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Let me commence tonight’s critical paper with this statement: “ I’ve not read a book that’s more appropriately titled.” “The Space Between Us” simply sums up the essence of the novel. Let’s begin…

Tonight’s novel, like so many of the Novel Club’s book, is subject to a variety of interpretations.  First, it’s a lovingly told tale of the relationship between two very different women; Second, it’s both an exposition on beliefs, behavior, and values of the two principal protagonists while at the same time it’s an important and insightful social commentary. Finally the reader infuses Mumbai/Bombay to a point where we feel as if we know and understand the City. As a footnote – Mumbai ‘s population is now approximately 18 million, and its population density, in some of its major slum areas, approximates a million inhabitants per square mile.  Juxtapose this to Cleveland –  where if I recall correctly our City contains approximately 80 square miles and it has a population of less than 500,000.  In reading tonight’s novel  the lack of what we view as livable space is ever apparent.  Rather than population size and population density, “space,” as depicted in the book’s title, is the measure of the gap (either physical or psychological) that separates both people from either one another and/or from the societal institutions that are part of the warp and weave of what we call “civilization.” 
Since the author was characterized, in her “selected memories of an Indian childhood,” which is the subtitle of a book entitled First Darling of the Morning (2004), as being the “The Mad Parsi,” I therefore feel it important that we delve into what being Parsi means. This requires a short discussion of the beliefs of the Parsi/Zoroastrian, and the beliefs of the other principal protagonists… Muslim and Hindu. Therefore, I’ve decided to initially focus my paper on what I believe to be the underlying elements of tonight’s book.

The Parsi of tonight’s novel are descendants from a group of Zoroastrians who  immigrated to present day India. Several “waves” of Zoroastrians emigrated from Persia beginning in roughly 800 AD thru and into the 19th century. The migration of Persian believers in Zoroastrianism brought to India farmers and merchants who settled in and around Gujarat, north and west of Mumbai. Their settlements would be sanctioned by the local ruler only if the following conditions were agreed to: 1) the Parsi had to accept and adopt the local language – Hindi; 2) the Parsi women had to wear the sari when in public; and 3) the Parsi were no longer allowed to bear arms. These conditions were agreed to by the Parsi, and from then on the Parsi people “became Indian” while still retaining their Parsi/Zoroastrian beliefs, customs, and values.

 As a footnote, yesteryear’s news is often found reformatted in today’s headlines.  Prior to the 8th & 9th centuries most people in Persia embraced Zoroastrian beliefs.  In point of fact, various ancient texts refer to these people as inhabitants of “Pars,” and therefore “ethnic Persian.”  The language of Persia, as you know, is “Farsi,” which is an Arabic adaptation of the word “Parsi,” since there is no “P” sound in the Arabic language, “Parsi,” in translation, became “Farsi.” Returning to the 8th century, the Persian/Zoroastrian’s were under attack by militant Arab Muslims seeking conquest. For a period of a couple of centuries, they fought the Arab-Islamic incursion; however, ultimately without success. Many, but not all, the Persian/Zoroastrians,  fled from forced conversion to Islam, and  as I said, they then settled in a couple of areas of India – essentially in the environs of present day Mumbai/Bombay, and in and about what is now Karachi, Pakistan. Some Zoroastrians elected to remain in Persia; however, their lives have never been “easy.”  

The Zoroastrians are taught that good and evil constitute opposite forces, and each of us has the choice and/or responsibility to make a conscious decision between the two. Therefore, the “asha” (the path of righteousness) and the “druj” (the path of the lie) constitute the yin and the yang of Zoroastrian belief – with the Zoroastrian faith dictating to believers that the path of asha is to be followed.   
The Parsi know that their religion is in effect their “identity.” The Parsi are not particularly concerned with the subtleties of theological pursuit, rather, the Parsi community focuses on the concepts of purity and pollution, daily prayers, and emphasis on the rites of passage (initiation into the faith, marriage, funerals, and general worship.) Purity in the Zoroastrian faith is the essence of God and God-like behavior. Parsi are pleased that their faith is often characterized as the “good religion.” Pollution destroys purity through the death of a human. Fire, in a variety of forms, is thought to be evidence of the presence of God.  Again, as I noted, the Parsi have integrated themselves into Indian society while simultaneously maintaining their own cultural and ethnic identity. For example, Parsi discourage inter-faith marriage, they maintain their own parochial schools, their own newspapers, and their own charities, all of these institutions contribute to the retention of identity within the much larger Hindu dominated state of India. Parsi today constitute less than ½ of one percent of the Indian population – and that percentage is expected to fall to less than a quarter of one percent by the year 2020. In several  snippets of dialogue in The Space Between Us mention is made of the small and declining Parsi population in India – well, that’s true. Compared to Muslim and Hindu families, the Parsi are not prolific – today there are only seven births per 1,000 individuals in the Parsi community. By way of contrast, 31% of Parsi believers are over age 60.  Large numbers of Parsi are unmarried, and  it would appear that given their high levels of educational attainment, many Parsi have and continue to emigrate to better paying employment in the Indian diaspora.  

The British East India Company, around 1700, started to develop farming, manufacturing, as well as shipping ports in Gujarat and the surrounding areas. The ruling Brits found they could “trust” the Parsi as employees – given the Parsi penchant for honesty (purity – walking the path without lies).  Moreover, the Parsi were not burdened with the complexities of the caste system – the centuries old plague in the Indian Hindu community.  Finally, the Parsi were thought to be “hard working,” while anecdotally at least, the Indian Hindu population was often characterized by the British as lazy and intractable. The Parsi, particularly those working for the British East India Company, aped the Brits values, and soon, as their growing prosperity allowed, opened schools (for both boys and girls), hospitals, and organized, and  then  financially supported, numerous charities.  So in essence, the Parsi over time became increasingly well-educated, comparatively affluent (and in many cases fabulously wealthy), and disproportionately important in India. I might point out that Zubin Mehta, the conductor, is a Parsi.
Serabai (Sera) Dubash, one of the protagonists in tonight’s novel, is Parsi. She is upper-middle-class, well educated and well taken care of, cultured, compassionate, and a tolerant employer. In the eyes of her Parsi neighbors Sera’s relationship with her servant is not that of an employer and employee, but rather one that’s “symbiotic” to a fault.  Juxtaposed  to Sera , is the books other principal protagonist, Bhima, Sera’s Hindu domestic servant. Where Sera is tall, fair and physically attractive, the 65 year old Bhima is old, poor, tired, and as the book states, “dried out, scooped out, and as hollow as a walnut shell.”

Sera and Bhima, despite what’s just been stated, share some things in common: their marriages became, with the passage of time, increasingly unhappy; they both hope that their future happiness is realized thru the lives of succeeding generations; and finally their loyalty to one another – a loyalty that’s been nurtured by stress, heartbreak and the passage of time. 

True to their Parsi faith, Sera, and to a lesser extent her husband Feroz, treat Bhima generously.  By way of illustration, they provide her with food, small monetary bonuses, and various other “treats.” They pay for Bhima’s grand-daughter Maya’s college education; while Sera facilitates and pays for Maya’s abortion. Also, they pay for medical care for Bhima’s husband, Gopal, following his industrial accident. They, and in particular Sera, chose Asha or “the path of righteousness” by providing Bhima, their impoverished servant, with goods and services she could not otherwise afford. 

Yet both Sera and Bhima shared some commonly held prejudices. Each had deep concern about Islam, Pakistan, and Islam’s impact on India. 
Bhima really had nothing she could give to Sera other than loyalty, service, and sensitive care – for instance when Feroz beat Sera, leaving her bruised and hurting. The comfort and care she provided were the gifts of a woman whose material treasure was measured in mustard seeds. Bhima’s life was an ever-repeating cycle of betrayal. Examples include: her husband Gopal leaving her with their son in tow; the lies and misdirection effected by Maya,  after Bhima learned Maya was pregnant; the accountant who cheated her out of Gopal’s workman’s compensation; and the government doctors that she dealt with. It seems as if everyone took advantage of Bhima’s illiteracy, lack of station, and trust.  
Yet notwithstanding the symbiotic manifestations noted above – Sera could not bring herself to allow Bhima to sit on the furniture that Bhima polished or to use the china that Bhima washed. Bhima was given her own soap, her own cup, and her own talc – all evidencing “space.”  A shared hug, between two women who’ve known one another for over twenty years, was unthinkable.  When Bhima and Sera shared their afternoon tea, Sera sat in a chair and Bhima sat on her haunches.  There is literary clarity in this behavioral paradox – simply, there are limits to familiarity – there are “spaces” between us. Think of it this way: Sera was capable in her dealings with institutional authority, while Bhima was not; Sera’s daughter and prospective grandchild had a future, whereas Bhima’s  Maya , post abortion, had few favorable options to consider; yet both protagonists, privilege or not, were faced with the issue of the ongoing despair of life.

There are few evidences in the book of “faith,” irrespective of religion, serving as a guide. Sera’s Parsi faith and the values she shared in common with other Parsi, basically kept “space” between Sera and the Hindu’s and Muslims she at best mistrusted and tried to avoid. Remember Hyder, the Muslim we were introduced to while Bhima was in that hell-hole of an HIV hospital? He was presumably the gay companion of an HIV patient – yet he was immeasurably important to Bhima when she dealt with the afflictions of her HIV infected daughter and son-in law. Hyder the Muslim was compassionately depicted by the author; as was the Muslim Pashtun-Afghan balloon walla that periodically appears in the book. As I said, both were warmly characterized. Yet, at the same time, Bhima brought to Sera certain anti-Muslim tracts for translation, and notwithstanding Sera’s translation and explanation, Bhima was intransigent and remained as anti-Muslim as Sera. Muslims were a caste below that of the lowest Hindu, while Parsi were viewed by many Hindu’s as “stuck-up because they acted superior to the Hindu majority.” 
In conclusion, many millions of people are packed into present day Mumbai. Space is limited. Those with means have elbow room while those with modest of no resources are packed into population densities that are difficult for us to imagine. Religions in India seemingly are not societal unifiers, rather they are institutions that tend to re-enforce negative stereotypes and insure the retention of “space” between different schools of believers. Gender, as evidenced by the 20 year relationship of Sera and Bhima, doesn’t appear to bring about cohesion, rather it too supports the “space between us” mantra. Men and women don’t seem to bond, rather the actions of Indian men, in relation to women, more often than not is regrettable, arbitrary, predatory,  and anything but unifying.  And so it goes… the “enlightened” want to retain their mantle, so they’re anything but inclusive. The lower castes are always looking for yet another “lower caste” that they feel they’re superior to.

In my view Umigar’s book is multi-dimensional  and an exceptional read. The climactic ending is so powerful that it’s all but impossible to put the book down.  We’re fortunate to have so gifted a writer with us tonight.   
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