On Wandering Muses

An Essay by Sarita Jenamani

Exile is limbo, a state suffered by uprooted people. Women, however, have long before been considered to be in this category, no matter they are in or outside the political borders of their country. Their sufferings in exile are, so to say, twice than that of the male sufferers.

Uprooting and displacement catapults them into an environment where not only they don’t find soil beneath their feet but they are sometimes devoid also of the power to speak, their languages.

Modern history of the forced or voluntary border crossings, massive transfers of population and transplanted cultures are part and parcel of the postcolonial and postmordern experience. Consequently, we find manifold portrayals of migration, displacement, and quest for identity in the present-day literature. Being a part of these phenomena, a lot of women writers represent this diasporic, cross-cultural literary legacy. 

Then, there is another category of writers like Taslima Nasreen – writers who, in order to carry on their rebellious stands,  are left with no choice but to leave their homelands. Thanks to the socio-political harassments and persecutions in different parts of the world, hundreds of young women authors and journalists have to flee from their abodes for an unknown world.

The concept of exile, though stems essentially from ‘not being at home‘ or‚ `away from home’, poses a complex question to the critical theory of literary discourse. Emigration, expatriation, refuge, banishment, exodus, nomadism, cosmopolitanism – meanings of these words vary, as do their connotations. Nature of different types of exile has its own causes, and, of course, effects in the literature of exile writers. What is ’interior exile’ or‚ `exile within‘ and how it differs from physical exile? Where is the demarcating line between emigration and forcible exile ? As emigrants can go home any time they wish, forcible exiles cannot. How does this difference affect the writers and resultantly leaves its imprints on the literatures they produce? Then, the socio-political, cultural and lingual backround of the exile women writers and journalists has to betaken into account.

Soon after stepping into another country, one has to struggle for the basic rights of living, the rights that are taken for granted back at home. The sruggle to have a place to live, a permission to earn the livelihood, adjustment to new climate and so on. Over and above all these problems of  the newly-arisen identity crisis, all these ingredients of an ad hoc life style form a thick smog around the mind of these creative and sensitive people, making them too perplexed to do further creation. Moving from place to place in order to have a santuary ends up with a loss of home, possession, memory, and when this smog clears, one is faced with pieces of identification, shards of language and fragmentation of culture.

Since three long years Cuban writer Elvira Rodriguez is leading a rather precarious existance in Germany where every time extension of visa depends upon a new offer of scholarship. Though one of her novels has already been appeared by a Germany-based Spanish publishing house, she does not have the proper readership in her newly adopted country. And she does not know how long she has to continue in such a frustrating situation.

While in the process of fleeing majority of the writers does not have any opportunity to choose the country to step in. Not only they are welcomed by cultural shock in the new millieu but very often they find themselves in the world of quite unfamiliar languages and even, at times, subtly different literary sensibilities. Adding to these are the limited opportunities of getting published and lack of readership. Most of the writers have to struggle very hard to come into terms with the after-taste of the newly found liberties in the wake of their flights from their suffocationg conditions back in the homeland. Consequently, they tend towards a sort of creative hibernation and even a self-imposed social isolation.

Writers from Latin American, Carribean or Magreb countries fortunately share the major languages of developed countries and this privilege allows them to continue with their writings as well as having the possibilities to get published and the access to their readers even if they are in exile. As is in the case of the exiled Algerian writer Leila Sebbar who, despite living in France, continues to do so and could reach easily her francophone readers both in France as well as in Algeria, thanks to the widespread French press and media that makes the easy flow of their literatures in the region of North Africa. Contrarywise, when the writer happens to come from the country that has no common bond of language, the first and foremost hurdle one faces is the loss of language. That means the very tool of writing. As an England-based, Kurdish-Iraqi writer Haifa Zangana tells that on political issues for jounalistic purpose she writes in English, but when it comes to her creative work she uses Arabic. 

For the exile jounalists internet publication opens a new opportunity to reach their target readers. Claudia Anthony a jounalist from Sierra Leone who fled from her country because of the civil war, got a scholarship from German PEN and presenty living in Berlin. Despite of all her practical problems she is active in internet publication, seminars and symposia etc. And in this way she is engaged in informing readers about the situation in her country. Same is the case of Pakistani woman journalist Ameera Javeria who is in Canada in a similiar programme also by the canadian PEN. She had to step out of her country because of her forceful writings about the grieving situation in the Islamic society of Pakistan, especially for a controversial write-up about the prophet Mohammed which had brought her fatwa from the Islamic clerics in the orthodox city of Peshawar that borders on Afghanistan. Now, she is taking the opportunity of using her pen for upholding the cause, the adherence to what she got catapulted from her home. Same is the plight of Palestinian writer and journalist Zeina B. Ghandour.

Contrary to this there are writers like Tasleema Nasreen who feel comfortable in writing in her mother-tongues. Nasreen, who comes from Bangladesh, after her writings were banned in her home country, has the only possibility to get published in the neighbouring India where Bengali is one of the national languages and then the works to be smuggled back into her native country, Bangladesh, in that way only to reach a limited readership. For a number of such writers writing in the limit of their borders and in the languages which are not so widely spread there is hardly a chance of getting translated directly from the original languages. And even if they are done, as mostly is the case, through the medium of English or some other language, the originality is badly suffered. Chances of getting published on web are yet there, but one wonders how much percentage of people in developing countries have the access to computer/internet and use this opportunity to read literature?

Sometimes the writers manage to overcome the difficulty of writing in a new language, nevertheless, they are hardly get accepted by the literary pundits in their host country. There is a distinct difference in a salad bowl culture of U.S.A. and that of a fairly homogenious German one. Because of their cultural origin the works of non-native writers of Germany tend to be linguistically and historically more subtle than those of their American counterpats. In a country like Germany works of such writers are very often categorised as ethnic-, minority- or Frauen-Literatur and is not regareded as a part of main stream literature.

As Eva Hoffman rightly commented in one of her essay ‘The new nomad’ that the exile can magnify the impulse to memoralise the past, the literature of the emigrant writers inevitably depicts the life and the problems being confronted by members of their country, these factors make help directing these writings in their thematic patterns. Most of the time the abandoned land provides inspirations and creative stimulus for the exiled writers. The ultimate result of memorialisation of the past and the rigidity of exilic literature is that these writings often cannot function in the locus of a larger society. However in the wake of globalisation these new phenomena of exile, migration, or transnationalism bring along with them the boom in information technology that is opening many shut doors for this community of nomads who cannot build a nest after they are catapulted from their little ones. No one knows what price they have to pay only to stick to their ideology.

Statistics shows that almost eighty percent of world’s refugees are women and children and yet their struggle to make themselves listen is going on. Women writers from Afganistan, Bangladesh, Iran, Somalia, Iraq, Kurdistan, Syria, Congo are either living as refugees or are in exile and are trying to nourish their voices as individuals rather than becoming merely persons of mothers, sisters, wives or daughters. Why do these women themselves cut the umbilical cords from the institutions which define them? What happens to them in terms of their self-esteem, individualisation etc. Are they suceeded in achieving freedom, or get unconsioucly trapped into other snares?

These questions are yet  need to be answered. But instead of searching for answers it is important to raise questions.
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