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SUE D I C K M A N 

I M E T S H A S H I D E S H P A N D E fo r the first t i m e at h e r h o m e i n a 

s u b u r b a n sec t ion o f B a n g a l o r e . She m a d e m e feel at ease r i gh t 
away. W e ate l u n c h w i t h h e r h u s b a n d a n d t h e n sat d o w n i n the 
l i v i n g r o o m fo r the "o f f i c i a l " par t o f the in t e rv i ew b u t rea l ly it felt 
l i k e we h a d a n a f t e r n o o n - l o n g conve r sa t i on , pa r t o f w h i c h hap
p e n e d to be r e c o r d e d o n tape. I a m n o t sure h o w l o n g we h a d 
b e e n t a l k i n g before S h a s h i sa id , "Wait . A r e n ' t y o u s u p p o s e d to be 
a s k i n g m e ques t ions?" 

D a u g h t e r o f the r e n o w n e d K a n n a d a dramat is t , S h r i r a n g a , 
D e s h p a n d e is a nove l i s t a n d shor t story wri ter . H e r recen t novels 
i n c l u d e Roots and Shadows (1983), The Dark Holds No Terrors 
( 1980), The Binding Vine ( 1993), That Long Silence, w h i c h w o n the 
Sahi tya A k a d e m i A w a r d fo r the best b o o k i n E n g l i s h i n 1987, a n d 
mos t recent ly , A Matter of Time ( P e n g u i n Ind i a , 1996). She has 
also p u b l i s h e d several v o l u m e s o f shor t stories, i n c l u d i n g The 
Intrusion and Other Stories (1993). H e r b o o k s are p u b l i s h e d i n 
G r e a t B r i t a i n by V i r a g o Press. W h a t fo l lows are extracts f r o m the 
in terview, w h i c h took p lace o n 29 J a n u a r y 1994. 

I know that your father was a very well-respected writer in Kannada. Do 
you think it made a difference for you, in terms of your own writing, to 
have grown up in that kind of a family ? 

Yes. N o t d i rec t ly , i n the sense that I never t o l d myself, " M y father 
is a wr i t e r a n d I wan t to be a writer ." B u t o n e is so i n f l u e n c e d by 
h a v i n g lots o f b o o k s at h o m e . H e wro te i n K a n n a d a , a n d I wri te i n 
E n g l i s h , a n d there ' s a w h o l e w o r l d o f d i f fe rence . I s tar ted w r i t i n g 
very late i n l i fe , a n d I neve r spoke to h i m abou t m y w r i t i n g , n o r 
d i d h e ever speak to m e a b o u t it. W e neve r c o m m u n i c a t e d abou t 

ARIEL: A Review of International English Literature, 29:1 , January 1998 



130 S U E D I C K M A N 

w r i t i n g at a l l . B u t never theless , it d i d matter . It does matter, to 
some extent , p a r t i c u l a r l y i n a c o u n t r y l i k e I n d i a , w h e r e I t h i n k 
w o m e n w o u l d n ' t have b e e n very e d u c a t e d i n those d a y s — I ' m 
n o t t a l k i n g o f n o w — u n l e s s y o u h a d parents w h o were d i f fe rent 
a n d w a n t e d t he i r daugh te r s to be educa t ed . N o r m a l l y it 's so 
d i f f icu l t fo r a g i r l , i f h e r f a m i l y is against her, to go a h e a d a n d d o 
any th ing , i n o u r day at least. 

It's no t jus t b e i n g a w o m a n wri ter , b u t I t h i n k o n e d i d have to — 
I w o n ' t say struggle, because that 's too d i f f i cu l t a w o r d — b u t o n e 
d i d have to go against a l o t o f th ings . A n d I t h i n k for m e the mos t 
d i f f i cu l t t h i n g was to te l l myse l f that m y w o r k was i m p o r t a n t even 
t h o u g h it doesn ' t b r i n g i n money . I was very ser ious f r o m the 
b e g i n n i n g . A l o t o f w o m e n ask m e to l o o k at t he i r stories, a n d 
t h e n they say, " H a ha , it 's o n l y a hobby . It's n o t h i n g ser ious. I d o a 
l i t t le i n m y spare t ime . " I neve r d i d that. I k n e w it was ser ious fo r 
m e , b u t at the same t ime , it was very h a r d for m e to take t i m e o f f 
f r o m o t h e r th ings , l i k e to take t i m e of f f r o m h o u s e w o r k , because 
it 's m y duty to d o the h o u s e w o r k . A n d i f I wri te , I s h o u l d be 
e a r n i n g money . So that was very h a r d fo r m e , to get a sense o f 
value fo r m y w o r k p a r t i c u l a r l y because there ' s n o m o n e y i n it. 
S ince I s tar ted e a r n i n g a l i t t le m o n e y a n d got a l i t t le b i t o f 
r e c o g n i t i o n , I ' m m o r e c o n f i d e n t abou t it; b u t that was h a r d . 

When did you start writing? I know you said you started late. 

Very late. I was 30. A n d the f u n n y t h i n g is I neve r wro te a t h i n g 
u n t i l t hen , n o t even a p o e m . I d o n ' t t h i n k any wr i te r hasn ' t 
wr i t t en poe t ry even i n t he i r y o u n g e r days. I d i d n ' t even try. I 
wro te n o t h i n g . A n d t h e n s u d d e n l y I s tar ted. It was l i k e o n e o f 
those mi rac l e s they talk of, t h o u g h I k n o w it wasn ' t a m i r a c l e . I 
mus t have b e e n p r e p a r i n g i n s ide a l l those years. O n c e I started, I 
j u s t c o u l d n ' t s top. I 've always b e e n very lazy, n o t very h a r d 
w o r k i n g at a n y t h i n g , qu i te the despa i r o f m y parents ; b u t o n c e I 
s tarted w r i t i n g , I felt myse l f so c o m m i t t e d to it. 

E v e n w h e n I was s i c k — I h a d a l o t o f h e a l t h p r o b l e m s — e v e n i n 
b e d I u s e d to sit a n d w o r k a n d wr i te , a n d s o m e h o w I k n e w that 
that was it. T h i s k i n d o f a c o m m i t m e n t , I find, n o t m a n y w o m e n 
have. A lo t o f p e o p l e want to say that they are wri ters , bu t they ' re 
n o t w i l l i n g to c o m m i t themselves to that extent . 
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Do you think it's partly because women are not raised to take what they do 
seriously ? 

I t h i n k so. W e l l , o f course , n o w i f y o u g o ou t a n d take u p a j o b 
a n d ea rn money , that 's i m p o r t a n t . I m e a n y o u ' r e t o l d to c o n s i d e r 
that i m p o r t a n t , bu t y o u ' r e s t i l l m a d e to feel that it is less i m p o r 
tant t han the h o m e , c h i l d r e n , a n d h o m e m a k i n g . A n d t h e n y o u 
have these w o m e n w h o d o f lower d e c o r a t i o n s a n d d a n c i n g a n d 
classes, a n d this c o m e s i n t o that category. B u t that 's n o t h o w 
w r i t i n g is. It can ' t be a hobby . E i t h e r y o u ' r e a wr i t e r i n the sense 
that y o u ' r e rea l ly total ly c o m m i t t e d to it o r y o u a ren ' t . Very few 
w o m e n cross that l i n e be tween b e i n g j u s t an a m a t e u r a n d b e i n g 
tota l ly c o m m i t t e d . It's a b i g leap . Y o u c a n be a very g o o d ama teu r 
bu t to be a p ro fess iona l a n d to be a g o o d p ro fess iona l , y o u have 
to m a k e a w h o l e m e n t a l l eap a n d pu t aside a lo t o f yourself . T h a t 
is very h a r d . It's h a r d for w o m e n everywhere , a n d a l i t t le h a r d e r 
for I n d i a n w o m e n because the f ami ly r ea l ly does c l a i m y o u . It's 
no t j u s t the i m m e d i a t e fami ly ; it 's the e x t e n d e d family , a n d mos t 
o f the f a m i l y dut ies are t aken over by w o m e n . T h e m e n are the 
p i l l a r s o f the family , bu t the w o r k , i n c l u d i n g the e m o t i o n a l 
n e t w o r k a n d the b o n d i n g a n d a l l these th ings l i k e b r i n g i n g the 
f ami ly t o g e t h e r — i t is a l l d o n e by w o m e n . . . . I used to see m y 
father, w h o w o u l d sit a n d w o r k a n d j u s t shut o f f the w o r l d . M y 
m o t h e r w o u l d take care o f a l l the work , b u t I can ' t d o that. 

One thing that interests me is the question of language, the question of the 
choices writers make in terms of what language they write luhat in. I know 
that many writers in India write in English and a regional language. 
Was that a possibility for you ? 

I w o n d e r w h e t h e r there is a c h o i c e because o n e o f the th ings 
w h i c h is always asked is " W h y d o y o u wri te i n E n g l i s h ? " M a y b e it 's 
no t asked o f p e o p l e l i k e A n i t a D e s a i . It's p r e s u m e d she w i l l wri te 
i n E n g l i s h . B u t for a p e r s o n l i k e m e , whose fa ther wro te i n 
K a n n a d a a n d w h o l ives very m u c h i n this k i n d o f a middle-c lass 
m i l i e u , it 's always asked o f m e , a n d it 's a sked i n a k i n d o f a c c u s i n g 
tone , as i f I 've d o n e s o m e t h i n g w r o n g . T h e r e was n o c h o i c e i n the 
matter. T h a t ' s what I always say. It's n o t l i k e I sat d o w n a n d said , 
" L o o k , I ' m g o i n g to wri te i n E n g l i s h . " T h a t was the o n l y l anguage 
I c o u l d wri te . 
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A s far as I ' m c o n c e r n e d , I 've s t u d i e d o n l y E n g l i s h . I feel it 's a 
great loss now. I feel very sorry that I d o n ' t k n o w any o t h e r 
l anguage we l l e n o u g h . A t the same t ime , I feel that it 's g i v e n m e a 
l i t t le m o r e f r e e d o m . B u t I d o regre t n o t b e i n g able to wri te i n m y 
o w n l anguage . A n d I very m u c h regre t n o t k n o w i n g Sanskr i t . 

Did you grow up speaking Kannada ? 

A n d M a r a t h i . M y m o t h e r is M a r a t h i a n d m y fa ther is K a n n a d a , so 
we grew u p s p e a k i n g b o t h . B u t neve r s t ud i ed ei ther. 

And English in school then ? 

E n g l i s h i n s c h o o l . It is n o t l i k e it is now. I n o u r days, the b a d o l d 
B r i t i s h days were s t i l l very close to us. We c o u l d d o w i t h o n l y 
E n g l i s h . N o w y o u have to l e a r n an I n d i a n l a n g u a g e — v e r y sensi
b le . B u t t h e n y o u c o u l d get by w i t h o u t l e a r n i n g a n I n d i a n l a n 
guage. I d i d l e a r n K a n n a d a a n d M a r a t h i , b u t at h o m e , o n m y 
o w n , y o u know, l e a r n i n g the scr ip t . T h a t is a loss. T h e r e are so 
m a n y th ings w h i c h o n e c a n n o t p u t exac t ly i n t o E n g l i s h f r o m o u r 
languages . S o m e t i m e s y o u feel such a sense o f loss. 

B u t there is a sense o f g a i n too , because E n g l i s h is a r i c h 
l anguage . A l s o , I l i k e it because it 's n o t flowery a n d sen t imen ta l 
l i k e mos t I n d i a n languages are, a n d it suits my style. I d o n ' t l i k e 
sent imental i ty , a n d I d o n ' t l i k e m e l o d r a m a . I l i k e th ings to be 
stark, a n d E n g l i s h is a stark l anguage . It suits m e somet imes ; bu t 
w h e n it comes to ce r t a in e m o t i o n s a n d ce r t a in cus toms, I d o n ' t 
l i k e to e x p l a i n . I f y o u e x p l a i n eve ry th ing i n parentheses , it 's l i k e 
saying that I ' m w r i t i n g this fo r a Wes te rn reader, w h i c h w o u l d 
s p o i l the n o v e l fo r m e . It's a b i t d i f f icul t ; whereas i f y o u wri te i n 
y o u r o w n l anguage , it 's m o r e na tu ra l . 

The question of language doesn't seem to be getting any less problematic. It 
is still one of the main questions writers are asked about here. 

Yes. W h i c h language? A n d , n u m b e r two, why d o y o u wri te 
abou t w o m e n ? A n d , n u m b e r three , are y o u a f emin i s t wri ter? 
A n d , n u m b e r four , i f y o u ' r e a f emin i s t wri ter , t h e n why d o y o u r 
w o m e n . . . ? P e o p l e seem to t h i n k y o u are w r i t i n g abou t w o m e n . I 
a m w r i t i n g abou t Jaya . I a m w r i t i n g a b o u t Saru . I wro te abou t 
Saru , a n d t h e n Saru is over; a n d I ' m w r i t i n g a b o u t j a y a , a n d t h e n 
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Jaya is over; a n d t h e n I ' m w r i t i n g abou t M i r a . N o t women. A n d my 
b o o k s par t icu la r ly , I feel , get s lo t ted as w o m e n ' s books , m o r e 
t han a n y o n e else's. I d o n ' t k n o w why. 

Do you think it's because the main characters are all strong women? 

T h e r e are a lo t o f w o m e n wri ters w h o have w o m e n characters . I 
d o n ' t k n o w w h y there s h o u l d be always a k i n d o f s lo t t ing o f 
w o m e n ' s w r i t i n g , a n d j u d g i n g t h e m o n l y as s uch . Anyway, I 've 
c o m e to terms wi th that because there 's n o p o i n t i n a g o n i z i n g . A t 
least there are p e o p l e , readers , w h o are able to relate to m y 
characters , a n d I take sat isfact ion i n that now. S o m e w o m e n 
wri ters say that they d o n ' t want to be c a l l e d w o m e n wri ters . I 
t h i n k it 's w r o n g . Because by saying so, y o u ' r e say ing there 's 
s o m e t h i n g w r o n g w i t h b e i n g a w o m a n writer , s o m e t h i n g i n f e r i o r 
o r s u b o r d i n a t e i n b e i n g c a l l e d a w o m a n writer . So I d o n ' t want to 
d o that ei ther. I a m a w o m a n , a n d I d o wri te a b o u t w o m e n , a n d 
I ' m g o i n g to say it l oud ly . I d o n ' t want to dissociate myself, w h i c h 
is l i k e saying, " L o o k , that 's an i n f e r i o r k i n d o f a c l u b , a n d I d o n ' t 
want to be par t o f it ." 

I'm interested in this question of what it means to be a feminist writer. As I 
said, I think women do write differently, and that's always luhat's 
interested me more in literature in general, at home [US], and in a 
country like India, it is an especially interesting position to be in. 

T h a t ' s right. A n d I t h i n k i n I n d i a , p a r t i c u l a r l y w h e n w o m e n d o 
l ive i n two en t i r e ly d i f fe rent w o r l d s . . . . Pe rhaps n o w they are able 
to find s o m e k i n d o f a m e e t i n g g r o u n d , bu t mos t o f the t ime , it 's 
two to ta l ly d i f fe rent wor ld s , a n d that is wha t c o m e s o u t i n m y 
books , because even as a c h i l d I saw the w o m e n ' s r o o m , t he i r 
w o r l d , t he i r conce rns , a n d o n l y the c h i l d r e n were the br idges . 
A n d the m e n a n d w o m e n , the husbands a n d wives, they m e t o n l y 
at n igh t , w h e n they went to t he i r o w n r o o m , i f they were l u c k y 
e n o u g h to have t he i r o w n r o o m . It was kep t very shadowy a n d 
dark , the w o m e n ' s w o r l d , b u t they h a d the i r o w n w o r l d , t he i r 
r i tuals , t he i r soc ia l occas ions , t he i r r e l i g i o u s c e r e m o n i e s , a n d it 
was qu i te a b i g w o r l d i n its o w n way. B u t there was n o m e e t i n g 
po in t . 
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Do you think that's changing? 

It's c h a n g i n g . T h e r e was n o k i n d o f c o m p a n i o n s h i p . F o r i n 
stance, my father u sed to always te l l m e abou t the k i n d o f hus
bands w h o speak two sentences to t he i r wives. W h e n g o i n g out , 
he w o u l d say, "C lose the door . " Y o u know, "Close the d o o r b e h i n d 
me" ; a n d w h e n he used to c o m e h o m e , h e u sed to say, " O p e n the 
door . " So , y o u know, it was so total . A n d for a lo t o f p e o p l e , it was 
c o n s i d e r e d w r o n g to talk, even for a h u s b a n d a n d wife. 

So , that 's why w o m e n wri ters c a n n o t be t aken l igh t ly . Because 
they ' re saying the k i n d o f th ings n o b o d y has sa id u n t i l now. 
T h e y ' r e s h o w i n g y o u the w o r l d w h i c h the m e n have n o t k n o w n . 
In fact, I got a l o n g le t ter f r o m a m a n , after h e ' d r e a d That Long 
Silence. H e star ted o f f b e i n g very m e l o d r a m a t i c , say ing that That 
Long Silence is " t h u n d e r i n g . " A n d t h e n he wrote a b o u t ten pages 
abou t h o w l i t t le he k n e w a b o u t the w o r l d o f w o m e n , a n d this 
o p e n e d u p an en t i r e ly d i f fe rent w o r l d to h i m , a n d h o w h e l i v e d 
i n his o w n w o r l d , a n d h o w he never k n e w that this t h i n g is g o i n g 
o n b e h i n d the d o o r s i n w o m e n ' s m i n d s . It's very i n t e r e s t i n g — I 
l i k e to k n o w wha t m e n are t h i n k i n g . A l l these years m e n have 
b e e n t e l l i n g the w o r l d i n t he i r w r i t i n g that w o m e n are myste
r ious , w o m e n are fasc ina t ing , w o m e n are s trange, w o m e n are 
w h i m s i c a l , w o m e n are i r r a t i o n a l . So n o w w o m e n are also t a l k i n g 
a n d t e l l i n g the w o r l d that m e n are s trange, m e n are myster ious . 
. . . We d o find the o t h e r sex myster ious to some extent . So m a n y 
o f t he i r th ings we d o n ' t u n d e r s t a n d . Y o u may be very c lose to 
y o u r f r i e n d o r h u s b a n d o r lover o r wha tever b u t at the same t ime 
there is always that e l e m e n t o f the u n k n o w n . 

I remember realizing once when I was writing something that I didn't 
think I could write a conversation between two men in a room without a 
woman in it. I thought, "I don't know what they say. " 

I find myse l f n o t able to d o it at a l l . I h a d this f e e l i n g ea r l i e r i n m y 
w r i t i n g . I felt that i f I ' m w r i t i n g o n l y a b o u t w o m e n , t h e n I ' m 
t r i v i a l i z i n g myself. I was very b r a i n w a s h e d about this i dea . I felt 
that i f I wri te it f r o m a m a l e p o i n t o f view, it 's g o i n g to s o u n d m o r e 
i m p o r t a n t . A n d I d i d that i n two o r three stories, a n d t h e n I gave 
u p because I r e a l i z e d I d i d n ' t want to d o it, a n d I c o u l d n ' t d o it. 
B y that t ime , I h a d sort o f u n b r a i n w a s h e d myself, a n d I k n e w what 
I was saying was i m p o r t a n t anyway. 
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Are things any easierfor you as a writer, now that you 're more established 
and have a name? 

I ' m very l u c k y that I s tar ted w r i t i n g after m y y o u n g e r s o n was 
b o r n . I grew i n t o it as they grew u p . A n d by the t i m e they were 
abou t 13 o r 14 a n d o u t o f the house a l l day, I was rea l ly i n t o it. B y 
the t ime I rea l ly got very p ro fess iona l , they were o u t o f the house . 
So , i n a way, i t w o r k e d out . B u t those few years were very h a r d , 
w h e n they were abou t be tween g a n d 17. It's n o t that they d i d n ' t 
n e e d m e at a l l . It's, as I sa id , ' Y o u s h o u l d be o n tap." 

B u t at the same t ime w h e n I was rea l ly ge t t i ng i n t o it, I u sed to 
get very angry. N o w w h e n I t h i n k o f that anger, I ' m a m a z e d . I 
r e m e m b e r I u sed to be very angry that I was n o t ge t t i ng t ime to d o 
wha t I wan t to d o , a n d n o b o d y s e e m e d to t h i n k that I was 
w o r k i n g . Tha t ' s the m a i n t h i n g . N o b o d y real izes this is work . 
Y o u ' r e j u s t pass ing y o u r t ime . T h a t u s e d to be the mos t d i f f i cu l t 
t h i n g fo r m e . 

It is not taken seriously. It is a little hobby, you go off and scribble. 

A n d the k i n d o f c o m m e n t s I h a d . . . fami ly , g e n t l e m e n a s k i n g m e 
awful th ings . I n c r i cke t , there are b o u n d a r i e s a n d there are 
sixers. O n e g e n t l e m a n sa id , "I hea r you 've wr i t t en a n o v e l , so n o w 
y o u ' r e h i t t i n g sixers, are you?" I felt l i k e h i t t i n g h i m one . A n d 
then , " A r e y o u s t i l l w r i t i n g , M r s . D e s h p a n d e ? " I r e m e m b e r a 
c o u s i n o f m i n e , an accoun tan t , saying, " A r e y o u s t i l l wr i t i ng?" Y o u 
know, very p a t r o n i z i n g l y . A n d I sa id , " A r e y o u s t i l l d o i n g y o u r 
accoun tancy?" I n o n e o f P a t r i c k W h i t e ' s novels there ' s a painter , 
a n d s o m e b o d y asks h i m , " A r e y o u s t i l l p a i n t i n g ? " A n d he says, 
" A r e y o u s t i l l b r ea th ing?" I m e a n , " A r e y o u s t i l l ea t ing , are y o u 
s t i l l s h i t t i n g . . . ?" 

M y h u s b a n d kep t t e l l i n g m e , " W h y d o y o u get so angry? W h y 
are y o u was t ing y o u r energy? P e o p l e d o n ' t u n d e r s t a n d . " B u t , y o u 
know, eve ry th ing u n d e r m i n e s y o u . A l l these th ings d o under 
m i n e y o u , a n d y o u d o n ' t have a n y t h i n g else to give y o u back what 
y o u ' r e l o s i n g i n this. It's o n l y s ince I go t the A k a d e m i A w a r d that 
p e o p l e r e c o g n i z e that I ' m a wri ter . A n d p e o p l e now, w h e n they 
r i n g m e u p , d o say, " A m I d i s t u r b i n g you?" 


