
Britain is not only more diverse than ever before 
but that diversity itself is growing more diverse. 

Today, identities are more complex and fluid than they 
used to be, reflecting shifting interests and allegiances. 
For those of us interested in equality, this new situation 
presents some difficult challenges. While inequality 
and discrimination manifest themselves along all-too-
familiar lines (for example, racial or sexuality, minorities 
remain targets of much discrimination), identity-based 
campaigns seem dated. 

In an age of super-diversity, where people do not 
identify around single identities and feel conflicted 
allegiance (if any allegiance at all) to pre-defined groups, 
activism around particular ‘strands’ seems irrelevant 
to many people and may not even be that effective 
in addressing the true causes of inequality. Even the 
very categorisations that we often rely on (for example 
‘black’, ‘Asian’, ‘gay’ or ‘disabled’) no longer seem to 
be able to tell us much about who people are, what 
lives they lead, who they identify with or what services 
they need from government and society. And the tick-
box approach to identity seems to be missing out on 
growing numbers of people who fall outside or across 
standard classifications, as some of our interviewees 
told us. 

This paper * explores these issues and challenges, in 
order to provoke a useful discussion about how policies 
and practice around equalities can better respond to 
our contemporary super-diversity and the new politics 
of identity that it brings. 

Background

The two of us met on the Diversity Board of Places 
for People, the large and innovative housing 

association and property-developer. The task of that 
Board is to debate what the organisation’s mission, 
‘Creating neighbourhoods of choice’, means in relation 
to the diversity of the organisation’s actual and potential 
customers. We shared a growing concern that many of 
the issues and campaigns that we saw within our own 
areas of expertise and experience (gay issues for Simon 
and race and immigration issues for Danny) seemed 
a little dated and out of touch. We both sensed that 

young people were identifying with different issues 
and mobilising in different ways than those who led 
social movements around race, sexuality, gender and 
so on were aware of. We were both also frustrated by 
the fact that, despite the creation of the Equalities and 
Human Rights Commission, we still saw a lot of flag-
waving by various ‘strands’ calling for greater attention 
to their own issue.

As one expert we interviewed told us: 

I think one of the outcomes of the way that local 
politics has been played…and to a certain extent 
national politics…is to encourage special interest 
groups to sort of pit against each other in a way, 
even in terms of competing for funding from local 
authorities. So if you’re looking for funding you can do 
that through being a Sikh organisation or a Muslim 
organisation... in some ways those lines have become 
much more rigid and delineated than previously. 
Finally, we also sensed an important moment in 

bringing about a ‘post-strand’ principle and framework 
that could guide equality policies and practice in the 

21st century. All this was brought home when we 
realised how frustrating it was that despite all this 
progress in understanding and promoting diversity, 
Keeran, Danny’s son (born in Britain to a Sri Lankan-
born Australian father and a Afro-Trinidadian mother) 
does not have a box to tick in the Census (see Box 1) or 
any other administrative forms. Keeran and the 6000 
or so other people of mixed Asian and Black heritage 
in the UK have to tick the ‘Other’ box, a dispassionate 
rejection flowing from the rather bizarre recognition of 
only a set number of ethnic categories. 

Above all, our conversations led us to a shared 
frustration of how the ‘tick-box’ approach to categorising 
people is unwieldy, because it is too generalised, and 
often meaningless. It has no finger on the pulse of 
how life is actually lived, whether it is about sexuality, 
ethnicity or any other form of capturing diversity. 

The strand-based approach

Britain has been having a long liberal moment since 
that weedy but highly significant character in the 

story, the first Race Relations Act in 1965, signified our 
aspiration to dismantle prejudice against minorities. 
The law and the framework for the arguments against 
prejudice and discrimination ever since have been 
based on what we now call the six ‘strands’: 
•	 Gender 
•	 Race 
•	 Disability 
•	 Sexuality 
•	 Faith and belief 
•	 Age. 

Group identity has been at the core of this approach. 
Attempts have been made to tackle disadvantage in 
ways based on the notion that the members of these 
groups are all disadvantaged, that their life chances and 
opportunities are overwhelmingly affected by their 
race, age, sexuality and so on.

This paper comes from the standpoint that this is 
clearly not true any more. Discrimination might be an 
everyday event, but it is no longer an all-day event. 
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Boxed in: how Census 2001 captured ethnicity
What is your ethnic group?
Choose ONE section from A to E, then tick 
the appropriate box to indicate your cultural 
background.
A White
British	o Irish o Any other White background 
(please write in)
B Mixed
White and Black Caribbean o White and Black 
African	 o White and Asian o Any other Mixed 
background (please write in)
C Asian or Asian British
Indian	o Pakistani o Bangladeshi o Any other 
Asian background (please write in)
D Black or Black British
Caribbean o African o Any other Black background 
(please write in)
E Chinese or other ethnic group
Chinese o Any other (please write in)
Source: Census 2001—Office for National Statistics
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the research for it she came 
to see the Ramayana and 
other such epics as living 
tales and correspondingly 
“the idea of Sita as a living 
idea in the contemporary 
imagination”. But, 
realizing that the views 
of researchers and writers 
may not be the same, 
she stressed the need to 
bring together authors 
and academics to get new 
perspectives on this topic. 

And as if right on cue, 
young Nigerian author 
Adaobi Tricia Nwaubani 
(winner of best first book 
from Africa, I Do Not 
Come To You By Chance) 
offered a distinctly 
different perspective. 
Since most Nigerian 
books are based more on 
tradition and myth, she 
consciously moved away 
from that stereotype to 
present the Nigeria of 

today. She passionately explained how this change in 
mindset is critical for the progress of her country: they 
must escape the hindrances and burdens of their past 
and move towards a better future.  “We need to de-
configure ourselves in order to move forward.” Even the 
few incidents in her novel referring to myth show how 
traditional thinking weighs the characters down. 

Sukrita Paul Kumar, associate co-ordinator at the 
Institute of Life-long Learning at South Campus and 

known for her lucid 
writings on the Partition, 
offered an opposing 
perspective. She sees myths 
and modernity easily co-
existing in today’s India, 
and their relationship 
being a dynamic one. She 
spoke of how the process 
of creating—of writing—
is complex and difficult 
to explain, and how the 
process of articulation 
transforms the experience. 
We may not realize the 
influence of myths and 
traditions because they 
lie in our subconscious.  
And from there, they 
can influence not only 
the content of our stories 

today, but also their form: e.g. the 
fables of yesterday are the ‘short 
shorts’ of today.

South African author Marié 
Heese (winner of best book 
from Africa, The Double Crown) 
supported Sukrita’s view of the 
power of the subconscious with 
her own experience. Quoting a 
South African playwright, Marie 
said “One’s subconscious is one’s 
co-author.”  She explained how 
she doesn’t begin with an idea; she 
begins with a story and the story 
finds the writer. Having long been 
interested in ancient Egypt and 
via various readings, she came to 
be fascinated by the strong personality of Queen Hatshepsut, the main character of her 
book The Double Crown.

Lakshmi Kannan, an established bilingual author who writes both in English and 
in Tamil under the pen-name Kaaveri, asked the vital question “Who do I write for?” 
and answered, “The reader who is conditioned by myths and fables”. She highlighted 
this unique and critical relationship between the written work and the reader using an 
example of one of her own short stories, ‘The Coming of Devi’. In it, the main character 
(a thoughtful middle-aged woman) and the goddess Devi, both tired of waiting for the 
priests to stop arguing, take the situation into their own hands: the Devi occupies the 
pedestal in the temple without going through prescribed rituals. This story caused a major 
debate among her readers, with many protesting the unconventional ending: how could 
the woman and the goddess act without the permission of the male priests? Lakshmi 
pointed out how in India the power issue is often equivalent to the gender issue.

This topic of fables and contemporary fiction was almost made for author Michael 
Crummey (winner of best book from Caribbean and Canada, Galore), who comes from 
the far-flung Canadian province of Newfoundland. It’s a very sparsely populated island 
with isolated fishing communities, where the often harsh physical world and the mythical 
world (composed of British and Irish tales) go hand in hand. He said he wanted to find 
the most outlandish folktale and put it into his novel Galore.  From close family friends he 
heard the story of a man thought dead, but on the point of burial, wakes up, walks home 
from his own funeral, and lives on for many years to come. To Michael, the tale seemed 
to epitomise the spirit of Newfoundland; when there seems no hope, suddenly there is an 
unexpected resurrection. 

Audience members were eager to jump in with insightful comments. Marta Dvorak 
(professor at the Sorbonne Nouvelle, Paris) brought attention to Michael’s earlier and shorter 
works. Taisha Abraham (of Jesus & Mary College, Delhi) spoke of the need to include 
Christian and Islamic myths in such discussion. Savita Singh (Delhi poet and professor at 
IGNOU) remarked that if myths are important in prose, they are even more important 
in poetry as myth can explain so much in so few words. Australian author Glenda Guest 
summarized that our myths are our foundation, and that both we and our modern stories 
build on them. Hina Nandrajog (of the South Campus) furthered that thought, saying that, 
with our new stories, we are in fact creating new myths, fables, and legends. 

Malashri summarized the session by referring to the ever present subconscious and 
collective memory, and how it plays a significant role in writings. “We are linked to our 
past, whether we know it or not.” 

This left Shraddha to just thank the Commonwealth Foundation and Siyahi (the literary 
consultancy) for hosting the event, and all the experts—both writers and academics—for 
their lively participation and stimulating contributions.

Given the avid interest in this topic and its fundamental link to storytelling, the discussion 
could have easily continued for several hours more, and that may be just what happened 
in various cafés and classrooms and book clubs 
around town. And that’s all for the good. As other 
writers said, in another place and time, “we are 
trying to start the conversation—not have the last 
word.”
Ranjani Iyer Mohanty is a writer and 
business/academic editor, based in 
Delhi. She has also contributed to the 
International Herald Tribune (IHT/NYT), 
the Wall Street Journal, and the Mint. 
Details are available on LinkedIn: http://
in.linkedin.com/in/ranjaniiyermohanty 
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As part of the Commonwealth Writers’ Prize (CWP) 2010 event, a very 
relevant discussion took place at the auditorium of the British Council 

in New Delhi, titled Globalization, Writing, And The Right To Be Read. 
Established in 1965, this community of 54 countries represents and 

promotes a wide range of identities and cultures. The CWP is one of most 
inclusive literary prizes: viewing the Commonwealth as four regions, each 
year judges from each region first select a winner for Best Book and a 
winner for Best First Book. These eight regional winners come together at 
a new locale each year to participate in wide-ranging interactions with the 
public, and finally a single Best Book winner and a single Best First Book 
winner are chosen.

Sharmistha Panja, professor of English at Delhi University, moderated 
the discussion. She set the tone by reading from the blog of a young Iranian 
woman, frustrated by the war and its impact on her life. Given the world 
of globalization and such new literary forms, Sharmistha posed some 
interesting questions: What does it mean to be a writer in this day and 

age; what about the concept of freedom of expression; who does the writer 
write for?

South African author Marié Heese (Best Book nominee for The Double 
Crown) felt that we’re caught in a conundrum: on the one hand, there is 
now a tremendous opportunity to communicate, while on the other, there 
is a failure to do so. There is a general Americanization of everything, and 
particularly among the rich in countries the world over, there is similarity 
of culture. Marié felt particularly passionate about multi-lingualism: it can 
be additive or subtractive. Instead of knowing several languages, we often 
lose one language in the process of gaining another. Instead, “we need to 
find a way to live on multiple levels.”

British-Indian author Rana Dasgupta (Best Book nominee for Solo) 
presented a different perspective. In response to criticism of globalization, 
he said, ‘We all feel globalization is coming from somewhere else.’ It’s true 
many things are lost in the process of globalization. And therefore, we need 
to find new forms of belonging in this new world. Via his writing, he tries 
to imagine what it would be like to be a citizen of globalization—not the 
image portrayed by advertisements of the mobile business man in a suit 
armed with high-tech devices, but rather a different and perhaps more 
common reality, like the perspective of a refugee. 

Indian journalist and blogger, Jai Arjun Singh, raised several interesting 
points. In today’s world a writer has no responsibility to write in a particular 
way or about a specific subject: an Indian need not write about India. The 
important thing is to write in an authentic way. He also stressed the need 
for more good translations so that we can access the literature of different 
languages. 

Globalization is de-stabilizing the traditional systems of publishing, 
writing, and reading. Its process and the outcomes are unpredictable, and 
this discussion could merely scratch tantalizingly at the surface of this 
currently evolving situation. 

What happens when 
you get a group 

of passionate prize-
winning authors from 
Commonwealth countries 
around the globe in a 
room with erudite literary 
academics to discuss the 
importance of myths in 
modern novels? A dynamic 
discussion with alternative 
perspectives and stimulating 
ideas. And that’s precisely 
what happened at the 
South Campus of the 
Delhi University on the 
afternoon April 7th, just 
one of the many events 
planned around the city as 
part of the Commonwealth 
Writers’ Prize 2010.

As Andrew Firmin, 
manager of the 
C o m m o n w e a l t h 
Foundation’s Culture 
Programme, explained, 
the Foundation picks eight 
novels (four ‘best first 
books’ and four ‘best books’) each year from among 
the Commonwealth countries and brings the writers 
together at a chosen location to meet each other and 
the public to facilitate inter-cultural exchange and 
learning. Each writer has won within his or her own 
region already before arriving at this final stage. These 
events bring wider attention to these stellar writers, and 
bring their varied and innovative writings, combined 
with challenging and revealing discussions, to a broader 
audience. This year the 
eight novelists met in Delhi 
for a series of discussions 
and readings, held over 
a course of 6 days and 
culminating in a prize-
giving ceremony on April 
12th. The Foundation is 
assisted by communications 
consultancy Champollion 
abroad, while literary 
consultancy Siyahi planned 
the Indian events. Each 
event involves a discussion 
on a particular topic among 
a select number of the eight 
writers together with local 
experts, and ends with a 
question-answer session 
with the audience.

This particular discussion, 

Legends Old, Stories New
Report on Commonwealth Writers Prize: Session on 

Legends/Fables in Contemporary Fiction
Ranjani Iyer Mohanty

titled Legends and Fables: How is Contemporary Fiction 
Informed by Traditional Forms? was held at the lovely 
South Campus of the University of Delhi. It was 
compered by Shraddha A. Singh, assistant professor 
of English at Kirori Mal College, and moderated by 
Malashri Lal, joint director of the South Campus and 
professor in the Department of English at the University 
of Delhi. Malashri set the context by referring to her 
recent non-fiction book In Search of Sita and how during 

Globalization: Literary 
Losses and Gains
Ranjani Iyer Mohanty

Commonwealth Writers’ Prize 
2010 winners

Best Book: 
Solo
by 

Rana Dasgupta 
British author, 
based in India

Best First Book: Siddon Rock 
by Glenda Guest, Australian.

CWP 2010: This year’s nominated novels

(From Left) Sharmistha Panja, Marié Heese, Rana Dasgupta, Jai Arjun Singh
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from left: Lakshmi Kannan, Andrew Firmin, Sukrita 
Paul Kumar, Prof.Malashri Lal,(moderator, at 

centre), Michael Crummey, and Adaobi Tricia 
Nwaubani (Photo courtesy: Aditi Yadava).




