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BOOKS

THE Virago Press is a feminist publishing house which
believes that “It is only when women start to organize in large
numbers that we become a political force, and begin to move
towards the possibility of a truly democratic society in which
every human being can be brave, responsible, thinking and
diligent in the struggle to live at once freely and unselfishly.”
The only way women can move towards this goal is to start
“finding a voice.” The voiceless are unaware, unorganized,
powerless. Women writers such as Amrit Wilson can be most
effective by helping their mute sisters find their own voices
and be heard  by others. As the author puts it, “Because I felt
that Asian women had so much to tell, I wanted to write a book
in which they could express their opinions and feelings… I
wanted to show how Asian women are quite capable of speaking
for themselves … It helped me to write this book to know that
they wanted me to do it.”

Amrit Wilson’s book is a major contribution to the women’s
movement. She describes the plight of Asian women in Britain
mainly through personal interviews. The method is not in the
social science tradition as it relies very little on statistics, and
instead of jargon uses the living voices of women themselves,
speaking of their isolation, loneliness exploitation, hopelessness
and hopes.

The book starts with a poem by Amiya Rao (Amrit Wilson’s
mother) which speaks of what the book asserts all along: that
women are denied their right to beauty and to life itself, by the
crushing claims of “duty” and society. “Life is nothing only
tears” concludes the poem. The voices that follow seem to say
the same thing.

Amrit Wilson describes the life of Asian women in Britian,
which is symbolic of the lives of all women who by their toil
“hold up half the sky.” The women she studies fall into two
groups – those who come directly from certain peasant societies
of India, Pakistan and Bangladesh, and those whose families
migrated from the same peasant backgrounds first to East Africa
and then to Britain. According to her analysis, in the feudal
peasant societies, where British colonialism strengthened the
caste system and made it increasingly matriarchal, the role of
the woman was strictly defined as a producer of children and a
worker. In an exploited group, women, already at the lowest
rung of the ladder, are likely to be most sharply hit. Wherever
there is a caste system, the women acquire the lowest caste as
Kate Millett has pointed out in her book Sexual Politics.
Woman’s economic value comes only from producing sons
who can work in the fields, from her own work and from endless
“sacrifices” for her husband’s family. Needless to say, she is
part of the property and assets of the male. In all Indian
communities, it is considered a curse and burden to have
daughters, and a blessing to have sons. Women who rebel
against their prescribed role are ruthlessly punished and

destroyed. Whether Hindu or Muslim, a women must uphold
the izzat of her family. This is actually the male ego and pride of
her father, brothers, husband and sons. For this she must
sacrifice all personal inclination, taste, or need.

Indian women who are uprooted and find themselves in the
alien atmosphere of industrial Britain, suffer enormously, for
their caste role, their position in the family and their duties
remain the same. The situation becomes even worse because
they are denied the comfort and warmth which might be available
to them in their own countries. The consolation of family warmth,
the companionship of other women – sisters and sister-in-law,
the participation in festivals, rituals, the sharing of mourning
and rejoicing  - these make a woman’s life in peasant India more
bearable, but are denied to her in Britain.

Asian women as wives and daughters of low-paid, highly
exploited immigrant workers, suffer not only the racism implicit
in the British immigration system, but also the new and
undefined role of women catapulted out of tribal or rural society
into an impersonal, industrialized world, usually into ghettoes
of the worst kind. Often the women are married  to total strangers,
and travel alone to a strange country to start new lives: “I used
to be sad. I used to cry, not knowing anyone or anything,
missing my home. To live in one room after living in a country
where houses are so open. It was hard, very hard.”

The women find themselves trapped in a room; their
husbands work long hours and they do not know the language,
they are forbidden to go out or make friends. Loving memories
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of home, be it in Sylhet, Mohinuddinpur or elsewhere, crowd
the pages. A desperated young girl driven to the verge of
breakdown says, “My head aches all the time. I have a burning
fever – feel me, sister, feel me. Inside me sometimes is such
anger, anger with my babies, with my husband, with the whole
of my life. My head feels as though it is one fire. It started when
I got home from hospital after having my baby. My husband
gave me the news that my father had died back in the village.
Now, thinking of them, how do I feel … Late, late at night my
husband comes home. He loves the babies. He is a good
husband but what can he do ? And what can I do ? How can I
live, sister, how can I live ?”

Many men will not permit their wives to work, because they
think the family izzat will suffer. The women are thus totally cut
off from each other and from the outside world. The restrictions
on them are even more fiercely enforced, because the Indian
community is threatened by the intrusive Western values and
way of live, which are seen as “licentious” and “immoral”. The
women are responsible for maintaining izzat. If a young girl
runs away from home, her mother will have to suffer. Family
honour, so easily tainted by a woman’s actions, seems to
withstand all the husband’s errors : “When I spoke of this
problem of my husband’s adultery to my parents-in-law, they
only laughed… Though I respect the teachings of Islam, I don’t
understand how there can be one law for men and another for
women. While I was supposed to be at the beck and call of not
only my husband but even his parents, his going around with
other women was just taken for granted…”

Those women who do work in factories and shops “are the
worst off of all British workers … They come unprepared, easy
victims for unscrupulous employers. They don’t know the
language so their choice of jobs is limited to the worst and least
skilled; they don’t know their rights so they can be intimidated,
they don’t have much information about other, better off workers
so they can be paid povertyline wages. They are black so they
need not to be treated even like women, but more like animals.
And if they ever ask for help against employers… neither their
husbands and families, nor white unionists, nor middle-class
Asians are keen to help them.” The attitude of contempt shows
itself in the degrading working conditions, the starvation
wages, and the hostility of white supervisors. Prabhaben says,
“You ask about discrimination? There is a colour bar, that is for
certain, First, the pay, Indians get less. Oh yes, the whites get
more. We get pounds 28 a week whether we are sitting at a
machine all day or operating the heavy presses. The white
women get pounds 32.”

Racist attitudes from co-workers are even harder to hear.
Arshad describes her trauma when she was tormented by other
women at work: “… another woman on the machine… started
saying ‘Smelly! Smelly!’… I went upto her to ask what the
matter was. Then she began to poke and push me… I know that
an English girl would have thrown a packet of sugar at her but
I became paralysed. Then she went and got a spray of an air

freshener and started spraying it at me. All the other women on
the machine… joined her in mocking me. I don’t know what
happened to my brain. I felt completely stunned and shattered
as though I was going mad. I couldn’t move or think…”

It is significant that in the Grunwick strike of 1976-77, though
the trade union ledership was hostile because the Asian
workers were taking control of their own struggle, the mass of
white workers as well as many women from the women’s
liberation groups actively supported the strikers, and went out
day after day to help with the picketing.

Women were in the forefront of the agitation throughout.
Jayaben Desai, perhaps Britain’s best known Asian trade
unionist, describes how the experience of common struggle
gave the women tremendous confidence: “Our Gujrati women
are often weak, weakened by the acceptance that their life must
revolve around dressing up, housework, jewellery… it does
not occur to them that they can speak up… in front of people…
Their husbands don’t want them to do anything which is not
passive, and in the end women end up believing the same… He
(the factory owner) would come to the picket line and try to
mock us and insult us. One day he said, ‘Mrs. Desai, you can’t
win in a sari, I want to see you in a mini.’ I said, “Mrs. Gandhi
wears a sari and she is ruling a vast country.’.. On my second
encounter with Ward, he said, ‘Mrs. Desai, I’ll tell the whole
Patel community that you are a loose woman.’ I said, ‘I am here
with this placard! Look, I am showing all England that you are
a bad man…’ Shardhaben expressed this feeling of new strength
after the Imperial Typewriters factory strike: “In the past when
I used to get less money in my wage packet I used to start
crying at once I didn’t  know what else to do. I told the foreman,
‘Next time, I won’t cry, I’ll make you cry.”

Racism manifests itself most brutally towards women. The
horrifying virginity tests, against which there were recent
protests all over India, are discussed in the book. Women have
been subjected to chastity ordeals since the time of Sita, and
advertisements for “virgin brides” are found every day in
matrimonial columns of leading newspapers. The detention
centre at Heathrow is unbelievable, but so is the mass rape of
forty nurses at Basti. Women suffer doubly, from the
contemptuous attitude to them as property, and the racist
attitude to them as the most inferior of an inferior species. This
dual oppression ruins the lives of many immigrant women.

Perhaps the most poignant of the lives recounted in the
book is that of Feroza, an educated girl who left her home in
Uganda at the age of seventeen, to marry the man she loved, a
Pakistani. She had to wear the Burkha, all decisions were taken
by her in-laws, she was never alone with her husband. In this
stifling atmosphere, she began to lose weight drastically: “My
clothes hung on me as though they had been draped on a piece
of wood. Gradually I lost the courage to speak out about
anything or to question anyone; I started suffering from
palpitations…” Finally, she went to her parents in England and
planned to live there with her husband. But even though she
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was a British citizen, the authorities would not allow her husband
to join her, or even allow her daughter to attend school. Finally,
she was forced to return to Pakistan, which she had dreaded so
much: “To go back to Pakistan again – it would be like dying.
And when I think of my daughters growing up in that
atmosphere… I feel I must avoid it an any way I can…”

Yet what would it have been like for Feroza’s daughters,
growing up in Britian? The author begins her graphic account
of discrimination in schools by telling up how she “asked a girl
of twelve what she thought was the most important thing to
stress in my book. She answered, ‘The way people are treated!
The way everyone is treated in this country.” Conservative
forces in Britain cultivate and exploit racist attitudes to divide
the people from each other, and direct the discontent of British
working men and women away from the real causes towards
so-called “foreigners.” Violence against Asians on the streets,
at work, and in their own homes is all too common and again
women suffer the most, because an illiterate woman is often left
widowed with young children and no source of income.
However, in schools, girls suffer discrimination directly, and in
more brutal forms than boys do. They are made to feel inferior,
“dirty”, about everything – their food, their dress, above all
their colour. They are desperately lonely, because they have
no support – the reaction of parents is very likely to be an end
to education and a push into marriage, so they hesitate to
complain at home, while teachers are often the most hostile
towards them. The lack of a widespread  movement among
Asian makes their situation even worse than that of West
Indians. As one little girl put it, “.. It is co-operation with each
other that is most important. It is also most difficult to get.
Sometimes I myself am not sure if I could do it. If I saw an
Indian girl being beaten up, I might just watch or walk away.
My Jamaican friend, if she saw a coloured girl being beaten,
she would run to help her. Even if she doesn’t know her, hasn’t
seen her before.”

The greatest obstacle to the growth of a collective
consciousness among women is the fact that all the decisions
in their lives are taken for them and they see their greatest
loyalty as due to their families, however oppressive. Amrit
Wilson makes the important point the arranged marriage is bad,
not only because it involves sex without love, but also because
“it is part of the gigantic and oppressive framework, the joint
family, which for so many generations has kept women in
subjugation. The joint family is no happy commune, made up
of  equal partners. It is a hierarchy economically and in terms of
power, one to which the oppression of women is basic. Right at
the bottom of the hierarchy is the new bride” – the bride like
Pravina, who was robbed of her salary, given stale food, kept
imprisoned in the house, made to toil from early morning till
midnight, and told by her husband in court, “that it was an
Indian custom that a woman must obey and work for her
husband’s family, otherwise she must be got rid of.”

And so the voices begin and continue to speak, the passive
spirit being replaced by a more militant spirit altogether.
Shahida’s story begins with sorrow, “In the morning… if there
is the littlest thing wrong, my husband gets so angry.. Tell me
then how I burn! I work so hard and as I do it I remember and I
am burning. I can cry, but what is the use, what support shall I
get – from whom ? That is how it is for Asian women. The same
story of a rotten life. May be one in a hundred is happy… I was
twenty when I married, now I am forty. Twenty  years have
passed, I have nothing to show for it. Sometimes I am filled
with pain. I long to run away, to escape, but where? And there
are my children, how can I leave them?.. We women, we are so
alone, our family, our parents so far away…” but ends with
anger and hope for change: “Once he beat me, but I dare him to
beat me now. “I’ll give it back. It was when I was at the laundry
I learnt about this because it was something women talked
about. They said that the man cannot, has no right to, beat the
woman. It is utterly wrong… I know that there are others like
me, many many others. When Sweetie marries I’ll ask her to
bring someone she loves and who also love her. And it is the
same with my sons – when they marry “I’ll say, go now, you are
free. You don’t have to serve us… These are the facts of my
life, words from my gut. Tell them but keep my name secret…”

“These is hope,” the book concludes, “because women..
have such spirit and because their anger is growing… These
are the early, early days in a conscious struggle.” Finding a
Voice makes us feel vividly what it is to be downtrodden and a
woman, oppressed by the family, by society – alone in a strange
country, helpless before cruel laws.

“Not to speak is to die,” says the poet Neruda. To begin to
speak and to share is the beginning to hope and to change.

- Anna Sujatha Mathai

The Asian Women’s Group (AWAZ) held a militant
demonstration at London’s Heathrow airport on Saturday,
February 10, 1979. But they were moved on by the police to an
isolated place some distance away, unlike when the fascist
National Front was allowed by the police to demonstrate at
Gatwick airport against the arrival of Asian immigrants. AWAZ
has pointed out that while the so-called “virginity tests” have
got all the publicity, they are only a small part of the racism and
brutality that goes on here. They have demanded a full public
enquiry into the whole question of immigration procedures.
The Home Secretary, Rees’ statement that the tests will be
stopped is not enough since in the past he denied that they
were happening. AWAZ also demands exposure of all the
criminals in the ministries and the immigration department who
have carried out and encouraged such illegal acts. And they
want to know whether the Labour Party Government condones
the present police State where black people, especially Asians,
are made to produce their passports in order to register their
children at school and receive medical treatment.

Mary Tyler.


