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What does it mean to be a gifted child? How should parents bring up a very 

talented child? What impact does being gifted have on the individual and the 

family? Are there special pressures on second generation Indian immigrant 

children? How is a child likely to respond to such academic hothouse treatment? 

What lessons can parents learn from reading this novel? Set in 1980s Cardiff, 

how much of an outsider does Rumi feel? Surely it is a mistake to take a child out 

of their peer group and to send them to University too soon? 

 

We asked all of these questions during our discussions. Gifted proved to be a 

great starting point for lively debates. So many topics arose and everyone was 

eager to share their views.  

 

One of the first points we agreed on is that the protagonist Rumi is clearly 

intelligent and talented in Maths but we didn’t feel that she was necessarily gifted.   

 

Rumi Vasi is recognised by her primary school teacher to have a special talent in 

Maths.The teacher visits her parents and encourages them to take her to the high 

IQ society MENSA. Her father goes there just once but feels uncomfortable 

amongst all the white faces.( not surprising- as it‘s full of weirdos) one of us said. 

 

Indeed Rumi passes her maths O-level at 11, her A-level at 14, and is studying at 

Oxford by the age of 15.  But her father, a university mathematics professor 

himself, has pushed her through a hard regime of study by forcing her to go to the 

library for hours every day after school and by denying her normal social contact 

with her school friends.  

 

He disapproves of her reading fiction. But Rumi disobeys him and devours 

novels and spends some of her time secretly reading them at the library. She has 

shown talent aged five but she has achieved her place at Oxford because her 

father has pushed her to her limits by making her work very hard on maths exam 

papers to the exclusion of everything else. When she gets to Oxford and has to 

work on her own- she flounders and is left behind. She is far more interested in 

her first tastes of freedom than she is in her maths tutorials. She spends hours 

listening to pop music on the radio and indulges her love of novels. 

 



We concluded that had Rumi had a truly exceptional gift for Maths, she would 

have flourished at Oxford and been excited by the opportunity to engage with 

other talented mathematicians. She would not have struggled with the more 

advanced maths in her tutorials. However, sending her to Oxford at the age of 

fifteen, was a bad mistake. If she had waited and gone to university aged eighteen, 

it may have been a different story. We could see no advantage for Rumi in being 

sent up to Oxford at such a young age. Her father is determined to prove a point – 

that Indian children are more gifted than their British counterparts.The objective 

is one of parental pride. We discussed how wrong it is for parents to live out their 

ambitions through their children. 

 

Education is of utmost importance to Indian families. One could argue that her 

parents just wanted her to succeed and to prove that Indian children are brighter 

than most. But their ambition for her is misguided. Instead of giving her a good, 

solid start in life, they are denying her a normal adolescence. She is bound to 

rebel and she does. Rumi is having to adjust to being an Indian teenager in 

Britain and has all the normal teenage interests in boys and clothes and sex.   

 

Her mother, meanwhile, pressures her to be a good Hindu girl, while denying that 

Indians produce babies through sexual intercourse, she says, (only white people 

do that). Indian babies are a result of prayer! Rumi has a good grounding in 

science and knows that her mother is wrong- on one level. But her mother is 

touching on a deeper level- the Hindu belief that sex is sacred. Not everyone can 

have a baby through sexual intercourse, her mother believes that babies are a gift 

from God. She is also trying to protect her daughter from the Western casual 

attitude to sex. 

 

During all this, Rumi grows cleverer, shyer, prouder, unhappier, more rebellious. She 

develops an addiction to eating cumin seeds; at one point she is so lonely that she dials 

999 just to hear a human voice. She cannot even ask her mother for a bra without 

being accused of disrespect. It is not surprising that she feels abused and alienated. 

During her two days a week at Oxford she is released from „the unbearable scrutiny of 

her life.“  

 

We agreed that the main theme of this first novel by Nikita Lalwani, who was born in 

India but raised in Wales, is about families and what they do to each other. Lalwani 

wrings both pathos and comedy out of the power struggles conducted by people who 



love one other. The three central characters are vividly real – solid, flawed, appealing, 

despicable, admirable, pitiable, clever, foolish. We alternated between feeling 

sympathy for her parents, to hating them for their treatment of Rumi. Some of us 

found the novel uncomfortable and painful because Mahesh, Rumi’s father, is so 

controlling . 

 

One or two of us found the experience of reading Gifted claustrophobic. A few of us 

hated Mahesh. Most of us could understand that he felt he was doing the best for his 

daughter. He clearly loves her very much but has lost the ability toexpress his love.. In 

order to understand him, we have to see why Gandhi’s teachings have been so 

important to him: 

 

Men often become what they believe themselves to be. If I believe  I cannot do 

something ,it makes me incapable of doing it .But when I believe I can, then I acquire 

the ability to do I teven if I don‘t have it in the beginning. 

 

He is inspired by these words and has achieved much by believing in himself. His 

family suffered deeply during the partition of India and Pakistan- losing their home 

and many of their relatives during the civil war. He could have had a place at Oxford 

but on arriving in Britain, he could not afford to study there. He had to go to a lesser 

university. One can understand his desire to send his daughter to Oxford to make up 

for the past. But he is imposing his own dreams on Rumi and unwisely forcing her to 

go when she is too young to fit in. Already an outsider as an Indian girl, she is made to 

feel even more excluded by her age. Her one romantic encounter at Oxford comes to 

an abrupt end when her Muslim boyfriend discovers she is only fifteen. 

 

However, Mahesh can be commended for fighting for his daughter’s education in the 

80‘s – rather than just grooming her for marriage. The cynics amongst us remarked 

that a good university degree would still be an asset when looking for a husband. 

Rumi would be passing on intelligent genes. Apparently some Indian girls go to 

university purely to become potentially better wife – material. Maybe one or two 

European girls have the same idea!  

 

Lalwani has a nice line in unexpected but natural images: a memory is compared to 

the tang of liquorice, a Welsh accent to a compressed spring. She has a vivid sense of 

place, conjuring Cardiff, India and Oxford all to life as if by magic. We admired her 



ability to evoke the sounds and smells of India. She takes us with her into her 

mother’s home.  

 

The house is immensely exotic to Rumi, a wide area marked with artefacts: wooden 

carvings of luscious goddesses, wistful chandeliers. Moghul paintings on silk, and a 

marble model of the Taj Mahal that lights up at night with an orange fire glow. The 

side doors open to a veranda where the honk and blare of traffic and people can seep 

through, stained with dust, the fine particles spreading through the air in sepia. 

 

She details the small daily trials, triumphs and humiliations of life with a warm heart 

and a cool eye; and she conveys the thought processes of a child and an adolescent 

accurately and sensitively. 

 

Gifted`s ending pleased most group members. Rumi’s escape from Oxford - her 

emancipation and realisation of her right to choose her own life- is exhilirating. 

Although when she fled from Oxford we were worried that she may have meant to 

harm herself . Lalwani creates a tense atmosphere –showing the distress of her parents 

when she is missing. But we are reassured when she is found to be safe and being 

looked after by foster parents. Her decision to meet her mother is a fitting end. But 

some of us would have preferred her to wait much longer before doing so. However 

the parents in the groups were relieved. We talked about the common hatred between 

teenage daughters and their mothers. One comment was very apt ( and not by a mother 

but by a daughter) that there is always a thin line connecting a daughter to a mother -

like an invisible umbilical cord- even if the mother and daughter are at loggerheads. 

 

Gifted is a coming of age novel with a difference. Not only is the teenage character 

struggling with how to grow into an adult but with the burden of being perceived as 

gifted. Being gifted ought to be a bonus but being singled out as different is every 

adolescent‘s nightmare.  

 

Is it good policy to set up special schools for gifted children? There is a current debate 

in Germany on this subject. Wouldn‘t it be better to include gifted children in the 

general classroom? Fostering their talent some of the time and creating a balance in 

their lives to encourage social skills, seems a better way forward. Using gifted 

children to assist teachers and help others less able in the classroom may be a solution. 

But the gifted pupil would still stand out from their peers. It is almost impossible to 

prevent this situation. But pushing a child to go to university early is clearly wrong. 



There is a reason for university entrance being set at eighteen. By then an individual is 

mature enough to make up their own mind and to determine their own future. And 

Rumi may well have chosen to take a gap year to go back to India. And to study 

literature rather than maths.. 

 

Gifted proved to be very popular with our groups- as an evocation of teenage 

dislocation it is heartbreaking and tender and true. Gifted may be a book that we want 

to recommend to our teenage sons and daughters and grandchildren and especially to 

pushy parents - as a warning. We would also recommend Gifted to other reading 

groups. The themes are universal- cross cultural- and proved to be just right for 

stimulating reading group discussions! 

 

.  


