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fact that the possibilities of human achievement today, which a West­
ern notion of time celebrates, are greatly threatened. His anguished 
querv, "In what time do we live?" ( 1 9 5 ) , needs serious thought. 

RATNA RAMAN 

Malashri Lai. The Law of the Threshold: Women Writers in Indian English. 
Simla: Indian Institute of Advanced Study, 1 9 9 5 . Pp. 16/ . Rs. 175 . 

Malashri Lai's The Law of the Threshold: Women Writers in Indian English 
is an attempt to formulate the concept of a distinct trend in Indian 
English writing by women, arguing that there is a distinction between 
feminist thought in the West and here in India. According to Lai, the 
Indian woman writer finds herself in a peculiar situation when she at­
tempts to write in English: "The [Indian] English writer is perpetually 
poised on the threshold between the acquisition [of an] English edu­
cation and the sociology of 'Indianness'" ( 4 ) . She notes further that 
the Indian writer "cannot apply the Western feminist base of binary 
male female gender hostility" ( 2 8 ) — a view that is perhaps more con­
vincing and charts a more realistic course. Lai observes that the Indian 
woman does not wish to destroy her relationship with her community; 
while she is in favour of the kind of change that is critical for herself, 
she avoids coming into the public eye. The proper choice for the 
critic, therefore, is to attempt interpretations of the Indian women 
writers' position as that of one who stands on the threshold. 

Lai sees the threshold—which exists as a central theme in tradi­
tional Indian architecture—as occupying a position on the dividing 
line between the two spaces of private and public life. It is an effective 
metaphor for the Indian English woman writer's dilemma, one that 
constitutes a generative force for the writer, helping her create strate­
gies of subversion. She examines the play of this central metaphor in 
the writings of six writers—Toru Dutt, Sarojini Naidu, Rama Mehta, 
Ruth Prawer Jhabvala, Anita Desai, and Bharati Mukherjee. The meta­
phor appears to work well in some cases and not so well in others. 

One of the major achievements of the book is Lai's discovery and 
discussion of Toru Dutt's practically unknown novel, Bianca or The 
Young Spanish Maiden. Lai convincingly reads feminist undertones in 
the narrative. She sees the feminism of the novels expressed through 
the plot, which revolves around the strategy of the subterfuge of the 
author presenting her own self through Bianca, the central character. 
Thus the first English novel by an Indian woman raises questions 
about traditional gender-based psychology: a strong woman experi­
ences distancing from her father and her community; she is admired 
but not loved or cherished. Lai's account of Dutt abounds in biograph­
ical detail. This could be seen as a way of compensating for the rather 
indifferent literary quality of Bianca, and, though informative, it raises 
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the q u e s t i o n o f t h e u s e f u l n e s s o f b i o g r a p h i c a l p r o b i n g s i n l i t e r a r y 
analys is . The Law of the Threshold at t i m e s gets d a n g e r o u s l y c lose to 
b e c o m i n g a s o c i o l o g y o f l i t e r a t u r e . O n e w o n d e r s i f t h e events o f a 
w r i t e r ' s l i f e c a n b e t h e m a i n d e t e r m i n a n t s o f h e r w r i t e r l y c h o i c e s . 

O f S a r o j i n i N a i d u , L a i m a i n t a i n s t h a t she le t h e r p o e t i c t a l e n t w i t h e r 
i n f a v o u r o f h e r p o l i t i c a l a c t i v i s m . T h e r e a s o n L a i of fers f o r th is sac­
r i f i c e is a n i n h e r e n t i n a b i l i t y i n N a i d u to a r t i c u l a t e h e r r e b e l l i o u s 
f e m i n i s t i d e a s i n h e r p o e m s ; as a p o e t s h e was u n a b l e to cross the 
t h r e s h o l d . H o w e v e r , p e r h a p s t h e r e a l r e a s o n f o r N a i d u ' s p o e m s b e i n g 
so b a r r e n r a t h e r t h a n f u l l - b l o o d e d p o e t i c a r t i c u l a t i o n s is t h a t she s i m ­
p l y is a m e d i o c r e p o e t . L a i ' s c o n c e r n s are m o r e p s y c h o - s o c i o l o g i c a l 
t h a n l i terary , so she d o e s n o t t a c k l e th is q u e s t i o n at a l l . 

T h e n o v e l w h i c h best i l l u s t r a t e s L a i ' s t h r e s h o l d m e t a p h o r is R a m a 
M e h t a ' s Inside the Haveli. T h e h e r o i n e o f t h e n o v e l , G e e t a , steps b a c k 
i n t o t h e h o u s e ; she crosses t h e t h r e s h o l d r e t r o g r e s s i v e l y . S h e carves a 
n i c h e f o r h e r s e l f i n s i d e the haveli b y s t u d y i n g the s u b t e r f u g e s p r a c t i s e d 
by w o m e n o f d i f f e r e n t classes a n d status to m a k e t h e i r v i e w p o i n t p r e ­
v a i l i n t h e i r r e s t r i c t e d e n v i r o n m e n t . L a i c o n t e n d s r i g h t l y t h a t M e h t a 
a d o p t s a c a u t i o u s p o s i t i o n i n f a v o u r o f s o c i a l c h a n g e — a d v o c a t i n g 
c h a n g e b u t n o t at t h e cost o f s o c i a l u p h e a v a l . T h a t t h e p r o c e s s is s low 
is p o i n t e d u p by t h e e n d i n g o f t h e n o v e l w h i c h leaves u n r e s o l v e d t h e 
f u t u r e o f t h e p r o t a g o n i s t G e e t a ' s fifteen-year-old d a u g h t e r . 

L a i c o m m e n t s f a v o u r a b l y o n t h e way R u t h J h a b v a l a h a n d l e s t h e 
d o u b l e t i m e s c h e m e o f Heat and Dust a n d t h e s u c c e s s f u l c r o s s i n g o f ra­
c i a l b a r r i e r s b y t h e u n n a m e d E n g l i s h w o m a n i n t h e I n d i a o f 1 9 7 5 . S h e 
a lso p o i n t s to t h e a p p r o p r i a t i o n by t h e u n n a m e d n a r r a t o r o f t h e story 
o f h e r a n c e s t o r O l i v i a . A s L a i p u t s i t , t h i s " r e c a s t i n g o f the past is the 
f a s c i n a t i n g a s p e c t o f J h a b v a l a ' s a r t i n Heat and Dust f o r i t i n s t i t u t e s a 
p o l e m i c a b o u t n e w r e n d i t i o n o f p e r s o n a l h i s t o r i e s " ( 1 2 2 ) . L a i of fers a 
s t i m u l a t i n g analys is o f A n i t a D e s a i ' s Baumgartner's Bombay w h i l e l i n k ­
i n g i t to two o f h e r e a r l i e r n o v e l s , In Custody a n d Clear Light of Day. T h e 
m a l e c e n t r i n g o f Baumgartner's Bombay is i n t e r p r e t e d as a s u b t e r f u g e 
t h a t d e m o l i s h e s t h e m a l e v i e w p o i n t . T h o u g h t h e w o m e n a r e at t h e pe­
riphery, t h e y s e e m s t r o n g e r , l i v e l i e r , m o r e t h o u g h t f u l , a n d b e t t e r c a p a ­
b l e o f c o m i n g to t e r m s w i t h l i f e . 

L a i c e n s u r e s B h a r a t i M u k h e r j e e f o r h e r t o o s i m p l i s t i c s o l u t i o n o f 
t h e " t h r e s h o l d " d i l e m m a . S h e q u e r i e s w h e t h e r o n e c a n r e a l l y c h a r a c ­
ter ize a p e r s o n by h i s / h e r p a s s p o r t d e t a i l s . S h e q u e s t i o n s t h e c r e d o o f 
" m a x i m a l i s m " t h a t M u k h e r j e e f a v o u r s , a s k i n g , f o r i n s t a n c e , h o w i m m i ­
g r a n t I n d i a n s b r o a d e n A m e r i c a ' s s o c i a l h o r i z o n . L a i e x a m i n e s these 
issues as p r e s e n t e d i n jasmine. T h e h e r o i n e o f t h i s n o v e l is s u p p o s e d 
to b e c e l e b r a t i n g h e r fluid i d e n t i t y , b u t , as L a i observes , s h e is s h o w n 
e n d l e s s l y r e l y i n g o n o n e m a n af ter a n o t h e r l i k e a t y p i c a l d e p e n d e n t 
I n d i a n f e m a l e . I n o r d e r to c o u n t e r w h a t M u k h e r j e e sees as t h e e v i l 
forces o f A m e r i c a , a l l J a s m i n e has t o d o is t o r e i n c a r n a t e K a l i a n d m u r ­
d e r h e r r a p i s t . T h o u g h J a s m i n e feels r e l i e v e d at h a v i n g d u m p e d the 



282 BOOK REVIEWS 

c r i p p l e d B u d R i p p l e m a y o r f o r P r o f e s s o r T a y l o r , she a c t u a l l y has j u s t 
d e s e r t e d a d e p e n d e n t m a n f o r a m a n she c a n d e p e n d o n . B e s i d e s , is 
i g n o r i n g the m i n o r i t y a n d o t h e r r e l a t e d p r o b l e m s o f A m e r i c a a n d 
m e r g i n g w i t h the w h i t e m a i n s t r e a m , the final r e d e m p t i o n o f a n I n d i a n 
w o m a n f r o m a v i l l a g e i n P u n j a b ? 

W h i l e o n e d o e s n o t a d v o c a t e w h a t is s o m e t i m e s d e s c r i b e d as S o u t h 
A s i a n e x c l u s i o n i s m , i t is c l e a r t h a t t h e r e are p r o b l e m s w i t h w o m e n ' s 
l i fe a n d w r i t i n g t h a t are p e c u l i a r to S o u t h A s i a , a n d i n The Law of the 
Threshold: Women Writers in Indian English. M a l a s h r i L a i , has m a d e very 
fine c h o i c e s t o a n a l y s e a n d i l l u s t r a t e s o m e o f t h o s e p r o b l e m s . A n d she 
wr i tes fluent p r o s e t h a t r e a d s w e l l . 

BARAN REHMAN 

S h a s h i T h a r o o r . India: From Midnight to Millennium. N e w D e l h i : V i k i n g , 

1 9 9 7 . P p . xiv, 3 9 2 . R s . 4 0 0 . 

T h e p u b l i c a t i o n o f India: From Midnight to Millennium, l i k e th is s p e c i a l 
issue o f ARIEL, is o n e o f t h e m a n y ways i n w h i c h I n d i a ' s 5 0 t h y e a r o f 
I n d e p e n d e n c e is b e i n g c e l e b r a t e d . Its o c c a s i o n a l n a t u r e n o t w i t h s t a n d ­
i n g , t h e b o o k lays c l a i m to b e yet a n o t h e r t h o u g h p e r h a p s less e p h e m ­
e r a l c o n t r i b u t i o n to t h e e v e r - g r o w i n g b o d y o f " w r i t i n g o n I n d i a , " at 
o n e t i m e — a n d n o t o r i o u s l y — t h e e x c l u s i v e p r e s e r v e o f " t h e N a i p a u l s " 
( 2 7 6 ) . E a c h o f V . S. N a i p a u l ' s t h r e e b o o k s o n I n d i a was t o u t e d as i n ­
d i s p e n s a b l e f o r a n y o n e w h o s e r i o u s l y wants to c o m e to g r i p s w i t h the 
e x p e r i e n c e o f I n d i a a n d as h i s d e f i n i t i v e s t a t e m e n t o n I n d i a . A n d 
o f c o u r s e e v e r y t h i n g t h a t S a l m a n R u s h d i e has h a d to say o n I n d i a i n 
fiction o r n o n f i c t i o n is l a p p e d u p by t h e W e s t e r n m e d i a as g o s p e l 
t r u t h . S u n i l K h i l n a n i — i n The Idea of India ( 1 9 9 7 ) , a n a n t i d o t e to R a j a 
R a o ' s m y s t i c a l The Meaning of India ( 1 9 9 6 ) — w o n d e r s h o w " I n d i a n his­
tory w r i t i n g s e e m s to h a v e s t o p p e d i n 1 9 4 7 a n d w h y m o s t o f t h e post-
I n d e p e n d e n c e h i s t o r y s e e m s to h a v e b e e n w r i t t e n i n t h e f o r m o f 
n o v e l s " ( 1 ). T h a r o o r , w h o s e first w o r k ( a s p i r e d to be) 7¾« Great Indian 
Novel ( 1 9 8 9 ) , was a p o l i t i c a l sa t i re , n o w seeks to r e m e d y t h e s i t u a t i o n . 

A s t h e s u b t i t l e o f h i s b o o k i n d i c a t e s , it p u r p o r t s to b e a h i s t o r y o f 
c o n t e m p o r a r y I n d i a , a l b e i t a se l f -confessedly p e r s o n a l o n e , w i t h a l i b ­
e r a l h u m a n i s t b ias . S i r I s a i a h B e r l i n , p e r h a p s t h e last o f the g r e a t l i b ­
e r a l h u m a n i s t s o f t h e t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y , has s p o k e n f o r c e f u l l y a g a i n s t 
i m p e r s o n a l i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f h i s t o r i c a l c h a n g e a n d a r g u e d i n f a v o u r o f 
a f o r m o f h i s t o r i o g r a p h y w h i c h m u s t n o t o m i t q u e s t i o n s o f t h e c h a r a c ­
ter, p u r p o s e s , a n d m o t i v e s o f i n d i v i d u a l s . H e c o n t e n d s t h a t o n e m u s t 
try to find o u t w h o was r e s p o n s i b l e f o r a war, a r e v o l u t i o n , a n e c o ­
n o m i c c o l l a p s e , a r e n a i s s a n c e o f arts a n d le t ters , a d i s c o v e r y o r a n i n ­
v e n t i o n ( 4 4 ) . S o i n India: From Midnight to Millennium, we find T h a r o o r 
p r a i s i n g a n d b l a m i n g t h e G a n d h i s a n d N e h r u a n d a s k i n g w h o was re­
s p o n s i b l e f o r I n d i a ' s p o s t - I n d e p e n d e n c e — a s w e l l as r e c e n t — s u c c e s s -


