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COOMI S. VEVAINA 

B O R N I N B O M B A Y , i n 1941, S u n i t i N a m j o s h i , a fabul is t a n d 
m y t h m a k e r , has p u b l i s h e d poems , fables, ar t icles , a n d reviews 
ex tens ive ly i n an tho log ie s , c o l l e c t i o n s , a n d l i te rary a n d w o m e n ' s 
s tudies j o u r n a l s i n C a n a d a , the U S , a n d B r i t a i n . H e r best k n o w n 
works are Feminist Fables (1981), From the Bedside Book Of Night­
mares (1984), The Conversations of Cow (1985), Flelsh and Paper 
( 1986), The Blue Donkey Fables ( 1988), The Mothers of Maya Diip 
(1989), Aditi and the One-eyed Monkey (1989), St. Suniti and the 
Dragon (1994), a n d Building Babel (1996). She has w o r k e d as an 
off icer i n the I n d i a n A d m i n i s t r a t i v e Service a n d i n a c a d e m i c 
posts i n I n d i a , C a n a d a , a n d B r i t a i n . She n o w lives a n d works 
i n D e v o n , E n g l a n d . T h i s in te rv iew took p lace i n P u n e , I n d i a , 
19 O c t o b e r 1997. 

"Feminist Fables " has caused critics to label you a feminist. There is no 
doubt that like every self-respecting woman you are opposed to the oppres­
sion which women are subjected to in patriarchy. In "The Mothers of 
Maya Diip, " however, you seem to indicate that like men, women too find 
it difficult to handle power. Could you spell out your feminist position ? 

F e m i n i s m is n o t h i n g as i d i o t i c as w o m e n r e p l a c i n g m e n . W h a t I 
a m c o n c e r n e d w i t h i n a l l m y works is c o n s i d e r i n g the m o r a l 
p o s i t i o n o f a h u m a n b e i n g . O n c e I say that w o m e n too are 
cen t ra l ly h u m a n t h e n it b e c o m e s the m o r a l p o s i t i o n o f a h u m a n 
b e i n g w h o h a p p e n s to be a w o m a n . W h a t some t imes h a p p e n s i n 
the cour se o f ac t iv i sm is the t endency to c l a i m m o r a l a scendancy 
o n the g r o u n d s that o n e is opp re s sed a n d that is n o t rea l ly 
reasonable . F o r o n e t h i n g , i f o n e is opp re s sed i n o n e way, it does 
n o t i m p l y that o n e is opp re s sed i n every way. It is as r i d i c u l o u s as 
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say ing that j u s t because the B r i t i s h r u l e d the Ind ians a n d d i d 
what they s h o u l d no t have d o n e , every s ingle I n d i a n is m o r a l l y 
s u p e r i o r to every s ing le E n g l i s h p e r s o n . B u t o n c e we start c o n s i d ­
e r i n g w o m e n as m o r a l h u m a n be ings t h e n a l l the c o n s i d e r a t i o n s 
w h i c h a p p l y to m a l e h u m a n be ings a p p l y to us. W e too as h u m a n 
be ings are capab le o f the misuse o f power ; we too have a l l the 
d i l e m m a s o f l i v i n g a m o r a l l i fe w i t h o u t e i t he r b e i n g t h o r o u g h l y 
e x p l o i t e d o r e x p l o i t i n g o t h e r p e o p l e . T h a t is what is b e i n g c o n ­
s i d e r e d i n a The Mothers of Maya Diip. 

The blurb on the bark cover of the book describes "St. Suniti and the 
Dragon" as "a fantastic and thoroughly modern fable, [which] explores 
with playful irony the concepts of decency, honour and sainthood. " More 
importantly, the quest of Suniti for sainthood strikes me as supremely 

Jungian at every stage and particularly when she says in her poem, 

all the little monsters said in a chorus: 
You must kiss us. 
What! You who are evil, 
Ugly and uncivil. 
You who are cruel, 
Afraid and needy 
Uncouth and seedy . . . 
Because, said the monsters, beginning to laugh. 
Because, they said, cheering up. You might as well. You are part of us. 

This is precisely what Jung and his followers like Erich Neumann and 
Jolande Jacobi say about the Shadow archetype. Yet some of Jung's views 
like those on the anima-animus are blatantly phallocentric. How do you 
as a feminist archetypalist regard Jung? 

I can ' t real ly say a n y t h i n g sens ib le o n J u n g because I haven ' t r e a d 
a w o r d by J u n g . A l l I k n o w is what the o rd ina r ) ' e d u c a t e d p e r s o n 
knows. B u t I feel that a l l o f us l i v i n g i n the late twen t ie th cen tu ry 
have as o u r b a c k g r o u n d eve ry th ing that F r e u d a n d J u n g a n d o f 
course D a r w i n have sa id a n d d o n e . So it is n o t s u r p r i s i n g that 
some o f the ideas are s imi lar . O n e o f the th ings I was t r y ing to d o 
wi th St. Suniti and the Dragon is to go o u t w a r d so that o n e is 
c o n s i d e r i n g the w o r l d , history, a n d the G u l f W a r i n the m a c r o ­
c o s m and go i n w a r d i n t o the self, a n d w h e n o n e does that o n e 
e n c o u n t e r s the l i t t le mons ters . T h e answer to the p r o b l e m o f 
d e a l i n g wi th ev i l can o n l y be f o u n d w i t h i n oneself . I f the answer is 
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finding chari ty, t hen , pa radox ica l l y , o n e c a n o n l y have char i ty for 
o thers w h e n o n e is cha r i t ab le to onese l f by e m b r a c i n g eve ry th ing 
w i t h i n oneself . T h e r e c a n be p e o p l e i n the ou t s ide w o r l d o n 
w h o m o n e projects one ' s d i s l ikes a n d w h o m o n e th inks are 
t e r r ib le , bu t i t is necessary to m a k e o u r peace w i t h t h e m . 

These are our Shadow figures according to Jung and his followers. 

A n y k i n d o f sens ib le t h i n k i n g b e c o m e s s i m i l a r u l t imate ly . D o n ' t 
y o u t h i n k so? 

I tend to feel that it may be similar because your thinking is archetypal. 

Possibly. 

Could You comment on your engagement with the fable as a literary form ? 

W h e n my f r i e n d G i l l was i n I nd i a , she sa id to a f r i e n d that every 
t i m e y o u ask an I n d i a n a q u e s t i o n , y o u w i l l get a story as an 
answer. I h a d n ' t n o t i c e d it because we are so used to it. So part o f 
it is that it is j u s t the way we th ink . I f it i l lustrates the p o i n t for us, it 
does no t mat te r i f y o u are t a l k i n g abou t a B r a h m i n , a m o n k e y , a 
goddess, o r w h e t h e r y o u are t a l k i n g a b o u t wha t h a p p e n e d yester­
day. O f t e n the k i n d s o f d i s t i nc t i ons that are m a d e i n the West are 
n o t re levant to us. T h e h i s to ry o f ideas is d i f ferent . W e d o n o t 
separate the secu la r f r o m the sac red i n the same way. I n the West, 
secu la r means n o t r e l i g ious bu t w h e n o u r I n d i a n c o n s t i t u t i o n 
says we are secu la r we t h i n k o f ourselves as h a v i n g every r e l i g i o n 
a n d every r e l i g i o n ' s ho l idays . T h u s , what seems l i k e a s trange o r 
a n a n t i q u a t e d f o r m , o n e that c rops u p o n l y o c c a s i o n a l l y i n the 
West i n A e s o p o r L a F o n t a i n e , is m u c h m o r e a hab i t o f t h i n k i n g 
fo r us. A l s o , there are wri ters whose i m a g i n a t i o n flares w h e n they 
use real is t imagery, w h i l e there are o thers w h o have the same 
e x p e r i e n c e w h e n they use a n i m a l imagery, a n d this is h o w my 
i m a g i n a t i o n works . A n o t h e r reason fo r my e n g a g e m e n t w i t h the 
fable f o r m c o u l d be m y t r a i n i n g i n ma themat i c s . I d i d it u p to 
the B A leve l . T h e two wri ters whose w o r k enters my i m a g i n a t i o n 
t ime a n d t i m e aga in are Lewis C a r r o l l a n d J o n a t h a n S w i f t — a n d 
C a r r o l l was a m a t h e m a t i c i a n . I w i l l te l l y o u wha t I t h i n k are the 
d i f ferences a n d s imi la r i t i e s be tween ma thema t i c s a n d l i t e ra tu re . 
In ma thema t i c s , y o u have a system a n d f r o m those a x i o m s every-
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t h i n g else fol lows. If y o u h a d a d i f fe rent set o f a x i o m s , y o u w o u l d 
have a di f ferent set o f o u t c o m e s . It is e legant a n d lovely the way 
eve ry th ing fo l lows. T h i s love o f pa t t e rn , o f system, is what is 
s imi lar . O n e m o r e t h i n g is that i n ma thema t i c s these systems 
mus t be consis tent . Y o u c a n n o t j u m p f r o m o n e system to an­
other . I f y o u d o that, y o u w i l l get insane results; bu t i n l i t e ra ture 
w h e n y o u j u x t a p o s e the systems, y o u get y o u r mos t witty a n d 
i r o n i c effects. W h i l e d o i n g so, however , it is necessary to re t a in 
c o n t r o l . T h e way I see it, what is rea l ly e legant i n Feminist Fables is 
the j u x t a p o s i n g o f systems wi th t he i r respect ive l o g i c intact . It is 
i n this way that the absurd i ty b e c o m e s clear. Take that s i m p l e 
fable o f the m o u s e a n d the l i o n t aken f r o m A e s o p . I n the t radi­
t i o n a l tale, we are t o l d to d o a g o o d t u r n even to the meanes t o f 
crea tures b e c a u s e — w h o k n o w s — s o m e day it may be able to d o 
us a favour. N o w j u x t a p o s e that w i t h a system that says, 'Yes , b u t 
what is the na tu re o f this favour?" T h u s the m o u s e i n my fable 
says: " W e l l , I 've d o n e y o u a favour, I haven ' t k i l l e d y o u a n d that is 
the o n l y favour you 've d o n e fo r me . " So at that p o i n t what y o u are 
d o i n g i s j u m p i n g o u t o f o n e system i n t o a n o t h e r o n e a n d that is 
h o w y o u get at the i r o n i c effects o f the tale. 

Would you then say the verbal economy in your xvorks could also be 
attributed to your interest in mathematics? 

T h e e c o n o m y is r e l a t ed to ma themat i c s a n d to poetry. E v e n 
t h o u g h the fabul is t may wri te i n prose , the t h i n k i n g is far c loser 
to the t h i n k i n g o f a poe t t h a n o f a prose writer . A n d what 
h a p p e n s i n poe t ry a n d ma thema t i c s is the use o f symbols a n d the 
symbols c o n t a i n a l l that needs to be sa id . So a l l y o u d o is m a n i p u ­
late the symbols . A n d that 's w h e r e the e c o n o m y comes f r o m . 

In an interesting article on contemporary British fabulists Antonia Byatt 
says, "The fabulists look at life from a distance, through a telescope, and 
from very close, with a microscope. They study worms and stars. They 
describe discrete fragments and turn them into glittering patterns in a 
kaleidoscope. They are metaphysical makers of imaginary time and space 
and objects, who reflect on what they am doing. "' Is this how you regard 
yourself and other fabulists? 

I d o n ' t k n o w what she m e a n s by it bu t it is beau t i fu l ly wr i t t en a n d 
r e m i n d s m e o f B l a k e t a l k i n g abou t e terni ty i n a g r a i n o f sand . She 
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seems to be d e s c r i b i n g poets , n o t necessar i ly fabulists . W h a t she 
is also pe rhaps saying is that t h o u g h we m a k e these d i s t i nc t ions 
be tween poe t a n d prose wri ter , every great nove l i s t is i n fact a 
poet . J a n e A u s t e n , for e x a m p l e , is r e g a r d e d as w r i t i n g i n the 
real is t t r a d i t i o n . Y o u c o u l d , however , t h i n k of, say, Pride and 
Prejudice d i f ferent ly : E l i z a b e t h resembles a p r i n c e i n a fairy tale 
w h o has to u n d e r g o three tests; o r Psyche , w h o is tested s i m i l a r l y 
by h e r mother - in - law V e n u s i n the Psyche a n d C u p i d m y t h . 
E l i z a b e t h , w i t h very l i t t le money , has to u n d e r g o , a n d i n fact 
passes, three tests—she laughs o f f C o l l i n s , keeps h e r ba lance 
w i t h W i c k h a m t h o u g h t e m p t e d by h i m , a n d , despi te Darcy ' s 
e n o r m o u s wea l th she also t e m p o r a r i l y rejects h i m . So i t is easy to 
r e c o g n i z e image ry w h e n we are t a l k i n g abou t stars a n d worms , 
a n d we t e n d n o t to r e c o g n i z e it w h e n we are t a l k i n g abou t 
teacups. We see the teacup as a p i ece o f i n f o r m a t i o n , bu t it too 
c a n be s y m b o l i c . 

Are the marvellously archetypal sketches in your books done by you ? if they 
are by you, did you conceive of them in black and white or in colour? 

T h e y have n o t b e e n d o n e by m e , so I d o n o t accept any praise o r 
b l a m e for t h e m o r fo r the b l u r b . I have a very v isua l i m a g i n a t i o n 
b u t I j u s t c a n n o t draw. S o m e t i m e s I wri te fables based o n p ic tu res 
a n d postcards . M y f r iends s e n d m e cards a n d p ic tu res w h i c h they 
feel m i g h t genera te a fable . A m o n g several o thers , the first story 
i n The Blue Donkey Fables was c rea ted that way. 

I am told that "Building Babel " is in the form of an electronic book which 
can be accessed on the Internet and that it requires the reader to participate 
actively in the completion of it. Could you talk about your recent interest in 
technology ? 

T h e b o o k is c o n c e r n e d wi th the process o f the b u i l d i n g o f 
cu l t u r e . C u l t u r e s , the way I see t h e m , are m a d e o u t o f o t h e r bits 
o f c u l t u r e . R i c h a r d Dawk ins , i n h is b o o k The Selfish Gene, talks 
abou t a même. T h i n k o f it no t as a gene fo r the p u r p o s e o f genet ics 
bu t as p i ece o f c u l t u r e . L i k e a seed, some sprout , some d o n ' t 
sprout , some muta te . T h e y c o m e toge the r l i k e b u i l d i n g b l o c k s to 
m a k e pat terns. A l l this is d o n e subject to t ime . T h i n g s grow, 
change , muta te , a n d d i e i n t ime . In m y b o o k , the process o f 
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b u i l d i n g B a b e l ( w h i c h is n o t a tower as it is i n the B i b l e b u t a city) 
is the process o f b u i l d i n g cu l t u r e . Because it is fiction, I d o n ' t 
e x p l a i n bu t e m b o d y a l l this. Fu r the r , the l o g i c o f my text r equ i res 
that I h a n d over this p i ece o f c u l t u r e to y o u a n d say, " O u t o f the 
pieces o f my p o e m , m a k e y o u r p o e m . " T h e r e f o r e , the last chap­
ter is c a l l e d " T h e Reade r ' s Text . " T h e b o o k is d e d i c a t e d to the 
reader, "that sweet b a r b a r i a n , " w i t h o u t w h o m n o text is poss ib le . 
N o w h o w d o I h a n d it ove r to the reader? I p e r s u a d e d the 
p u b l i s h e r s to p u t it o n the Internet . So the readers i m a g i n e , for 
ins tance , the a rch i t ec tu ra l p l ans o f B a b e l a n d s e n d t h e m i n . In 
this way, the B a b e l b u i l d i n g site gets b u i l t u p a n d wha t we are 
d o i n g is e n a c t i n g the process o f b u i l d i n g u p c u l t u r e . P e o p l e have 
b e e n c o n t r i b u t i n g a n d a few years f r o m n o w the p u b l i s h e r p lans 
to b r i n g o u t the reader ' s ideas i n an an tho logy . T h e o l d text w i l l 
be fo rgo t t en , bu t it has f u n c t i o n e d as the basis o n w h i c h a new 
text has c o m e i n t o ex is tence . A g a i n , this is s o m e t h i n g w h i c h 
every I n d i a n knows . 

In "Poets in Limbo, " the Caribbean-Canadian poet Claire Harris says 
that diaspora makes the world "home. " Do you regard your condition 
similarly ? If not, is UK, Canada, or India "home " to you ? 

I d o n ' t t h i n k o f d i a s p o r a as h o m e . R e m e m b e r I grew u p he re . M y 
m o t h e r a n d m y en t i re e x t e n d e d f a m i l y are i n P o o n a . A l l o u r 
lands are i n P a l t o n . I c o m e to I n d i a every year. In a sense, I have 
never left h o m e . I n d i a is n o t s o m e t h i n g a n y o n e c a n e i the r give o r 
take away f r o m m e . So it is no t roots o r a h o m e that I a m l o o k i n g 
for. T h e s e are no t roots w h i c h are poss ib le fo r m e to leave. It is 
very d i f f icu l t to e x p l a i n to a Wes te rne r h o w i n t i m a t e l y t i ed o n e is 
to some o t h e r p e r s o n . A p a r t i c u l a r p e r s o n may be c o n n e c t e d to 
m e no t i n o n e bu t i n srx d i f fe rent ways. W h a t ties o n e to Ind i a , 
even w h e n o n e does n o t want to be t i ed , are a t h o u s a n d strands. 
S o m e t i m e s this makes o n e feel l i k e G u l l i v e r t i ed d o w n i n L i l l i p u t . 
A l s o , w h e n o n e lives a b r o a d , o n e goes t h r o u g h var ious phases i n 
one ' s r e l a t i o n to the c o u n t r y i n w h i c h o n e is l i v i n g . In the 
b e g i n n i n g , o n e may start ou t n o t f e e l i n g very pa t r io t i c bu t w h e n 
the A m e r i c a n s say that t he i r c u l t u r e is be t ter t han any o t h e r 
cu l t u r e , y o u s u d d e n l y b e c o m e pa t r io t i c i n a way y o u never were 
before . B y n o w my at t i tude is that a l l these places are m i n e for 
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they have g iven m e s o m e t h i n g a n d I have t r i e d to give t h e m 
s o m e t h i n g i n r e t u r n . Ideal ly I w o u l d l i k e to feel that every p lace 
mat ters to m e i n the same way, a n d wha t h a p p e n s to a C a n a d i a n 
o r a n E n g l i s h p e r s o n o r a n y o n e anywhere , fo r that matter, is as 
i m p o r t a n t to m e as wha t h a p p e n s to an I n d i a n p e r s o n . B u t I have 
to confess, a n d I a m n o t p r o u d o f this, that w h e n s o m e t h i n g 
h a p p e n s i n I n d i a , it tears m e apar t i n a way that is m o r e funda­
m e n t a l t h a n i f the same t h i n g h a p p e n e d say i n E n g l a n d . 

N O T E 

1 This comment is taken from Byatt's "Permenides and the Contemporary British 
Novel," published in Literature Matters: Newsletter of the British Council Literature 
Department, Issue 21, December 1996, pages 6-8. 


