women and with his keen listening hear their 
names. It is the dog that learns to overcome superficial seductions and 
retain the most important knowing. It is Manawee s dog that has 
sharp hearing and tenacity, that has the instincts to burrow under 
walls and to find, to chase, and to retrieve valuable ideas. 

Fairy tales often depict a certain kind of suitor who looks for 
the perfect maiden  to wed. Such suitors do not accept the dual 
nature or any kind of imperfections. Estés warns her readers to flee 
from such suitors as they possess a kind of murderous masculine 
force that attempts to demolish the dual nature of women. She 
suggests it is better to have a Manawee type of suitor who is 
intensely devoted to the idea of the Two . Such a suitor would wish 
to touch this most ubiquitous but mysterious combination of soul-
life in woman. Since he himself is a wildish, natural man, he 
resonates to and has a taste for the wildish woman. Connecting with 
the Jungian concept of animus, Estés states that among the 
cumulative tribe of masculine figures in a woman s psyche there is a 

’

’

’
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Manawee-like attitude, that finds and claims a woman s duality, 
finding it valuable, courtable and desirable instead of devilish, ugly 
and to be disdained. Manawee, Estés says, whether as an internal or 
external figure, represents a fresh but faith-filled lover whose 
central desire is to name and understand the mysterious and 
numinous double in women's nature. 

The central task in the story is to find the names of the two 
sisters. What s in a name, the bard would say, but culture proves 
otherwise. Naming a force, creature, person, or thing has several 
connotations. The biblical act of God asking Adam to name the 
animals thereby giving him power over them reflects the power of 
name. In cultures where names are chosen carefully for their 
magical or auspicious meanings, to know a person s true name 
means to know the life path and the soul attributes of that person. 
The reason the true name is often kept secret is to protect the owner 
of the name so that he or she might grow into the power of the name, 
to shelter it so that no one will either denigrate it or distract from it, 
and so that one s spiritual authority can develop to its full 
proportions. In fairy tales and folktales there are several additional 
aspects to the name and this is reflected in “Manawee”. 

There are some tales wherein the protagonist searches for 
the name of a malevolent force in order to have power over it. But in 
“Manawee” the questing after the name is in order to be able to 
summon that force or person, to call that person close to oneself, 
and to have relationship with that person. He travels back and forth 
in sincere efforts to draw the power of the two close to him. He is 
interested in naming them not in order to seize their power but in 
order to gain self-power equal to theirs. In the matter of guessing the 
names, to say a person s name is to make a wish or a blessing over 
them each time their name is called. Estés claims that one names 
these dual temperaments within oneself in order to marry ego to 
spirit. This naming and marrying she calls self-love and further 
states that when it occurs between two individual persons, it is 
called loving another.  

’

’

’

’
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Relationships that are protected by guardians seem to 
thrive better. In the tale, the twins father acts as the guardian of the 
mystical pair. He is symbolic of an actual intra-psychic feature 
which insures the integrity of things staying together and not being 
split apart. Estés believes it is good for women to have such a 
watcher. A healthy psyche tests new elements which apply to it for 
inclusion. A healthy psyche containing a fatherly watchman does 
not admit any old thought, attitude, or person, only those which are 
sentient or striving to become so. The little dog in the story shows 
how psychic tenacity works. The mystical feminine readily 
understands and accepts the instinctual nature of the dog. 

Manawee fails to guess the names and trudges home but the 
dog runs back to the hut of the women and listens till he hears their 
names. In the world of archetypes, the dog nature is both psycho 
pomp and chthonic. Psycho pomp in Greek mythology symbolizes 
the messenger between the topside world and dark under world. It 
conducts souls into the journey of afterlife. Chthonic refers to the 
darker, farther back regions of the psyche, the underworld of eons. 
It is this sensibility that a mate reaches to understand duality.     

Human psyche possesses a creeping seductive appetite. 
Men and women struggling to find their deeper sides become 
distracted mostly by pleasures of various sorts. Some become 
addicted to those pleasures and stay forever entangled there and 
never continue with their work. The dog is also at first distracted by 
its appetite. Jung remarked that some control must be placed on 
human appetite (121). 

To sum up one may say that every human psyche possesses 
a duality which needs to be identified. Naming is the process of 
gaining control over such a dual nature. The journey to self identity 
is embedded with delicious traps that may cause one to be waylaid if 
not carefully controlled. And finally, unless one dares to undertake 
the quest of finding and naming the duality of the psyche, one 
remains unaware and not in possession of a truly developed self. 
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“Saying it with Cauliflowers”: Food and 
Gender in Bulbul Sharma’s Short 

Stories

Sucharita Sarkar

Abstract

Women and food have a fraught and layered relationship: 
traditionally, women are expected to be ideal provisioners and 
nurturers, while their desire for, and consumption of, food is 
intensely scrutinized and regulated. However, the everyday 
materiality of food—the daily processes of cooking, serving and 
eating, and even abstaining—offers interstices for resistance or 
rebellion, often masked in feminine compliance. In this paper, I will 
attempt to explore the several and unusual ways in which women in 
the short stories written by the feminist writer Bulbul Sharma [in 
The Anger of Aubergines (1997) and Eating Women, Telling Tales 
(2009)] engage with the production and consumption of food as a 
means of negotiating power and control and creating new identities 
for themselves within the circuits of domesticity. The paper will also 
focus on the narrative strategies used by the writer to deploy the 
short story form to explore and shape her themes and concerns.

Keywords: Cooking, eating, feminist, fiction, food, resistance

The relationship between women and food is complex and 
fraught, especially in the domestic context. Traditionally, women 
are expected to be ideal provisioners and nurturers, an expansion of 
their maternal breastfeeding role. As Tulasi Srinivas notes, “In 
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South Asia, as elsewhere, feeding the child and provisioning the 
family are key components of the role of mother and wife” (Srinivas 
360). This cultural expectation assumes a degree of self-sacrifice in 
women wherein they are supposed to cook and serve food to 
others—especially the males in the family—before themselves 
sitting down to eat. A common sight in traditional families was that 
of the women eating last, after the rest of the household, and making 
do with the residual or leftover food. Observing religious fasts 
regularly to ensure the well-being of the family members is another 
marker of the ideal mother-wife. On the other hand, “domestic food 
transactions express the superiority of men largely through their 
priority in being served food, the positions which they physically 
occupy, and their disengagement from the cooking process” 
(Appadurai 498). In such a gendered domestic context, women’s 
desire for, and consumption of, food has always been intensely 
scrutinized and regulated. Any deviation from the normative 
feminine modes of cooking, fasting and eating—for instance, 
women who eat uninhibitedly or who refuse to cook—is culturally 
regarded as transgressive and, therefore, deserving of punishment. 
On the other hand, several feminist writers have also explored how 
women have sought and found a degree of creativity, agency and 
self-realisation in their assigned roles of preparing and cooking 
food. Thus, the relationship between women and food production 
and consumption is not binarized, but complicated, nuanced, 
intimate and individual.

The short story is a particularly suitable medium to explore 
women-food equations and relations, especially considering their 
complexity and multiplicity. A “true short story” is characterised by 
“brevity and the necessary coherence which gives the effect of 
totality” (Lawrence 274). Brevity imbues the short story with a 
sharpness of effect, and the coherence allows the writer to 
emphasise one particular aspect of an encounter or an experience. A 
collection of short stories, thus, can have the effect of a quiver of 
arrows, allowing the writer to engage with an issue from multiple 
and diverse perspectives, or to dismantle the homogeneity of a 
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pervading stereotype. In his essay on the gastro-politics of Hindu 
South Asia, Arjun Appadurai notes that, “With the elaboration of 
cuisine and its socio-economic context, the capacity of food to bear 
social messages is increased” (Appadurai 494). Extending this 
observation to the domain of food-writing, it may be argued that a 
collection of short stories on food, like an elaborate cuisine, has an 
extensive potential of exploring and critiquing the socio-economic 
context of food and the social messages coded into it. This paper 
attempts to explicate this argument as it investigates the two 
collections of short stories written by Bulbul Sharma, based 
intentionally and exclusively on the women-food nexus: The Anger 
of Aubergines (subtitled Stories of women and food; first published 
1997) and Eating Women, Telling Tales (subtitled Stories about 
Food; published 2009).

Sharma begins The Anger of Aubergines with a brief memoir 
about her Dida (grandmother), a widow who had her separate kitchen 
where “onions, garlic, meat, glass dishes and servants have never 
entered,” and who herself ate only once a day while fasting every other 
day (Sharma Anger iv). Whereas these restrictions and deprivations 
were socially imposed on orthodox Hindu widows, in Sharma’s 
childhood memories, her Dida was a formidable rather than a 
powerless woman. Instead, Sharma remembers how she used 
cooking as self-expression, how her “simple food…was her way of 
caressing us without getting her hands polluted”: to memorialize this, 
she reproduces her Dida’s recipe of “cauliflower with five spices” 
(Sharma Anger vi). The brief memoir indicates the plurality of the 
food-woman dyad: how food can be both subjugating and liberating, 
even in relation to one woman-subject.  

Exploring and reconfirming this complexity, Sharma 
includes both recipes and stories in The Anger of Aubergines. Each 
story, although unlinked to the others, is followed by one or more 
recipes, comprising the dishes mentioned in the story. The 12 
stories and 20 recipes—an eclectic collection including Amchur Alu, 
Doi Maach, Hot Ginger-Honey Drink, and Yakhni—reflects the 
diversity of Indian cuisinesas well as the heterogeneity of food 
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stories. The juxtaposition of short stories and recipes creates a 
culinary fiction which falls within the broader category of 
“gastronomic literature” wherein “issues of gender, class and 
domesticity remain crucial” (Ashley et al. 169).Whereas the stories 
engage with these issues in a variety of ways, many of them 
deploying the comic and the satiric modes of critique, the eclectic 
recipes—some inherited from her grandmother and other female 
relations and friends, some “quick and lazy recipes I have cooked up 
myself while I wrote the stories”— represent an agentic playfulness 
that urges the reader to experiment with food production and 
consumption in similarly autonomous, enabling and unruly ways 
(Sharma Anger vii).

This playful, humorous tone is the dominant tone in most of 
the stories in The Anger of the Aubergines, despite the stated 
“anger” in the title. In fact, the anger of the women in the short 
stories plays out in cosy, covert, domestic contexts, and is narrated 
through satire and subversion. In the story “Train Fare,” the male 
character, Gopal Sen, becomes increasingly angry at the 
uninhibited eating of his mother, wife, daughter, and mother’s 
friend, who, during the train journeys to and from their annual 
pilgrimage to Hardwar, deviate publicly from the feminine norm of 
modest, self-abnegating consumption: “Women should always eat 
in the kitchen after the men have eaten,’ his father used to say and 
now Gopal realised why. How ugly they look chewing like cows, 
their teeth stained with food,’ he thought irritably” (Sharma Anger 
66). Yet, in the in-between space of the train compartment, the 
strictures of the fathers become ineffectual and the rage of the male 
becomes impotent. Gleefully disobedient, Gopal’s mother counter-
decrees, “On a train, you don’t have to follow the same rules as you 
do at home” (Sharma Anger 73). Although the story ends with Gopal 
feeling relieved when the train reaches its destination, assuring 
himself that the women were now back “under his protective care,” 
the humorous undercutting of his authority throughout the story 
indicates that Gopal’s assurance is illusory and his protective ability 
merely nominal.

‘
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The undermining of male authority is depicted in other 
stories as well, in various class contexts. In both stories, “The Anger 
of Aubergines” (the titular story) and “Dead Man’s Feast,” 
apparently submissive women use food as weapon in their 
resistance to the injustices of the male of the family. Middle-class, 
privileged Mrs. Kumar—whose husband Mr. Kumar has separated 
from her yet comes for lunch on Sundays—calmly and deliberately 
feeds him aubergine bharta and mutton yakhni with an extra dash 
of chillies that irritate his stomach, leaving him “tossing and turning 
in agony, chewing antacid tablets” (Sharma Anger 59). In a 
completely different rural setting, while the Pradhan lies “dying on 
his bed…for a month,” with his five wives all having abandoned him, 
it is the “ugly” refugee Mani who cooks and cares for him (Sharma 
Anger 118). The Pradhan had ignored her while he was healthy, 
powerful, and sexually able, but he is now completely dependent on 
her. Mani, who remembers the past very clearly, remains the quiet, 
docile carer; yet, the final paragraph of the story reveals the twist in 
the plot, as Mani’s internal monologue reveals her desire for 
revenge: “All day long I will feed him like a new-born sparrow. 
Kheer … meat…black dal… kheer… until he dies” (Sharma Anger 
129). In both Mrs. Kumar and Mani, their humiliation and 
subsequent anger are sublimated in the acts of cooking and serving. 
Transformed by female rage and, perhaps, an unstated hate, these 
life-nurturing acts become life-threatening.

All these stories have open endings, which is a recurring 
element in the short story genre. In “Train Fare,” the story ends with 
Gopal and the women disembarking at their home station, with 
Gopal reassuring himself of regaining control when they are home. 
Yet, this regaining is not depicted, neither is the reader’s 
assumption that the control is illusory ever confirmed. Similarly, in 
“The Anger of Aubergines,” the husband’s (and the reader’s) 
suspicion about his wife’s malicious intentions is neither confirmed 
nor denied, whereas in “Dead Man’s Feast” Mani’s declared 
intention to kill the Pradhan through overfeeding is also not 
realised within the boundary of the plot. By suggesting, rather than 
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depicting, the rebellion and role-reversal of women within the 
domestic confines of the kitchen, Sharma offers the reader the 
possibility of transgression. Just as recipes are possibilities which 
are transformed into reality by the intervention of the reader-cum-
cook, these stories contain possibilities which can be transformed 
into reality in the mind or the life of the reader.

Yet, there are other stories in this collection where Sharma 
deploys a more concretely realised ending. In “Constant Craving,” 
the newly-widowed Sumitra feels “furious pangs of hunger” during 
the mandatory weekly fasts and furtively asks the domestic helper 
Raghu to buy her a plate of samosa and choley (Sharma Anger 86). 
Yet, again the twist in the story reveals how Sumitra’s mother-in-
law sees Raghu just as he is about to hand her the packet of 
contraband food, and Sumitra, impelled to throw it away, watches 
the crows “peck at the samosas greedily” even as the “brown choley 
gravy spills out to stain the road” (Sharma Anger 93). In “Sweet 
Nothings,” Reshma, the prosperous 44-year-old wife of the 
adulterer Ajay, struggles to shed the fat that had “set into her body 
like cement” through a self-disciplining regimen of diet and exercise 
(Sharma Anger 138). Yet, alone during Diwali, when her husband 
does not return home, Reshma’s rigid self-control breaks and she 
slips into an orgiastic, grotesqueclimax of over-eating: “After an 
hour of eating whatever she could find, including sugar from the 
sugar bowl, Reshma suddenly stopped and began to cry 
soundlessly” (Sharma Anger 150). In both these stories, the women 
are victims—Sumitra is a widow suffering from the compulsory 
prohibitions imposed by patriarchy, while Reshma is a betrayed 
wife who desperately internalises the body-images sexualised by 
the male gaze. Their bodies resist these impositions and 
regulations, yet their agentic action of eating is ultimately negated, 
failed and futile. Sharma focuses on the trauma of over-controlling 
one’s appetite: the desire for food, which, like all embodied desires, 
spills over into excess or transgression if denied for long. Yet, 
Sharma’s portrayal of Sumitra’s and Reshma’s disobedient bodies is 
sympathetic rather than critical. In the end, Sumitra goes back into 
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her house wondering ruefully whether the crows will eat the onion 
rings she craves; while Reshma is consoled and fed sweet reviving 
ginger tea by her protective old maid, Amah. 

Sometimes, however, the regulations of patriarchy become 
so deeply internalised, that women are unable to free themselves 
even if there are opportunities to do so. In “A Taste for Humble Pie,” 
Sharma transposes the familiar English proverb to a new, yet also 
familiar, Indian situation: the poor orphan woman who is offered 
shelter by her richer relations in exchange for a lifetime of unpaid 
service.  Bala—the sheltered poor relative who survives by doing all 
the cooking and care work at her richer relations’ homes—is offered 
a chance of escape, when the distant NRI relative Raj woos and 
proposes to her. Yet, Bala is too entrenched in patriarchal family 
systems to accept this eccentric and tradition-breaking offer, she 
rejects the proposal and throws Raj’s bouquet back at him: “How 
can I get married, ever? What will the family think of me?” (Sharma 
Anger 21). She chooses—though this is an overdetermined, forced 
choice—to remain within the feminine and familiar domestic 
hierarchy, humbly accepting her precarious position at the bottom 
of the hierarchy. As Appadurai notes, “Hierarchy between women is 
expressed in the management of the cooking process, which is 
organized on principles of seniority and affinity among the women. 
(Appadurai 498).Bala’s famed culinary skills might have attracted 
Raj and offered her an escape route, yet the scrutiny and control of 
the hierarchy—which Sharma literally and comically visibilizes as “a 
solid wall of relatives” who watched “grim-faced and reeking of 
suspicious hatred,” like “Caesar’s assassins” as Raj proposes to Bala 
on the terrace—enforces Bala’s abjection so that she is unable to 
even want to break free (Sharma Anger 22).

Sharma explores the concept of the domestic female 
hierarchy of the kitchen more elaborately in her next collection of 
short stories, Eating Women, Telling Tales. Here, the disparate 
stories are structurally interlinked by being placed within a frame 
story as Sharma uses the story within a story narrative device 
popular in western and Indian literature, for instance, in the 
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Hitopodesha or the Vikram and Betaal stories or Chaucer’s 
Canterbury Tales. By deploying this age-old classical narrative 
device in the domestic context, Sharma intermeshes the acts of 
cooking and storytelling—both activities as old as time 
immemorial—and projects them as shared female acts of 
community-building. The prologue given before the first story sets 
this context: it is the death anniversary of the rich, childless 
widower, Bhanurai Jog, and nine women of his family, mostly 
distant relatives, have come to prepare and serve food for the 
remembrance funeral feast. The organiser of this annual ceremony 
is Badibua, an elderly lady who was Jog’s wife’s friend and who has 
inherited his large house. Thus, established at the top of the female 
hierarchy in Jog’s kitchen, the other women have to defer to 
Badibua, so much so that they “took care not to be faster than 
Badibua” while slicing vegetables, “because that would look bad” 
and the others would think them “shameless” (Sharma Eating 4). 
However, as Sharma overtly emphasises, the hierarchy of the 
kitchen does not interrupt or inhibit the community formation. 

As the women settle down to the shared labour of preparing 
the feast, they also settled down to tell and listen to stories:

They spread their bodies in a more comfortable position, 
but their hands continued to chop and clean. It was the first story of 
the morning and they hoped it was not a sad one. Later on there 
would be sad ones, sweet ones, bitter ones and angry ones as each 
woman would tell her tale. Five stories while cutting the vegetables, 
one while cleaning the rice husk and maybe two while stirring the 
kheer. Sometimes there was time for a few more after lunch when 
the rest of the house was asleep. No one could be sure how many 
stories a day would give. (Sharma Eating 6)

Sharma’s stories-within-story narrative device is thus 
integral to her project of focusing on the intertwined human desires 
or appetites for food and stories. She highlights the linkages 
between the two acts: both food and stories lend themselves to 
infinite variety; the storytelling is shared during the process of 
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cooking; and the stories also ease the labour of cooking (the 
women’s bodies become visibly more comfortable). Even within the 
patriarchy-mandated labour of domestic cooking, women find 
enabling spaces for connection and enjoyment through stories.

Most of the short stories of this collection have an initial 
exposition linking them to the larger frame narrative, and they are 
numbered rather than titled, described with reference to the 
storyteller (for instance, “Savitri’s Story” or “Sona’s Story”). This 
creates a seamless flow from one short story to another within the 
larger frame. However, there is no reference to the larger frame at 
the end of each story. One reason for the absence of the frame at the 
end of each story could be that this prevents a dilution of effect 
produced by the story’s ending. Theorists of the short story have 
observed the production of “a single effect” to be an oft-present but 
non-compulsory marker of the short story (Lawrence 283). As in 
her previous collection, Sharma’s stories link women with food in 
submissive as well as subversive ways. Sharma here complicates her 
depiction of patriarchal domination by positioning women as 
complicit gatekeepers. In the very first story, the mother-in-law 
Gitasri connives with a self-styled godman, Bhagwan, to “tame” her 
wilful, rebellious, childless daughter-in-law Maya through a 
narcotic, addictive concoction and by allowing him to sexually 
abuse her to produce a child. This concoction of “jaggery, fennel, 
pregnant cow’s urine, fenugreek and ash from the funeral pyre of a 
pious woman whose husband is alive” is not only “foul-tasting” but 
foul-intentioned; it is food corrupted and poisoned by the evils of 
patriarchal domination (Sharma Eating 16). In this tragic story 
Maya is reduced to a dead-eyed recluse who cannot remember her 
husband’s name; however, instead of giving birth to a child, she has 
a premonition of Bhagwan’s death, which comes true at the end. 
Gitasri’s misguided machinations and Maya’s buried rebellion ruin 
not just Maya but also Gitasri’s hopes of an obedient, son-producing 
daughter-in-law and her accomplice, Bhagwan, thus, destroying the 
entire patriarchal family structure. 

Sharma depicts other ways of feminine perversion and 
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female subversion, too. In the ninth and final story, Nanni narrates 
her memoir in reference to Badibua’s injunction that women should 
perform their “duty to your dead ancestors, your father, your 
husband and then your son…. without complaining, without even 
thinking they are doing it” (Sharma Eating 104).Nanni had been an 
obedient wife, entering the kitchen as a 16-year old new bride, and 
continuing to cook for the family of thirteen for the next twenty 
years even as her mother-in-law disallowed the family servant from 
helping Nanni and even as she encroached upon Nanni’s conjugal 
life by sleeping “next to [her son and Nanni’s bed] all her married 
life” (Sharma Eating 108). After her mother-in-law’s death, Nanni 
continues to take care of her husband, Harish, the weakling who is 
ill with high cholesterol. She then decides to subvert her nurturer’s 
role into an avenger’s, like the angry women in Sharma’s earlier 
collection: 

All her cooking skills would now finally be put to test, she 
would make him one rich dish a week to suck the strength out of his 
veins, one dish to poison his blood, one dish to clog his veins… I will 
cook for him one death dish a week, slowly and slowly he will die, not 
by my hand but because it is the will of the gods. I will look after him 
like a good wife. (Sharma Eating 111)

Replicating the patience that is quality of both good cooks 
and good wives, Nanni, like Mrs. Kumar and Mani, fashions her 
revenge within the boundaries of domesticity and docility, 
undermining the received notion of food as life and transmuting 
food into a medium of death. 

In her short stories, Sharma moves beyond the nurturer-
destroyer binary to illuminate multiple other associations between 
women and food. For the Indian mother, Jamini, whose beloved son 
Babu now stays in America and visits only once in five years, food is 
a way of overcoming the estrangement of time and distance. While 
Babu determines to stick to his Atkinson diet along with his 
American wife, Jamini decides to cook Babu’s old favourite dishes, 
“alu paratha for today, then palak meat, then fish curry with 
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mustard, then eggplant with cottage cheese,” but she needs “more 
time, more memories, more food” as Babu’s short visit deprives her 
of a sustained chance to “bring her son back” (Sharma Eating33). 
Unlike Jamini’s failed maternal attempt to recreate nostalgia 
through food, in the fourth story, Gita, Malti and Savitri, who reside 
abroad, come together at a makeshift Shiva Temple in Britain to 
cook the holy bhog-prasad for the religious occasion of Shivratri, 
cooking food that is redolent with nostalgia for home. Savitri 
narrates: “Bit by bit they poured their intense longing for home 
along with measured cups of hot water, threw in their loneliness 
with the fragrant basmati rice, sprinkled their forgotten dreams and 
disappointments carefully along with the salt” (Sharma Eating55). 
The diasporic immigrants’ voluntary labour of religious cooking 
reflects the community-building, therapeutic aspect of cooking that 
is also depicted in the frame story, as women come together to cook 
for love, companionship and solace. In these and the other stories of 
The Anger of Aubergines and Eating Women, Telling Tales, 
Sharma rejects any singular or simplified equation between food 
and women, and deftly uses the brevity and variety of the short story 
form to invite the reader into the boundless plurality of food-women 
dynamics.

To conclude, I would like to circle back to the title of this 
paper, which is taken from Bulbul Sharma’s brief memoir-preface 
in The Anger of the Aubergines, where she remembers her Dida’s 
cooking, “Saying it with cauliflowers” (Sharma Anger iv). In her two 
collections of short stories of food and women, Sharma has explored 
multiple—enabling or disabling or imbricated—ways in which food 
speaks about women and about how women speak about food, and 
about how women speak about themselves through food. An 
ambitious survey of the contemporary Indian short story claims, 
“Short story can be an alternate to theory. It spills into areas and 
directions which even the theory, with its rigour of argument and 
counter argument cannot anticipate” (Mehta 160). Bulbul Sharma’s 
short stories reference feminist the orizations of the complex and 
contrary relations between women and food, but they also move 
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beyond theoretical binaries to elucidate food-women relations and 
female identity-making through food in heterogenized, intricate 
and entangled ways within the circuits of domesticity.
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The Dialectics of Race, Class, and 
Gender in Soul Clap Hands and Sing 

Ashma Shamail

Abstract

Paule Marshall’s short fiction Soul Clap Hands and Sing 
(1961) traces the African presence in the New World. Despite the 
fact that the geographical regions in these short stories are 
dissimilar, black people occupy the backdrop in most of them. This 
paper focuses on the first two short stories from the collection, 
“Barbados,” and “Brooklyn.” The common bond in the stories is 
about race, class and gender domination as well as loss of spiritual 
values. Marshall deftly captures each male character’s inner hollow 
state, and later realization of this emptiness made explicit by 
women. The men in these short stories lack the ability to recapture 
what they have lost, in their youth, but attempt to reorganize their 
differing approaches to life through interaction with women. 
Retaliating against the oppressive forces of gender, race, and class 
the women in these stories articulate their position, role, and agency 
by exposing the male characters’ deficiencies, and their need for 
spiritual regeneration. 

Keywords:  New world blacks, race, class, gender issues.

Racism has done serious damages to the psyches of all 
people. Whether one observes the Untouchables of Asia, 
the dark-skinned people of Europe and America or the 
Blacks and “coloreds” of South Afrika, the common battle 
fought by all of them on a daily basis is one of survival, 
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and development in a world that judges and categorizes 
them first and foremost, by the pigmentation of their skin 
– Haki Madhubuti

Survival is a crucial aspect in the fiction of Paule Marshall. 
Marshall has portrayed characters who wrestle against a host of 
forces arrayed against them. Though not always triumphant in their 
struggle for survival, Marshall’s black characters are fully aware of 
the role of racism in their lives and deploy survival strategies to 
battle against them. Marshall’s female characters illustrate how the 
forces of race, class, and gender impede psychic survival and deter 
their spiritual wholeness. 

Zilla Eisenstein deals with the apportionment of power 
focusing on a woman’s subsistence and the manner she is managed 
by “the relations of power which shape her activity and the ideology 
which defines, protects, and maintains it” (20). Gender, race, and 
class constitute a powerful force leading in perpetuating the 
conditions that produce the fractured psyche. Marshall’s stress on 
spiritual wholeness and retention of psychological equilibrium in 
her oeuvre functions as the vital source in defining one’s sense of 
self. The objective world through which women navigate in 
Marshall’s fiction is one where the psychic scars of racism are 
conspicuous. The dialectics that define their place and position as 
women in a racist society, and the extent to which they situate 
themselves in educational and occupational positions is 
circumscribed by these dynamics. Marshall’s short fiction, in 
embodying these disruptive and devastating forces, calls for 
examining, and interrogating the erasure of a sense of self.  

Born and raised in the United States, Paule Marshall, the 
daughter of Barbadian immigrants, identifies herself as both 
African-American and African-Caribbean, exploring characters 
who navigate between these two worlds, Barbados and Brooklyn. 
Marshall’s oeuvre encompasses reconciliation with the past, 
remembering history, memory, and stresses on re-locating one’s 
individual self, home, and community. Marshall’s collection of 
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short stories in Soul Clap Hands and Sing (1961) traces the African 
presence in the New World – the urban North and rural South of the 
U.S., rural Barbados in the Caribbean, the British colony of Guiana 
on the mainland of South America, and Rio de Janeiro, an urban 
center in South America. Despite the fact that the geographical 
regions in these short stories are dissimilar, black people occupy the 
backdrop in all of them, with the exception of “Brooklyn,” whose 
major character is a Jew. In these stories, their past and present fuse 
with roots traced down to the culture of Africa. 

Marshall selects an excerpt from William Butler Yeats’s 
poem Sailing to Byzantium: “An aged man is but a paltry thing/ A 
tattered coat upon a stick, unless/ Soul clap its hands and sing,” 
signifying the common bond in the stories is predominantly about 
loss of spiritual values and racial/gender domination. The stories 
also focus male protagonists’ spiritual emptiness, who located in 
different geographical regions have lost the ability to re-discover 
themselves. Their failure to embrace life makes them in their old age 
“a paltry thing/ A tattered coat upon a stick,” an empty shell of a 
human being. However, Marshall envisions more than Yeats’s 
image by deftly capturing each character’s inner hollow state, and 
later realization of this emptiness made explicit by women. This 
novella directs towards the very meaning of New World existence 
and how new world blacks operate in these spaces. Marshall 
emphasizes the need to maintain historical and cultural roots (for 
members of black community), in spite of being physically 
dislocated or forcibly uprooted from their native land. Kinship 
bonds and connections aid in the restoration of communal culture. 
Alienation of the individual from one’s group or community can 
lead to absence of spiritual wholeness. This experience is made clear 
through the story lines, stressing on the importance of past as 
necessary in order to construct a meaningful future. 

This paper focuses on the first two short stories from the 
collection. Identity, gender, race, and class in these stories shape the 
action foregrounding the necessity to re-connect to one’s origins 
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that is of seminal importance. “Barbados,” the first story deals with 
a seventy-year-old man’s re-location to Barbados, after being 
economically progressive for fifty years in Boston. The second story 
titled “Brooklyn,” deals with a Jew, a teacher of French literature in 
a small college in Brooklyn. The men in these short stories lack the 
ability to recapture what they have lost, in their youth, but attempt 
to reorganize their differing approaches to life through interaction 
with women. All of these men, Darwin Turner says, incorporate the 
weaknesses of modernity, deficiencies not limited to one race or 
country (xlvi).

The protagonists in these stories discover the truth about 
themselves through two young girls. In “Barbados,” Mr. Watford, 
an emigrant is the central character, who has returned to his native 
land, Barbados after serving for fifty years in the United States. 
Consumed and engrossed in the spiral of socioeconomic successes, 
as well as his obsessive desire to meet the values of the majority 
culture, lead to his distancing himself from his own cultural 
heritage. Alienation from one’s community or group has enabled 
this black man to lose grip on the very meaning of existence 
resulting in spiritual death. Cultural norms or values of a 
community bind individuals together, for acknowledging one’s 
culture facilitates collective consciousness and identity. 

Watford dons a white mask, reads only Boston newspapers, 
lives in his big “American colonial” house which seems “pure, 
proud, a pristine white – disdaining the crude wooden houses in the 
village outside its high gate” (Soul Clap 3). The house provides a 
stark contrast to the poor living conditions of the black population 
on the island. Watford’s dislocation and dissociation from his own 
Barbadian community is figured in his daily interactions with the 
black folk to whom he never addresses by name. Being a victim of 
racism and neocolonialism, Watford’s self-hatred makes him take a 
similar stance toward his own people. Marshall inserts the soul and 
spirit of the island embodied through a maid, whose young body 
becomes an object of desire for Mr. Watford. Like a U.S. southern 
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planter, he reinforces the pattern of sexual and class exploitation. 
The female body has become increasingly important as the site of a 
series of contested inscriptions and readings. “Female sexuality and 
women’s powers of reproduction are the defining (cultural) 
characteristics of women, and, at the same time, these very 
functions render women vulnerable, in need of protection or special 
treatment, as variously prescribed by patriarchy” (Grosz 13-14). For 
many decades, numerous discussions direct towards the female 
body that has become a powerful site of multiple possibilities. For 
the black woman, the body is a raced and gendered terrain as 
Barbara Smith argues:

Black women have traditionally been reluctant to talk 
about sex with their daughters. “Keep your dress down 
and your drawers up,” is a homily of this reticence. At the 
very same time, all Black women have been viewed as 
sexual animals by the society as a whole and at times by 
Black men as well […] Sexual repression, coupled with 
blatant sexual exploitation, has contributed to a complex 
psychological mix. (qtd. in Flax 175)

Mr. Watford’s desire for the female servant’s body stems 
from the advantage of his class status. As Deborah McDowell 
remarks, “the bodies/texts of black women have become the 
’battlefield on and over which men, black and white, [fight] to 
establish actual and symbolic political dominance and to 
demonstrate masculine’ control” (81). 

Despite the fact that Watford has gained economic security 
for his fifty years service in Boston, yet he was unable to establish a 
family or maintain relationships. Being displaced from his native 
land, Watford’s alienation and loneliness in his seventieth year 
propels him to offer himself to this young servant girl. His sexual 
drive for the girl testifies the extension of power and class position. 
But the girl rejects him cruelly with a bitter condemnation stating: 
“But you best move and don’t come holding on to me, you nasty 
pissy old man. That’s all you is, despite yuh big house and fancy 
furnitures and yuh newspapers from America. You ain’t people, Mr. 



45

Watford, you ain’t people!” (Soul Clap 27). Watford functions as a 
being devoid of love and sense of self until, a young girl from his own 
Barbadian community teaches him, too late, to confront reality and 
make him realize that one cannot escape one’s origin. Marshall has 
vividly captured the void inside Watford and addressed him as a 
spiritually unbalanced character. The young girl showed more 
sensibility and wisdom than the seventy year old aged man, making 
him learn the pain of the marginality imposed in him by his long 
exile and his late return. 

Identity is rooted in an individual’s ties to his/her 
community. Historically, black communities have been subject to 
invasion by outside forces and migrations (both forced and 
voluntary).Community for the black people is a vital entity, 
functioning and exercising a dominant role aiding in the restoration 
of communal health providing solace and wholeness to one’s bodies 
and hearts. Watford’s drive for material success is so deeply 
internalized that he neglects the very community he belongs, by 
excluding himself from the consecrated cycle of life. Due to his 
failure to establish connectedness to other people, and a satisfying 
sense of individuality, Watford’s unrealized potential makes him an 
empty being in his old age. 

The second short story “Brooklyn” explores the emergence of 
a woman’s powerful voice at the climax of the story. Invited by her 
Professor at his country house to discuss about the subject, Miss 
Williams is very much the object of gaze, as she comes out swimming 
from the waters of the country lake. Prof. Max Berman’s eyes 
prepared to fix on watching her in the bathing suit, he asked her to 
carry, so that he might “very much enjoy” the “sight” is in one sense an 
image of Miss Williams’s absolute dispossession (Soul Clap 47). The 
lake is nonetheless “dark and serious-looking” like her, she appears 
like “a pale gold naiad,” its spirit, “her eyes reflecting its somber 
autumnal tone and her body as supple as the birches” (Soul Clap 54). 
Here, woman-as-Nature is an object to be possessed or conquered in 
male literary imagination, as Marshall describes this dark woman: 
“she walked slowly into the water, unaware, it seemed, of the sudden 
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passion in his gaze, or perhaps uncaring…” (Soul Clap 54). Married 
twice but living without the memory of love, this Jewish professor of 
French Literature develops an intense attachment to the only black 
student from his summer class.

Prof. Berman has tried subtly to coerce his student, treating 
her as if she is a piece of private property and entrap her in a 
colonized space. But Miss Williams escapes her professor’s gaze, 
power, entrapment and space he has tried to allocate her. The 
interplay of double oppressions, women’s power and powerlessness 
revolve around the question of voice or speech that emerges at the 
climax of the story. Quite silent and docile, having never spoken a 
word in the class before Berman approached her; Miss Williams 
speaks her mind at the end of the visit. Max Berman tries to take 
advantage of this secluded black female student, and given the 
history of black people’s pain and suffering, he stoops to exploit this 
rather meek student. 

Berman watches at her intently as she walks out into the water 
– she allows him the “sight” he anticipated, but her new self-
possession renders his look impotent by reversing the roles, and 
enables him in which “He saw himself for what he was.” Her “clear, 
cold gaze” and speech she delivers keeps him speechless, as she says: 

In a way you did me a favor. You let me know how you – 
and most of the people like you – see me [….] I can do 
something now! I can begin [….] Look how I 
came all the way up here to tell you this to your face. 
Because how could you harm me? You’re so old you’re 
like a cup I could break in my hand.” And her hand 
tightened on his wrist, wrenching the last of his frail life 
from him, it seemed. Through the quick pain, he 
remembered her saying on the landing that night: 
“Maybe in order for a person to live someone else must 
die” and her quiet “I believe this” then. Now her sudden 
laugh, an infinitely cruel sound in the warm night, 
confirmed her belief […] That’s all I came for [….] You can 
drive me to the station now. (Soul Clap 62-63)



Berman notices his student’s reticence and tries to gain 
control, authority, and dominance. Given his life story of rejection 
and victimization as a Jew, he tries to succeed his complicity in 
racism, as Marshall explains:

Her hesitancy was somehow in keeping with the color of 
her skin. She seemed to bring not only herself but the host 
of black women whose bodies had been despoiled to make 
her. He would not only possess her but them also, he 
thought (not really thought, for he scarcely allowed these 
thoughts to form before he snuffed them out). Through 
their collective suffering, which she contained, his own 
personal suffering would be eased… (Soul Clap 41-42)

Similarly, Miss Williams sees “a legion of old men with sere 
flesh and lonely eyes” (Soul Clap 47). Ironically, Williams’s parents 
kept her away from both niggers and whites, protecting and 
shielding her from the encounters of racism, the cruelty of the world 
which they themselves had experienced, thereby leading to her 
isolation. Her color and class confine her to function in a limited 
space. By forging a voice and breaking the circle of her seclusion, she 
was able to reject being a victim of race and gender domination. 
Williams was able to seize a life that was stuck somewhere, a life that 
is “something vital and purposeful and precious, which she [has] 
found and [guards] like a prize within her center” (Soul Clap 60). 

“Brooklyn,” is the outcome of Paule Marshall’s experience 
of “sexual harassment” that came out almost a decade later. In her 
introduction to “Brooklyn” in Reena and Other Stories, Marshall 
says, 

sexual harassment? We didn’t even think to use the term 
back in the early fifties when this story takes place. There 
were no women’s groups on campus to which we could 
take the problem; no notices on the bulletin boards and in 
the bathrooms with phone numbers to call for help and 
advice; no sympathetic ear in administration. There was 
nowhere to turn, no support system of any kind, as I recall 
[….] In my case, I turned down the repeated invitations to 

47

cenacle
Vol. 1 No. 9 Jan-Dec. 2019



The Dialectics of Race, Class, and Gender in Soul Clap Hands and Sing 

visit his place in the country, ignored the look in his eyes 
and the suggestive play of his white wrinkled hands[….] 
Afterwards, to rid myself of the anger I had held in check 
over the months, I sat down and started writing 
’Brooklyn’ – really just taking notes for it because the 
story didn’t assume its present form until some nine 
years later… (27)

The “favor” Williams referred enabled her to know the way 
men saw her. Eventually, it is her subdued anger at first “trapped 
inside her” as “mute, paralyzing rage” (Soul Clap 47) that made her 
speak her mind. Berman accepts “his responsibility for her rage, 
which went deeper than his, and for her anger, which would spur 
her finally to live” (Soul Clap 64). At the end, a Professor is taught by 
one of his female student about self-realization and knowledge 
including himself, “whom he had wronged through his 
indifference” (Soul Clap 64). Miss Williams liberates herself from 
an oppressed silence, “coming to voice,” to use bell hooks’s term: 
“Speaking becomes both a way to engage in active self-
transformation and a site of passage where one moves from being 
an object to being subject” (12). The two women in these stories 
show the ability to fight back and talk, and for them the past gives 
the strength to challenge the dominant order. bell hooks describes 
such talk: “[Black women’s] speech, ’the right speech of 
womanhood,’ as she remarks: 

Within feminist circles, silence is often seen as the sexist 
“right speech of womanhood”- the sign of woman’s 
submission to patriarchal authority. This emphasis on 
woman’s silence may be an accurate remembering of 
what has taken place in the households of women from 
WASP backgrounds in the UniteD States, but in black 
communities (and diverse ethnic communities), women 
have not been silent. Their voices can be heard. Certainly 
for black women, our struggle has not been to emerge 
from silence into speech but to change the nature and 
direction of our speech, to make a speech that compels 
listeners, one that is heard. (6)

48
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As Marshall has stated several times in interviews, her women 
characters are “centers of power” and “can easily embody the power 
principle as a man.” Their power in general is bound up with their 
power of voice. “I’m concerned about letting them speak their 
piece,” she said in 1979, “letting them be central figures, actors, 
activists in fiction rather than just backdrop or background 
figures…” (DeVeaux 71). 

Marshall’s oeuvre encompasses the Caribbean, South 
America, and the United States, signifying that racism is not bound 
by specific geographical boundaries. It is jeopardized by assaults on 
the male characters’ psyches, for they mistake and substitute class 
status for race. Marshall also shows the power of race as bound up 
with the powers of gender and class. Miss. Williams’s brief speech is 
a glimpse into the way the race, class, and gender relations of her 
society have acted upon her, but by defying her professor, she was 
able to get rid of the fear, confusion, and shame that colonized her 
inner being. If not for Prof. Berman, Miss Williams would have lead 
a life of misdirection, with fear, and shame haunting her. 

The “intersection” of gender, race, and class occupy a 
significant focus in feminist theory. Sociologist Deborah King 
provides a useful model for exploring the discrimination women of 
color face and the “interactive oppressions” of racism, sexism, and 
classism operating as three “interdependent control systems” in 
“multiplicative relationships” (42, 47). She discusses in her model the 
three dynamics vary depending on “the socio-historic context and the 
social phenomenon under consideration” (49). In fact, Gerda Lerner 
proposes a model that sees race, class, ethnicity, and gender as 
“mutually constitutive” aspects of each other. (106-22). Marshall too, 
does not believe that gender is separate from racial identity.

Gender identities cannot be separated from racial and class 
identities. Both colonial and postcolonial discourses have produced 
distinct issues and particularities relating to them. Particularly 
Postcolonial feminist work has addressed cultural context involved 
in each case. Chandra Mohanty advocates:
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Above all, gender and race are relational terms: 
they foreground a relationship (and often a hierarchy) 
between races and genders. To define feminism purely in 
gendered terms assumes that our consciousness of being 
“women” has nothing to do with race, class, nation, or 
sexuality, just with gender. But no one “becomes a  
woman” (in Simone de Beauvoir’s sense) purely because 
she is female. Ideologies of womanhood have as much to 
do with class and race as they have to do with sex. (55)

Challenging the dominant system, Marshall’s fiction makes 
an important contribution to feminism, deriving from her 
exploration of issues that coalesce around the question of silence 
and voice. Indeed, women’s narratives bespeak of the power to 
challenge the dominant order. Critics like Gloria Wade Gayles, 
Patricia Hill Collins, and Paula Giddings have illustrated the 
confluence of race, class, and gender in black women’s lives 
incorporating historical and sociological findings. 

The two selected short stories in the paper focus on the 
dynamics of race, class, and gender while simultaneously 
addressing the need for spiritual regeneration for the male 
characters. The stories address about pain, marginality, a story 
where individuals have forfeited their place in society, for their 
souls have long since ceased to sing. Paule Marshall exposes their 
deficiencies through female characters and through whom these 
men gain vision and wisdom. The concept of race is pervasive in the 
characters’ response to the world, as in Marshall’s debut novel 
Brown Girl, Brownstones (1959), the issues of racism and gender 
teach and awaken the protagonist Selina Boyce to the realities of the 
outside world. 

Marshall’s first published short story, “The Valley 
Between,” which appeared in The Contemporary Reader in 1954 
exposes the vulnerabilities of women in marriage, whose search for 
self-identity, individuality, and self-esteem threaten the 
paternalistic institution. Marshall acknowledges with Bonnie 
Barthold, that “the source of [the black woman’s] common 
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celebration is enough to accommodate the ambiguities they carry 
within themselves” and that “their complexity reduces neither their 
strength nor their capacity to celebrate that heritage” (130). In both 
stories, woman’s power is strengthened by an insistent “I am” and 
directing the male protagonist to the quality of his remaining life. 
Retaliating against oppressive forces, and eventually articulating 
their position, role, and agency in this big world, Marshall paints a 
picture of independent and strong women refusing to be 
subservient, by breaking their silence and lending authentic as well 
as insightful voices and opinions to issues. Empowered women 
heroically assert themselves by encountering problems with 
courage and conviction, moving towards affirmation of black 
womanhood. Paule Marshall has explored the relationship between 
women’s power and their dispossession, the social character of the 
interior life, the mutually shaping oppressions of race/ class/ 
gender, and the question of women’s voice. 
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Social Media And Short Fiction: Brevity 
As The Soul Of Narrative

Supantha Bhattacharyya

Abstract

Flash fiction is currently enjoying an unprecedented wave 
of popularity. In the new millenium, thanks to the internet, short 
fiction has acquired universal acceptance and legitimacy. The short 
time taken by minimalist fiction to be read, reread and reflected 
upon is one its chief strengths. There are suggestions that they are 
they an internet fad and are short simply because TV and Twitter 
have shrunk our attention spans. Social media platforms like 
Twitter, Facebook, Whatsapp, Instagram etc, offer both upcoming 
and established writers ample space for creative expression. 
Popularity is virally instantaneous at the expense of authorial 
copyright. Although the relationship between interactive digital 
media and literary fiction feels contentious, blending online 
communication mechanisms with the short-story medium has 
become a staple of modern DigiLit. Digital media is an omnipresent 
aspect of our lives today, and it greatly influences reading and 
writing habits. As a result, more and more authors are not only 
invoking emails and iPads and Instagram and eBay in their work, 
but they're also integrating the interactive conventions of online 
tools into their stories. Most popular writers today have an online 
presence on diverse platforms where they directly engage with their 
readers about their art and craft. Authors are also reserving 
electronic-publishing rights to their own manuscripts and releasing 
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and distributing their own eBooks. Many publishers too are offering 
choices between the turn of the printed page and the online realm of 
interactive dialogue.

Keywords: Flash fiction, social media platforms, attention span, 
creative expression, DigiLit, online tools, electronic publishing, 
interactivity.

Very short fiction has roots going back to prehistory, 
recorded at origin of writing, including fables and parables, notably 
Aesop’s Fables in the west, and Panchatantra and Jataka tales in 
India. Later examples include the tales of Mulla Nasreddin, and Zen 
koans such as The Gateless Gate. In the United States, early forms of 
flash fiction can be found in the 19th century, notably in the figures 
of Walt Whitman, Ambrose Bierce, and Kate Chopin. In the 1920s 
flash fiction was referred to as the short short story  and was 
associated with Cosmopolitan magazine; and in the 1930s, collected 
in anthologies such as The American Short Short Story. William 
Somerset Maugham was a notable proponent, with his 
Cosmopolitans: Very Short Stories (1936) being an early collection. 
Although both the processes of reading and writing short fiction can 
be be quite rewarding, it is also a genre that is deceptively complex. 
Distilling experience into a few pages or, in some cases a few 
paragraphs, even sentences, forces writers to pay close attention to 
every loaded conversation, every single action, every tender 
gesture, and every last syllable in every single word. (Tuch) At the 
same time, a tiny tale’ can be voiced in any known mode—realism, 
metafiction, fantasy, allegory, parable, anecdote. 

Examples of very short stories can be found throughout 
history and across many cultures, but there is no question that flash 
fiction is currently enjoying an unprecedented wave of popularity. 
Two editors who have been influential in popularizing the form are 
Robert Shapard and James Thomas, who began publishing their 
Sudden Fiction series, featuring stories of fewer than 2,000 words, 
in the 1980s. Since then, they have continued to publish flash fiction 
anthologies, including New Sudden Fiction, Flash Fiction Forward 
and Sudden Fiction Latino, sometimes in collaboration with other 
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editors. Another important early player in the flash fiction 
movement was Jerome Stern, the director of the creative writing 
program at Florida State University, which inaugurated its ’World’s 
Best Short Short Story’ contest in 1986. At the time, the contest 
challenged participants to write a complete short story in no more 
than 250 words, though the limit for this contest has since been 
raised to 500 words. Though some writers initially eyed flash fiction 
with skepticism, others embraced the challenge of telling a 
complete story in the fewest words possible, and readers responded 
enthusiastically. It may be assertively stated that flash fiction has 
now gained mainstream acceptance. For its July 2006 issue, for 
instance, O, The Oprah Magazine commissioned flash fiction by 
well-known authors such as Antonya Nelson, Amy Hempel, and 
Stuart Dybek. Today, flash fiction contests, anthologies and 
websites abound. Literary journals that traditionally have 
published only longer stories now frequently feature works of flash 
fiction in their pages as well. One of the most famous examples of 
flash fiction, often misattributed to Ernest Hemingway, is the six-
word story, “For sale: baby shoes, never worn.” Garson O’Toole at 
Quote Investigator has done extensive work tracing the origin of 
this story and it can be viewed at the link provided below. The baby 
shoes story has spawned many websites and publications devoted to 
six-word stories that it merits special mention. Readers and writers 
have clearly been captivated by the depth of emotion hinted at by 
these six words. 

While it may prove difficult to pinpoint an exact definition 
of flash fiction based on word count, consideration of several of its 
features can help provide clarity about this compressed form of 
short story. What must be remembered is that many of these 
characteristics often overlap and some may be case-specific.

1) Brevity. Regardless of the specific word count, short fiction 
attempts to condense a story into the fewest words possible. To look 
at it another way, flash fiction tries to tell the biggest, richest, most 
complex story possible within a certain word limit.
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2) A beginning, middle, and end. In contrast to a vignette or 
reflection, most flash fiction tends to emphasize plot. While there 
are certainly exceptions to this rule, telling a complete story is part 
of the excitement of working in this condensed form.

3) A twist or surprise at the end. Again, there are plenty of 
exceptions to this rule, but setting up expectations and then turning 
them upside down in a short space is one hallmark of successful 
short fiction.

4) Length There is no universal agreement about the length of 
flash fiction, but it is usually fewer than 1,000 words long. In 
general, microfiction and nanofiction tend to be extremely brief. 
Short short stories are a little longer and sudden fiction tends to be 
the longest of the short forms, all of which can be referred to by the 
umbrella term “flash fiction.” Usually, the length of flash fiction is 
determined by the specific book, magazine or website that’s 
publishing the story. Esquire magazine, for example, held a flash 
fiction contest in 2012 in which the word count was determined by 
the number of years the magazine had been in publication. 
(Sustana) 

The rules and constraints of the Flash, Micro, Short Short 
fiction or whatever one decides to call it, challenge writers to extract 
more meaning out of language than they might ever have thought 
possible, leaving readers in a participatory role where the reading 
the subtext becomes a more rewarding exercise than reading the 
text itself.

In the new millenium, thanks to the Internet, short fiction 
has acquired universal recognition through its multiple 
nonmenclatures: Sudden Fiction, Quicks, Flash Fiction, 
Twitterature (Rudin), Dribble/Drabble, Minisaga, Nanofiction, 
Short-Shorts, Postcard Fiction, Hint Fiction, Microfiction, 
Minificción etc. As Robert Shaphard observes, very short fiction 
today has many names, which vary by length of story and by 
country. In the United States, the most popular name, perhaps, is 
flash; in Latin America, the micro. On average, a very short fiction is 
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at least  ten times shorter than a traditional story, but mere 
numbers do not reveal everything about the genre. As mentioned 
earlier, the popularity of these poor cousins of fiction has continued 
to grow, worldwide, especially since the 1980s. In the United States, 
anthologies, collections, and chapbooks of them have sold more 
than a million copies. TV and movie actors have read them to live 
audiences on Broadway, taped for airing later on National Public 
Radio’s Selected Shorts. Minificción world congresses have been 
held in Switzerland, Spain, Argentina, and other countries. In Great 
Britain, National Flash Fiction Day has been declared (as noted in 
the Guardian), as it has in New Zealand.

Yet few seem to know exactly why these tiny fictions have 
become popular in the cyberverse, or even what they are. One of the 
pleasures that minimalist fiction has to offer is that it takes very 
little time to reread and reflect. There are suggestions that they are 
they an Internet fad and are short simply because TV and Twitter 
have shrunk our attention spans. If they are, Julian Gough, well-
known practitioner of the form, thinks it may be a positive attribute. 
In Best European Fiction 2010, he notes: My generation, and those 
younger, receive information not in long, coherent, self-contained 
units (a film, an album, a novel), but in short bursts, with wildly 
different tones. (Channel-hopping, surfing the Internet, while 
doing the iPod shuffle.) That changes the way we read fiction, and 
therefore must change the way we write it. This is not a catastrophe; 
it is an opportunity. We are free to do new things, which could not 
have been understood before now. The traditional story (retold ten 
thousand times) suffers from repetitive strain injury. Television and 
the Internet have responded to this crisis without losing their 
audience. Literary fiction has not.

Various social media platforms like Twitter, Facebook, 
Whatsapp, Instagram and others have offered both upcoming and 
established writers spaces for creative expression, albeit with a 
rider. Popularity is virally instantaneous at the expense of authorial 
copyright. For many, the curious blend of quasi-anonymity and 
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perceived celebrity of the blog world is powerfully attractive. Syms 
contends that though the relationship between interactive digital 
media and literary fiction occasionally feels contentious, blending 
online communication mechanisms with the short-story medium is 
quickly becoming a staple of modern DigiLit. It is widely viewed as 
de rigueur for any writer to have an “online platform,” and authors 
at all levels of renown are flocking to social media. Meanwhile, of 
course, the number of online literary venues, only continues to 
grow. 

Even narrative strategies are now suitably customized to be 
relevant to these platforms. The literary use of reverse chronology is 
not necessarily new, having been notably deployed by writers 
ranging from novelists Martin Amis and Phillip K. Dick to the 
Roman poet Virgil. But it’s a strategy that resonates for readers 
immersed in the world of Tumblr and Blogger, mySpace and 
Pinterest – a realm of experience in which the most recent events 
are the most accessible, and those seeking deeper context must dig 
back in time for clues like modern digital archaeologists. Syms 
underscores the fact that from poking and +1ing to tweeting and 
sexting, digital media is an inescapable aspect of how lives are lived 
today, and it influences who, what, where, why and how we 
read—and write. As a result, more and more authors are not only 
invoking emails and iPads and Instagram and eBay in their work, 
but they’re also integrating the interactive conventions of online 
tools into their stories. 

However, there are also counterviews which bemoan the 
very ephemerality of the medium. In 2010, celebrated author and 
critic Zadie Smith announced her rejection of Facebook in the New 
York Review of Books. She accused the service of encouraging 
superficiality in human exchanges, and also differentiated her own 
use of text messaging—“heavily punctuated, fully expressive, 
standard English sentences”—from a perceived norm. Despite 
making some contentious assumptions, Smith raises questions 
regarding the impact of digital communication on our exchanges of 
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emotions and ideas. Sociologist Peter Berger, had argued that the 
medium’s inherent “impersonality” would “almost certainly” affect 
other realms of interpersonal engagement as well, not unlike 
Smith’s dubious suggestion that Facebook may render other forms 
of human interaction “slickly disingenuous.” (Syms)

Digital communication and online social engagement are 
part of the world of many literary writers today—and these forms 
inevitably influence our work. But commentators like Syms are of 
the opinion that new short fiction which experiments with the 
integration of online form and content is as much about continuity 
as it is about change. While tweets and emails as part of a literary 
narrative may seem fresh and exciting to some us for, they are 
simply part of a historical continuum. For instance, Zoe Whittall’s 
“This Just Isn’t Working Out” tells a unique story in an original way, 
but its epistolary mode is part of a longstanding tradition that 
includes Fyodor Dostoevsky and Bram Stoker.

Recent activities of writers like Megan Stielestra, Neil 
Gaiman, Margaret Atwood, Teju Cole, Salman Rushdie, Haruki 
Murakami, Stephen King and others provide examples of the 
hybridity that characterizes new short work infused with online 
elements. A sizeable number of their works are only available 
electronically, which lends visibility and a means of distribution 
that flout international borders and legal complications. Many 
literary authors today actively traverse the boundaries between 
static creative writing and fluid literary discourse. Publishers too 
are helping expand choices between the turn of the printed page and 
the online realm of interactive colloquy. In addition to Joyland’s 
digital-only imprint, more and more literary presses—from Coach 
House Books and Cormorant to House of Anansi and ECW—are 
making electronic books. What is more, authors are reserving 
electronic-publishing rights to their own manuscripts and releasing 
and distributing their own eBooks.

Virtually every writer today is highly active on Twitter, 
Facebook, and other platforms,  promoting their work but also 

cenacle
Vol. 1 No. 9 Jan-Dec. 2019



60

Social Media And Short Fiction : Brevity As The Soul Of Narrative

engaging in conversations with theirs readers and the world at 
large. As a medium, Twitter is also being increasingly used to 
publish serialized short fiction and micropoetry—witness the 
#TuesdaySerial hashtag and emergence of variant poetic forms like 
#twiku, and 140-character literary journals such as @escarp for 
poetry or @nanoism for flash fiction. So while presently we are 
witnessing tweets, emojis, multimedia and texts infiltrate short 
stories and transform content and technique, the future promises 
an even greater fusion of radical online communication methods 
with traditional storytelling. 
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Abstract 

The desire to tell and listen to stories is inherent in all of us. 
Storytelling is a fluid art form: from early oral traditions to online 
writing, with many stages and innovations in between, storytelling 
has adapted to its environment and its political, social, cultural and 
technological surroundings. Hence, stories have been the focal 
point of human consciousness for a long time. The modern short 
story is not an oral form anymore. It has taken on the medium of 
print, just like the novel, having retained some of the basic elements 
from the oral story. Some of the types of short stories are anecdotes, 
fables, flash fiction, lyrical story and vignettes. Technology has 
cemented the short story’s popularity in this century. In the present 
times the short story finds itself the perfect fit for our attention 
spans and our mobile devices. Globalization has impacted short 
stories in a great way and they have become fast and snappy being 
uniquely adapted to the digital age. Stories have the fine ability of 
bringing people together. They build empathy, create context, so we 
can understand each other, and ourselves.

Keywords: Storytelling, short story, technology, globalization, 
human consciousness. 

History of the short story: 

The desire to tell and listen to stories is inherent in all of us. 
According to Somerset Maugham, the short story may have began 
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when the hunter narrated to his fellows, by the cavern fire, after they 
had eaten and drunk their fill, some fascinating incident he had 
heard or witnessed during the day. Curiosity might have killed the 
cat but the insatiable desire to know what happened next certainly 
aroused the imagination and skill of the teller and the suspense and 
patience of the listener. The oldest known tales are said to be of the 
Shipwrecked Sailor written on the Egyptian Papyri (about 400 BC), 
or the Book of Jonah from the Old Testament (350-750 BC). 
However, the earliest stories seem to be The Arabian Nights or The 
Thousand and One Nights, originally written in Arabic but made 

thknown in Europe in the 18  century in Antoine Galland’s translation 
into French and Edward Lane’s translation into English. The story 
tells of a king who had his wives killed successively on the morning 
after the consummation of their marriage, until the clever 
Sheherazade, the princess saved her life and that of many others, by 
the never-ending suspense filled tales she told him. Boccacio’s tale 
written between 1358 to 1378, collected in The Decameron were 
very popular throughout the Renaissance. These tales, relying 
mainly on the oral tradition, are basically discursive, focussing on a 
moral point. The earliest short stories in India were the famous 
Hitopadesh, distinct from the fables and the tales of the 
Panchatantra, which have a comparatively short story of existence. 
Edgar A. Poe is called the father  of the short story because he is 
credited with setting up the first guidelines for the short story.

The increasing complexity of social changes have 
fragmented human experience which make the short story an apt 
vehicle for exploring the dark places of the human spirit and 
disembodied states of being. Short stories seem to oblige the 
readers too in recent times, may be because of the inability to cope 
with voluminous works. Moreover, the frantic pace of modern life 
saps out the energy from us, physically as well as emotionally. 
Hence in the present times short stories have again gained 
momentum. The beginnings of the Indian short story in English 
were made under the British influence. The Indian short story 
writer in English is, therefore, an inheritor of the British legacy 
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bequeathed to him by such eminent practitioners as O. Henry, John 
Galsworthy, Somerset Maugham, and Rudyard Kipling who 
themselves were greatly inspired by the French author, 
Maupassant. The Indian writer shares at least three of 
Maupassant’s intrinsic traits-uninterrupted narration, 
preservation of curiosity, and the resulting clear picture of life.

Introduction:

Story telling is a fluid art form: from early oral traditions to 
online writing, with many stages and innovations in between, 
storytelling has adapted to its environment and its political, social, 
cultural and technological surroundings. Stories have been at the 
center of human consciousness for a long time. People tell stories, 
and the stories they tell, shape them for who they are (Schank 111). 
Pictorial histories on cave and other dwelling walls constitute the 
earliest forms of preserved pre-human and early – human 
communications. Ironically,   we are not much different today from 
the earliest forms of pictorials on cave walls except our walls are 
more likely to be on Facebook than deep inside canyons or dark 
caves (Hulburt and Voas 111). The short story as a genre is broad and 
varied and is usually concerned with a single effect in only one or a 
few significant episodes or scenes. The form encourages economy of 
setting, concise narrative, and the omission of a complex plot; 
character is disclosed in action and dramatic encounter but is 
seldom fully developed. Charles May, a prominent scholar of this 
genre says, “the short story has been called the oldest form of verbal 
expression, as well as the most recent; it has been called the most 
natural form of verbal expression, as well as the most conventional 
and artificial; it has been called the literary form that most 
adequately reflect human reality as it is actually experienced as well 
as the form that reflects only an arbitrary view of  human reality.” 
(May, 113) Because the story has been around “since our hairy 
grandparents set around the fire in the long winters of the stone 
age,” as Allende prosaically puts it, it has taken on many different 
forms. Valerie Shaw is right in saying that “it seems reasonable to 
say that a firm definition of the short story is impossible. The only 



65

constant  feature seems to be the achievement of a narrative 
purpose in a comparatively brief space” (21). 

Types of Short Stories:

Short stories can range from a few pages to dozens of pages. 
Each short story type has unique components which distinguishes it 
from other styles. Some of the major types of short stories are:

Anecdote:  Anecdote is a short and interesting story, or an 
amusing event, often proposed to support or demonstrate some 
point, and to make the audience laugh. Anecdotes can include an 
extensive range of tales and stories.

Fable:  Fable is a succinct fictional story, in prose or verse, 
that features animals, legendary creatures, plants, inanimate 
objects, or forces of nature that are anthropomorphized (given 
human qualities, such as the ability to speak human language) and 
that illustrates or leads to a particular moral lesson. Aesop is 
probably the most notable author of famous examples of fable. 
Aesopian fables put emphasis on the social communications of 
human beings, and hence the morals he draws deal with realities of 
life. In this excerpt, Aesop gives a moral lesson that flatterers must 
not be trusted.

The Lyrical Short Story:  The lyrical short story revolves 
around a recurring image or symbol with minimal focus on the plot. 
Though a plot line is present as the symbol is developed throughout 
the narrative, it is not the central focus of the story. Instead, the 
image, which tends to remain static throughout the story, recurs in 
order to give readers an understanding of the plot.  Unlike plot-
driven short stories that have a finite resolution , lyrical short stories 
have open endings. There is no definite resolution. The open ending 
allows for flexible readings of the central image, which gives readers 
the chance to reinterpret the meaning of the symbol during and 
after the story. 

An example of a lyrical short story is Katherine Mansfield’s 
’The Fly,’ a story about a man who tortures a fly after being 

cenacle
Vol. 1 No. 9 Jan-Dec. 2019



66

reminded of his dead son. The fly is the central image of the story 
and the development of the narrative revolves around it. The 
torturing of the fly and the man’s feelings after he throws it away 
have multiple, open-ended interpretations. The image could 
symbolize the man’s inability to accept death, his previous 
relationship with his son, or his repression of grief. No one 
interpretation is correct and the possibility of many meanings lends 
to the complexity of the lyrical short story.

Flash Fiction: Flash fiction is a short story with a strict 
word count, usually no longer than 2000, or even 1000 words. A 
piece of flash fiction is a radical concentration of plot, character, 
setting and exposition. The brevity forces the writer to attend to 
every word. Flash fiction stories start in the heat of the conflict, as 
there is no time to set up action. During the story, a focus on one or 
two main images, such as the deserted street, or a broken lamp, 
works collaboratively with the plot. As fast as the story begins, flash 
fiction stories end with a bang. Many stories of this type leave the 
reader at an abrupt emotional turn or an open ended resolution. An 
example of flash fiction is Lydia Davis’ short story ’The Mice’. At just 
over 200 words it contains all the elements of a short story. Davis 
efficiently and vividly depicts the narrator and mice as characters in 
the setting of an untidy kitchen.

Vignettes: Vignette is a small impressionistic scene, an 
illustration, a descriptive passage, a short essay, a work of fiction or 
non - fiction focusing on one particular moment; or giving an 
impression about an idea, character, setting, mood, aspect, or 
object. We often find vignettes in creative writing, as it provides 
description to achieve an artistic effect. However, we also see its 
usage in prose and poetry. Writers use this device to explore a 
character, and describe the setting of a scene. Vignettes give deeper 
understanding of texts, as writers densely pack them with imagery 
and symbolism. Besides, it increases writers’ language proficiency, 
as they use their language to its fullest by employing imagery to set a 
certain colour and mood. Hence, the nature of vignettes is evocative 
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and puts an impact on the senses of readers.

The modern short story is not an oral form anymore. It has 
taken on the medium of print, just like the novel, having retained 
some of the basic elements from the oral story. But while the 
medium is different, the goal of the professional short story writer is 
the same as that of the storyteller. The need to quickly capture the 
attention and to keep the story vivid is shared by both, but the 
strategies that are linked to the compression of the short story might 
be influenced more by the practical restrictions of the newspaper, 
than by the listening capacities of an audience. It is also generally 
accepted that the short story has to limit its scope to a single 
narrative event and effect, although it has been shown that this does 
not mean that the short story should be single in meaning. The 
compression of this event into a very limited space makes the short 
story an exclusive and intense genre, as it demands a coherence of 
all elements towards the central thesis of the story. The storyteller is 
typically closer to the reader than the mostly distance narrator of 
longer prose.

It is technology that has cemented the short story’s 
popularity in this century. Suddenly, after years out in the cold, the 
short story finds itself the perfect fit for our attention spans and our 
mobile devices “Life is increasingly hectic and connected,” argues 
Elizabeth Day, the novelist and co-creator of the short story salon 
Pindrop, which hosts public readings in locations such as the Royal 
Academy and Regent’s Park open Air Theatre. “Many people 
struggle to find the time to engage with a full – length novel when 
they’re dealing with e – mails every second of every day or having to 
meet deadlines or rush home or put the kids to bed. A short story 
offers the perfect antidote – it’s the equivalent of listening to a single 
track of music instead of the whole album.” Issy Bradley 
Hutchinson or Jena Hamilton- Emery thinks that short stories 
“engender such passion because the best leave you with something 
unforgettable in a few pages. They punch you in the guts, rather than 
take up lots of head space.” Brevity, flatness of foot, unflinching 
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attention to detail form the core of almost every good short story. 
They are a whole world in miniature, like perfect small gifts. They 
can be transforming and transfixing like a brief encounter, but make 
long relationships, they never flag.” A short story may not deal with 
a vague or general experience but is part of a particular experience, 
special and isolated. But there is particularity of the experience and 
a universality of application in theme and value. The best stories 
contain both. In James Joyce’s words, a short story must have 
’epiphany’ which means self revelation or getting a sudden vision of 
life. This is a self awareness and a sense of profound insight, the 
protagonist or hero is exposed to, towards the end. It is said that a 
good short story is like a diamond; it has many facets. For example, 
it may reflect the facets of society, the characters, feelings, life etc. 

Short stories are unmatched in the globalized world, being 
fast and snappy they are uniquely adapted to the digital age. A writer 
of a short story can connect with his audience in a few minutes 
sending out a feeling, a reflection, or a message. Globalization has 
impacted storytelling in a large way, bringing in its wake, stories of 
war, natural disasters, culture clashes, right to our doorstep by the 
media. Travelling has made the world a smaller place. Earlier the 
writer’s main inspiration was at home, in the world around him. In 

ththe 20  century, for the first time that began to change, at first 
because of the political upheaval. Writers had to leave the country 
they were born in and became lifelong refugees. That turned them 
into a new breed: world citizens, for example, Nabokov, who was 
born in Russia, wrote his first novel in German and achieved fame in 
English with Lolita, a singular love story set in America. Since then, 
many have followed suit. Writers are no longer bound by the 
language they were born in or by their native environment. 
Storytelling may be gaining renewed importance because the 
internet is the ideal medium for the dissemination of stories. What 
is oftentimes overlooked is the fact that social networking sites like 
the Face book have transformed the way people can tell a story. For 
instance, Face book users can post a status update about what they 
did that day. Other users can comment on that status with related 
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information and as the process goes on, a story emerges. These 
transformations have led to a new way of thinking about how we 
store, share and think about storytelling (Czarnecki, 112).  Hence, 
with internet and the digital revolution, our globalized world is 
speeding ahead. Through increasingly visual media, our stories are 
adapting accordingly. The ascent of You Tube, Flickr, Wordle, 
Aduma and other visualization tool serve as a vivid example of the 
sheer example of storytelling (Hurlburt and Voas, 112). Face book 
links hundreds of millions and news bubble to the surface faster 
than we can absorb – in part, because we no longer have time to 
reflect, we are so busy multi-tasking and that’s where short stories 
come in. They are fragments of our globalized world that help us see 
where we stand.

A key to implementing digital storytelling is taking 
advantage of its interactivity – that is the fact that those listening to 
the story are able to listen and create instead of simply being passive 
recipients (Czarnecki 113). The internet has made people more open 
to reading story forms that are different from the novel. In recent 
decades, the traditional outlets for individual short stories have 
dwindled. But the internet has created an insatiable mouth to feed. 
Amazon, for instance, created its kindles Singles program in 2011 
for publishing short fiction and non-fiction brief enough to be read 
in less than two hours. In addition, a group of smaller, internet 
publishers, such as Bylinder, is snapping up short fiction and 
gaining traction as distribution of stories. And the shorter format, 
according to the writers, is suitable for the small screens that people 
are increasingly using to read. 

“The single serving quality of a short narrative is the perfect 
art form for the digital age”, said Dermont. “Stories are models of 
concision, can be read in one sitting and are infinitely downloadable 
and easily consumed on screens. Short stories are also perfect for 
the digital age”, she added, “because readers want to connect and 
want that connection to be intense and to move on”.  That is after all, 
what a short story is all about.
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Conclusion

A story that is heard or read still engages our imagination, 
but technology is actually allowing us to participate in a much older 
form of literature: storytelling. Digital world is a busy world – 
connecting stories with people. Stories bring people together. They 
build empathy, create context, so we can understand each other, 
and ourselves. Great stories are personal and universal, emotional 
and relevant. They build community and pass on wisdom. Stories 
celebrate our shared humanity. The advent of blogs, Facebook, 
Tumblrs and Twitter seem to validate the idea that shorter 
quantities of prose are more enticing to users of these technologies.
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Norah’s identity negotiation in Anita 
Nair’s Short story ’The heart of the 

Gerund’

Suchita Marathe

In the short story collection called Satyr of Subway’, Anita 
Nair in her first literary venture relates urban tales. Among the 
fifteen stories of loneliness, insecurity and yearnings for true love 
and companionship, the short story, The heart of the gerund’ is a 
psychoanalytical story of Norah, an orphaned old spinster who is 
not given shelter by her two brothers. She decides to cut out her 
loneliness by relinquishing her belongings and home to her selfish 
and forever squabbling brothers and enrolling herself in an old age 
home. She carries only a few belongings which are very dear to her. 
But it becomes very difficult for her to create a sense of belonging to 
the old age home. This paper studies the identity’ Norah protects 
about herself and the identity crisis she goes through at the old age 
home and the final emergence of new identity with certain traits of 
her old self, like pride’ intact. This paper also focuses on how Norah 
goes through several emotional upheavals before she develops a 
sense of belonging to the old age home and how the story underlines 
the fact that she is desperate for  true companionship but she does 
not like pity.

Keywords: Identity, identity crisis, sense of belonging, identity 
negotiation.

‘

‘

‘

‘

‘Anita Nair’s short story collection Satyr of subway’ is  full of 



73

interesting themes which are vividly distinct from one another .We 
have read her novels which have a mark on our minds for her 
distinct style and when we read her debut literary venture we are not 
surprised that she has had this forte of storytelling  in her all along. 
But it is what she does to the story with her writing that makes Anita 
immensely readable. In this immensely impressive collection, Anita 
Nair has been successful in creating individuals having distinct 
identities where the qualities of fear, tentativeness, jealousy, 
loneliness, unconditional love are portrayed. All the characters are 
therefore great catalysts for character analysis and identity 
assertion, crisis and negotiation.

The character of Norah in the short story The heart of the 
gerund’ is attempted for identity crisis and negotiation in this paper.

Identity

‘

 is a state of mind in which someone recognises, 
identifies as their character traits that leads to finding out who they 
are and what they do. In other words, it’s basically who you are and 
what you define yourself as being. The theme of identity is often 
expressed in books and novels or any other piece of literature so that 
the reader may intrigue themselves and relate to the characters and 
their emotions. It’s useful in helping readers understand that a 
person’s state of mind is full of arduous thoughts about who they are 
and what they want to be. Thus we have to identify through the 
character delineation of Norah by Anita Nair that what are the 
character traits which define the identity of our central character 
and what Identity crisis she undergoes and her final resolution of 
identity crisis. Across several forms of literature, the theme of 
identity is prominent because characters work as the basis to a text 
and shape the plot. No matter what point in history, a text was 
written, it is always important for reader to scrutinise a character 
identity and consider why they are the way they are and why they 
behave the way they behave, thus grasping a more thorough 
understanding of the overall content.

The character trait which we identify in Norah is that she 
considers herself as special having some prized possessions which 
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are very dear to her. The story is told through the medium of Norah 
herself who delineates the different personalities of the senile old 
people around her. They are all old people who have been deposited 
by their loved ones as it is a general myth that they would be happy 
here among their contemporary old people. The warden of the old 
age home is a strict Sister Katherine.

After the death of her mother Norah cannot cope up with the 
responsibilities of running a household. When the numerous 
unpaid bills start piling up, Norah becomes a nervous wreck and is 
hospitalised where Father who visits her from the church advises 
her to start living in an old age home. Norah admits herself in the old 
age home but it is a very difficult process for her to adjust. But slowly 
she loses her identity in it.

Norah had an identity and she undergoes a great cultural 
shock and change when she starts living in an old age home. Thus 
Norah experiences Identity crisis. The famous Psychologist Ericson 
said that a unique identity of an individual is formed when the 
individual reaches adulthood. But his disciple went on to prove that 
identity is not static but is constantly evolving. So whenever we are 
faced with a new situation where the environment is very different 
to our natural habitat we experience identity crisis. Identity crisis 
–Identity is never final and continues to develop through the 
lifespan; knowing one’s identity increases self-esteem and reduces 
depression and anxiety– The amount of flexible adaptation skills 
the individual has developed, decides the ease with which the 
individual adapts comfortably to his new environs. Every individual 
will no doubt undergo cultural shock and may go into a shell for 
some time but if his instincts for adaption are strong then he may 
adjust in normal time.

An identity crisis may occur at any time in your adult years 
when you are faced with a challenge to your sense of self. Thus 
Norah has an identity of an individual who gets special treatment 
from her mother. But after the death of her mother, that secure zone 
in which she enjoys that identity is lost .After this, she undergoes a 
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period of identity  crisis .She is unable to cope with the 
responsibility of running a household. She decides to admit herself 
in an old age home. Here a more serious identity crisis awaits her. 
She has to constantly conform to the rules of the old age home. 
Being a pampered child she is unable to do so. But she tries to assert 
her special identity and proves to be a difficult inmate for Sister 
Katherine. As her period to adjust to the old age home lengthens, 
she creates agony for herself and the people around it. Finally after 
many disappointments she is able to adjust to the cultural 
difference in the old age home and her realization of her identity of 
as a normal old age inmate with no special status.

The one other truth which comes out from Norah’s 
narrative is the generality with which everyone is treated in the old 
age home. Even though Norah is neither old nor having any 
malfunction but she has to eat tasteless food which is easy to chew, 
swallow and digest like others. When Norah complains I am not like 
them (Nair-p-44). Sister Katherine reminds her,’ Norah, she says in 
the crisp voice of hers We follow rules here. If we didn’t, there would 
be chaos’ (Nair-p-45) Norah tells us-- Sister Katherine doesn’t 
understand the difference. To her we are all the same. (Nair-p-46). 
All the inmates are caught in a time warp, some through real 
dementia and some through nostalgia. The time passes very slowly 
in their bleak surroundings. Norah writes I sit here in the white 
painted cane chair and watch the minute hand of the clock crawl on 
the face of time. There is little else to do’ (Nair-p45) Norah 
experiences terrible pangs of loss of identity. Her thoughts resonate 
the loss of identity. A month ago I was Norah Webber. And now I 
am inmate no-62, destined to live my life out among the senile and 
destitute’. (Nair-p46)

We feel sad for Norah as she cannot adjust to the new 
pattern of life in the old age home. At home, she was looked after 
lovingly by her mother but now she is under the strict care of her 
warden, Sister Katherine. Nevertheless the process of identity 
negotiation begins in Norah.

‘

‘
‘

‘

‘
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The one thing which proves as an obstacle for her 
adjustment is that she believes herself to be special than others. She 
feels that she has earned a right to be treated differently by Sister 
Katherine. But when Sister Katherine refuses to give in to her 
tantrums which she has the habit of throwing, she is utterly 
frustrated. Whenever Sister Katharine commands Norah to 
conform to the rules of the old age home, she emphatically declares 
to Sister Katherine, ’I am not like them. They are sent here, I came 
here. i.e. she feels that the decision she took to come to the old age 
home was taken by her, while this same decision was forced upon 
the other inmates. Norah believes that this is enough to make the 
world realise that she is a proud independent woman who had not 
relied on anyone for her existence. So Norah feels that the other 
inmates can be prodded on and disciplined by Sister Katherine but 
she has to be given special status.

A study of the other inmates also makes her realise that she 
is different. Like others she doesn’t want to lose her self-pride by 
making desperate attempts to talk to  any stranger just to alleviate 
her loneliness even though the strangers may not be interested. She 
tells us about Sebestian who was a watchman but is now a lonely 
bell-ringer who announces visitors by ringing a bell. Like every 
other inmate he is lonely and so he desperately tries to start a 
conversation with visitors by asking them meaningless questions. 
But he is not given importance and remains lonely. There is another 
inmate Devi who suffers from dementia and considers herself as a 
ten year old even though she is seventy-nine. This Devi is constantly 
hungry as she is waiting for her brothers so that they would have 
lunch together. Then the third inmates described by the sensitive 
Norah is Naidu who had bequeathed all his property to his 
grandchild only to be ill-treated by his own daughter and son-in- 
law. So to avoid this continuous harassment and to retrieve his self-
esteem he has asked his daughter to put him in the old age home. 
But the effect of this inhuman treatment by his own daughter has 
resulted in creating a hatred for all human beings in his heart. Then 
we meet Narsamma who forever behaves like a child eating candies 
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all day. Slowly Norah also feels that she is also becoming mad living 
amongst them all. Thus the process of merging of her identity 
begins.

Slowly a feeling of hopelessness and helplessness creeps in 
Norah. Nora loves her valuable breakfast set but it is a sad tragedy 
that she has never used it all her life. All her life, her mother asked 
her to dust it and always commented that she would give it to her 
elder son. Nora resents that. She wants to use it once at least once 
after she starts living in the old age home. Sister Katherine also 
doesn’t allow her to use it. “No, Norah, you have to use the same 
kinds of plates as others do’’. (Nair-p-46)

Slowly Norah becomes detached and loses interest even in 
her precious King Edward set. Suddenly nothing seems so precious 
anymore. A Psychological identity relates to self-image, self-esteem 
and individuality which Norah has but now slowly the negotiation of 
identity begins in her life. Identity negotiation is a process in which 
a person negotiates with society at large regarding the meaning of 
their identity.

After Devi smashes into pieces one article in the precious set 
she herself smashes the rest of the articles in the set. It symbolises 
that she accepts the truth that she will never be able to use the 
precious set; so why accept the responsibility of taking its care? 
Sister Katherine is aghast but she lovingly lies Nora down on her bed 
and runs her fingers through her hair and Nora realises that sister 
Katherine is not all that emotionless as she records,’ As I drift off, I 
think in those linear contours there is gentleness’(Nair-p-46)

One day Norah is photographed by a stranger. Nora doesn’t 
like that her privacy has been outraged without her permission. 
Norah throws a tantrum as usual. But Sister Katherine soothes her 
by saying that he has just taken a photograph, nothing else. But 
later, the photographer wins a national award. The grateful 
photographer donates all the money to the old age home and asks 
Norah, in what way he could help her. The proud Norah, who always 
struggles to hide her loneliness, refuses the help with extreme pride. 

‘
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But when the photographer insists, she unknowingly requests him 
to come over every week to talk with her. In this way, the stranger 
begins to visit her every Saturday for an hour. Nora looks forward to 
the visit. She feels that now at least there is one individual in her life 
who understands her and talks to her every day. She looks forward 
to the meeting and that becomes the purpose of her life. But one day 
another photograph is displayed on the notice board. After Norah 
reads the caption under the photograph, Norah feels betrayed. 
Under the photograph is written It is the Portrait of an old women: 
the study of a destitute old women with no place to go and nothing to 
do; an old women who sits shrouded in loneliness, mumbling to 
herself. Norah’s notions about the photographer are totally 
shattered. She realises that it was only through pity that the stranger 
had been talking to her. He had not developed any attachment for 
her. He had again photographed her and commercialised her 
loneliness by calling her a lonely mumbling women. The proud 
Nora cannot forgive the photographer and she refuses to meet this 
emotionless stranger. Thus even though Norah loses her only visitor 
but she is successful in retrieving her self-esteem. Thus Norah 
realises that the world of the old age home is secluded and the 
people from the outside world only pay a courtesy visit either to 
further their own ends or to heighten their image in the outside 
world. So we see in the end, Norah resigns herself to the loneliness 
of the old age home and realises that any connection with the 
outside world is another grave reason to become disappointed and 
sorrowful later. She toughens herself emotionally and refuses to 
meet the photographer.

Thus we see that when Norah accepts to live in age old home 
she has to submit herself to a cultural change. The home is a 
personal space where we assert our personality but the old age home 
is a social space where general rules which are applicable to all the 
inmates are followed. Norah takes time to realise this. But we see 
that she accepts this when she detaches herself from her precious 
breakfast glass set and finally after the incident with the 
photographer, she is successful in detaching herself from all her 

‘
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emotional wants from the outside world. She also realises that 
Sister Katherine is not all that emotionless but she has to put on that 
mask so that there is some amount of semblance in the old age 
home.
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The Theme of Control and 
Independence in R.K. Narayan’s

The Axe’’

Vinod R. Shende

Abstract:

R.K. Narayan is one of the most brilliant short story writers of 
India. Narayan’s short stories appeared in six collections so far and 
are cut from the same material as his novels. His concern is 
sociological but unlike Mulk Raj Anand and Khushwant Singh, he has 
no wosh to bring about a change in existing conditions. He selects 
incidents and people that reveal the human comedy, and the 
unrippled flow of his narrative carries with it delightful air of 
disengagement. The wonders of childhood, the hopes and fears of 
youth, the resignation of old age all find their place in Narayan’s short 
stories and reveal a mind at work which is only too familiar with the 
world and its ways. His The Axe deals with many themes but my paper 
attempts to explore the theme of control and independence in it. This 
paper probes how the life of Velan, (protagonist) travels from Kuppal 
to Malgudi and how he tries to live independent by controlling the 
good and bad situations. This is also an attempt to witness Narayan’s 
vision from the point of view of a common man. 

Keywords: Control, independence, irony, devotion, happiness, 
prosperity

R. K. Narayan was one of the prolific writers in Indian 
Writings in English. His brilliance in fiction is par excellence. He 
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also showed his ultimate talent in the short story writings. He dealt 
with the various themes like humour, irony, change and acceptance, 
prosperity, loss in his novels and short stories.A close reading of 
short story The Axe brings out the one more theme of control and 
independence. Taken from his Malgudi Days collection the story is 
narrated in the third person by an unnamed narrator and after 
reading the story the reader realises that Narayan may be exploring 
the theme of independence.

Narayan’s short stories are based on some particular 
themes which persist and which are liked by the readers. When one 
talks about the frequent themes of his short stories the family, 
personal relationships and renunciation, animals theme, children 
theme come first and foremost. These are to be seen honestly in all 
his stories, whether they belong to early middle or later phase. As a 
great writer, Narayan is very much interested in human beings and 
relationship of at inside as well as outside world. A Hariprasanna in 
The World of MalgudiA Study of R.K. Narayan’s Novels writes:

“His consideration in relation to the everyday lives and 
experiences of men and women, and never in abstract. His 
imaginary town Malgudi which is the locate for all his novels, and 
the family provide him manageable and convenient context to the 
study different types of people, human relationships and human 
behaviour. Just as he limits himself by and large to the little world of 
Malgudi and its surroundings for the locate of his fiction, he also 
intentionally limits himself to the middle- class of society which he 
knows first-hand and intimately” (194). 

It is the special gift of Narayan that he shows rich, variety 
and engaging event in the simple lives of his characters. And he is 
sound enough to show his fictional characters logically, even when 
considerable imaginary products gets mixed with the narrative. 
Narayan’s characters, be they children, young and old, wacky or 
crazy, appeal us as human beings. Hence there exists a universal 
appeal in his fiction. Malgudi with all the authentic and 
geographical details and the behavioural detail of its people 
presents an intense impression of its society. 
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When Velan has been slapped by his father he abandons his 
father and sets out to find work for himself. Eventually becoming a 
gardener. This may be important as Velan is displaying an 
independent streak. He is showing his father that he can make it on 
his own. That he does not need to be guided by his father. The old 
man who employs Velan is also interesting as he allows Velan to 
have complete control of the garden which would further suggest 
that Velan has a degree of independence in his life. Narayan states in 
The Axe, “Velan was too old. His hut was leaky and he had no energy 
to put up a new thatch, so he shifted his residence to the front 
verandah……The old man saw no reason why he he should not live 
there. He had as good a right as the bats and the rats”. (44) Though 
he is answerable to the old man. The old man does not get in Velan’s 
way. He leaves him to his own devices. It is also interesting that 
despite claiming his father’s property on his father’s death. Velan 
does not leave the garden preferring to stay in his hut by the garden. 
This may be important as it suggests that Velan is dedicated to the 
garden. Something that is also noticeable by the fact that Velan also 
talks to each plant and flower. Urging them on in growth. If 
anything Velan’s world is dedicated or devoted to the garden.

Velan was happy to have some work to earn money after 
leaving home. His work was to help the old man to destroy the weed 
that cover acre upon acre of land. Day after day he sat in the sun and 
tore up by hand the unwanted plants. And all the jungle gradually 
disappeared. Three sides of the land were marked off for an 
extensive garden and plenty of flowers of various colours. Velan 
heaped manure, aired the roots, trimmed the branches, and 
watered the plants twice a day. The chief gardener having died, 
Velan took up his place. Velan’s master and his family were happy to 
see the garden when they came to occupy the house. The master’s 
house was very large and palatial, with marble floors, and spacious 
halls. The kitchen and the dining room were large. As the years went 
by, the house lost its attractive appearance. The paint on the doors 
and windows faded. But the house now had a humane look. 
Hundred of birds lived in the branches of the Margosa. Under its 
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shade, the master’s grand children played and quarrelled. The 
master walked about leaning on a staff. The lady of the house had 
become weak with old age. Velan himself was much changed. He 
had to depend more and more upon his assistants to keep the 
garden in shape. He was alone in life except for a few of his children 
and grand children. 

It might also be a case that Narayan is comparing Velan’s 
father to the old man who owns the garden. Both men treat Velan 
differently. Where Velan’s father has treated Velan inappropriately 
the relationship between the old man who owns the garden and 
Velan is good. It is possible that Narayan is suggesting that should a 
person (the old man) treat another person (Velan) correctly than 
that person (Velan) will prosper. Which appears to be the case for 
Velan. Since moving to his hut by the garden. Velan’s life has 
prospered and he is happy. In many ways the growth of the garden 
and the blooming of the flowers matches the prosperity and 
happiness in Velan’s life. He has managed to get married and have 
children. Something that may not have been possible should he 
have stayed working with his father. Despite having gotten married 
Velan has lost his wife and eight of his children. All dying before 
Velan. However it is noticeable that despite this loss Velan has 
persevered. He has not been beaten by circumstances. He again has 
continued to prosper just as the garden has.

What is also interesting about Velan is that despite his age 
he never gives up. This along with the fact that he is answerable to a 
different master may be important as Narayan may be again 
highlighting how dedicated Velan is regardless of the circumstances 
he finds himself in. It is also obvious to the reader that Velan takes 
great pride in the work he has done in the garden. He has taken a 
patch of land and changed what was an eyesore into a thing of 
beauty. Again through hard work, dedication and devotion. It is also 
clear to the reader that Velan does not like some of his new masters. 
They have no interest in the house or the garden. Despite this Velan 
still tries his best to keep the garden as tidy and well-preserved as 
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possible. In reality the garden is Velan’s whole world. He knows no 
other life. Though some critics might suggest that Velan has lived a 
limited life due to his dedication to the garden. It is important to 
remember that the garden brings joy to Velan. He is at his happiest 
when he is in the garden. Velan has never strived for complexity in 
his life. He is a simple man who likes simple things.

The end of the story is also interesting as Narayan may be 
exploring the theme of control. When Velan hears the axe hitting 
against the margosa tree he knows that his life is about to change. 
He is no longer in control of his environment for the first time since 
he was eighteen. Right from the beginning of the story Velan wants 
to control the situations. He converses with the margosa tree, “What 
if you wave your head so high above mine? I can put my fingers 
around you and shake you up like this. Grow up little one, grow fat. 
Have trunk which two pairs of arms cant hug, and go up and spread. 
Be fit to stand beside this palace, otherwise I will pull you out.” (54) 
This alone is something that would be difficult for someone to 
accept but what makes it worse in many ways is the fact that Velan 
had no opportunity to prepare himself for the events that were 
about to happen. Nobody had told Velan of the new owner’s wishes 
nor the reader expects had anybody told Venal that new owners had 
bought the house and garden. If anything Venal is ignorant of what 
is happening though he does know that the life he had lived working 
in the garden is over. Change is difficult for anybody but even more 
difficult for someone as old as Venal. Even though Velan accepts 
what is happening the reader senses as though he is leaving the 
garden as a broken man. All the effort he has put in over the years 
will have been in vain now that the new owners plan on building 
houses in the garden.

The dull noise of a blade meeting a tough surface reached 
his ears. He got up and rushed out. He saw four men hacking the 
massive trunk of the old margosa tree. He let out a scream:

 ’Stop that!’ He took his staff and rushed at those who were 
hacking. They easily avoided the blow he aimed. ’What is the 
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matter?’ they asked. Velan wept. ’This is my child. I planted it. I saw 
it grow. I loved it. don’t cut it down…’’ But it is the company’s orders. 
What can we do? We shall be dismissed if we don’t obey, and 
someone else will do it.’ Velan stood thinking for a while and said, 
’Will you at least do me this good turn? Give me a little time. I will 
bundle up my clothes and go away. After I am gone do what you like.’ 
They laid down their axes and waited. Presently Velan came out of 
his hut with a bundle on his head. He looked at the tree-cutters and 
said, ’You are very kind to an old man. You are very kind to wait.’ He 
looked at the margosa and wiped his eyes. ’Brothers, don’t start 
cutting till I am really gone far, far away.’ The tree-cutters squatted 
on the ground and watched the old man go. Nearly half an hour 
later, his voice came from a distance, half-indistinctly: ’Don’t cut 
yet. I am still within hearing. Please wait till I am gone farther.’ (107)

The first and foremost purpose of R. K. Narayan is to 
entertain his readers and he has fully succeded in it. He presents his 
characters as living human beings. His characters leave a positive 
message and provide ways and means to make life hopeful even in 
harsh conditions. At the end of the story, the presence of the 
narrator destroys the charm of the story. M.K. Naik in Twentieth 
Century Indian English Fiction writes: “The intrusive presence of 
the author as observer in the story further destroys all chances of an 
allegorical content. In contrast with this, in Liam O’Flaherty’s “His 
First Fligh”, the purely objective narration of the first flight of 
blackbird takes on a great allegorical significance in human terms 
while the story, at the same time, remains on the primary level a 
’bird story’ told with accurate realism.” (88)Narayan has a realistic 
approach of independence to life. Narayan’sThe Axe, therefore, 
shows a social, moralistic and spiritual intention of freedom and 
control. This adds to his stature as an excellent short story writer.
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Burning with Unrest
(Temsula Ao’s The Last Song)

Madhavi Moharil

Abstract

Temsula Ao’s literary talent is the product of restless society 
of Assam, West India. Her sensitive, evocative short stories reveal 
the restlessness, sense of insecurity experienced by the community 
leading their life in state of poverty and unemployment. The state of 
unrest has been projected by Temsula Ao in her story ’The Last 
Song’ at national, political and domestic level. When national, 
political, social units and an individual are wrapped by the state of 
unrest it results into upheaval and chaos. The present paper aims at 
highlighting the same agitations and disturbances faced by the 
society and individuals in Assam, India. 

Keywords: Unrest, West India, rebellion, violence, Naxalism, 
social unrest

In this world of unrest

Where can I seek a place to rest

Eyelids stay wide open

Afraid which way life will end

Will it be a nuclear spray

Like a blanket covering the planet?

Am afraid it take rest

So better to stay awake!



88

These lines by Snigdha Agrawal bring out the state of unrest 
felt by the terrorized inhabitants of the earth. This ’unrest’ takes 
shape and affects human life and society turning into universal 
appeal. A similar state of unrest has been projected by Temsula Ao 
in her story The Last Song at national, political and domestic level. 
When national, political, social units and an individual are wrapped 
by the state of unrest it results into upheaval and chaos. This 
agitates and disturbs the peace of society. 

Temsula Ao’s literary talent is the product of restless society 
of Assam, West India. Her sensitive, evocative short stories reveal 
the restlessness, sense of insecurity experienced by the community 
leading their life in state of poverty and unemployment. The people 
are definitely dissatisfied with the administration, especially in the 
field of employment and an alarming number of young man talks of 
glibly of entering into violent activities, and experienced anarchy at 
various levels of their lives. A recipient of Sahitya Academy Award in 
2013, Temsula Ao is one of the India’s leading voices.  With deep 
understanding and compassion for victims of terror affected area 
like Assam, Nagaland, Arunachal Pradesh of India, Ao has depicted 
the agonies and unrest of her people of Nagaland, the Nagas in The 
Last Song.[Nagaland should come in detail in the beginning]

Little Apenyo, a jubilant, energetic singer is victimized to a 
social unrest. The story begins with the impression that Apenyo is 
born to sing. On Sundays when her mother takes her to church, she 
sings for the congregation a religious gathering at the church. Her 
passion for singing makes her mother to believe that she has 
inherited this talent from her father, Zhamben, a folk singer and a 
member of thechurch choir. At the time of his unexpected death 
Apenyo was only nine months old. Apenyo is applauded as a ’star 
pupil’ of her school, sincere assistant of her mother and an excellent 
weaver of shawls. Her reputation rested as a lead soprano of the 
church choir. At the age of 18, enchantingly beautiful Apenyo is 
known in the village by her nickname, ’singing beauty’. 
Unfortunately, at the end this singing beauty is victimized by social 
unrest. 

Burning with Unrest (Temsula Ao’s The Last Song)
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Nagaland, the part of West India is restless due to Naxalite 
activities. Issues like poverty, unemployment are remained 
burning since the period of Indian independence. This region of 
India is burning with rage against Indian Government as the 
community feels it has been neglected and thrown away from the 
main stream and development. Sense of injustice is deeply rooted 
among the people of this region. Illiteracy, lack of patriotic 
leadership, want of diplomatic communication with the 
government and selfless implementation of the government 
policies have nurtured this burning issue resulting national waste. 
Regular clashes between the local group of people and the army 
reflect the same. In the story, the little artist Apenyo an epitome of 
peace and energy is brutally raped by the Indian soldiers. The 
incidence marks the waste of celebration, spoiling the innocence on 
the dedication Sunday. This incident turns out to be the cause of 
discord in the village society. 

Libeni, Apenyo’s mother is a widow. After the sudden death 
of her husband she brings up her daughter by facing great 
adversities. ’It a lonely struggle of the mother trying to cultivate a 
field and bring up a small child on her own’ (254). The relatives 
advise her to get married again, but Libeni does not pay attention 
and prepares to build up the future of the child who has great 
potential. She builds up a good reputation as the best shawl weaver 
in the village and earns her livelihood. Libeni’s struggle to fight the 
social, financial and domestic adversities hints at her inner 
discontent. Apenyo’s singing talent and her active nature annoys 
her at times and makes her pensive. Libeni’s anxiety may be the 
byproduct of the challenges and adversities that she tries to 
overcome singlehandedly. It may be the effect of the sudden and 
strange death of her husband Zhamben, a school teacher, 
undergoing teacher training course in a town at the time of his 
death. He is also a gifted active artist in the church who was 
involved in community singing. There is a fair scope to guess that 
this favourite church singer may be involved in the group engaged 
in the anti-government activities. His sudden and mysterious 
death can be considered as outcome of the social unrest.
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A peculiar discontent can be seen among the villagers who 
are preparing for a big event in the village church. Every member of 
the church has contributed towards building the fund by donating 
in cash or in kind. During the independence movement 
involvement and support to the villages in the ’underground 
government’ clearly indicate their innate discontent. In the story 
we read about the difficulties faced by the members of the church 
during the celebration. The underground activities were raided by 
the government forces with the aim of making them realize the 
consequences of rebelling against the established government. The 
government takes strict action against the support of the villagers 
to this underground activist cell on the day of celebrations. The 
soldiers shot and kick the villagers. A chaotic situation is generated. 
Brutal and inhuman actions of the soldiers are the outcome of the 
insecurity among the established system which arose due to their 
urge to control. This clash is an obvious outcome of the rebellious 
villagers against the coercive established system.

This act of narrating the story of Apenyo and Libeni to the 
coming generation can be considered as preaching the outcome of 
unrest at individual and social level which can only result in 
destruction and loss. This unrest is very well penned out by this 
sensitive author like Tensola Ao. No doubt that the element of 
unrest is natural in any society. At peaceful state it is seen hidden 
but whenever it gets opportunity to rise, it nurtures and increases 
creating rebellion and struggle. In a peaceful society, this unrest 
exists in the hidden form, at the opportune moment these elements 
are triggered resulting in rebellion and violence. Such discontent in 
the society can be avoided by sincere and constructive efforts by 
government. The up-liftment of the community and individual 
peace can be achieved through consistent and patient efforts. 
Mendha Lekha village in Gadchiroli Dist, Maharashtra with the 
population of 473 has set a unique example in this regard. Gond 
tribas live in the isolated corner, depend mostly on forests. Here, 
the leader Devaji Toffa guided the unemployed, poor villagers 
towards the right direction transforming their lives in peace and 
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satisfaction. With consistent and patient efforts by Devaji Toffa, 
Mendha Lekha has been recorded as the first village to be the 
granted community forest rights by the government.  Another 
example from the same region, Gadchiroli, Maharashtra can be 
emphasized. In the village Hemalkasa, Dr. Prakash Amte and Dr. 
Mandakini Amte have provided surprising results. They are 
honoured with Magsaysay Award for their devoted work in the 
tribal area of Hemalkasa. Under Lok Biradari Prakalpa Project they 
have given respected life to the villagers.  In the story, retelling the 
story of Apenyo to the young generation is an effort of Tensula Ao to 
teach a lesson that social unrest leads towards destruction and loss 
which can be controlled and avoided by not letting the events to be 
repeated. 

Ao was born in 1945 at Jorhat, Assam. After Indian 
Independence, Assam falred into Assam Agitation or Assam 
Movement against illegal migration. Agitation Programmes were 
non-violent but there were incidences of acute violence. Agitation 
Programmes were continued till 2012. Ao is born, brought up and 
educated in Assam. She has witnessed these all social disturbances. 
In recent years this part of India  is facing acute struggle raised due 
to extremist or Naxalites. 

There are reports, however of Maoist organizational 
activities in 22 police stations of upper Assam districts 
like Tinsukia, Golaghat, Dhemaji, Dibrugarh, Sivsagar, 
Johat and Dibang Valley… According to police sources 
the Maoists have established three guerilla zones: 
Assam- Arunachal Pradesh,  Assam- Nagaland, Assam-
West Bengal border areas in Assam (Nayak). 

The TV channel Times Now has claimed on October 31, 
2011 that China has been backing Maoists in Assam, India. 
Whatever are the issues, the fact remains that West Indian society 
is facing acute unrest since long. Nihar R Nayak has rightly said,

The Naxalite movement in India has been the second-
longest conflict in South Asia, continuing from 1967 till 
date. The sustenance of the movement has been caused 
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by its own determination, aided by factors such as poor 
governance, support from certain political leaders and a 
blurred analysis of the conflict by policymakers. It has 
repeatedly been said that one of the tragedies of history 
is that the people concerned refuse to learn its lessons; in 
this case, the lesson not learnt is the gravity of the threat 
that Maoism poses to India’s future (Nayak).

To conclude, when the society is caught between perpetual 
violence and chaos, there is ’no’ in between. Origins of unrest must 
be eradicated ceasing from chasing the paths of destructions. 
Apenyo, Libeni, Zanben and many other prove the ultimate victims 
to such unrest at social and political level. On this background the 
sensitive presentation of Ao in The Last Song is commendable. 
Victimization of Apenyo and Libeni touch the hearts of the readers. 
The other side of the picture at social and political level has to be 
taken into consideration. When there is a threat to national peace, 
the government takes step to eradicate growing social unrest. 
Though these policies are necessary, inhumanity can not be 
justified. In this regard Kumam Davidson Singh comments,

Temsula Doesn’t leave without exposing the hollowness 
and fraud nature of the so called ’state forces’. This 
doesn’t undermine the oppressive and criminality of the 
Army and Central forces either. Temsula in her moving 
story The Last Song examines the nature of violence and 
crime against female in a place of tension. The extremely 
pitiable condition of law and order in these places and 
the manipulation of power and law by the Army is what 
this story is about. She mixes the personal and the 
political.’(Singh)

[ending connect with the short story just one or two 
lines] [At many places lines are not clear. Some have 
been highlighted. Remember you are not writng for 
yourself but for a reader who does not know anything 
about the topic.
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Quest for Identity in Bharati 
Mukherjee’s Short Stories

Kanchan Joshi 

Abstract

Bharati Mukherjee is a novelist and short story writer who 
has written about the predicaments of South Asian immigrants. She 
has portrayed the immigrant sensibility, cultural duality, and 
flexible identity.  She explores the paradoxical legal-illegal journey 
of immigrants from South Asia. Capturing the brutal side of 
discrimination, Mukherjee celebrates the displacement and 
transposition as a key to transformation of an individual. 
Immigrants are torn between the two cultures and search for their 
real self. Endeavours to assume new identity makes their journey 
difficult. At the same time, self-assertion is important feature of the 
personalitywhich is manifested in the desire of the protagonists.

Keywords: Immigrant sensibility, displacement, flexible identity, 
self-assertion.

The colonialism, globalization and the scientific advancement 
heightens migration across the world. With the rise of migrants, the 
problems of multiculturalism, multilingualism and identity crisis 
becomes apparent. The hybridity and heterogeneity in society 
accentuates the problem of individuality. In the modern world, people 
migrate for numerous reasons and settle down in the foreign land. In 
the process of immigration, migrants search of their place but their 
identity gets alienated. Physical, psychological and spiritual issues 
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definitely affects the transition from expatriate to immigrant. Indian 
America based prolific diaspora writer Bharati Mukherjee says “One’s 
biological identity may not be one’s only identity. Erosions and 
accretions come with the act of emigration” (35)

Bharati Mukherjee has written the journeys of legal- illegal 
immigrants from south Asia. Mukherjee herself resided in different 
countries which broadenher horizon about the discriminated 
outsiders. Her stay in Canada made her feel an outsider in the midst of 
her family. She realised her marginal status and position of visible 
minority’. After shifting to USA, she became the permanent citizen of 
America and claimed to be recognised as an American writer. 

Mukherjee, a novelist and a short story writer is primarily 
concerned with the predicaments of the immigrants. The process of 
immigration makes them alienated from homeland and sooner or 
later they develop the feeling of displacement, rootlessness, and 
biculturalism. The Diasporic ethos has been presented in her short 
stories as well as in novels. The odyssey of her protagonists in the 
quest of identity offers the picture from ’acculturation’ to 
’assimilation’.Mukherjee’s collection of short stories, ’Darkness’ 
and ’The Middleman and Other Stories’ are the forerunners of 
Diasporic consciousness of distressed immigrants. The collection of 
twelve short stories, ’Darkness,’ discloses the painful sufferings of 
migrated people in Canada. Canadians are reproachful towards 
immigrants in their country. The stories in the collection of 
Darkness are miserable pictures of innocent victims of Canadian’s 
rage. These stories scrutinise the double- edged knife of identity to 
preserve their culture. Mukherjee, through the stories, records her 
real life experiences in Canada. The protagonists struggle to get over 
the grief of ’Canadian mess’ as she terms it. 

The stories of ’Darkness’ poses the dilemma, anguish and 
traumas of emigrants who crave to establish in their adopted home. 
The immigrants are baffled in the battle of identities and yearn for 
stability. The stories suggest the ’darkness’ in Canada in which 
South Asian immigrants struggle to find out their place. The tales of 

‘
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a Hindu, a woman, Muslims, a child, a doctor, an illegal waiter are 
the voices of India, Pakistan and Bangladesh. The title ’Darkness’, is 
“a reference to racial prejudice which is after all, a darkness of the 
mind towards the darkness of another person’s skin” (Gupta 201). 
In the spun of the characters, she has shown the collision between 
Eastern and Western world. It depicts the agonies, disorientation 
and despair of racism faced by immigrants. Nafeesa Hafeez from 
“The Lady from Lucknow”, travels from Pakistan to various 
countries. In America she is taken by freedom and openness and 
gets entangled in relationship with American man. Vinita in the 
story “Visitors” is a young wife of Sailen Kumar who has an 
extramarital affair with Rajiv Khanna. In both the stories, the 
protagonists try to establish their identity by adopting modern 
culture of America. They wish to forge a new identity in the new land 
by assimilation and preservation of their culture. These central 
characters break down the shackles of traditional taboos for self-
assertion. Leela in the story “Hindus” is an example of fluid identity 
as she adopts American citizenship and celebrates it. However she 
retains her Bengali identity and never criticises India. She 
celebrates the rebirth of her in an adopted land.

In contrast with ’Darkness,’’The Middleman and the 
Stories’ are happy tales of immigrants who struggle to carve a niche 
and eventually ends at happy note. Mukherjee herself states that 
America is not as rigid as Canada and accommodate immigrants 
happily.  Her protagonists come from diverse backgrounds and 
regions to this dreamland with new vision. These protagonists 
completely assimilate with difficulty and make the embraced land 
their ’home’. The accounts of the migrantrecounts the socio-
cultural variability, violence, immoral sexual relationships which 
are common in American societies. These social values have been 
adopted to become Americanised by the immigrants. This adoption 
results in transformation of identity and amalgamation into the 
’melting pot’. Through her stories she presents the realistic 
accounts of travellers especially from Third World who fights hard 
to find their place in the foreign land. 

Quest for Identity in Bharati Mukherjee’s Short Stories
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The story of “Wife” and “Jasmine” describe the powerful 
journey of immigrant women from the Third World in search of their 
selfhood. Mrs.Panna Bhatt who has gone to America to get her Ph.D 
with small scholarship for two years without her husband scuffles 
hard to acclimatize with adopted land. Indian patriarchy is dominant 
aspect which affect Indian womanhood. Traditional customs and 
gender biased Indian society has different cultural ethos than 
America. However Panna has got an opportunity to pursue higher 
studies. Whereas her mother never gets a chance to study, she 
remembers, “My mother was beaten by her mother-in-law, my 
grandmother, when she had registered for French lessons at the 
Alliance Francaise.” (The Middleman and Other Stories28)  Panna’s 
success is indeed a contrast to her mother’s submission to old 
conventions. She surely knows the secret of survival in the new land. 

Panna adapts cultural nuances, modernized herself and 
come out from the role oftypical Indian wife to become mainstream 
American. She disrupts the old traditional taboos to go through the 
transformation process and befriend herself with Imre a married 
refugee. Her intimacy with another man is completely unexpected 
in the Indian society. Nevertheless she, “feel almost light, free”. (The 
middleman and other stories 28) Panna adjusts herself in an 
American society so well, that she has become one of the milieu. 
Successfully, she lives her own life by discarding deep-rooted codes 
of her society. She liberates herself and likes autonomy she 
ruminates, “Memories of Indian destitute mix with the hordes of 
New York street people, and they float free, like astronauts, inside 
my head. I’ve made it. I’m making something of my life”. (The 
middleman and other stories28) She knows she has made her life 
meaningful by leaving her Indian things behind in her country as 
she thinks, “That part of my life is over, the way trucks have replaced 
lorriesin my vocabulary”. (The middleman and other stories31) 
Although panna has become westernized she loves her country and 
takes pride to be an Indian. She expresses her anger against racist 
comments in David Mamet’s play like liberated post-colonial 
woman.
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The American life makes her confident, independent and 
modern to realise her own longings and aspirations. She becomes 
bold enough to see her own body naked in the mirror,    “I stand here 
shameless, in ways he has never seen me. I am free, afloat, watching 
somebody else”. (The middleman and other stories40) Thus 
transformation of Panna shows her revolt against old-aged 
traditional system and a search of her individuality. In front of her 
husband she becomes Indian wife fighting to balance her Indian life 
with her free life in America.At the end her struggle is guarded with 
strength to refashion herself. Lastly she manages to achieve 
wholeness by pretending as a good partner for her 
husband.However she is changed woman.

The story “Jasmine,” deals with rebirth and integration of 
the protagonist. The Trinidadianyoung girl from Port-of-Spain 
enters into USA illegally, “She crossed the border at Windsor in the 
back of grey van loaded with mattresses and box springs”. (The 
middleman and other stories 126) The girl with high determination 
decides to stay with Trinidadian family. “She’d outsmarted guys at 
the border” for her American dream. As any other immigrant, she 
wants to take the opportunity to do “something with her life”. 
Mukherjee shows the attraction for America a ’melting pot’ through 
an ardent desire of Jasmine to come to the country to find out her 
real self. She takes up job of book-keeping and cleaning at 
Plantation Motel run by Mr.Daboo. She works very hard and tries to 
earn real money, “She didn’t mind the work. She was learning about 
Detroit, every side of it”. (The middleman and other stories129) She 
becomes real survivor by assimilating and adjusting with new ways 
of life. She is happy to work in various capacities as she feels, “This 
was a new life, and she wanted to learn everything”. (The 
middleman and other stories129) 

She learns about Ann Arbor and cherish a desire to go there 
to make her future. Soon she takes a job of caretaker in the house of 
Mr. Bill Moffitt in Ann Arbor. Initially she has to look after Moffitt’s 
daughter Muffle. Bill is a professor of biology and his wife Lara 
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Hatch-Moffitt is performance artist. She readily accepts the job as 
“she was a student of life” and ready to toil hard. Jasmine is 
enchanted by Ann Ardor and the pleasant Moffitt family. She 
becomes confident and wants to enrol herself for different courses 
in the university. Learning novel things has become a passion for 
Jasmine as she thinks herself, “lucky to have found a small, clean, 
friendly family like the Moffitts to build her new life around”.(The 
middleman and other stories133) She discerns the difference 
between her country and America. She is ashamed of port-of-Spain 
she considers, “there was nothing to tell about her hometown that 
would not shame her in front of nice white Americans”. (The 
middleman and other stories132) She refashions herself according 
to American codes by coming out of Trinidadian social systemwhich 
is an exuberance of amalgamation. 

American equality is taken her back when she observes Bill 
working in kitchen. She starts loving Bill and feels, “Bill, Muffle and 
she were a family almost”. (The middleman and other stories136) 
She becomes intimate when he tells her, “You smell so good, You’re 
really something, flower of Trinidad”. (The middleman and other 
stories137) Jasmine gives herself to Bill, forgetting her origin and 
giving way to her desires. She becomes complete American who 
recognises her own individuality. Jasmine corrects Bill, by telling 
him that she is no more a flower of Trinidad but she has become a 
flower of Ann Arbor. She feels the difference in her homeland and 
modern America, “You couldn’t feel really good in a nothing place”. 
(The middleman and other stories137)

The protagonists in Mukherjee’s stories realise their 
dreams and embark on the new journey. Mukherjee emphasises 
that assimilation and adoption of culture is the key to make the 
immigrant confident and comfortable. Polly Shulman is in view, 
“Assimilation implies forgetting, blotting out the past.” (Kumar 84) 
The immigrants have become Americanisedculturally, 
psychologically as they re-rooted themselves in the new land. 
Nevertheless certain aspects cannot be shed from their persona. 
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Nafeesa, Vinita and Leela embrace western culture to taste new life 
which they dream of. They get attracted to the foreign freedom and 
desire the luxurious life. Panna and Jasmine surely transform and 
emerge as a new personalities. The alterations in the protagonists 
certainly makes them different person.  The story of displacement 
and relocation ultimately change the immigrants into self- 
emancipated and self-reliant individual.
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Portrayal of Women in Anita Desai’s 
Short Stories: In focus “The Rooftop 

Dwellers”

Alka Zade

Abstract

Anita Desai is a popular writer who has written many short 
stories. Diamond Dust (2000) is a collection of short stories, which 
highlight many familial issues, with women in the centre. Her 
fiction constantly explores the inner possibilities and hidden 
potential of women’s mind. This paper looks into her feminist 
concerns with special focus on her short stories in the collection 
Diamond Dust:Stories. The last story of the collection “The Rooftop 
Dwellers” have been discussed in detail focusing on the women 
characters.

Keywords: Human behavior, Feminist concerns, Imagery, 
Symbolism and Identity.

Anita Desai has long proved to be one of the most 
accomplished and popular fiction writers. She received the Man 
Booker Prize: Best novel nomination for her novel Fasting Feasting 
(1999). Her next publication Diamond Dust: Stories (2000) a 
collection of nine stories also received great appreciation. Women 
characters are integral part of Desai’s fiction. Be it a novel or short 
stories, she views and projects her women characters to reveal a 
unique feminine consciousness. She also gives emphasis on 
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establishing a distinct female voice by challenging the existing 
notions and assumptions of feminity. Her fiction constantly 
explores the inner possibilities and hidden potential of women’s 
mind. In most of her novels she takes on the onus of exposing 
women’s ambivalent life rooted in patriarchy and her own struggle 
for identity. “Anita Desai’s feminism stresses on women’s efforts to 
resist deprivation, coercion, victimization, fear of difference and the 
necessity of coming out of ignorance-social, psychological and 
intellectual.”(http://shodhganga.)

Simone de Beauvoir’s observations are relevant here 
“Whether the women live with their family or are married, her 
family will rarely show some respect for her work as for a man’s they 
will impose duties and tasks on her and infringe on her 
liberty.”(Beauvoir, 707) Desai also shows how women are treated, 
through her fiction. Desai’s stories are witty and reflect her close 
observation of human behavior and relationships. She dissects 
familial relationships in different situations and places, with 
women at the centre. The writer “trains her luminous spotlight on 
private universes, stretching from India to New England from 
Cromwell to Mexico. Skillfully navigating the fault lines between 
social obligations and personal loyalties, the men and women in 
these nine tales set out on journeys that suddenly go beyond the fate 
or surprisingly lead them back to where they started 
from.”(http://www.fantasticfiction.com/d/anita desai)

thIf the history of English literature is traced to 19  century it 
reflects that it was a great period when Indian English fiction 
developed. There was an emergence of women writers, who also 
significantly brought change. Women writers began to focus on the 
predicament of women from all age groups in their fiction. 
Alphanso Karkale observes, “They also tried to tell the world the 
obstacles women faced and the disadvantages they suffered in an 
orthodox Hindu world. These women writers struggled to give form 
and shape to their autobiographical accounts, which attracted 
publishers both in India and abroad.” (Karkale,78)

Portrayal of Women in Anita Desai’s Short Stories: In focus “The Rooftop Dwellers”.
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Desai born in 1937 to a German mother and a Bengali father 
grew up in a liberal atmosphere but took up the mantel to show the 
struggle of women through her characters in her popular novels and 
short stories. Her writings revolve around how women attempt to 
overcome societal limitations imposed by tradition bound 
patriarchal culture. Her well received novel Cry the Peacock (1963) 
revolved around disharmony between husband and wife 
relationship. In Voices in the City (1965), Fire on the Mountain 
(1977), she has explored the psyche of childless women, women with 
children from varied age groups. Clear Light of the Day (1980) 
again shows familial relationships with the wife being in the centre 
stage. Fasting and Feasting (1999) the well acclaimed novel looks at 
Indian daughters and their issues of independence, aspirations and 
marriages. Her writings represent a unique blending of Indian and 
the western.

Her Short Story collections Games at Twilight (1978) and 
Diamond Dust: Stories (2000) have also received great 
appreciation from critics and readers.

Desai has been honoured with prestigious awards: Clear 
Light of Day (1980) was short listed for 1980 Booker Prize. Her 
novel Fire on the Mountain, won her Royal Society of Literaus 
Winfred Holt Memorial Prize and National Academy Letters Award 
in 1978. In Custody (1985) and Fasting and Feasting were both 
short listed for Bookers Prize. Her literary oeuvre has received many 
other acclaims.

This paper looks into her feminist concerns with special 
focus on her short stories in the collection Diamond Dust. In an 
interview with Jasbir Jain the renowned critic, Desai observes: “it is 
the depth which is interesting, delving deeper and deeper in a 
character or scene rather than going round about it.”(Jain, 61-69) 
Desai has other collections from which Games at Twilight (1978) 
stand out, it has 11 stories, each dealing with different human 
situations. Desai has an ability to delve into human psyche and 
understand responses and write about them poetically. Each story 
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is based on a single event, be it a game of hide and seek played by 
children, a private class by a poor Brahmin or a farewell party. 
Stories like “Studies in the Park” and “A Devoted Son” stand out in 
the collection. 

Diamond Dust opens with the story titled “Royalty”, which 
revolves around a couple who are preparing for a vacation to a 
cooler place to avoid the Delhi heat. Their plans are interrupted 
when they have to receive a guest about whom they think very highly 
of. He is a poet and academician but an opportunist. The guest Raja 
is parasitic in nature towards the wealthy. When Sarla’s cook goes 
away on a vacation, the royal guest moves on to another wealthier 
host who has a lavish houseboat in Kashmir. The story depicts the 
superficiality of society and such relationships. Ravi and Sarla’s love 
provides a base to the story. Desai’s stories hint at underlying 
meanings and leave much for the reader to fathom.

The title story “Diamond Dust: A tragedy” is unlike its 
name. It is one of the most entertaining and delightful stories and is 
ironically titled. The story describes Mr Das’s overblown devotion to 
Diamond, his dog! He is “of an indecipherable breed…”, but is an 
important part of the owner’s life. Inspite of his importance the dog 
is dirty, repeatedly runs away, “a badmash” and is especially hostile 
to the postman(DD,12). The end is tragic but Desai raises questions 
like who is wrong and what is right.

“Winterscape” is another women oriented story, which 
describes the emotional side of relationships, where women are at 
the centre. Rakesh and his two mothers come to visit him in Canada. 
One is his real mother and the other is an older sister who raised 
him. The story beautifully shows the subtle nuances of old India and 
new Canada. The two widows are at the same time amazed at the 
western lifestyle and also begin to accept it. “Together they would 
open the refrigerator twenty times in one morning never able to 
resist looking in its crowded illuminated shelves, that reassure food, 
seemed to satisfy them on some deep level-their eyes gleamed and 
they closed the door on it gently with a dreamy expression”(DD,76). 

Portrayal of Women in Anita Desai’s Short Stories: In focus “The Rooftop Dwellers”.
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Another women in the story is the “new mother” Rakesh’s wife who 
depicts another aspect of womanhood. Her own motherhood makes 
her realize the sacrifices they had made and their deep love and 
pride of being women. The story delicately depicts the bond 
between sisters, parental sacrifice subtly and humorously.

Desai uses imagery in her stories to heighten the effect of the 
narrative. “Underground” provides powerful visual impressions to 
readers of places making them that they are actually present there. 
Jack and Meg go for a vacation to Cromwell. The visual impression 
of Cornwall at the height of summer is conveyed wonderfully with 
long descriptive sentences. Desai uses words which seem to 
compete with one another trying to create viewable feelings. 
Imageries and adjectives have been used to make the story move 
fast as if it was a movie.  “Boat sails, surf boards, waves, foam, debris 
and light. Fish and chips, ice-cream cones, bouncy castles, spades, 
striped windbreakers. “Where can I pee-pee? I have to pee-pee!”; 
“Spot come away Come away, Spot!”; “I’ve cut my foot! Ooh, look, 
boo-ohh!”(DD,184-186) Story within a story is another literary 
device Desai uses to enhance the effect of the plot. 

In “Underground”, the women characters are only at the 
periphery. Other stories which prominently focus on feminine 
issues in this collection are “The Artist’s Life” and “The Rooftop 
Dwellers.” In “The Artist’s Life”, Poly is ordinary woman from 
Amherst Massachusetts who imagines herself as an artist, when she 
returns from a summer camp. Mundane routine life of a woman is 
contrasted to her dream world and aspirations. Another character 
Mrs Mabel Dodd, a tenant also shares her secret world of Art. 
“Those unpredictable roseate dreams were cruelly limited, 
encroached upon by the undeniable reality of the house, yard, 
suburb – enemies, all, of Art”. Desai presents contrasts and forces 
the reader to question the concepts of beauty and desire. Usually 
these concepts are accepted and labeled as per its social acceptance. 
The contrast between ordinary domestic life with neat suburbs and 
garbage bins and longing for real art, reflect “creative release of 
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feminine sensibility” in the limited space of her stories (Pathak, 89) 
Individual dilemma and quest for identity have always been the 
focus areas of Desai’s fictional world.

 The last story, “The Rooftop Dwellers” Desai depicts the 
stratified social structure of Delhi through her protagonist Moyna, a 
young woman struggling to emerge as a self-reliant professional. 
The point of view allows the reader to identify with the hostile social 
environment for a single working woman. Any deviation from the 
traditional role, be it clothing or a professional choice is met with 
suspicion. Moyna bears the double stigma of being a working class, 
single woman. She has left her family for the first time to join a 
literary magazine in Delhi.

The story is placed in modern Delhi of the 1980s, which is 
inundated in the social mores of the past. The bourgeois and looks 
down upon the lower working middle class. Besides women in 
general are regarded as second class citizens. Moyna tries to settle in 
her “barsati”, a room leased which is in contrast to the abundance 
she had in her mother’s place, attempting at settle down in her new 
found independence. In her circumstances and choices, Desai 
describes Moyna as a strong feminist character through a number of 
literary devices. The sophisticated character of Tara highlights 
Moyan’s ordinary ways and struggles. It also gains a different 
dimension when Moyna is compared to her peers or her co-worker 
Tara and other fellow rooftop dwellers. Desai also uses symbolism 
and metaphor. 

Elaine Showalter describes three phases of the emergence 
and growth of the feminine tradition- imitation, protest and self-
discovery.  Desai’s writings can be located in the third phase, 
because her fiction not only shows her awareness of women’s 
problems but also her preoccupation with the processes of inquiring 
into the subtle layers of feminine experience. Feminist issues such 
as identity crisis and freedom from the male-centered world are 
constantly reflected in this story. Both Tara and Moyna, as women 
employees, are unable to defend the attack of an author who is angry 
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over a book review. While Mohan, a newly employed young man, is 
able to tackle the angry author rather easily.

The scene from the story where Mohan comforts the author, 
Moyna reacts typically like a woman as is expected by the society at 
large. Desai focuses on the fact that even women are unable to break 
from the traditional mould and perception.

There are many examples where women are regarded 
subservient to the traditional lead role of a man. Another rooftop 
dweller, Simone is staying in Delhi because of a guru, Tara also 
works to escape her mother-in-law. Moyona’s equation with her 
landlord also is symbolic of her situation. Bhalla’s barasati 
symbolizes her acquiescence to the demands of the society. 
Symbolically Desai points at the attitude of men towards single 
women. Bhalla’s servant is also an example of men and their 
attitude towards single women. The owner gives no allowances to its 
tenants and even refuses to build a storage tank. The writer uses the 
solitary peepal tree to symbolize the condition of Tara. Even though 
she lives in a small barsati, she appreciates the beauty of nature. The 
Peepal tree also provides shade and companionship, but is unable to 
safeguard her from prying eyes. Moyna is educated and has reached 
a level of independence but is painfully aware of the limitations she 
has as a woman. She faces many indignities but also has the comfort 
of and friendship of her co-workers, Tara and Mohan. Desai has 
shown her self- examination in a manner that it leaves the reader to 
look for answers. 

Desai through her stories shows many facets of 
womanhood. There are multiplicity of meaning and richness and 
depth in situations, which look ordinary but contribute to the bigger 
picture. There are no ready made answers to problems, but there is 
constant reminder that being human there is scope to learn, change 
and love. A miraculous dance of life, which one can find by just 
scratching the surface, stopping to look at any moment: “I began to 
see that all of life was divided in two or into an infinite number of 
fragments, that nothing was whole, not even the strongest or purest 
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feeling. As for the way before me, it multiplied before my eyes, the 
simplest question leading to a hundred possible answers.”(DD: 214)
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Dealing With Conflicts in George 
Saunders’ Tenth of December

Abstract

A good story writer may break rules, but he should let the 
theme grow out of the story. The characters should go through 
conflict themselves, and the readers should be left to think what to 
learn from the woven art. One cannot deny that writing has evolved 
over the centuries. The Global platform today has an impact on the 
art and craft of writing. Globalization and economic powers have 
dominated individualism. That is the reason why the reader needs 
something absurd, exotic and imaginative to read. George Saunders 
is absurdist, satirist and realistic. But at the same time, he is 
humanist, moralist and hopeful too. He is funny, he is original, and 
he is highly creative. The splendor of this satirist can be experienced 
while reading his works. In Tenth of December, Saunders captures 

stwild absurdity pertaining to 21  century reality. Though the stories 
speak of contemporary America, they appeal the reader worldwide. 
This collection of short stories is inspired by the strains Saunders 
witnesses in the society within which he lives. Saunders mocks at 
the contemporary institutions and relates the complex corporate 
world with complexities of human psyche today. The ray of hope in 
the climax of some stories exemplifies the possibility and scope for 
betterment for humanity.

stKeywords: Moralist, 21  century, absurdity, short stories, conflict, 
capitalism.

Priya D. Wanjari
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George Saunders won the first Folio Prize in 2014 for his 
collection of short stories entitled Tenth of December. Saunders’ short 
stories are “darkly playful, they take us to the edge of some of the most 
difficult questions of our time and force us to consider what lies 
behind and beyond them. Saunders is a true original whose work is 
absolutely of the moment. These stories will prove only more essential 
in years to come”   In his acceptance speech Saunders states that the 
real goal was to develop our abilities to be more sympathetic to others, 
to recognize the truth that in spite of what it feels like we’re not 
separate from one and other. This portrays Saunders’ belief that 
humans should not lose their ability for compassion. Every story in 
the collection presents choices and moral decisions. The stories deal 
with everyday life, some taking place in imaginary worlds, but the 
reader can relate to it. Mostly, Saunders’ stories are about the small 
everyday decisions that could potentially determine your whole life. 
Furthermore, although some stories seem dark and pessimistic, there 
is usually a lighter and optimistic side to be found. That might be the 
true purpose of this collection of stories: to show readers that life goes 
on, despite hardships, and that human connectivity can be a bright 
light in dark times. 

Conflicts of Capitalism

Saunders main concern of writing is dominant capitalism. 
The concept of American Dream’ which haunts each one of the 
society, leads everyone to greed and selfishness, pride and rivalry.  
American Dream’ is a myth which consists of a determined belief 
that in America all things are possible to all men and women 
regardless of birth and wealth. But the same dream motivates greed, 
selfishness, pride and rivalry. The profit motive and competition, 
makes them have a moral weakness in their personalities. This 
weakness is caused by a combination of business pressures. The 
middle class people console themselves by realizing that they are 
not poor. The rich still have the power to make them feel inferior. 

thMonetary concerns pervade individual stories of 10  of December 
and give them the subsequent somber tone. Money issues are 
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explored from another angle ’Home’ where a soldier who has 
returned home from Middle East discovers his ex-wife with a new, 
much wealthier, husband. The soldier cannot comprehend how two 
individuals can have three cars. 

His personal stories offer reflections on society at large. The 
short story “The Semplica Girl Diaries”, set in the near future, is an 
example of Saunders’ writing style. The Semplica Girls are women 
from impoverished countries who receive payment in America to 
hang in rich people’s gardens as real-life dolls. The main character is 
barely able to provide for his family, so when he wins 10.000 dollars 
in a lottery he hires a set of SGs to please his children and to feel less 
“dopey and inadequate” compared to other richer families (TD 118). 
Although he knows they are not badly off, comparisons with other 
families still make him feel inferior. One of the daughters, 8-year-
old Eva, is described as sensitive and her father worries because “if 
kid too sensitive, kid goes out in world, world rips kid’s guts out” (TD 
136). This sensitivity leads Eva to free the SGs and, thus, leave the 
family with an enormous debt. Eva does not understand the 
consequences of her actions, but Saunders does not lay the blame 
with her. The story is an allegory as the SGs can be compared to work 
slaves who are lured to the Western world hoping for better 
opportunities. The system that allows such working conditions, and 
punishes those who fight that system is at fault. Saunders 
demonstrates how a middle class family suffers while trying to be a 
part of this system. In the story the family’s grief begins and ends 
with the SGs, but in a wider context the SGs stand for a faulty system 
that encourages people to take part in a dehumanizing practice.

Conflicts of powerless Protagonist

The protagonists in many of the stories are rather powerless 
characters fighting against the antagonists who abuse their powers. 
Even if the protagonist wants to do the right thing, they are 
oppressed. Saunders stories deal with the losers of the modern 
society. He successfully catches reader’s attention towards the 

stpeople who work hard for reaching their goals. In 21  century, this 
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group can be named as The Working Class’, as it is very difficult to 
segregate them on the basis of race and gender. When Saunders 
focuses on this working class, he makes us aware of the shift in class 
representation and the arena of his interest. When people mature, 
they lose the childish wonder with which they look at the world. In 
the story “Sticks” the children describe how they “left home, 
married, had children of our own, found the seeds of meanness 
blooming also within us”.   These seeds of meanness illustrate the 
loss of innocence and the increasingly pessimistic outlook on life of 
grown-up people. The harsher realities of life are understood by 
adults, but not by children. Saunders’ stories all deal with the dark 
complexity of human society. There is no nostalgia or desire to 
return to a better past. Instead, the hardships of people living in the 
present are highlighted. 

thIn 10  of December, Saunders captures the disjointed 
sensory input, fragmented rhythms, as well as wild 

stabsurdity pertaining to 21  century reality. It is inspired 
by the ills Saunders witnesses in the society within which 
he lives Each story mocks blind acceptance and 
attempts to trigger in the reader the desire to change for 
the better. Saunders mocks the strange institutional 
structures contemporary human society has 
established, immoral goals that are endorsed by rah-
rah corporate techno talk, mindless bureaucracies and 
stale theme parks

Martha who feels sad and ashamed doesn’t want Ted 
to open up. And the Boss, too, promises him promotion to keep his 
mouth shut. 

‘

‘

‘

. 

My Chivalric Fiasco’, takes place in a theme park devoted to 
medieval court life.

 
Ted, the custodian, is given drugs KnightLyfe’, that alter his brain to 
make him speak and feel more authentically "chivalric", with the 
result that, he reveals the secret of his boss’s rape of a co-worker, 
and is fired. Ted’s unchecked behavior leads to a fiasco. Until his 
intoxication, 

We, the readers exactly can’t say if his intervention 
between his boss and coworker is good or bad. But we are required 

 Saunders so humorously injects aspects of 
corporate America into this. The ordinary worker in a corporate,
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to take a lot of things seriously which feel tragic and ridiculous and 
utterly without meaning. If we step out of line, we’re punished. 

These post-crash life satires give a 
more acute sense of modern existence. 

In a 
conflict with something bad, the hero falls short of power, 
especially, economic power. 

Conflicts of Morality

The book begins with an introduction by Joel Lovell, an 
American editor and writer. He states that the George Saunders 
Experiment is the desire to “have that awareness [for life], to be as 
open as possible, all the time, to beauty and cruelty and stupid 
human fallibility and unexpected grace” (TD xiv). This awareness 
grows when death comes close and life becomes more poignant. For 
Saunders, death exists to make people more aware of life and more 
aware of other people’s suffering as well. In multiple stories within 
Tenth of December, this juxtaposition between life and death is at 
the core of the narration. The proximity of death not only leads to an 
appreciation of life; it can also bring forth what the mother of the 
eponymous character Al Roosten describes as moral courage: 
“When you know something is right, you do it, no matter what the 
cost” (TD 101). In “Escape from Spiderhead”, the main character 
Jeff possesses moral courage because he refuses to torture Rachel. 
Both Jeff and Rachel are part of a government program that 
criminals can participate in to test drugs, instead of staying in 
prison. His experimenters try to persuade him to kill Rachel, even 
confronting him with her criminal record. Furthermore, they state 
that this small death will benefit the whole of mankind. However, 
Jeff still refuses to kill Rachel and ultimately commits suicide so he 
cannot be forced to kill her. He acts selflessly at the end and thinks: 
“I was happy, so happy, because for the first time in years, and 
forevermore, I had not killed, and never would” (TD 81). These 
small choices for good, even when they involve self-sacrifice, can 
provide the ultimate happiness. Additionally, this act illustrates 
that the end does not justify the means. 

Ultimately, this courage to face death can save people, 
sometimes at great cost. In the story “Tenth of December”, for which 
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the collection was named, a man dying from cancer decides to freeze 
to death in the cold to save his family the endless worry and 
anticipation of his death. However, when he sees a child drowning 
in a freezing lake, he saves him and afterwards he is saved by the 
child’s mother in return. When his wife comes to pick him up, he 
sees her concern and that they are both sorry: the man because he 
had left the care of his family to die on his own and the woman 
because her husband had felt that such drastic measures should be 
taken to spare his family. However, they were “accepting each other 
back, and that feeling, that feeling of being accepted back again and 
again, of someone’s affection for you expanding to encompass 
whatever new flawed thing had just manifested in you, that was the 
deepest, dearest thing” In the face of death the man finds a 
universal, but very human truth. 

Saunders shows the failings of humanity, but in a 
compassionate way. He demonstrates that we are not perfect, we 
are not infallible, and that is alright. He is an excellent observer of 
the many small details that make up a human life and can accurately 
depict the insecurities and hardships, but also the pleasures, of life. 
As the stories are not very localized and deal with personal events 
and choices, they are perhaps more timeless. There is a greater 
sense of universality, because the stories are about circumstances 
that could happen to anyone. This approach might have made the 
stories despairing, but Saunders has converted them into humorous 
and entertaining narratives. The characters have to face 
misfortunes; but the author retains his compassion.

When asked about the positive twist of Tenth of December’,  
Saunders’ feels that the positive valences of the real life reflected in 
his writing of that time. His phase with his wife Paula made him feel 
like finding himself at the other end of the tunnel.

So in this book—although there’s still a lot of cruelty and 
darkness and all of that—I found my eye being drawn to 
the moments when things don’t go totally down the 
shitter, and asking, well, how does that happen? I 

‘
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started to feel that, at certain points in some of the 
stories, the most interesting aesthetic motion—the plot 
twist, if you will—was the one that swerved away from 
what I might call the habitually catastrophic.

At the end of the title story, Tenth of December’, Robin’s 
mother, the source of Robin’s hope and love in the world, rescues 
Eber and with her own courage and resolution takes him home to 
her house. She recreates the same process of loving restoration Eber 
performed with Robin. Finally, Eber meets his wife Molly.  He 
understands that though cancer, suffering, and degradation may lie 
ahead, life ultimately provides us with “many drops of goodness”; 
“many drops of good fellowship” are not only ahead but not his to 
withhold.  His wife Molly ends the story with one majestic moment 
of concern and love:

She came to him now, stumbling a bit on a swell in the floor 
of this stranger’s home. (p. 250)

This magnificent story honors the power of the human spirit 
at Christmas. Despite our doubts, despite our anxieties, despite our 
frailty, we have agency and power to do good, miraculous work.  
This is not a time for fear, weakness or retreat. The story ends on a 
hopeful note, as so many of the stories here do. The cover of the book 
is divided neatly into black and white which symbolize the writer’s 
equal interests in compassion and cruelty. It’s no accident, I think, 
that Saunders has chosen to set the story on this particular day, or to 
name the collection as a whole after it. The days are getting shorter; 
still there is a glimmer of light, a ray of hope.

Conclusion

The short story is short yet intense, deep as well as complex. 
In that sense, it is an author’s perfect offering to the reader and a 
significant contribution to literature as well. Even writers, many 
times, preferred short story to novel because it helped them in 
consolidating their ideas and present them in a compact form. 
Saunders attempts to represent contemporary America. Though 
the realities are brutal, he finds scope for milk of human kindness. 
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His empathy sometimes encounters with humor to make his literary 
style satirical. He shows the notions of humanity, morality and the 
destined conflict as a consequence. His stories are interconnected. 
The reader sometimes feels entirely unaccustomed while reading 
Saunders’ fiction. But the stories take us closer to the realities of the 
modern world. Ultimately, Saunders’ works form a surface of 
confusion and revelation upon which we as readers gently tread, 
lulled by the humorous insight he unendingly offers forth. The 
overall approach that Saunders has is that of a healer. He recognizes 
the illness being spread. He satirizes the attitude of people who turn 
a blind eye to avoid the trouble for putting themselves in that 
situation.
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Mulk Raj Anand and Contemporary 
Short Stories

Urmila Dabir

Abstract

India with its uniquely glorious culture and literary heritage 
is the home of stories. The short stories is perhaps the most 
accessible of any literary form. The brevity of the form allows the 
writer to experiment with style and theme, and social media has 
given it a larger visibility. Mulk Raj Anand has a lions share in taking 
this genre to greater heights. Anand’s long span of writing and a 
huge collection of short stories have  in shaping and reshaping the 
contemporary fiction.

Keywords: Literary genre, Narrative, folk tales, Indianness, 
Variety and Culture.

Indian English short stories have reached a height that they 
are comparable with the best of continental short stories. Mulk Raj 
Anand has a lion’s share in taking this genre to such great heights. 
“Mr. Anand is not a mere storyteller, he is a poet as well. There are 
fine poetic streaks through his stories” (Perles, web). Though Anand 
was popularly known for his novels but he had written nearly 200 
short stories, many of them were handwritten and unpublished 
when he passed away in 2004.

It is rather revealing to fathom the amount of significance 
Anand gave to his short stories.  He wrote, “actually more than my 
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novels, the short stories, fables and allegories perhaps carry those 
hunches and inspirations which amount to insight into human 
beings and through which I have tried to grow into a man myself—I 
mean becoming one. Thus the short fiction in the conditions of 
vastness of our landscape affords ground for more sensitiveness, 
better craftsmanship and intense moments than the epic structure 
of the novel” (Naik, Tales, p14). In a period of 40 years Anand wrote 
about nine major collections of short stories, which have been 
published. Among these, two collections are those in which he has 
retold traditional Indian tales, which he regarded as a “tribute of the 
current to the source”(Naik, Tales p14)  His unfailing interest in this 
form and rewriting of folklore are evident through his large 
collection. 

His short story collections have been listed as per their dates 
of publication: The Lost Child and Other Stories (1934); The 
Barber’s Trade Union and Other Stories (1944); Indian Fairy Tales 
(1946) The Tractor and the Corn Goddess and Other Stories (1953); 
Reflections on the Golden Bed and Other Stories (1953); Selected 
Stories (1955) The Power of Darkness and Other Stories (1959); 
Aesop’s Fables (Retold) (1960); More Indian Fairy Tales (1961) 
Lajwanti and Other Stories (1966); Between Tears and Laughter 
(1973); and Folk Tales of Punjab(1974). Besides these his stories 
have been published and re-published under different titles.

Anand’s predilection for this fairly new literary genre is 
more than obvious.  They depict his insights and hunches of human 
and animal life, which eventually affected his growth also. They 
form a part of his target in life- ’becoming a man’. His stories seek to 
fulfil an ideology, through which man gains fuller understanding of 
himself, to become the whole man. Many have been translated and 
reprinted under different titles. They have found place in many 
varied collections of Indian Short Stories published together with 
other stories written by his contemporaries, across the world. 
Penguin Books has published a collection of his stories in 2006 
under their series of Modern Classics, which has an introduction by 
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Saros Cowasjee, a renowned critic. Besides many of the short stories 
have been included in popular magazines, literary magazines and 
journals, college and school syllabi’s, nationally and 
internationally. Translated versions in 32 languages have found 
place in popular and literary journals, not only in India but also 
internationally.

Historical Perspective

Short stories have played an important role in cultural 
mirroring. They have much in common with the oral narratives, 
passed down from generations, not just in length but also in its 
capacity to express a universal experience through very specific 
characters and events. The frame narratives, like the Arabian 
Nights, Mahabharat, Ramayan, Panchatantra, Hitopdesh, Baital 
Pachisi and such have had great influence on the modern short story 
writers. As and when the new cultures come into contact with these 
collections of stories, they are moulded by them, creating their own 
culturally relevant narrative. The flexibility and inherent structure 
of this form of writing, makes this literary device an organization, a 
set of small conceits, which are taken by the author either from the 
previous stock or altered for his purpose of an altered narrative. “We 
are born into stories. Everything we remember is remembered 
through narratives, verbal constructions, images which individual 
history imbues with the luster of myth”(Williams,1). Freud has also 
stated that civilization is built on myths and myths are open-ended 
like life itself.

History shows that by 1920, the Indian short story in 
English was reaching a stage of maturity. Many factors like the 
English education, advent of periodicals, experimentation with 
technique and influence of the western models, began to give it a 
wider popularity and acclaim. Comparatively this literary form 
became the barometer of human experience. Many marked motifs 
can also be traced during this phase of storytelling, which are 
described in their major themes, various socio-economic problems, 
phase of change between tradition and modernity, political turmoil 
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the country, etc. The clash between cultures, changes in the social 
milieu and the changing values due to industrialization were some 
of the aesthetic aspects, which affected the genres of this period. The 
influence of Russian, French and English short stories, now 
available in translation, prominently affected the stories being 
written in Indian languages. The emergence of parabolic fiction also 
shaped this form.

 Some important historical facts and events, also affected 
this genre. This literary expression reflected its modern sensibility 
due to the British colonization. It became a preoccupation with 
writers like Premchand, who wrote, “to present some emotional or 
philosophical truth” in his stories(Anand, p2-3).  He was writing in 
a period when Independence was only a dream, but the colonial 
repression was enormous. Tagore’s humanistic concerns also 
contributed greatly in the development of this form and influenced 
the next generation of writers. Earlier writers wrote short stories 
only as a diversion from the novel, but this situation was to change 
in a serious manner. 

Translations also played an important role, for the popularity 
of this genre. Historical events like the partition, abolition of Princely 
states and gaining independence, partition pangs all these were 
mirrored in this form of literature. Stories in almost all-major Indian 
languages, other than English gave exclusive thrust to social history. 
Manifold presentations of independence are available in these 
stories. Many renowned short storywriters like, Vatsyayan, Ibrahim 
Jaleez, Premendra Mitra, Ismat Chugtai, Manto, K.Abbas, Manik 
Bandyopadhya and many others portrayed varied aspects of  
historical events. “Writing of this kind was therapeutic, an antidote to 
any possible repetition of the violence and of the attitudes evinced in 
rabid insularity” (Anand, p231).

Another definite pattern, which emerged in this period, was 
social reform. It eventually became a major concern with the 
writers, as Gandhian era influenced, this period. “The Gandhian 
impact on contemporary Indian literature has brought about 
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results at various levels, and in various directions”( Sethi,p77). This 
influence could be seen in the story writings of A.S.P. Ayyar’s ’Sense 
in Sex and Other Stories’, (1932) K.S.Venkatramani’s ’Jatdharna’ 
(1937), K. Nagrarajan’s, ’Non Co-operation’in  ’Cold Rice’, (1945). 
The Gandhian impact on the Indian life was so strong and wide that 
it was again prominently reflected in writings of the famous trio, 
Raja Roa, R.K.Narayan and Anand. A shift of focus to the Indian 
ethos, cultural encounter, and rural reality, could be seen 
prominently in their short stories as well their novels.

During this period, psychology as a motif, in the 
background of myths, superstitions, fantasy and supernatural was 
also reflected in the stories by some writers like S.K. Chettur’s The 
Cobras of Dhermashevi & Other Stories (1937) The Spell of 
Aphrodite and other short stories (1957). Around independence it 
was mostly the social consciousness which was reflected in stories, 
like Raja Rao’s, The Policeman and the Rose, R.K. Narayan’s The 
Martyr’s Corner, Khushwant Singh’s, The Voice of God (1957), 
Bhabhani Bhattachrya’s, Public Figure (1968), Manohar 
Malgoankar’s Pull-Push, Sujatha Bala Subramanium’s, 
Muradabad, Arun Joshi’s, Gherao, all depicted contemporary 
issues in the social context.

These writers of the Independence era went beyond the 
deficient craftsmanship of Indian short story, of the formative 
stage. The growing popularity of short story writing was due to, rise 
in the print media, magazines and periodicals, as a recognizable 
body. It began to reach wide audiences gaining great popularity. All 
major newspapers had sections for them. Literary journals like 
Indian Literature, Yatra, Thought, The Literary Half Yearly, The 
Journal of Indian Writing in English,Illustrated Weekly, The 
Mirror etc began featuring short stories regularly. Undoubtedly 
this form of writing dates back to ancient times, but the boost it 
received through magazines, newspapers and journals increased its 
popularity tenfold. Anand comments on the significance of the 
genre highlights: “And when the history of Indian culture comes to 
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be written in the next century, it may appear that the inmost 
longings, thwarting and desire urges, of the many peoples of our 
country, as expressed in the short stories, are more authentic 
evidence of the life of our time than the slogans of politics and the 

 very obvious outer events.”(Naik.p43)

Focus on Indianness

Meenakshi Mukherjee asserts that for a long time, “English 
writing in India was destined to remain an one string instrument”, 
because centuries of language variations, oral traditions, cultural 
dialectics were not there for English in India, in comparison to other 

 languages like Malayalam, Hindi or Punjabi.(Mukherjee, p 168)
English functioned on limited parameters, but by the 30’s even 
though it was not the major language of production, the 
multilingual and multicultural exposure of many writers of this 
period moulded English to project the idea of a ’composite nation’. 
These writers had close acquaintance with Indian literatures in 
different languages (in Anand’s case- Urdu, Hindi and Punjabi), 
which became the basis of their finding new modes of representing 
complex reality of their culture.  

Anand was to become one of the most prolific and 
outstanding short story writers and has contended that his shorter 
fiction has greater force and intensity, even more than his 
autobiographical novels. In many of his Prefaces, Forewords and 
Introductions, Anand elaborates his views. He describes the form in 
his preface to Indian Fairy Tales (1946), as “Only by going back to 
the form of these short stories, told by mother to son and son to son, 
could we evolve a new pattern for the contemporary short story. Of 
course, the Modern short story is a highly developed folk tale, if it is 
a folk tale at all. But a revival of short story form, like the present, 
seemed to be a fit occasion to relate it to its primitive antecedents 
which, surprisingly enough seem to lie in the source of the sheaf of 
tales which I have gleaned... Although I have taken in much new 
psychology into my own writing of the short story, I have always 
tried to approximate to the technique of the folk tale and the 
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influence of these fairy stories has always been very deep on my 
short fiction.”(Indian Fairy Tales, p.10) 

In his preface to Indian Fairy Tales, he wrote: “Only by 
going back to the form of these stories, told by mother to son and son 
to son, could we evolve a new pattern for the contemporary short 
story. Of course, the Modern short story is a highly developed folk 
tale, if it is a folk tale at all. But a revival of the short story form, like 
the present, seemed to be a fit occasion to relate it to its more 
primitive antecedents which, surprisingly enough seem to lie in the 
source of the sheaf of tales which I have gleaned… Although I have 
taken in much new psychology into my own writing of the short 
story, I have always tried to approximate to the technique of the folk 
tale and the influence of these fairy stories has always been very 
deep on my short fiction.” (Indian Fairy Tales 23) 

Even though Indian English did not have an oral tradition, 
cultural manifestations like other Indian languages, writers like 
Anand manipulated the use of a western language to transform it in 
fabulist narratives and post-modernist mode negotiated the 
cultural hybridity, and using local fables and the folk form to 
interpret Indianness.  “ I read it at an early age and was inspired by it 
to read and hear many of the folk tales told in my country…I wanted 
to write stories as finished in form and as rich in content as the 
stories told among my people. In fact, the folk tale form of short 
story …The folk tales of India…interpret the joys and sorrows of a 
peasant people of the long eras of Indian feudal life.” (Anand, Indian 
Fairy Tale, px)

There is a vast variety in Anand’s short stories. They depict 
humanist compassion to feudalistic social mores, with multiple 
other issues. Many stories depict his revolt against the system and 
how he makes it the object of his satire. With social criticism there is 
an undercurrent of comedy in many stories. Stories like “Barber’s 
Trade Union” and “The Thief” are modelled on Indian folk tale and 
psychological realism of the contemporary kind. There are many 
realistic touches of rustic life and rural attitude towards modernity. 
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Though his main forte is to awaken the reader to the realities of life, 
he also probes deep recesses of human mind in stories like “The 
Thief”. Some stories like “Professor Cheeta” also depict Anand’s 
experience in England, which show the arrogance of race and 
colour, and failure of communication between people. Stories like 
“The Gold Watch” depict the genuine atmosphere, faced by native 
employees, during the British Raj. Anand has a knack of getting 
beneath the skin of his character and depict much more than what 
words convey.

The story which actually elevated Anand to the literary map 
was the widely acclaimed short story, “The Lost Child”. Though 
Anand wrote it in 1929 in Cambridge, it was published when he 
returned to London from Gandhi’s Sabarmati Ashram, where he 
had re-written Untouchable. “The Lost Child” reflects Anand’s 
intuitive ability of transforming his own experience into an artistic 
presentation, with an universal appeal. In 1937 Anand received 
agrant from Indian Government to make a film from the short story. 
Anand shot the film the village of Kaleshwar in Kangra valley. The 
film subsequently won a prize at Prague International Film Festival 
in 1964. This story still remains the most often published and largely 
translated in all major languages of the world. As a frame narrative, 
its reflections can be seen in many recent pieces of literature.

Anand taught in different universities, was a member of 
many literary groups and clubs both in India and abroad. He wrote 
many journalistic pieces other than his large gamut of novels, short 
stories and non-fictional writings. His themes, folk form and 
Indianness inspired and motivated many young writers. He was one 
of the pioneering Indian English writer who brought socio-realistic 
approach  in short story writing. Later writers like Kamala Das, 
Mahashweta Devi, Ashokmitran, ManjariIswaran, Basheer and 
others, presented notable socio-historical facts, which bridged the 
psychosocial problems of Indian middle class, with great intensity. 
In the hands of this generation, which followed Anand and others, 
short story began to shift its concerns from political, social, spiritual 
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levels to more personal and psychological realms. Concern for 
women; search for values, betrayal by society, plight of the ’new’ 
woman, family planning, existentialism in the Indian ethos, were 
many newer areas being explored. Short story almost became a 
literary tool to advocate democratic culture and break many 
traditional social bonding and values. Radhaksrishnan wrote, “the 
Indian English short story writers have a broad horizon and vision. 
They seem to comprehend their culture and mode of life in clear 
perceptive and place it within the flux of time.” (p 67)  It is 

 undeniable that the stories which Anand wrote greatly contributed 
in changing the trends in short story writing and also had a lions 
sharing in elevating the form and providing a greater visibility 
worldwide.
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A Loss

Shyaonti Talwar

How about me.
I said – eyes expectant
How about me?

He looked at me 
Wanting to be.
Doubt, dilemma, despair
I couldn’t read 
What it was.
’What about you?’
He said – 
A voice gruff
A lump veiled.
Not, What about me
But –
How about me?

The dagger slipped in
Cutting through seams 
of silky flesh.
Immaculate, precise
Perhaps painless
I wouldn’t know. 
It wouldn’t show.
On that sunburnt face 
Which refused to reveal.
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I don’t think I could – 
He said. I mean
I don’t think they would – 

Why not?
I heard my silence
earth-shattering, screaming
falling on the floor.
With a clatter -
spilling, staining.
As he walked out 
I thought about
it later.

How could he?
He couldn’t.
He wouldn’t.
He knew I knew.
I was his.
Long before I saw the light
He had brought me forth 
In the dark.

No laying claim
No passing blame
That’s how it was 
In these dark alleys.

You were brought up 
As another of those
That made up the litter.
You thought you were one among many.
That you would be randomly picked 
On a random day
To run the errand
To do the job.

A Loss



129

You thought you were 
A face among many
A name among many
A body among many
That awaited its turn
to blow up 
Or be blown.
To be used
And thrown.

Until that day
When he said
Not you.’
You couldn’t.’
And then hurriedly -
They wouldn’t.’
When two beads on his forehead
Were all you saw.

A hurried shuffle
Footsteps retreating 
And you were left standing
A body, unblown.
A memory, unclaimed.
A loss, unexplained.
With only a lump and two beads 
Like wandering drunks 
On empty streets
Bawling and cursing
In your mind’s alleys. 

Dr. Shyaonti Talwar
Assistant Professor of English

RNC Arts, JDB Commerce and NSC Science College Nashik
ELT Consultant and Trainer
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Herstory

Supantha Bhattacharyya

As a child, she wanted to climb trees,
Stand with the world under her feet,
Feel the caress of the wind that frees,
The warmth of the sun her inside heat.

“Shame!” the world pointed fingers
Hurled words that burn and linger:
“Gechho meye, tree girl”, “Tomboy”
“Know your place”,  “Be a woman, act coy!” 

So, she forgot the trees and the sun,
Learnt how to walk and not to run,
How to forget, conceal and smother,
The girl within the woman, the wife and mother.

Finally, as she lay on the pile of wood
From her darkdeep childhood trees,
She smiled with joy, for now she could
Live again the warmth and the breeze.



131

Her Story

Supantha Bhattacharyya

In the murky lantern light
Secret shadows dance
On dark and looming walls,
We crowd her, some on her lap,
Some cower under her blanket,
Clutch her wherever we can,
The magical voice fills our beings,
In a speechsong of brave princes
Who ride white winged horses
Over terrains without horizons.
Till atop a mountain steep,
Up the creepy  castle comes,
Where beauteous damsels sleep,
But lo! Also fee fie fo fum
Monsters with no names sigh,
As sleep's fingers brush our eyes.

But the yarn does not stop,
Weaves into our nightmares,
Now we are the ones riding
For what who knows where.

And so must we ride and ride
As tale and life blur and blend,
Who awaits, death or fairy bride,
We cares, only that all tales must end.

Dr. Supantha Bhattacharyya
Associate Professor, Dept. of English,
Hislop College, Nagpur, Maharashtra
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My  Neighbour

Priti Singh

A kindly neighbour have I , simple sober and sweet

Infinite victory her name spells, for she is Amarjeet;

Moon – faced, mellifluous, ever smiling, laborious a housewife is 
she,

Friendly and cheerful oftentimes together we chat over a cup of  tea.

Nurturing a flair for decorous housekeeping and awesome 
creativity,

Full of exuberance her personality revels with positivity

The ingress to her house radiates with  warmth and emphatic zeal 

For it is adorned with a decorative lamp and a wooden wheel.

Subtle shades of drapery reveal an aesthetic sensibilty,

Her amazing romance with the walls leaves one with wonder and 
curiosity.

Pinned neatly in a frame  of red on the central wall is a display of 
medals in silver and gold;

Boasting accomplishments of two important pillars her life 
upholds.;

A bookshelf on one side showcases her knowledge and learning

Whilst  a savory aroma from the kitchen proves her mettle in 
cooking.

Easy going, with a good sense of humour, witty and captivating;

A doting mother, a loving wife, a wonderful friend, she is indeed a 
very good human being.

Mrs. Priti Singh
 Assistant Professor

Department of English
 Dr. Ambedkar College, Nagpur, Maharashtra
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Short Stories

Divine Intervention

Priti Singh  

The best things in life are the people you love, the places 
you’ve seen and the memories you’ve made along the way. Life is a 
treasure trove of memories, both good and bad. Some memories 
never fade they cling to us and remain forever etched in our minds. 
Nine summers have passed and that incident is still fresh in my 
mind. That fateful day of 10th May 2009, my sister and I had such a 
close brush with death. Summer vacation had just begun I was 
looking forward to a break, since I am very fond of travelling and 
visiting places. As if in answer to my prayers the phone rang one 
evening, it was Dolly, my youngest sister on the line. She asked me if 
I was interested in going with her to Trymbakeshwar, which is an 
incredibly popular religious destination in Nashik, Maharashtra, 
famous for one of the twelve Jyotrilingas in India. I gladly accepted 
the invitation and started off immediately by making the necessary 
arrangements for the journey, from fixing the dates to checking the 
availability of tickets etc. Everything went smoothly as per the plan.  
Dolly flew down from Delhi where she was working and the two of us 
started on our adventurous cum spiritual journey to 
Trymbakeshwar from Nagpur. On 8th of May, we boarded the 
Vidarbha Express which departs around five thirty in the evening 
and reached Nashik Road Station early in the morning around 3:45. 
Having reached there, we waited for the state transport bus which 
would take us to the main bus stand in Nashik city. The bus arrived 
soon and it must’ve taken us fifteen to twenty minutes to arrive at 
the bus stand. The weather was cool and pleasant on the summer 
morn, and I noticed a considerable number of people waiting at the 
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bus stand. On enquiring we were told that the first bus to 
Trymbakeswar was at 6:00am. This meant that we had to wait for at 
least an hour at the bus stop.

Youth is impatient and so was my younger sibling. Dolly’s 
suggestion was that we should hire an auto rickshaw so as to reach 
early before it became too crowded in the temple. Since I was 
visiting the place for the second time, I only knew too well that it 
would be unsafe in the auto firstly because it was still dark, the sun 
was not out in the sky yet. Secondly, the distance to the temple was 
around 30 kilometres and the travel time was approximately 41 to 
45 minutes ideally, it could even take a longer time, maybe an hour 
or so. I tried dissuading Dolly and suggested that it would be better 
to wait since morning is always wiser than night (reference to the 
darkness over here). Dolly was very stubborn and in the end she 
managed to persuade me to finally hire an auto. It was still dark as 
the auto whirred onto its path. As we enjoyed the cool breeze of the 
early morning, unknown to us two goons were following our auto on 
a motorbike, which came to light when they crossed us waving at the 
auto driver to stop. Panic gripped me, and I cursed myself for giving 
way to my sister’s impatience. I directed the driver not to stop. He 
understood the urgent note in my voice and sped on. My heart beat 
fast as I kept praying to God silently to help us. The entire stretch 
towards Trymbakeswar was deserted save for a vehicle or two plying 
on the road.  The goons again intercepted us and came in front of 
our auto so that the driver would be forced to stop, they caused it to 
slow but I continued to the driver not to stop at all, saying that we 
were very near to the place. The driver was indeed God fearing, he 
did not stop and kept on moving, throttling his engine to the fullest. 
We were not disturbed again and as the silhouette of the temple 
appeared on the distance, I urged the driver that we had almost 
reached, that he had to keep on moving fast. At last we reached the 
holy town and I heaved a sigh of relief. This was Divine intervention! 
I thanked God profusely even as I felt His presence everywhere.

Tryambakeshwar is a very small and tranquil place where the 
sacred Godavari happens to originate. The ancient stone temple has 
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three lingams representing Shiva, Vishnu and Brahma. We also 
visited Anjangaon, the birthplace of Wind God Hanuman. 
Thereafter, we travelled to Shirdi, yet another well known 
pilgrimage offering spiritual solace to its devotees. Taking the night 
halt at Shirdi, next morning we proceeded to the nearby pilgrimage 
of Shani Shingnapur, the seat of Lord Shanidev. You’ll be surprised 
to know that this small village consists of houses sans doors. Happy 
at our fruitful pilgrimage, we started on our return journey. There 
was no direct train to Nagpur from Shirdi in those days, the only 
option available was a sleeper coach, which would leave at seven in 
the evening. We had the entire afternoon at our disposal, but the 
preference was to rest in the hotel as it was quite hot outside. In the 
evening around 17:30 we made our way towards the bus stand. 
Journey by bus has never appealed me but there was no choice. That 
evening while boarding the bus a strange thought flashed across my 
mind, ’where would we be just in case the bus toppled or met with an 
accident?’ After dispelling the absurd thought quickly I made my 
way to the seat and tried to make myself comfortable despite the 
discomfort. I did not share the fleeting thought that had just 
whizzed past my mind with Dolly and soon forgot it.

The bus ride was very rough indeed. It stopped at intervals in 
between before reaching Aurangabad. The halt at Aurangabad was 
tirelessly long. I could see outside on the pavement a beggar woman 
playing with her little daughter enjoying some kind of game. She 
looked very happy with her kid, just then another old beggar also 
joined in the fun, maybe her husband I thought. The bus finally set 
in motion around 23:15 hrs and I felt drowsy, sleep invaded me with 
all her might at last. Then all of a sudden a half full bottle of mineral 
water fell on me. “Hey Dolly why are you throwing the bottle on 
me?” a drowsy me complained, then suddenly I felt my elbow 
touching something, dust perhaps, “oh my God!” I exclaimed, and 
woke up with a start, staring wide eyed trying to make sense of what 
had happened, “Dolly the bus has fallen on our side!” I again 
exclaimed. It was pitch dark, the wires had snapped and there was 
no light inside.  Everyone started shouting and clambering out of 
the bus. The driver and the conductor had already made good their 

cenacle
Vol. 1 No. 9 Jan-Dec. 2019



136

escape by breaking the windshield. Dolly failed to understand at 
first the intensity of the calamity and stood rooted at one spot giving 
way to other passengers. I shook her and then pushed her towards 
the opening that other people were getting out from and finally we 
too managed to get out of the ill fated bus. For a while the mind was 
too dazed to think anything. Such a close shave! The bus had tilted at 
an angle of ninety degrees and the mound of loose earth 
accumulated by the side of the road prevented it from turning turtle. 
Some occupants of the rear seats were injured and taken to the 
hospital at Aurangabad. I just had a minute scratch on my left 
elbow. The bus had most probably skidded off the road, nothing had 
hit it, no other vehicle, maybe the accident happened because of 
losing control over the vehicle, I guessed.  

 It was a full moon night and the time was past midnight. 
Standing at a far off place away from home, at an unearthly hour 
with so many strangers sharing the same fate seemed unbelievable 
to me. The premonition of a few hours ago had turned into a grim 
reality. As is usual a small crowd gathered at the accident spot 
p e e r i n g  a t  u s ,  t h e  s u r v i v o r s ,  c u r i o u s l y .  “ N o t h i n g  
happened?”questioned one, “yes it’s startling” said another. Some 
people commented, “All of you are coming from Shirdi that is why 
God has saved you”, maybe it was true, this was a miracle indeed, I 
thought. The Divine had intervened again.  We were fortunate 
enough to get our luggage and stood by the highway as the police 
started stopping some buses to accommodate us into them. Two or 
three of them whizzed past not bothering to stop. Dolly and I were 
standing a little away from the crowd, confounded at the turn of 
events, my mind went totally blank. Suddenly a car came and 
stopped in front of us, the man seated in the driver’s seat offered us a 
lift. “Come Priti, he’s giving us a lift, let’s go in the car. “where are 
you going?” I asked the stranger. “I’m going to Jalgaon, I can drop 
you there” , replied the stranger. “Are you taking others also with 
you?”  “No, only the two of you”, said he. “Thanks” said I, “but we 
don’t want to go to Jalgaon”. He then went his way. I then scolded 
my little sister, “are you mad? Can’t you see that the stranger wanted 
to take us for a  ride. How can you trust someone you don’t even 
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know, that too in this strange place where the only thread that binds 
us with the others is that we are survivors and the police can only 
help us now”. Between the devil and the deep sea the only solace was 
the brightness of the full moon in the sky which shone in its intensity 
and the hope built up that the police would surely help us find a 
means to reach home. My heart cried for my mother, I wanted to be 
in the comfort of her arms, but I had to be strong for Dolly, hence 
fought back my tears. Finally after what seemed an eternity, one of 
the buses stopped and I whisked my dazed sibling into it and we 
finally managed to make ourselves comfortable. Sleep refused to 
overpower me. I kept awake throughout the night shaken by the 
turn of events. 

Finally next morning around eight we reached Nagpur and 
then home. Dolly left for Delhi the same evening. The entire trip had 
been a nightmare. But we were alive after a close meeting with 
death. I imagined as if the Angel of Death was crossing the road and 
was sorry for the mistake that he committed.  It was difficult to 
believe but God had indeed granted us another lease of life. This 
incident has taught me not to take life for granted, neither to regret 
anything that happens in life. Experiences, good or bad add to the 
meaning of life. God had made His presence felt not only once but 
twice in that trip. He keeps a watch over us from above even as He 
answers our prayers, one just needs to have faith.  Looking past over 
all these years, a strange but strong feeling overpowers me and my 
entire being feels grateful to the Preserver, maybe he has had other 
plans for us and that is why we escaped that fatal accident. One 
should learn to respect and cherish life for whatever it is. This life is 
God’s most precious gift and it’s a blessing to be alive, which  
reminds me of the words dream as if you’ll live forever, and live as if 
you’ll die today.   

Mrs. Priti Singh  
Assistant Professor,

Department of English,
Dr. Ambedkar College, Deekshabhoomi,

Nagpur, Maharashtra.
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The Duel

Supantha Bhattacharyya 

Siyaaaa... you’re here again! Don’t you have a home to go 
to?  Ma enlarged her blue-grey eyes, tried to stand up taller and 
wagged her finger in stern admonishment. Siya, all three feet of her, 
stiffened her thin body into a rod of rebellion and squeezed into the 
narrow space between my chair and the wall. 

I sighed, Ma, don’t you have anything to do? Leave the poor 
kid alone na!

Ever since the new family arrived downstairs, Ma had 
waged a lone battle against Siya, the youngest of the two Kataria 
daughters. She was quite all right, chummy even, with Maahi, the 
eldest, a simple, sweet-natured girl who’d wish us everytime she 
met us, sit when asked to, and did not touch a thing in our flat 
without permission. Qualities Ma wholeheartedly approved. 

But Siya was another matter altogether. She never entered 
our house but always exploded on the scene. Treating us all as a kind 
of extended, surrogate family, she’d fearlessly march into the 
kitchen and extract fistfuls of nuts, raisins, biscuits from my wife; 
pick up the tv remote and change whatever we were watching to 
cartoons; put her feet up on the sofa at will – all big crossticks in 
Ma’s book of decent good girls’. 

The moment Ma heard Siya open our grill gate in her 
unmistakable style – a loud clang, standing on tiptoe – she would 
shuffle over from wherever she was and make silent faces at the little 
imp, silent because the rest of us really enjoyed the child’s presence. 

‘‘
’’

‘‘
’’

‘
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In a house of adults and young adults, she, with her endless prattle 
and monkey tricks, was like a breath of fresh air. Siya would pretend 
not to notice Ma’s terror tactics, yet watched her sideways all the 
while, and only occasionally, when she was sure we weren’t looking, 
she would stick her tiny tongue out! This would drive Ma into a 
towering rage and she would retreat like a tautly-drawn bow, 
muttering dark imprecations against tomboys  and little 
monsters with zero upbringing!

This unequal conflict continued till the summer morning 
Ma suddenly rolled over while at her puja, never to open her eyes 
again. In the aftermath of the trauma and the rituals, it took some 
time to dawn upon us that a Siya-shaped hole had also opened up 
now in our lives. 

A fortnight later, I met Siya playing by herself in our parking 
space. Hey Dadiamma” – I called her this because of her funny, 
worldly-wise ways – “How is it that we don’t see you at our place 
anymore?"

Her lips trembled even as her eyes filled up, Nobody plays 
I hate you’ with me any more!  she whispered.

Dr. Supantha Bhattacharyya
Associate Professor, Dept. of English,
Hislop College, Nagpur, Maharashtra
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Book Reviews

The Forest Of Enchantments: Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni 
(2019)

Harper Collins Noida, India.

The  Forest of Enchantments: Chitra Banerjee 
Divakaruni’s SITAYAN

Pooja Swamy

Mythological characters being personified is a rare 
occurrence. Primarily a story of good winning over the evil, anyone 
in a God obsessed country like India cannot be not knowing the 
quintessential Ramayan.  Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni’s The Forest 
of Enchantments is not a different retelling of the myth but what 
works for her is the narrative point of view; the narrative is from 
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Sita’s perception. The entire gamut of the mythological work takes a 
whole new leap of faith when the archetypal marginalized woman 
narrates it. 

Sita’s voice renders a singular quality to the lyrical tale as 
Sita, a woman, is concerned not only about the other women 
integral to her story like Urmila, Kaushalya, Kaikaye, Mandodari, 
Sunaina but also Surphanakha , the requisite antagonist who acts as 
the catastrophe leading to the abduction of herself (Sita) and the 
ultimate killing of Ravana. What Divakaruni, in the process of 
narrating Sita’s story, does is tries to give a voice to the other women 
in the epic who had been traditionally shadowed by their male 
counterparts. Sunaina, the vigilant wife brilliant in state affairs but 
concealing it beneath a wifely love for her simple minded husband, 
Janak; Urmila the doting sister playing the second fiddle in her 
husband Lakshman’s affection; Kaikeyi misguided by her servant 
Manthara yet pulled by maternal love only to be hated by her son; 
Mandodari affectionate to a fault to her husband having her secrets; 
Kaushalya trying to find some harmony with her husband 
Dashrath, Tara- Sugreev’s wife who has been victimized feels Ram 
the just ruler; Sarama Vibhishan’s wife, fiding solace in her 
husband’s shadow losing on her only son; Ahalya the angry sage 
Gautam’s wife turned to a stone for no fault of hers- women mostly 
being a foil for the male authority in their lives. In this plethora of 
women characters, the unsung heroine of this tale’, Divakaruni 
narrates their role: ’to wait and to worry’.

   What sets apart Divakaruni’s novel is her treatment of the 
Gods in a most humane way. The incarnations of varied God and 
Goddess, Ram and Sita are definitely human with their mortal 
bodies. The hopes, despairs, trials, tribulations, slyness and 
emotions of jealousy, suspicion and betrayal are all infallibly 
human. What also characterizes Divakaruni’s mythological fiction 
The Forest of Enchantments is the utmost human emotion of love. 
She narrates how love is full of contradictions with the legend of 
Ram and Sita. Ram’s love makes him forsake Sita, while Sita has to 

‘
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be silent because of her love for Ram at many instances. The story of 
Sita and Ram is of a righteous dharma adhering husband who 
forsakes his noble innocent wife only to be proved dutiful. His vow 
of taking only a single wife speaks volumes about his character 
sensitive to a woman. There are layers to Sita’s character as well- as 
a daughter, sister, daughter-in-law, wife, lover but above all a 
woman. Sita conventionally has been eponymous with endurance- 
a quality much desired in an ideal woman. An embodiment of 
passivity and self sacrifice, Sita down the ages has been the model of 
a patriarchal set up. Divakaruni’s Sita though is compliant but she 
can’t resist a challenge. In her own way she makes sure that any of 
her life’s decision is not forced on her. Other than Ram leaving her in 
the ashrama of sage Valmiki without even informing her 
Divakaruni’s Sita is not a meek submissive. A warrior princess of the 
earth she balances duty with love unlike Ram. She is aware that 
society will use my action …to judge other women’, so she knows 
when to say, No More. With her action what she does is, give voice 
to all of us (women) who were pushed to the edges’. 

Divakaruni’s The Forest of Enchantments though imperfect 
in not balancing the other characters is indeed captivating. The 
reader truly feels enchanted by the yarn the author spins with the 
charm of Sita. 

The Forest Of Enchantments: Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni 
(2019) , Harper Collins Noida, India.

Mrs. Pooja Swamy
Assistant Professor of English

 Hislop College, Nagpur, Maharashtra

‘
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Journeys: A Poet's Diary Glimpses of A Myriadminded 
Man

Supantha Bhattacharyya

Attipate Krishnaswami Ramanujan (1929-93): poet, 
folklorist, scholar extraordinaire, philologist, translator, and 
playwright – wrote in English as well as Kannada. But his 
scholarship extended even  to Sanskrit, Tamil, and Telugu. He was a 
strong advocate of providing local, non-standard dialects and 
narratives their due recognition and legitimacy.

He wrote prolifically and in across diverse genres. But his 
forte unquestionably, was poetry. His sophisticated lines 
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formulating sharp images and complex idea progressions always 
resonated within the reader because of their ingenuity and 
mystifying attributes. His unique assimilative mechanism 
consumed and integrated multiple contradictory influences and 
brought about that unique “association of sensibilities” which Eliot 
had so desired in poets. 

After Ramanujan’s untimely death in 1993, most of his 
journals, diaries, manuscripts, papers and other documents were 
handed over by his wife Molly Daniels-Ramanujan to the Special 
Collections Research Center at the Regenstein Library of the 
University of Chicago (where he was the William H. Colvin 
Professor in the Department of South Asian Languages and 
Civilizations, the Department of Linguistics, and the Committee on 
Social Thought) in June 1994. Those priceless documents are now 
part of Journeys: A Poet’s Diary, lovingly edited by Ramanujan’s 
son Krishna Ramanujan and Guillermo Rodriguez (author of an in-
depth study of the poet: When Mirrors Are Windows: The View of 
A.K. Ramanujan’s Poetics, OUP, 2016).

Filtering through more than 70 boxes of AKR’s papers 
spread over four decades, Krishna and Guillermo have edited this 
invaluable work which showcases both unpublished prose and 
poetry by AKR. Though the poet had not intended these notes for 
publication, the drafts and the incongruent narratives still reveal 
him to be the meticulous and insightful writer that we, his devotees, 
have always known him to be. Continuing the symbolism of a 
journey, the editors have organised the entries into five segments, 
each coextensive with a decade and synchronising with a phase of 
Ramanujan’s life: i) his growing up years in India; ii) his significant 
journey to America; iii) the up-and-coming poet-scholar in the US; 
iv) his expeditions within the self, and v) the final decade of his life. 
The editors have provided many useful and indispensable 
commentaries, glosses and notes to help us understand the 
importance of each of these phases.

To read Journeys… is to be an intruder into a creative 
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psyche continually tormented by indecision and self-doubt. An 
incredibly diligent researcher and scholar, it is humbling to observe 
how he is plagued by uncertainties over his abilities, “Feel 
imprisoned in the role of teacher/writer—the former comes easier 
than the latter.” Approbation, far from making him complacent, 
turns him miserable and agitated. His redoubtable reputation 
forces him to shun the spotlight and turn inwards. His frequent 
problems with his marriage also took a heavy emotional toll on him. 
In the early 1970s he experimented with mescaline — the 
consequences can be studied in the book’s fourth section. He also 
confesses to having undergone psychoanalysis in a desperate 
attempt to confront his demons. But even in these short, often 
sketchy pieces, AKR’s astonishing insight and perception shine 
through, and in that fluent yet spartan prose of which only he was 
capable.

In his moving foreword to the book, playwright Girish 
Karnad recalls how much he borrowed from the intellectual 
explorations of his lifelong friend. Karnad found Raman’s (as he 
was fondly called by his friends) capacity to see connections and 
patterns between unrelated phenomena amazing and confesses 
that his own vision was greatly influenced by this structuralism. 
Journeys opens a window to this reclusive writer’s innermost 
thoughts and his creative process, an invaluable guide for all lovers 
of the poet in particular and of poetry in general.

AK Ramanujan Journeys – A Poet’s Diary
Edited by: Krishna Ramanujan & Guillermo Rodriguez
Penguin Random House India
7th floor, Infinity Tower,DLF Cyber City
Gurgaon 122002
Rs 599

Dr. Supantha Bhattacharyya
Associate Professor, Dept. of English,
Hislop College, Nagpur, Maharashtra
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Call for Papers
(Vol. 10)

Cenacle is a peer reviewed, annual National Journal of 
English which endeavors to promote research in Literature and 
language. The next issue of Cenacle: Volume I.  No, 10, which will be 
published in 2020, will have as the focus area: Literature of Protest.

In moments of crisis, humans in different periods and regions 
turn to commonalities and express outrage resulting in literature of 
protest or protest literature. Prof Stauffer has defined protest 
literature as “text that not only criticizes and protests society but 
suggests, either explicitly or implicitly, a solution to society's ills.”

Other than poetry, prose and drama films and photography 
can also be medium of protest. Mode and style of dissent has also 
changed over the centuries. According to the deconstructionists all 
literary writing is ultimately a form of protest.  Often Dalit, Black 
and feminist writings are regarded as literature of protest. The focus 
area can be enlarged to regional writings to world literature of any 
period and genre.

Contributors are requested to select areas which can become 
source for further research. Only original unpublished papers will 
be selected. 

We also invite Book Reviews on recent publication (2019-20). 
The book reviews should be accompanied by the jpg format of the 
book reviewed. The write up should not exceed 2000 words.  

Selected Poems are also published with a short bio-note of the 
poet.

All contributions must reach us by last week of January 
2020.

The research paper should not exceed 3500 words. Each 
paper should have an abstract of 150-200 words with 8-12 key 
words. This is the format of the journal.  The writers should conform 

thto MLA style sheet 8  edition. Only softcopies will be accepted. 
Peers have the right to reject/modify articles.

Contact:
Email <shubhamishra2007@gmail,com>
M: 09422802462
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