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Abstract 

Family is the locale within which these relationships originate, grow and 

get consummated. The harmonious inter-personal ties reflect in the outside 

world also. Healthy minds make a healthy society. Family is a sub-system of 

human relationships between husband and wife, parents and children, 

elderly and others, siblings, cousins etc. of Vassanji portray a plethora of 

interesting inter-personal relationships within the family and between 

family and the outside world. The paper aims to explore Inter-Personal 

Relations among Women in the in some of the selected works of 

M.G.Vassanji. 
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The study of family is a prime concern to creative writers who delve 

upon human bonds and ties. As Shashi Deshpande aptly remarks:  

All the stories that have been told are the stories of families, from Adam 

and Eve onwards.... The family is a timeless and universal institution; 

everything begins here, everything that happens outside the family 

mirrors what happens within it. I have always been fascinated by human 

relationships. 

The novels of Vassanji portray a plethora of interesting inter-personal 

relationships within the family and between family and outside world. 

Family is the locale, within which these relationships originate, grow and 

get consummated. The harmonious inter-personal ties reflect in the 
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outside world also. Healthy minds make a healthy society. Family is a 

sub-system of human relationships between husband and wife, parents 

and children, elderly and others, siblings, cousins etc. Women play a 

significant role in family relationships. 

Vassanji's The Gunny Sack presents strength, endurance and resilience of 

woman protagonists, who hold the familial world and prevent it from 

disintegrating or breaking down. His woman characters are the 

upholders of tradition on one hand and change and renewal on the other, 

in the form of Jibai, Kulsum and Amina. ‘No New Land’ celebrates the 

inner circle of 'husband-wife' relations, 'father-daughter' relations, along 

with the outer-circle of ties with close friends and community members 

that helps the chief protagonist of the novel, Nurdin Lalani in his ultimate 

liberation, realisation and emancipation. Book of Secrets by Vassanji is 

the book of love. It hails love above all when it says 'Yeh Zindagi Usiki hai, 

Jo Kisi Ka Ho Gaya, Pyar Mein hi Kho Gaya'. (The world belongs to the one 

who loves, who belongs to someone). Such relations pervade the fictional 

familial world of Mistry and Vassanji, with a deep insight, presents the 

records of their inter-personal interactions. It can be said that the hope 

which the missionary talked about, lies in the inter-personal 

relationships, human bonds and feeling of being there for one another. 

The family for individual and individual for family. 

Various aspects of inter-personal relationships within and outside family 

from simple to complex, from explicit to implicit and from conventional 

to unconventional implicit bond or deviant relationship have been taken 

into account. There are attachments, conflicts and withdrawals and often 

they move in a ‘circular matrix’ of relations in the novels. Emphasis has 

been laid on love, care, emotional bond and obligation to live for others 

from beginning to the end, providing both for the needs of having and the 

needs of being. The identity of the individuals remains intact and through 

the help of his family, he remains separated as well as connected in the 

process of living. 
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Gunny Sack is divided into three parts, 'Jibai', 'Kulsum' and 'Amina' its 

three sections. In doing so, Vassanji shows his faith in strength and 

resilience of women. He depicts his women as stronger than men. The 

women of Vassanji are more engaging, intelligent, buoyant and earthly. 

They are in fact Vassanji's heroes to succeed in the ferociously masculine 

world of Africa. It is in relation to Jibai, Kulsum and Amina, the three 

important woman characters, that all others are related. Vassanji's 

women are fulcrum of story. All relations move in a circular matrix of 

attachment-conflict-withdrawal and again withdrawal-conflict-

attachment with them. The centre of all relationship lies in women who 

are the progenitor, caretaker and the protector of family. 

Jibai is daughter-in-law of Dhanji Govindji, wife of Ghulam and step-

grandmother of Kala (Salim) and Sona (Jamal). She is one of the two 

jewels of Dhanji, his two eyes, another one being Moti Husseni's wife. 

Jibai's real name is Mangi. She symbolises old, the past that has retreated 

into The Gunny Sack. She bequeaths history in the form of gunny sack to 

her grandson Kala, the narrator. He calls her Sher banoo. Story teller has 

innumerable stories in her 'Potli' - the sack about their family history. 

Past is important to realise the present and that is why, she tells Kala, 'Do 

not burn the past or bury it, it's a world to hop in, apart from the daily 

tedium and stress of life'.  

When Jibai had got married to Ghulam - the widower, she barely had any 

idea about marriage. Her marriage was a loving act, for her father it was, 

'one last gesture of love for her father, one last gift to make him happy. 

For truly she would never see him again. 

In this way, she came to Africa from India, her new home of Dhanji 

Govindji. With Dhanji's two jewels Moti and Mangi, his house became a 

'heaven of peace' adorned with feminine presence. He felt lucky and said, 

'What part acts come now to reward me like this ?' 
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Coming back to Dhanji's home, his place was filled with liveliness and joy 

of pleasant sounds, laughter, talks, presence and pranks of women of 

house. Dhanji shared a special relationship with them. He was 

occasionally pampered with 'mithai' served to him by them to gain his 

favour. Yet a respectable distance between them was observed. They 

never met his eye, and always hid their face behind the 'pachedis' (veil). 

Sometimes when the women of the house, mother and daughter-in-law 

changed the 'laughters' and 'singing' into 'prolonged silences', 

'mutterings' and 'whispers', he would intervene to make things normal. 

Peace, happiness and prosperity prevailed in Dhanji's house. Wealth, 

name and fame followed and the pinnacle was reached when Dhanji 

Govindji was declared as the Mukhi of the town Dhanji owed his success 

to his 'Lakshmis'.  

But, then with two 'Lakshmis' residing in his house, what else could he 

expect? 

Unlike the stereotyped strained woman to woman relationship that is 

generally portrayed in The Gunny Sack, a strange understanding and 

communication always prevailed between Jibai and Fatima, her mother-

in-law. They never quarrelled. In fact, Fatima always confided in her. 

It was Huseini about whom Fatima grumbled. It was because of Husein, 

the son of Bibi Taratibu, that Dhanji Govindji became a sinner and was 

murdered consequently. Huseini was bent upon bringing down the glory 

of his father. He ran away and in his quest Dhanji tainted his Mukhia's 

chair. Dhanji could not forsake the love of his son. Jibai understood this 

feeling of Dhanji. In her, Dhanji found a listener. He would endlessly talk 

to her about his quests, his emotions, and his journeys. Jibai became the 

witness of Dhanji's large soul; she knew him and understood his 

precarious position in life. Inter-personal communication and interaction 

among family members, unsaid understanding and interaction between 

daughter and father-in-law emerges strongly in the novel. 
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At night he sat on store threshold, a panel open with the cool salty air 

from ocean, sometimes shelling peanuts, sometimes soaking his feet in 

water, he sat looking out. Jibai sat on a stool, some feet behind him. Her 

head appropriately covered, listening respectfully and venturing a word 

here and there.  

Jibai kept her word to her loving father. She did not betray or let down 

her father's words. She was the upholder of the family's honour. She 

became the symbol of stability and security for Dhanji Govindji and 

ultimately for family. She preserved the honour until her own death 

absorbing all emotional, familial and social shocks that her family 

received. 

Jibai kept the muslin shirt (blood stained) for the rest of her life.....  

While Jibai signifies the past, Kulsum, Kala's mother, symbolises present 

that is soon proceeding towards past, to the gaping mouth of the gunny 

sack. Once she was a blossoming flower at sixteen, when she got married 

to Juma - Huseini's and Moti's son. Today she is: 

A generation and embarrassment, who does not speak English, whose 

personal manners make flinch... Men and women physically shapeless 

and retarted, old and dying at sixty. 

Kulsum's story is more contemporary to Kala; it is of a different kind of 

triumph. Jibai upholds the family honour, keeps her father's word till her 

death, whereas Kulsum belongs to the new generation. About Kulsum, 

Salimsays : 

The first guerilla was surely a woman. The ways of a woman are softer 

and surer. Timing is precise and target just right. When she strikes..... the 

whole machinery threatens to come to a riotous stop..... At such a 

moment, whatever she demands, she can walk away with.  

Kulsum did walk away with what she wanted. She wanted to separate 

herself from joint household and she was allowed to leave. If Jibai 
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triumphs in holding on, Kulsum triumphs in moving on. She says, 'yes, we 

want to live by ourselves. She becomes a good mother of five even after 

being a single mother, as she loses Juma midway, when he dies of a heart 

failure. Kala, her son, remembers his childhood days happily, 'The year of 

contentment, the eden of our later dream.'  

After Juma's death she decides to give best to her children. She becomes a 

new Kulsum, the Kulsum with pressed lips, the efficient business minded 

Kulsum, bringing up five children, a strong single mother in the modern 

parlance. Kulsum's strength, resilience and sensitivity has been 

significantly portrayed by Vassanji. She is a courageous woman. She 

adapts herself to change in a positive manner. She becomes the perfect 

provider and caretaker of her home. She has the spiritual bond of her 

dead husband Juma. She has support of her children and her maternal 

family to sustain her. Whereas Jibai stands for the old glory, Kulsum 

stands for the new progress. She makes for needs of having perfectly. 

The family began to prosper, there was food on the table, creditors left 

satisfied, if not jubilant, children went to school, there were clothes to 

wear, but there was nothing like the old glory.  

Vassanji has portrayed his woman characters very deftly and with great 

insight. Portrayal of relationships converges on women. His woman 

characters are the pivot around which all relationships revolve. His 

women, Jibai, Kulsum and Amina are his chief protagonists who stretch 

across the temporal line. Jibai symbolises glorious past; Kulsum 

symbolises the resourceful and enterprising present and Amina, whom 

Kala loved, signify the hope in a free and independent future. Vassanji 

aptly captures how these women maintain the delicate equilibrium of 

relationships across generations. 

Amina is a modern liberated woman who 'raises hell' in New York with 

her protests and presentations. Kala sees her on front page of Herald. He 

feels nostalgic as he remembers her. She had been an important part of 
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his childhood when he saw her every day on his way to school. Today, she 

is on front page of 'Herald', far away from him : 

A small African figure among large Americans in Afros, tiny fist raised in 

protest outside a public building. 

Kala and Amina present an important contemporary emotional bond. 

Kala remains static while Amina lauds change, renewal, and liberation. 

Kala is quiet, reserved and his ambitions do not stretch more than a quiet 

togetherness. Amina is smart, strong, dynamic and career oriented. She 

represents the modern liberated woman who believes in a fulfilled 

existence. A mere emotional attachment cannot stop her from realising 

her dreams and aspirations. She moves ahead in life leaving Kala behind. 

Love and marriage have new dimensions for Amina. She understands 

Jibai when Kala introduces her to Jibai and the inter-generation 

relationship comes a full circular in the meeting. Jibai and Amina simply 

fall in love, when Jibai tells Amina: 

Live, live first, and then start hurrying to wherever you are going.  

Amina is surely stronger and smarter than Kala when she declares her 

decision as her relationship with Kala heads towards an end: 

The two years would fly, she said, meanwhile we'd test our commitment 

and let the world get used to the idea.....  

Kala later married Zuleika, a teacher in school, where he taught ironically, 

he named his daughter Amina. In this way, he kept in touch with his 

Amina. The two Aminas - his daughter and his Amina wrote letters to 

him and remained by his side as his emotional stength. Kala remained 

separated but also connected to his two Aminas. They gave him hope to 

live and dream, he was satisfied with hope and faith in future. He blessed 

his little daughter thus, telling her that hope lies in belonging to one 

another. He knows value of bonds and relationships. 
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To pick up the piece of our wounded selves, our wounded dreams 

become our wounded selves. Flowers still grow.... We had dreams; we 

dreamt the world large, beautiful exciting and it came to us..... it came in 

large soaking waves and wrecked us, but we are thankful for to have 

dreamt, was enough, and so dream little flower..... 

Thus, Vassanji shows a remarkable insight into the psyche of his 

characters and especially that of women and portrays her various facets. 

She is shown as a progenitor, caretaker, protector and upholder of 

tradition. His women symbolise courage, honour, freedom, liberation, 

panince and foleance. Vassanji upholds the women as an individual. They 

cherish their relationships for sense of security, companionship, 

belongingness and fulfilment they provide in the face of cruel social 

economic or political upheavals. His women are great heroic figures in 

their capacity to rise above their misfortunes. Vassanji projects the 

importance of women to family in particular and to the society at large. 
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