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Abstract

The dream of going to America and adopting a firstld lifestyle is a very common wish of the
middle class families of the Indian sub-continditite place appears to them as an alluring
utopos and becomes the imaginary space, whereegtiroblems of their present existence will
be solved and they will be able to achieve all #ratwanted for a sophisticated, tech-friendly

and easy life.

Bapsi Sidhwa’s ArAmerican Bratlso showcases such a decision of the Parsee faDyitys

and Zareen Ginwalla plans to send their only dargh¢roza to U.S. to save her from the rising
fundamentalisms in Pakistan, as the latter wagirgpto the Parsi liberal lifestyle and in some
way or other supporting the dictates of the mulldtee Ginwallas thought that America will
open her views and widen her thoughts. But Ferppaoaches the country, experiences many
social and cultural clashes and slowly but steaahlsimilates it within her. Her relationship with
an American Jew again disturbs her parents, whdeasaheir daughter to have a liberal outlook,
within their created boundaries of religion andistc As inter-community marriage is not
approved in the Parsi community, Feroza’s parergakbup their relation. But Feroza never
returns back to her country and her community. I8itenly accepts America, but reinvents her
religion from a broader perspective, which will evemain in her and help her to find her own

identity.



My paper attempts to show Feroza’s struggle to@gr America, her internalizing the
American spirit and reinventing her religion in #entext of adaptation of Parsi-Pakistani

identity with that of the American to find her trgelf.
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‘Ulfat Kee Naee Manzil Ko Chaldfzmbarked on a new mission of loveln( American
Brat 311). This line of Igbal Banoo, quoted by Bapslisva and uttered by Shashi, an Indian
N.R.l, inAn American Braperhaps best sums up Sidhwa’s motive of usinguixgeties of
migration as a powerful agency to establish thatitleof a third world girl on a globalised
matrix. Being the daughter of Cyrus and Zareen @llayFeroza had an aristocratic, affluent
and liberal Parsi background, which gave her stog® to U.S.A to spend a three months
vacation and consequently get relief from the dlaypéobic atmosphere of the fundamentalist
Pakistan under the rule of General'Ziahich was rooting into her and making her quite u
Parsi like in her attitude. Her mother complair8hé objected to my sleeveless Sari-blouse!
Really this narrow-minded attitude touted by Geh&ra is infecting her, too.”An American
Brat 10). Feroza was overwhelmed with the idea and &hits fireaming of America, “...the
land of glossy magazines, of “Bewitched” and “Steek,” of rock stars and jeans.. A
American Bra7) and her parents thought that the New World bviladen her outlook and

attitude to life.

This particular attitude is almost common to ailtidhe class Indian sub-continental
parents, who want their wards to go to America,Ne& World, where liberalism is the

practiced and once you are there, you will gebfidll social and cultural inhibitions and



puritanical dicta. Thus, Feroza is sent to the m®sld of America, under the guidance of her six
years elder maternal uncle, Manek, who is studihege. Feroza approaches America with her
third world attitude, the burdens of her cultunel gocial norms, experiences several clashes
starting from the immigration office of the airpsotthe Y.M.C.A boarding and the port
authority bus terminal, and slowly but steadily ptdaherself to the American lifestyle that

becomes instrumental in asserting her own identity.

Moreover, what comes as a corollary to this exgree is her understanding of the
religion from its core, through her relationshigiwan American Jew Davis Press. Their
relationship breaks up at the interference of laeempts, who want their daughter to be liberal as
far as their religious and social codes approveoZges estrangement with David makes her
realize that she is always carrying the true spirtier religion with her, which will never leave
her and this understanding leads her to find heriolentity as Feroza, not the daughter of the
Ginwallas, nor the Parsi Pakistani girl. Ferozaragates the true American spirit with the
essential Parsi ethos, which makes her ‘an Ametican to her parents, but a true Parsi
asserting her unique position amidst the multicalfustructure of America and she starts her
new journey with finding heBudra and theKusti* again and praying tAhura Mazda. She
realizes: “There would never be another David,tbate would be another men, and who knew,

perhaps someday she might like someone enoughrty him.” (An American BraB17)

The two most important issues that come up witloEaes approaching America are the
immigration experience related to the process othaing of age as a female immigrant and

the issue of inter-community marriage in a landiolwhs supposedly free from all cultural, racial



and social boundaries. If the first is the immealsttock that helps her to adapt with the
American lifestyle, the second has a more sustaffedt, helping her to find the true meaning

of her life, by reinventing her religious ethoshuit the American life.

In An American BraSidhwa poignantly portrays the impressions of FeliazAmerica.
Adam L. Penenbefgcomments that the novel is “a sensitive portraliaw America appears to
a new arrival” (quoted imhe Novels of Bapsi Sidhw44). She not only shows the glitz and
glamour of the first world but also the squalor émel dark sides of it in its dark entrails.
Precisely, Feroza is shown growing up with Amegod this theme controls the story of the
novel. It is not only the coming of age of a womlamt coming of age of a female immigrgnt

who has the burden of the society with restrictgeial and political ethos.

The transformation of an emigrant to an immigiarthe receiving country is always
punctuated with shocks, which lessens the eupldagproaching a new land. But these socio-
political and cultural hindrances enable the erntramget used to enculturation and socialization.
Feroza’s initial wonder and good feeling seeingdfganized and particular airport was
shattered by the behaviour of the immigration eifs; who sent her for a secondary inspection,
being dissatisfied with her Urdu passport that gdeom right to left. The secondary inspection
crosses the border of decency and starts askisgmerquestions: how long she will stay here?
Who is going to support her? How old is her un@e@ her hesitant answers bring them to the
conclusion that she has actually come to her fiaaeé will marry her to stay there
permanently. They even brought out her see-thréaghpink night dress to prove their point.
Feroza’s immediate reaction:” To hell with you armair damn country. I'll go back!”An
American Brat64) restrains them from going further. But at $hene time, she sees the

difference in the attitude of people in the Kennadport. Nobody is concerned about others,



none stares at her. Feroza, for the first timeetaldberty and gets her own space, which was
quite unimaginable in Lahore. Moreover, as a wofnam the Third World, She feels the
release from the socio-religious burden in a newd Javhich marks the difference in the
immigration experience of a woman from that of manlike the latter’s feeling of
disempowerment that comes with the approachingnievaland with new cultural codes, the
former has nothing to lose but their burdens, whiséd to hinder their freedom in their native
country. The settling country appears to them atrass new space to posit themselves with
their newly found identity. This became a strongtiument for her staying back in the country

instead of her three months vacation, proving tispigion of the customs officer true.

After Feroza reaches America, the place appedrsrtas a real space. There is the city
of New York, dazzling and colourful with well maaibhed streets, smooth traffic and all that a

modern city can provide. Sidhwa writes:

And then there were climbing into a futuristic gpatti of curving and incredibly
suspended roads, mile upon looping mile of widghvay that weaved in and out of the
sky at all angles so that sometimes they descetodib@ level of the horizon of lights in
the distance that Manek told her was Manhattath sametimes they appeared to be

aiming at the sky An American Bra67)

The lunch at McDonalds astonishes her with theityual food and service. The mesmerizing
shopping malls and skinny manikins dressed in tasihle dresses struck the girl coming from
Pakistan, who was reluctant to talk to boys ofdwgr or objected to her mother wearing

sleeveless sari-blouse.



But, Sidhwa doesnot end this with a surreal viéthe country, but completes it with its

ugly side. Sidhwa writes:

...on the Eighth avenue, they crossed Forty-sectredtgo the Port authority bus
terminal. The interior of the terminal appeareatisin the neon lighting, and from its
squalor centre sprang a fetid stench that madez&eeel. She sensed the terminal was
the infested hub of poverty from which the homelasd the discarded spiraled all over

shadier sidewalks of New YorkAf American Brag0)

Coming from a country like Pakistan, she has egpegd stench and squalor, but this alien one,
emitting out of a place, which was all bright amdotirful in her vision, gives her a shock. Here,
Feroza's experience can be equated with that ofdBidukherjee’s Jasmifivho was also
shocked by the Florida swamps. With Manek Feroraespacross the pawn shops, dark video
parlours, male prostitutes, and colourful transtesi&nd drug dealers, which was quite
unbecoming with the city of the skyscrapers. Thersamnic at the YMCA bathroom shows that
women are always the object of male gaze, be isRakor U.S.A. If Feroza’s native country
wanted women to wedurgas to save them from sudden sexual harassments)ehisand,

liberal in its truest sense, also fails to protesten from male voyeuristic perversions. Suman

Bala in the essay “The Theme of Migration: An Arcan Brat” writes:

While using the facilities in the women’s bathro¢viMCA), Feroza feels uneasy,
menaced, as if she were being observed by sonw@wmnething dangerous. As she
raises her head to look into the mirror, she sdrahsfixed. A man’s bloodshot eyes are
staring at her, hideously examining her not a®man but as a specimen of the female

gender. (The Novels of Bapsi Sidhw&46)



But the horrifying experience that she had wasiafire stair cases of the YMCA. On her way
back from shopping, Feroza was misguided and silette emergency fire exit stair cases,
where she was locked for half an hour. Being tptaditached, she experiences the real gloom of

the city. The novelist writes:

America assumed a ruthless, hollow, cylindricaEhwithout beginning or end, without
sunlight, an unfathomable concrete tube inhalbteter fear. She was sure something
monstrous was crouched in the impervious shadbatgatrolled this alien domain-
ferocious sewer rats, a brutish Doberman- bregtbaritly, waiting patiently.An

American Brat90)

All these bright and dark experiences of Americured Feroza’s understanding of this
new land. Feroza not only accepts and adjust Wwelcountry like her uncle Manek, but she gets
into the very heart beats of the country’s lifestySidhwa is here not an advocate for the first
world life, but through Feroza, she tries to givetal view of the life of America, which is
always an alluring utopos to the people of the soitinent. Here, it becomes quite relevant to
say that the novelist wrote this novel after sh&eshto U.S.A. and her first hand experience of

approaching the country has been artistically ptegin Feroza’s facing the brave new world.
Il

Feroza’s experiences in America have broughtfmtas the issue of inter-community
marriage, which has been dealt by Bapsi Sidhwénost all her novels. As this particular act is
considered as a sacrilege among the Parsis, oneavhmits this crime is made an outcast in the
community. According to the chronicle of théssah-i-Sanjalf (The Story of Sanjan) this

rigidity is to protect the purity of their minis@icommunity and to stay loyal to their treaty



made by their ancestors, the settlers from Iratheédndian King, Yadav Rana, who gave them
shelter in India. But with the passage of times thiv needed modification as it has come upon
the Parsis, especially the new generation, ablefiondage. Various Parsi writers have worked
with this issue to foreground its utter meaninghess. Perin Bharuchale Fire Worshippers
rejects the concept of the ethnical purity, throtitghcharacter of Nariman. Firdaus Kanga’'s
Trying to Grow shows how the Parsi parents accepts the inter-cmityrmarriage, being
compelled by their children Brit and Dolly. Dollgfuses to change her decision of marrying a

Muslim, who according to the Parsis is “... the histal enemies...” Kanga40).

Bapsi Sidhwa has treated the issues of Inter-camtsnmarriage skillfully. Unlike
Bharucha and Kanga, Sidhwa has not raised hergpragainst this, nor does she advocate for
the immediate eradication of this. But she hasrgiviats for rethinking about this dead custom.
FromThe Crow Eatersshe has started to underline this issue. Theessd businessman, the
shrewd master of the family, and obviously a pathidFaredoon Junglewalla refuses to give
permission to his son, Yazdi to marry an Anglo-&rmdRosy Watson. Sidhwa not only points to
the traditional restrictions, but also gives a kafidationale behind this stricture. Sidhwa

comments through Faredoon:

| believe in some kind of tiny spark that is cadrfrom parent to child, on through
generations...a kind of inherited memory of wisdard a@ghteousness, reaching back to

the times of Zarathustra, the Magi, the Mazdiassia

But what happens if you marry outside our kind® $park so delicately nurtured, so
subtly balanced, meets something totally alienwamdatched. Its precise balance is

scrambled. It reverts to the primitiv@he Crow Eaterd28-129)



In An American BraSidhwa has brought this inter-community marriageta criticize
or to commend but has treated it in such a wagt,itthelps Feroza to understand the real
meaning of her religion in a new land. Her breakwih the American Jew David Press at the
interference of her mother gives her life a newetision. She firmly grabs the American life
and mixes it with the essential teachings of Zartsmssm. Feroza decides to stay back at

America with a new realization:

As for her religion, no one could take it awayrr her; she carried its fire in her heart.
If the priests in Lahore and Karachi did not let bBnter the fire temple, she would go to
one in Bombay where there were so many Parseesdlane would know if she was

married to a Parsee or a noAn(American BraB17)

The apparent ambivalence at the end of the noweight in by Feroza’s decision of not
marrying David is actually Sidhwa'’s repudiationtbé hollow and rigid strictures of the religion,
substantiated by Feroza'’s realization of the treammg of the holy fire, which purifies the heart

and illumines the path ahead.

Inspite of being westernized in attitude and nmode lifestyle, the Parsi society
maintains a double standard in treating men andemofmheErvad Dasturor the high priest of
the Parsis speaks for the purity of bwuk(Parsi seed) and thinks that marrying outside the
community is a kind of adultery. They have no sabfection to a Parsi man marrying a non-
Parsi woman. The children of such parents areledtid theNavjote,but the mother is never
allowed to enter th@giary (The Fire Temple). But when a Parsi woman mauoidside her
community, she is ex-communicated. Indira Bhatienessay “Journey Towards Freedom: A

Study of Bapsi Sidhwa’s An American Brat” commentSurprisingly the Parsi community that
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prides itself as westernized and liberated commusiin fact not so liberal... The Parsis are
fundamentalists to the core and the priest argregared to move with the times even when the
community is dwindling.” (93) Sidhwa here planssteow that the rigid Parsis and the
fundamentalist Muslims of Pakistan belong to thees@aradigm. Both denies freedom and the
individual right. The Ginwalla’s plan to wipe ouie puritanical rubbish out of Feroza’s head

becomes hollow, when they consider her a ‘Bratldeing too much modern.

In An American BratfFeroza’'s decision of marrying an American Jew malasen
anxious about her daughter’s future. “She woulthtamded an adulteress and her children
pronounced illegitimate. She would be accused ofrodting the most heinous sacrileges. Cut
off from her culture and her surroundings likeshfin shallow waters, her child would
eventually shrivel up”An American Bra289). This fear was instrumental in Zareen to thwa
their marriage, though she finds David an agreesiiter for Feroza. She tells her daughter: “If
you can’t knock him out with sugar, slug him witbriey” (An American BraR72). Zareen as a
dutiful Parsee and the member of the respectalrie/@lia family cannot deny the rules of her
community, but as a mother wants her daughter toyntlae boy she loves. She even feels that
the voice, raising against these lifeless stricufethe community by the new generation Parsis,
is correct. Sidhwa through the voice of fifteenryeld Bunny places this protest and the other

adolescent members support it. Zareen thinks:

Perhaps the teenagers in Lahore were right. BneaatriamAnjumart® in Karachi and
Bombay should move with the times that were semthiem to the New World. Bunny’s
image materialized before her with startling lutgichs her niece tossed her ponytail and
said, “For God'’s sake! You're carrying on as iféza’s dead! She’s only getting married

(An American BraR88)
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But the rigid codes ingrained in her conscious@ssg with the warning letter from the Parsi
organizations from Bombay and Karachi dissuadeetafeom going beyond their social lines
and consequently she embarks on an apparently ma$geon of breaking up the relationship of
David and Feroza. And this she does by bringing fatus the unique and sometimes peculiar

customs of their community, namely their marriaiggst Zareen says:

We'll have theMadasard* ceremony first. You'll plant a mango tree. It'sensure
fertility. May you have many children as the tbmars mangoes. In all ceremonies we
mark your foreheads with vermillion, give you eloges with money, hang garlands
round your necks, and give you sugar and cocoftiesy are symbols of blessings and

good luck. An American BraR97)

The community and its custom, which was so revesethem, have been shown from a different
angle by Zareen to stop this adultery. Sidhwa bétiguely suggests that this interference is not
only to save the purity, but also to maintain tlssicial position in their community. Cyrus,
Feroza’s father wants her daughter to mix freelhwhe boys of her age, but is worried about
Feroza getting engaged with some non- Parsi bayilé8ly the maverick Manek tries to
assimilate with the U.S. lifestyle only to get soem®nomic and social mileage. But when it
comes to the question of marriage, he marries éed@arsi girl Aban, to whom divorce is the
most heinous crime. Thus, the unique cultural restthat constitute the identity of the very
community, which are so revered by the membersegmesented with quaintness. This strategic
presentation of the cultural practices both witkifpee and negative nuances are not only to
maintain the essential identity of the community &lso to wield the power over the social
modes that build up the identity of the communitfhat become quite apparent from these

attitudes, projected by Sidhwa, are the dominatioithe social ideology, which exploits the
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community codes and religious rites to perpetiag¢d tcontrol over the individuals, the

componential units of the collective identity oétbommunity.

But Feroza listens to her heart. She refuses teagk to her roots and starts finding her
new route in the new world. She exercises her imamigposition as an agency that empowers
her, helps her to internalize the American lifeyagng her family’s labeling her as ‘American
brat’ and tries to find the spirit of liberty, hpersonal space, which will enable her to carry the

pure fire in her and ‘embark on a new missionoogl.

Notes:

1. Muhammed Zia-ul-Haq (Augl12, 1924- Aug 17, 1988) wessgeneral officer, who
served as the sixth President of Pakistan from 1@fi8his death in 1988. Zia
rejected Bhutto’s philosophy of “Food, cloth anceBér’ and wanted Islam to be the

base of Pakistan.

2. Multiculturalism points to communities having mple cultures. Descriptively, it
means a cultural diversity and is applied to theagraphic structures of a particular
place. Normatively, it gives stress on the intecscand communication between

different cultures and centers on diversity anducal uniqueness.

3. lItis an undergarment made of pure white muslinaset by the Zoroastrians like a
slip next to the skin. There is a small pockehatV of the neck, which is believed to
be the repository of good deeds. At Mavjote(Ceremony of initiation into the

Zoroastrian faithperemony the child is first given tisdra
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. Kusti is the sacred thread woven from seventy-two sgamavool, girdled around the
waist three times, worn over tiseidra It is believed that girdled with this around the

loin, the Parsi men and women serve the lord.

. Ahura Mazdas the God to the Parsis. He is also known #sifamazda, Aramazd,
Hourmazd, HurmuandAzzand It is theAvestamame for a divinity of the old Iranian
religion. He was proclaimed God by Zoroaster. TherAhurameans ‘light’ and

Mazdameans ‘wisdom’. So, Aura Mazdais the god of light and wisdom.

. Please refer to Adam L. Penenberg, ReviewroAmerican BrgtThe New York

Times Book Reviewanuary 16, 1994.

. Please refer to Edit Villareal, “Feroza Goes Nativiehe Washington PgdDecember

16, 1993.

. Please refer to Bharati Mukherjedlasmine Delhi: Penguin, 1990. Print.

. Burgais head to toe covering black dress worn by caagiee Muslim women in the
Asian and more precisely in the Indian sub-contialecountries. It has a net in front

of the head covering piece to see through.

10. Kissah-i-Sanjans a chronicle, which gives an account of the Astoans settlers in

India. At the end, we get the signature of the iRaoyst Bahman Kaikobad.

11.Please refer to Perin Bharucfitae Fire WorshippersBombay: Strand, 1968. Print.

12.Please see Firdaus Kangaying to Grow New Delhi: Ravi Dayal Publishers, 1990.

Print.
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13. Anjumanin Urdu means a gathering or association. In the Parseggitnjumanis
the plural ofnajm which means star. SAnjumandenotes a group of stars. Now the

Parsis usénjumanas party, meetings or gatherings, likeUtslu rendering.

14. The Parsi ceremony that takes place before thaagar It resembles to the Bengali

custom ofGatra Haridra or the application of turmeric paste on the badd groom.
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