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Abstract 
 

“Sari” is a paradox implied to both the Hindu tradition controlling Indian/ Indian descent 

women and the one that they are proud of. In negotiating these two paradoxical meanings, 

“American sari” becomes a “seemingly new” marker identifying womanhood of Indian diaspora/ 

Indian descent women in the US. This paper aims to discuss the embodiment of Indian 

womanhood in the US and finds out that Indian womanhood in the US is still attached to 

marriage as it is in India and even if the Hindu marriage in the new home is more flexible than 

the one of the old home due to the lost boundaries of caste, class, region and even race in a 

certain degree, marriage seems to be an only ‘compulsory choice’ available to Indian/ Indian 

descent women to identify themselves. Therefore, it can be concluded that the Indian diaspora 

women in the US and the American women of Indian descent still dress in “sari” and are 

trapped in “American sari”, the “seemingly new” myths of marriage shaped by the discourses of 

Hinduism and liberal democracy.  

 
บทคัดยอ 
 

“สาหรี” คือความเปรียบที่ยอนแยงในตัวเอง ดานหนึ่งส่ือความถึงขนบฮินดูที่ควบคุมสตรีอินเดีย/   

เช้ือสายอินเดียและอีกดานหนึ่งก็ส่ือถึงขนบฮินดูที่สตรีกลุมนี้ภาคภูมิใจ “อเมริกันสาหรี” ที่ตอรองระหวาง

ความหมายที่ขัดแยงทั้งสองนี้ กลายเปนเคร่ืองหมายที่ “ดูเหมือนใหม” ในการระบุบงชี้ความเปนผูหญิงของ

สตรีอินเดียพลัดถิ่น/ สตรีเช้ือสายอินเดียในสหรัฐอเมริกา บทความฉบับนี้ตองการอภิปรายภาพแทนความ

เปนผูหญิงอินเดียในสหรัฐอเมริกา ซึ่งพบวาความเปนผูหญิงอินเดียในสหรัฐอเมริกาก็ถูกผูกติดกับ         

การแตงงานเชนดียวกับในอินเดีย และแมวาการแตงงานตามขนบฮินดูในบานใหมจะยืดหยุนมากกวาใน

บานเดิมเนื่องจากการสลายของเสนแบงทางดานวรรณะ ชนชั้น ทองถิ่น และแมแตเช้ือชาติในระดับหนึ่ง 

การแตงงานก็ยังคงดูเหมือนเปน “ทางเลือกที่ตองเลือก” เพียงทางเดียวที่มีใหสตรีอินเดีย/ เช้ือสายอินเดียใน

การระบุบงช้ีตัวตนของตน ดังนั้นจึงสรุปไดวาสตรีอินเดียพลัดถิ่นในสหรัฐอเมริกาและสตรีอเมริกันเช้ือสาย
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อินเดียยังคงหม “สาหรี” และยังติดในกับดัก “อเมริกันสาหรี” หรือมายาคติวาดวยการแตงงานที่ “ดูเหมือน

ใหม” ซึ่งหลอหลอมจากวาทกรรมฮินดูและเสรีประชาธิปไตย 

 
I. Introduction  

The folktale about the origin of sari, quintessential Indian female attire, is closely 

intertwined with women:  

 

The story goes, the sari was born on the loom of a master weaver, who 

dreamed of women, of their shimmering tears, the drape of their hair, the 

rainbow colors of their many moods, their soft touch. And he kept weaving 

yards and yards of fabric… And when he’d finished he kept smiling. The 

weaver had created a pure woven fabric that embodied every aspect of the 

feminine.i 

 

According to the folktale, sari then can be considered as an embodiment of 

femininity constructed by a male weaver whose perception of femininity is the stereotype 

of femininity under the discourse of patriarchy. Parallelling with the embodiment of 

femininity, sari can be interpreted as a marker and embodiment of Indian womanhood 

under Hindu tradition. For the Indian diaspora and Indian descent women in the US, the 

meaning of sari is ambiguous. It can be a paradox of oppression and pride. “Sari” can 

be implied as both the strict Hindu tradition controlling Indian/ Indian descent women’s 

lives and the heritage that they are proud of. “Sari” becomes a cultural means for the 

Indian diaspora and Indian descent people in the US to negotiate with the assimilation to 

the mainstream culture. Instead of conforming to assimilation, they prefer integration, a 

process of identification as American citizens and differentiation as an Indian diaspora 

or Indian descendants in the US. Accordingly, the preservation of the Hindu traditions is 

cherished and this Americanized version of Hindu traditions primarily affects women 

therefore it seems relevant enough to compare it as “American sari”, which eventually 

turns out as a set of myths.  
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II. Marriage and Indian diaspora/ American of Indian descent womanhood 
The world is my sari, the sari my world. 
  

“The world is my sari, the sari my world”ii in Anjali Banerjee’s Invisible Lives refers to 

Lakshmi’s world. There are many layers of this discourse depicting the Hindu women’s self as a 

daughter, a wife and a mother. In the discourse of Hindu patriarchy, the identification of 

women’s self is subjected to men; “In childhood a girl must be subject to her father, in her 

married state to her husband, and as a widow to her sons; a woman must never be 

independent.”iii  

As a daughter, Lakshmi in Invisible Lives keeps telling herself to perform a duty of a 

daughter that is to get married with the approval of her father, but for the fact that her father was 

dead, it is the one of her mother that counts; “Ma wants me to marry a young Indian Paul 

Newman, have five male babies, and make a million dollars for our sari shop, all before I turn 

twenty-eight, which gives me exactly three months.”iv It can be noticed that although living in the 

US, the expectation of Hindu people towards the daughter is the same as in India that is to 

marry a suitable boy with the approval of her father. The notion of male heir preference is still 

sustained. The additional expectation is the woman’s success in the public sphere that is not 

expected in India.  

Being a Hindu daughter in the US still attaches Indian diaspora women/ American of 

Indian descent women with the notion of marriage. The benefit of living in the US that these 

women receive is the less strict law on marriage because the boundaries of caste, class and 

region that are intense in India is vanished in the US and this gives a chance for Kiran’s father in 

The Hindi – Bindi Club. Meenal, Kiran’s mother has a privileged middle class upbringing in 

India while her father does not. Their marriage cannot be possible in India, but in the US, it is 

possible because the boundary of class is not significant due to the discourse of liberal 

democracy.  

The duty of a Hindu daughter towards her parents according to “American sari” is 

having a successful marriage with an Indian man or the one of Indian descent and also having a 

successful career. Lakshmi in Invisible Lives and Kiran in The Hindi – Bindi Club then are not 
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considered as successful enough due to their single/ ‘single’ status respectively. Both of them 

are encouraged to follow Hindu norms of arranged marriage. However, the strict ‘law’ influenced 

by the discourse of liberal democracy is more flexible in the US; the proper grooms should be 

Indian, not the rigid one as stated in Manu; “that a Brahmin man should marry a Brahmin 

woman, a ksatriya man a ksatriya woman, and so on.”v  The boundary of caste, which is 

important in India, disappears in the US. Although there is a new boundary of race in a certain 

degree, this boundary can be transcended; both Lakshmi and Kiran end up with an American 

instead of an Indian.  

In addition to sharing of the loss of boundaries of caste, class and race, Lakshmi and 

Kiran’s perception of marriage are shaped by the discourses of Hinduism and liberal 

democracy on the notion of romantic love. These characters are expected to be married 

because according to the Hindu belief, a woman has to be married, it is what one must do, not a 

choice; “She must fulfil her duty as a daughter, then as a wife (stri-dharma).vi Simultaneously, 

both of them are influenced by the free will in choosing their own husbands.  

The role of a wife is another stage of Hindu womanhood. The Indian diaspora women/ 

the American of Indian descent are still expected to get married; “For women, marriage is 

essential as it is only through marriage that they gain full ritual status, and it is through 

pregnancy and birth that their ritual status is confirmed.”vii 

Although the female characters in the novels do not directly express this notion, their 

obsession with marriage implies that there must be certain sets of belief shaping their 

perception – and it is impossible to deny that some of them are the discourses in Hinduism.  

The first one is shaktiman -  shakti , the masculine and feminine counterparts in 

all beings; “The term shaktiman refers to the masculine counterpart of divinity, the 

Godhead who is the personification of omnipotence. Devi manifests as Shakti – the 

Divine Feminine, the Goddess from whom the power and abundance of the Divine 

Whole is displayed in the natural world.”viii The shaktiman -  shakti suggests that every 

creature comprises of masculinity and femininity so in parallel with this notion, there 

seems to be no concept of living alone in Hinduism because being single reflects 

apparent lack of one of the polarities.  

 Furthermore, marriage is needed for the sake of the Hindu men to perform the 

householder, which is one of the four stages of life in Hinduism. Thereby the myth that women 
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need to get married must be sustained. Through marriage, women can yield important results to 

their husbands and themselves. To Hindu men, it means they can perform their duties towards 

their ancestors by having the male heirs. To the women, marriage is seen “as their rite of 

initiation into the duties of a wife”ix, their dharma – which is “truth, law, duty, or obligation…and 

an individual’s dharma’s must be fulfilled.”x 

 Even for Hindu widows, who may have a better chance than the ones in India; instead of 

undertaking sati or living as a recluse for the rest of their lives, the Indian diaspora/ American of 

Indian descent widows, particularly, the young ones such as Anjali in The Sari Shop Widow, can 

remarry. However, although they have a better life in the US, this better life is gaining through 

the only choice available for them, marriage; “marriage and family had to be a part of one’s life, 

no matter how busy. How many times had she told Anjali that it was time for her to forget Vik and 

her hang-ups about marriage and settle down with a good man?”xi 

 Although the role of a wife is essential for the Indian diaspora/ American of Indian 

descent women, the one of a mother is far more essential; “Get married, have children, be 

happy.”xii This discourse can be found in any patriarchal society, but for the one shaped by 

Hinduism, it is intensely significant to women. The encouragement for Indian diaspora/ Indian 

descent women even living in the US can be traced back to the notion of “sakti” and “prakrti”, 

power and nature in Hinduism.  

 “Sakti” is the energy/power – the energizing principle of the Universe and “prakrti” is 

nature - the undifferentiated Matter of the Universe and women are believed to consist of both 

“sakti” and “prakrti”, power and nature, so they have potential of danger and destruction and via 

male control this ‘nature with power’ becomes ‘culture’. Therefore, women are encouraged to 

get married because they need the male control of their god, their husbands:  

 

The basic rules for women's behavior, as expressed in the Laws of Manu, ca. 

A.D. 200, stress the need to control women because of their evil character. 

"Because of their passion for men, their mutable temper, and their natural 

heartlessness, they become disloyal towards their husbands, however carefully 

they are guarded in this [world]. Knowing their disposition, which the Lord of 

creatures instilled in them at the creation, [every] man should most strenuously 

exert himself to guard them."xiii 
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Apart from being a wife, Indian diaspora/ American of Indian descent women are still 

expected to perform the role of a mother as it is expected in India and this means none of the 

four female characters in Serving Crazy with Curry is ‘perfect’ according to the Hindu 

expectation, particularly its male preference; Vasu, married and divorced, has a daughter, 

Saroj, married and want to get divorced but dare not, has two daughters, Shobha, married, but 

cannot have children, Devi, single, but has a sexual relationship with her elder sister’s husband 

and ends up in miscarriage. 
 
East meets West. 
 The fact that the discourses of Hinduism do prevail even in the US is resulted from the 

process of identification and differentiation of the Indian diaspora/ the American of Indian 

descent in the US. Although they want to belong to the new home, they still want to be 

distinctive as the Indian American so they preserve the Hindu traditions in resisting to the 

assimilation to the white man mainstream.  

 The practice of integration or the blend of Indian and American is depicted in the four 

novels, especially the ones of the American of Indian descent writers, Anjali Banerjee and 

Monica Pradhan. Both Anjali Banerjee’s Invisible Lives and Monica Pradhan’s The Hindi – Bindi 

Club cherish the discourse of East meets West. This parallels with the fact that female 

protagonists in the novels, Lakshmi and Kiran respectively, are the second generation of the 

Indian in the US. Therefore, it can be said that the American-born of Indian descent have a 

sense of belonging to both their home and the one of their ancestors more than their Indian 

immigrant parents.  

 Furthermore, the discourse of East meets West for the American of Indian descent 

cannot escape from the marriage due to the fact that both Lakshmi and Kiran meet “West” 

through their marriage with the (white) American. Here although the boundary of race is 

transcended, the requirement of ‘Indian-by-heart’ grooms is emphasized because both Nick in 

Invisible Lives and John in The Hindi – Bindi Club are willingly accepted because they are 

capable to deal with the cultural differences and also seem to appreciate the Indian traditions of 

their wives.  



7 

 

However, the integration of ‘East meets West’ cannot be applied to Devi in Amulya 

Malladi’s Serving Crazy with Curry. The idea of marriage, neither (semi) arranged marriage or 

love marriage is not successful for Devi. There is still the practice of racism and discrimination in 

which ‘East is not able to meet West’, particularly in the depiction of the Indian diaspora writer.  

 In contrast to Lakshmi and Kiran, Devi fails both in her public and private life. The notion 

of “American sari”; “Had an arranged marriage, but still kept her last name. Pukka mix of East 

and West. And she’s doing so well in her career. Making her parents proud”,xiv cannot be found 

in Devi. For Devi, fulfilling the expectation of both the domestic and public spheres seems to be 

not a choice but a ‘compulsory choice’ so instead of benefiting from this “American sari”, she is 

in a predicament. The fact that she loses her job, has a secret love affair with her elder sister’s 

husband, has a miscarriage, and attempt suicide, can prove that for some women, “American 

sari” is too demanding.  

 Although there is the obviousness of the discourse of East meets West in the second 

generation, it does not mean that there is none in the Indian immigrants. Uma in The Hindi – 

Bindi Club marries an American as well so it can be found the East meets West marriage in both 

generations, Uma in the first and Kiran in the second.  

 However, the discourse of East meets West is not totally hegemonic because the 

discourse of father’s authority in Hinduism is also obviously presented. Uma and Kiran’s lives 

parallel each other; they choose their husbands themselves and violate their fathers’ authority. 

Uma, the Indian diaspora, is banished forever from her family while Kiran, the American-born of 

Indian descent, seems to be luckier because she gains her father’s permission at the end. This 

proves that the Hindu tradition on the father’s authority is still rigid even in the US and the first of 

eight categories of marriage that acknowledge the authority of the father in selecting the 

appropriate groom and approving of the marriage is still the most preferred even in the new 

home:  

 

Manu (3.20 -50) also provides eight categories of marriage…The Brahma…rite, 

in which a daughter, adorned and honored, is given to a man learned in the 

Vedas, whom the father has approached, is regarded as the best type of 

marriage.xv 
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 “Sari” and “American sari” are man-made.  
“American sari” seems to benefit Indian diaspora/ American of Indian descent, 

particularly the widows such as Lakshmi’s mother in Invisible Lives and Anjali in The Sari Shop 

Widow. Lakshmi’s mother runs the sari shop and ‘seems’ to be an ideal mother who devotes her 

time earning money for the dowry of her daughter without any idea of remarriage. Similar to 

Lakshmi’s mother, Anjali also runs a sari shop and ‘seems’ to perform well with the expectation 

of “American sari” that is doing well with her career and not doing anything improper for a 

respectable widow raised with solid Hindu tradition.  

 However, the ideal and proper is what others perceive these two characters while they, 

themselves, are not that ideal of Indian American particularly in their personal lives. Lakshmi’s 

mother has a hidden love affair with her shop assistant, Mr. Basu while Anjali has secret love 

affair with Kip, “a white Protestant guy who owned a bar and lounge in the heart of New 

Brunswick, had little formal education, and wore an earring in one ear.”xvi  

 The concealment of Lakshmi’s mother and Anjali’s ‘private’ lives shows that although 

being a Hindu widow in the US is better than the one in India in which they would “probably 

have to live the semi-reclusive life of a widow”, have to “keep their inauspicious shadow from 

falling over the rest of society”xvii or undertake satixviii, they are still trapped in reclusive life 

without carnal desires.  

 The difference between Lakshmi’s mother and Anjali is their generation. Lakshmi’s 

mother loves Mr. Basu but there is no sign of approval of remarriage from her circles while 

Anjali, no matter if she loves anybody or not, gains an obvious support from her family, relatives 

and Indian American circles. Therefore, it can be said that Hindu widows in the US may have a 

better chance than the ones in India; instead of undertaking sati or living as a recluse for the 

rest of their lives, the Indian diaspora/ American of Indian descent widows, particularly, the 

young ones, can remarry. However, although they have a better life in the US, this better life is 

gaining through the only choice available for them, marriage.  

 Therefore, even living in the US where Indian diaspora women and the ones of Indian 

descent do have a space in the public sphere of career, their womanhood is still defined by the 

domestic sphere in their roles of a daughter, a wife and a mother in which marriage is still the 

priority in their lives. However, it is needed to notice that both the writers and the characters in 

the novels belong to the (upper) middle class from the upper varna in India with the privileged 
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‘capital’ so they can afford to preserve their Indian traditions through marriage even if it means 

flying back to India to find the suitable husband. For the Indian diaspora/ American of Indian 

descent of the lower class and caste, the notion of ‘dress’ in “sari”, both in literal and figurative 

sense, and “American sari” seems to be out of their reach.  

 Thus, it can be said that although “American sari” can go beyond the boundaries of 

caste, class, region and race in a certain degree, it cannot go beyond the boundary of women’s 

space which is still locked in the ‘sacred mantra’ that is marriage:  

 

The sacred mantras [in the marriage ceremony] are still echoing in my head.  

Echoing. Echoing… 

I feel a sense of connection, unlike any I’ve experienced. With history, with the 

universe, with my place in the continuum of time and space. With my parents. 

Grandparents. My husband. Our unborn children. Even grandchildren.   

All that was. All that will be All that is.  

Om.xix 

 

 Kiran’s voice here clearly defines marriage as the embodiment of Indian womanhood; 

even in the US, American women of Indian descent can only reach a complete sense of self 

though marriage. No matter it comes in the form of arranged marriage, semi-arranged marriage 

or love marriage, the notion of marriage still counts. “American sari” that combines (semi) 

arranged marriage, the discourse of Hinduism, and love marriage, the one of liberal democracy, 

together still supports the role of women in domestic sphere. This can be noticed in Serving 

Crazy with Curry, Devi ends up in the kitchen cooking Indian food with the mixture of American 

ingredients after her survival from committing suicide so it can be implied that in the end women 

of Indian descent in the US , although having a free will, cannot escape from her domestic 

sphere at all.  

“American sari” then is a myth itself. Paralleling with the folktale of sari, “American sari” 

is also woven by man. It does highlight the Indian womanhood through marriage confirming the 

notion of sakti (power), prakrti (nature) and maya (illusion), the fundamental concepts of female 

being in Hinduism.xx  That women’s self comprises of power and nature and needs to be 

controlled by their male protectors; fathers, husbands and sons, is an illusion.  



10 

 

To sum up, the female characters, Indian diaspora or American of Indian descent, are 

still attached to the conservative Hindu discourse of womanhood; the stri-dharma or the duties 

of the wife is their priority in life but their method may change from the arranged or semi-

arranged marriage to love marriage affected by the liberal democratic influence in the US, but 

no matter in what form, ‘all that is’ is man-made, foreshadowed in the folktale of the origin of 

sari; the sari is first woven by a male weaver and so do the “sari” and “American sari”.  

 
 
 
III. Conclusion 

In conclusion, the myths of marriage in the novels are shaped by discourses of 

Hinduism and the ones of liberal democracy under patriarchy. They legitimize themselves as the 

norms and keep sustaining themselves and their underlying discourses. Despite the fact that 

“American sari”, the depiction of marriage as Indian diaspora/ Indian American womanhood in 

Amulya Malladi’s Serving Crazy with Curry (2004), Anjali Banerjee’s Invisible Lives (2006), 

Monica Pradhan’s The Hindi – Bindi Club (2007) and Shobhan Bantwal’s The Sari Shop Widow 

(2009), is more flexible because the boundaries of caste, class, region and even race in a 

certain degree are vanished. It is only a “seemingly new” version of Indian diaspora/ Indian 

American women’s self and women’s happiness based on the discourse of marriage in 

Hinduism and the one in ‘democratic’ patriarchy and therefore is a set of myths on marriage that 

can be precisely compared to “maya”, which “is often translated as ‘illusion’, but it is more than 

that…Maya is distortion; it can be compared to trick glasses that color each perceiver’s reality, 

tainting it until it is distinct from what it truly is.”xxi 
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