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PREFACE & ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

While going through Sunaina Singh's interesting book, The Novels of 

Margaret Atwood and Anita Desai: A Comparative Study in Feminist 

Perspective ( 1994 ), I was first struck by the idea as to how distinct is the 

"feminism" of the Indian women novelists writing in English today compared to 

that of their Western counterparts. However, my haphazard ideas found the 

primary theoretical shape only when I went through such postcolonial/third 

world feminists as Kumari Jayawardena (1986) and Chandra Talpade 

Mohanty ( 1992) who questioned the relationship between Western/First-world 

feminism and the third-world feminism. I was convinced by their argument in 

favour of re-writing women's history based on specific locations and histories 

of struggle as much as the day-to-day strategies of survival utilized by them. 

Within this broad term of third-world feminism, I then concentrated on other 

critics who are concerned with articulating the issues of race, gender, ethnicity, 

religion and self-reflexivity to provide a bridge between postcolonial 

intellectuals and postcolonial communities. Moreover, I was immensely 

influenced by postcolonial theorists like Gayatri Spivak (1985), Partha 

Chatterjee (1989), Lata Mani (1989) and a few others who are concerned with 

analyzing the systematic integration of women in the third world into 

nationalist/postcolonial discourses. Then I found to my surprise that during the 

last three decades, though the readers' attention to the novels of Indian 

women writers, especially those who write in English has remarkably 

increased, yet no serious critical endeavours have emerged to analyze and 

understand the intricacies of power relations narrated by them. Hence, as a 

student of Indian English literature, I could not resist the urge to re-examine 

the novels of some trendsetters through a fresh magnifying glass of 
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CHAPTER-I 

INTRODUCTION 

THE INDIAN WOMEN'S QUESTION IN POSTCOLONIAL 

PERSPECTIVE: A DISCOURSE ANALYSIS 

The status of women in India has varied in different historical periods 

and 1n the different regions of the country. It has also been subject to 

differentiation according to class, caste, race, gender and ethnicity. Hence, the 

term "Indian Women's question" is highly contested. In fact, the appellation of 

"Indian", when used for the women's question, implies a political and cultural 

singularity that obscures the question's diversity, differences and conflicts. 

Moreover, the problem is not simply one of disunities but rather has to do with 

intractable conflicts involving the word "women" that derive from the central 

position of gender in postcolonial Indian culture and politics. In fact, processes 

of gendering - the construction of identities, roles and relations based on 

sexual differences - played a key role in the historical formation of the Indian 

nation-state and still cannot be separated from the other conflicting political 

identities, all of which play a crucial role in the life of a nation. 

It 1s universally acclaimed that the primary identity of a national subject, 

whether male or female, is. of course, citizenship, whose unanimous and 

unmarked definition offers a promise of equality and justice within the nation's 

democratic, constitutional frame work. In the Indian reality, however, this 

promise has been repeatedly undermined by the masculinity of the nationalist 

ideology. In fact, instead of offering an alternative space, the nation has often 

simply functioned as an extension of family, caste and community structures, 

and defined women as belonging in the same way as those structures. 



This definition of belonging is contradictory, implying both "affiliated 

with" and "owned by". While the first interpretation connotes a voluntary, 

participatory membership, the second a secondary, functionalist and symbolic 

status (Rajan: 1999: 4) and both are constantly overlooked because the social 

statuesque is defined by women's place within the structures of family and 

community being maintained and challenged when it is sought to be changed 

in the direction of gender egalitarianism, autonomy and freedom for them. 

This chapter attempts to provide a historical context to the study of this 

complex position of women in the Indian society. However, in order to have a 

better understanding of the present social structure of India and the position of 

women therein. it is imperative to know the operation of various historical, 

political, cultural and economic factors moulding the society. Such a historical 

perspective is all the more necessary in the case of a society with a 

continuous history of more than three thousand years. It is also crucial to have 

a brief look at the past society because some of the norms and values 

affecting women today have their roots in the past. Of course, the attempt here 

is only to provide a general overview and not to go into the details of 

periodisation and its controversy. Here I would like to focus on our shared 

understanding of it, so that differences could be placed when they are 

encountered. 

It has come to be commonly believed among the middle class that the 

Vedic period was the golden age of Indian womanhood, that the status of 

women was very high in that period, and that it was only with the coming of the 

invaders, especially Muslims, that restrictions began to be placed on women. 

In fact. all the evils of the 191
h century, such as 'purdah', 'sati', and female 

infanticide are explained as outcomes of fears for women's safety, which had 

their origin in times of invasions. 
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Contemporary feminist scholars, however, argue that such a history is 

the product of the 191
h century interaction between colonialism and 

nationalism. In fact, a significant tool used by the colonial ideology to prove the 

inferiority of the subject population was the question of the status of women. 

Apart from the characterization of the political condition of India preceding the 

British rule as a state of anarchy, lawlessness and arbitrary despotism, a 

central element in the ideological justification of the British colonial rule was 

the criticism of the "degenerate and barbaric" social customs of the Indian 

people, sanctioned by the Hindu religious traditions. The colonial critics and 

the Christian missionaries invariably repeated a long list of atrocities -'sati', 

child-marriage, 'kulin' polygamy, widow-immolation, etc.- perpetrated on 

Indian women, not so much by men or certain classes of men as by an entire 

body of scriptural canons and ritual practices, and as outsiders, they claimed 

the role of protectors of Indian women, interceding on their behalf against all 

brutal patriarchal practices (Sinha, 1995). 

The reaction to this kind of characterization of Indian/Hindu society took 

the form of a school of nationalist history writing by historians like Altekar and 

R. C. Dutta. They challenged the colonial history writing by presenting the 

argument outlined above, that is the evils of Indian society arose due to 

Muslim invasions. 

However, postcolonial gender-researchers like Uma Chakraborty (1989, 

1998), Kumkum Roy (1995) and a few others question this construction of the 

past at several levels. Firstly, they point out that the evidences used by the 

nationalist historians are exclusively drawn from brahmanical sources and are, 

therefore, a partial history at best. Moreover, even if, as they argue, the status 

of upper caste women was high, which they contest, it was at the expense of 

the exploitation of non-Aryan women. 
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Secondly, the Vedic texts focused on specific geographical areas; the 

early texts referred to the north-west of the subcontinent, while the later texts 

to the east around the mid-Gangetic valley and the 'Manusmriti' to India, north 

of the Vindyas. From these texts, the 191
h century historians extrapolated a 

picture of "Vedic India", an unsustainable generalization because "India" as an 

entity came into being only in the 191
h century through the encounter with 

colonialism. Thus, defining the past in terms of a "Vedic India" presents a false 

homogeneity, which was then violated apparently only by external 

interventions. 

Thirdly, even from the brahmanical sources aione, there are sufficient 

evidences to show that the structure of institutions that ensured the 

subordination of women was complete long before the Muslim as a religious 

community had even come into being. Referring to the two features, which the 

nationalist argument uses, i.e. scholarship and property, contemporary 

feminist historians of ancient India explode the myth of superior position of 

women in the Vedic period. Regarding scholarship, they point out that less 

than one percent of the one thousand hymns of the Rig-Veda are attributed to 

women, which clearly shows the then marginal position of women scholars. 

Further, Uma Chakravorty points out that the famous and oft-repeated story of 

the debate between Gargi and Yajnavalka, celebrated as an example of the 

learning allowed to women, is, in reality, an example of an episode in which 

Gargi is finally silenced by Yajnavalka not by the force of his arguments, but 

because he threatens her: 

Gargi, do not question too much, lest your head fall off!! 

As for property, women not only did not own property, but also were 

considered to be property, the bride, for example, being gifted to the groom 
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along with other goods. They had no right even on their own body In the 

words of Manu: 

Day and night women must be kept in subordination to the 

males of the family: in childhood to her father, in youth to her 

husband, in old age to her sons ... Even the husband be 

destitute of virtue and seeks pleasure elsewhere he must be 

worshipped as god (quoted in Hunter College Women's 

Studies Collective: New Delhi: Oxford University Press: 

1983:6). 

Virginity before marriage and "pativryata" (complete physical and 

mental devotion to husband) after marriage were not obligations for just the 

women, but for the men of her family as well. On the chastity of women 

depended the honour of the male-folk. Men had obligations to one another to 

handover their women chaste while giving them away in marriage. It was as if 

a sort of contract existing between men to keep the women pure. They were 

excluded also from participating in a variety of material transactions, from 

giving and receiving tributes and taxes. In a word, women had certain limited 

recognition only as wives and mothers within the patriarchal kinship structure. 

Clearly then, one golden age of Indian womanhood is a selective 

picture of the past created in the context of the politics of the 191
h century, and 

it is particularly in this background that we can study the women's agendas of 

the social reform movement of the early half of that century. 

In fact, when James Mill wrote in his History of India (1817) that the 

condition of women in a society is an index of that society's place in 

civilization, in one fell swoop "women", "modernity" and "nation" became 

essential and inseparable elements in a connected discourse of civilization 
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(D.Chakravorty, 1994}, and thus "Women's Question" not only came to 

dominate the public discourses for more than a century, it also became the 

touchstone of the colonial - nationalist encounter, inscribed with the trope of 

modernity and the legitimating of political power. For colonial rulers, the 

atrocities practiced against Indian women became a confirmation of the rulers' 

modernity and the moral ground on which their "civilizing" missions could be 

launched. In fact, the colonial officialdom and missionary rhetoric singled out 

each atrocity to characterize the status of Indian women as especially low and 

Indian men as exceptionally violent, and this was really the mirror in which 

Indian men were invited to see themselves when colonial education began. 

The new urban elite, drawn mostly from the upper classes, imbibed the 

enlightenment philosophy of individualism and humanism and perceived the 

barbaric traditional practices against women as civilizational lapse and 

recognizable social evils (R. Chatterjee, 1992). Thus emerged the social 

reform movement, an attempt on the part of the new elite to redress, 

sometimes with and sometimes without British help, the worst features of the 

old patriarchal order. 

Hence, "women" were in the forefront of all the main items on the 

agenda of the social reform movements. For the reformers women's 

emancipation was a pre-requisite to national regeneration and an index of 

national achievement. One strand in the movement concentrated on legislative 

remedy. A series of campaigns resulted in the abolition of 'Sati' in 1829 and 

the enabling of widow re-marriage in 1856. Another strand was concentrated 

with creating the female counterpart of the new male-elite, the "New Woman" 

who would share the sensibilities of the men in the family and yet be able to 

sustain their traditional class roles. 

However, there are some uneasy questions posed by the postcolonial 

gender researchers. Firstly, throughout the 191
h century, right from 
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Rammohan's campaign against "sati" in 1829 to the Age of Consent Bill in 

1891, though women's issues were centrestaged, the social reformers like 

Rammohan and Vidyasagar did not interfere in the least in the concepts of 

pre-nuptial virginity or post-nuptial "pativryatya", nor did they interfere with the 

traditional ideology of gender in a patriarchal relationship. In the opinion of 

Sumit Sarkar, the Renaissance-reformers were, in any case, not the full

blooded liberals and were highly conservative in their acceptance of liberal 

ideas from Europe. Fundamental elements of social conservation, such as 

class distinctions, the patriarchal family, the sanctity of ancient scriptures and 

a preference for symbolic rather than substantial change in social practice 

were conspicuous in them. VVhat they wanted in reality was that "a limited and 

controlled emancipation of wives as a personal necessity for survival in a 

hostile world" (Sarkar quoted in Kasturi and Majumdar: 1994: xliii). 

In her much acclaimed book Feminism and Nationalism jn the Third 

World, Kumari Jayawardena says of this: 

Even before the nationalist movement had become politically 

active in India, the social reformers had started to agitate on 

two of these issues - the practice of "Sati" and the ban of 

widow-remarriage. They could safely be tackled because they 

had not existed in very early times, confined to upper castes 

and classes and, if remedied, would have given India the 

appearance of being "civilized" without endangering the 

traditional family structures (Jayawardena: 1996: 80). 

Apart from attempting to persuade people to give up such practices, the 

reformers also sought the help of British administration in India, hoping them 

to prohibit by law. Initially the British administration followed a policy of non

interference in this regard, but its attitudes changed in 1827, when Mritunjay 
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Vidyalankar, the chief "pandit" of the Supreme Court, announced that "sati" 

had no "shastric" authority and other Indian intellectuals joined in the clamour 

for legislation against "sati". On this very ground Partha Chatterjee criticizes 

the colonial discourse: 

It was the colonialist discourse that, by assuming the 

hegemony of Brahmanical religious texts and the complete 

submission of all Hindus to the dictates of those texts, defined 

the tradition that was to be criticized and reformed 

(Chatterjee: 1993: 119). 

Secondly, critics have pointed out that even though the reform of the 

women's position seems to be a major concern within the colonialist 

discourses, and even though power, energy and sexuality haunt these 

discourses, women themselves, in any real sense, seem to disappear from 

these discussions about them. There was, in fact, little attempt to locate them 

as subjects within the colonial struggle. In the opinion of Lata Mani, the entire 

colonial debate on "sati" was concerned with redefining tradition and modernity 

and "what was at stake was not women but tradition" (Mani: 1989: 118). In 

Spivak's oft-cited essay Can the Subaltern Speak? (1985) also, the complete 

absence of women's voices in the immolation debates is read as a particularly 

apt emblem of the collusion of colonialism and patriarchy. 

Thirdly, the social reform movements were not eagerly welcomed by 

every section of the new elites. While the liberal section demanded legal and 

administrative initiative from the colonial state in this reform project, more 

conservative Indian opinion restricted colonial intervention into traditional 

social relations. The debates between these two groups have often been seen 

as a battle between modernists and traditionalists (Murshid, 1952). Lata Mani, 

however, argues that both groups were redefining traditions and, therefore, 
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"lndianness". Women were "neither subjects nor the objects" of these 

discourses, but only the "sites" on which debates were conducted (Mani, 

1989). 

Moreover, the 19th century social reformers themselves were not also 

unanimous in their inspirations and objectives. Many of the social reformers 

themselves condoned child marriage and opposed widow re-marriage in their 

own families (Jayawardena, 1996). In fact. the common element in their 

projects was their pre-occupation with the problems that primarily affected 

women in their own social classes and milieu and made them vulnerable to 

humiliation. These "sociai evils" brought charges of barbarity and the 

uncivilized behavior from the new rulers, the new teachers, and the new 

dispensers of rewards and recognition, and this pre-occupation with the West, 

either to emulate, or to assimilate, or to reject, was an inevitable consequence 

of the circumstances that made cultural contact possible. Changing socio

economic relations, the growth of urban living, the new modes of 

communication and education, as well as the pressure to acknowledge the 

scientific, technological and political dominance of Europe over the inherited 

cultural identities unleashed several tendencies that brought about many 

contradictions within the reform movements. In order to make it up the 

reformers had falsely assumed the existence of a domestic domain to 

demarcate what the colonizers found difficult to know, but without the 

knowledge of which the colonial state would not be able to understand and 

master Indians. This domestic domain became, in colonial discourse, the 

repository of India, i.e. "India's singularity" (Sen, 1993). Nationalism inherited 

this language. Like the earlier reformers, the nationalists also redefined the 

domestic space according to invented categories of the tradition. Their 

articulation focused entirely on the domestic - the family, the home and the 

women in it - as the locus of lndianness, which was nothing but the politically 

disenfranchised male elite's only domain of autonomy. 
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In his essay 'The Nationalist Resolution of the Women's Question' (in 

K.Sangari and S.Vaid (eds), Recasting Women, New Delhi, Kali for Women, 

1989), Partha Chatterjee illustrates this process quite elaborately. In his 

opinion, in the nationalist discourse of the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries, the "bhadrolok" reconceptualised the home, and the Indian women 

were caught between the twin pressures of colonial modernity and traditional 

national sentiments. Hard work, orderliness, punctualities and educations were 

some of the qualities that were believed to have been the key to European 

prosperity and political power. On the one hand, books and domestic science 

exhorted Indian women to emulate these qualities that Western women had, 

and, on the other hand, "the quintessential claim to be different but modern" 

ensured that the Indian tradition should be maintained. Thus the questions of 

female education also became a colonial battlefield. If colonialists claimed to 

reform women's status by offering them education, nationalists countered it by 

charting a parallel process of education and reform, which would, as they 

claimed, simultaneously improve the women's lot and protect them "from 

becoming decultured" (Loomba, 1998). In the nineteenth century Bengali 

discourses, for instance, the 'overeducated' woman is represented as 

becoming a 'memsahib' or English woman who neglects her home and 

husband. In fact, frequent appeals were made to women by the nationalists, 

some of whom were even women, not to ape western culture. Following is an 

example from Kundamala Oevi's appeal (1870) to her own folk: 

If you have acquired real knowledge, then give no place in 

your heart to 'memsahib' like behavior. This is not becoming a 

Bengali housewife. See how an educated woman can do 

housework thoughtfully and systematically in a way unknown 

to an ignorant, uneducated woman. And see if God had not 
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appointed us to this place in the home, how unhappy a place 

this world would be (quoted in Chatterjee 1989:247). 

Here the ideal woman is constructed in opposition to the spectre of the 

'memsahib'. As Chatterjee sees, in their resolution to the women's question 

thus the nationalist males projected the home as a spritualised inner space 

where women preserved the age-old Indian "dharma". The material world 

might have been lost to the colonial rulers, but the home remained the site of 

nationalist victory. 

The nationalists opposed colonial interventions in gender relations 

(especially in the constitution of family) on the grounds that these were anti

traditional and, therefore, anti-national. One such discourse arose around the 

Age of Consent controversy (1890-91 ), which followed from the colonial 

government's attempt to raise the age of marriage for Indian women. 

Nationalist resistance to the reform took the form of defence of tradition. The 

dominant ideology being shaped in this process relocated women from an 

index of social malady (as in the discourse of colonial missionary reformists) to 

an embodiment of moral order. The good women, the chaste wife and mother, 

empowered by spiritual strength become the iconic representation of nation. 

In the opinion of Ghulam Murshid. "modernization" began in the first half 

of the nineteenth century because of the penetration of western ideas. But 

after some limited success there was a perceptible decline in the reform 

movement "as popular attitudes towards them hardened" (Murshid quoted in 

Chatterjee: 1989:233). The new politics of nationalism "glorified India's past 

and tended to defend everything traditional" (Ibid) and hence, all attempts to 

change customs and life-styles were begun to be seen as the aping of 

Western manners and were thereby regarded with suspicion. Consequently, 

nationalism fostered a distinctly conservative attitude towards social beliefs 
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and practices and thus the movement towards modernization was stalled by 

the nationalist politics. In the words of Chatterjee, the nationalist males refused 

"to make women's question an issue of political negotiation with colonialists" 

and that is why "nationalism could not resolve these issues" (249,233). What 

actually happened that the question of Indian women's oppression in a 

patriarchal caste/culture was entirely bracketed in favour of vindicating 

nationalist thought, and women of the past were valorized in two separate 

ways: (1) for their spiritual potential and their role as "sahadharminis" (partner 

in religious duties) in ancient times, and (2) as heroic resisters to alien rulers 

who cheerfully chose death than dishonours. This image fore-grounded in the 

Aryan woman a combination of the spiritual Maitreyi, the learned Gargi, the 

suffering Sita, the faithful Savitri, and the heroic Lakshmibai (Chakravorty 

Uma: 1989:46), and this transformation of the symbolic meaning of women 

had long-term consequences: 

1. Their iconic stature rendered irrelevant any criticism of or 

enquiry into women's actual situation because tradition 

severed from social reality found fulfilment in an emotional 

and aesthetic imaging of a heroic mother-goddess; 

2. The idealized opposition between domestic and public had 

located women firmly in the domestic realm with house-work 

and child-care as their only legitimate concerns. Especially in 

urban India, women's exclusive domesticity became the most 

effective marker of middle class status (as happened in the 

Victorian Britain); 

3. The aesthetic, cultural and emotional investments in the 

imaging of women had also become the cornerstone of an 

ethnicized and oppositional entity, and "women" had really 

become the arena in which community, caste and class 
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battles were fought. In such a discursive space, women were 

not only the ground for enactment of these agendas, which 

were directed elsewhere but the direct targets of those 

agendas. 

Thus only a small group of elite women became the crucial 

beneficiaries of colonial modernity and were able to negotiate patriarchal (and 

class) spaces to have access to education and employment and to aspire to 

political leadership. This recasting of patriarchy in the image of high-caste and 

the upper class norms also meant that most women were left out not only of 

the benefits of modernity but were deprived even of their traditional rights and 

freedoms. There was not only increasing divergences in the trajectories of 

upper caste/middle class urban women and the "others", but the very process 

that underlay the modernization of the first group became the foundation for 

further disempowering of the poor, low caste and minority women. Hence, the 

postcolonial feminists have asked the question as to how far women in the 

national movement were "feminist" as opposed to being "nationalist". Certainly 

the women's movements of this period did not call it feminist because that 

would imply priority to women's liberation. So it stressed rather the joint 

struggle for national and gender equality. At that time it was imperialism rather 

than the family that was focused upon as the root of inequality; but 

nevertheless, as it is clear from the demands for female suffrage and 

guarantees of sexual equality in the constitution that there was obviously a 

clear feminine agenda as well. 

Parallel to the growth of nationalism, there were also movements of low 

castes, peasants and "adivasis" who built up counter-narratives to the 

nationalist narrative. Jyotiba Phule may be taken to be the founding father of 

not only 'dalit' and anti-caste movements in India, but also of the women's 

movements in Maharastra. Phule's anti-caste movement developed an image 
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of womanhood based on the identities and symbols of low caste 'dalits' and 

peasants. Within this alternative framework women resisted their oppression 

and developed a new self-identity (Akerkar, 1995). In course of the "tebhaga" 

movement (a peasant struggle in Bengal for the right to one third of the crop) 

and the Telengana struggle against feudal exploitation, women also raised 

questions of oppression of women in the family by their own men (Menon, 

1996). However, these counter-narratives were suppressed under the meta

narrative of nationalism and it can be claimed that the new patriarchy which 

the nationalist discourse set up as a hegemonic construct thus distinguished 

itself among the new middle class, admittedly a widening class and large 

enough in absolute numbers to be self reproducing, though was irrelevant to 

the large mass of the subordinate classes. In fact, the formation of the nation

state on the basis of a selective reconstruction of a golden past was 

exhausting because we did not have a homogeneous history. It had a diverse 

past of many religions, many languages and many people, and in a multi

cultural country the state is responsible for the preservation and security of all 

the minorities, marginalized groups and ethnic identities. It should be based on 

pluralities and, true to this very spirit of pluralism, postcolonial feminist 

discourses address Indian women's questions from various grounds - class, 

caste, race and gender. These varied identities do not suggest any uniform 

identity as they come from different socio-economic and political fabric of India 

and sometimes they are identified on the basis of suppression, oppression and 

exploitation. Though the construction of a uniform homogen?us identity was 

initiated by nationalism, yet these groups had to achieve the desired goals of 

space for which they had been struggling. Moreover, the feminine gender 

identity is an enquiry into multiplicity of cultural practice, particularly of 

discourse and representation in relation to power. It is a postmodern paradigm 

because post-Foucault we all know that sexuality when translated into culture, 

is not just a physical desire but politics. Moreover, the problem is multiplied 

when we consider that patriarchy is not a monolithic term and gender, as an 
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analytical category, alone is inadequate to understand women's oppression 

and to strategize for women's emancipation. 

In a normal situation, the family and nation denote eternal, sacred and 

natural ties for national reconstruction. In this particular context, the woman, 

who occupies the space outside the heterosexual patriarchal family, is in a 

space unrecognized by the nation and so the displacement of her story is 

crucial for the construction of a nation. Hence, feminists working in different 

locations have questioned the extent to which the Western or first world 

feminism is equipped to deal with the problems encountered by women in 

once-colonized countries. Western feminism is rightly criticized for the 

orientalist way in which it represents the social practices of 'other' races as 

backward or barbarous, from which Black and Asian women need rescuing by 

their Western sisters. In so doing it really fails to take into consideration the 

particular needs of these women, the different cultural practice on their own 

terms and the different meanings in their narratives (Which Carby calls 'her 

stories' as opposed to 'histories'). Chandra Talpade Mohanty warns against 

precisely this in her important essay 'Under Western Eyes: Feminist 

Scholarship and Colonial Discourses' (1988), where she exposes the 

production of a singular category of 'Third world' women in Western feminism 

which damagingly creates the 'discursive homogenization and systematization 

of the oppression of women in the third world'. Mohanty laments that by 

conceiving of 'the average third world woman' Western feminists construct a 

template for female identity in the 'Third world' based on a series of 

questionable conceptual and methodological manoeuvres with scant regard 

for context. This is tantamount to a colonial act. 

Postcolonial women's lives are equally structured by the economic and 

political developments at the more local level. Often there is a declared 

animosity between the local and the global. The revivalists and 
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fundamentalists may declare that it is Western or imperialist forces that are 

responsible for all manner of evils, including women's oppressions. But 

globalization has also spawned an international women's development 

network with programmes for women's empowerment. Some of them have 

certainly helped women to rise from the "Sisyphus stratum". Particularly in this 

context, postcolonial feminism must resist the homogenization of Western 

feminism, as well as the "power politics" of the "cultural nationalism" and must 

take into account the heterogeneity of women's situation in India or in the 'third 

world' in regard to class, caste and location. It must also rethink to reconstruct 

the Indian nationalist discourse, that rather than emancipating women 

encouraged the rise of a new patriarchy. In other words, there is still 

oppression of various kinds in the society that claims to have enough as 

modern. Old legacies are there as much as new forms of oppression, all of 

which have found expression in the different Indian women novelists (no 

matter in which language they write) appearing after the independence. 

In the present dissertation I shall confine myself to the selected novels 

of the four Indian women novelists writing in English, namely Kamala 

Markandaya, Anita Desai, Shashi Deshpande and Githa Hariharan, who 

represent the changing concerns of Indian feminist thoughts in the last half 

century since 1947. These novelists and their novels are obviously not random 

choices, but I have some justification behind it. As these novelists negotiate in 

their works the ground between power and powerlessness, in different ways 

they all seek to establish a woman's right to her body. Here my contention is 

that self-hood is not an imagined concept, but the struggle for space begins 

with the physical existence and the right to ownership. 

In India female sexuality has always been viewed as a threat to social 

institutions. It is never seen outside a sacrament of marriage in which 

procreation confers upon the women a status, especially if it is the birth of a 
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male-child. Thus any attempt to seek selfhood or project subjectivity, or to 

work towards self-expression and freedom has to work through the body and 

deconstruct the received notions regarding "good woman". In order to go 

beyond gender, to transcend the body, the conflict between the social and 

personal claims has to be worked through the roles thrust upon women and 

the manner in which adultery and rape affect them. The relations of power, 

which I would like to refer in the course of this dissertation, are not reducible to 

binary oppositions or oppression/oppressed relations. On the contrary, what 

will be looked for is "an alertness to the political process by which such 

representation becomes naturalized and ultimately coercive in structuring 

women's self representation" (Rajan: 1993: 129). In the conceptual framework 

of this dissertation, it is apparent that "resistance" remains the cornerstone of 

feminist activism in contemporary India, while resentment and rebellion are 

read into representations that defy traditional gender norms. In fact, my 

arguments go with Rajeswari Sunder Rajan when she asks several searching 

questions on how we might read feminist resistance: 

How do we understand the politics of the desire to construe 

gendered subaltern resistance in the actions of women? 

What, on the other hand, are the implications of affirming that 

"the subaltern cannot speak?" ... What constitutes resistance? 

In "reading" resistance, do we privilege the intentionality or 

the effects of actions? How far is resistance (merely) the 

space of socially sanctioned licence? Is resistance only 

reactive to domination, or caught up only in a Foucauldian 

micro politics of power? (Rajan: 2000:153). 

The focal point of this dissertation stems from this postmodern sense of 

multiple sites and also from my attention to "multiple levels" of resistance 

showed by the novelists under our critic·al consideration. 
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understanding and, if possible, to re-validate a feminist critical spectrum in the 

context of these writers. 

Indian writers in general and women writers in particular have derived 

inspiration from extremely extensive parameters of themes, technique, 

language and characterization. In a single work one may find individualistic, 

social, political, economic, religious, spiritual and also psychological patterns 

co-existing. So, in this endeavour. I had to apply a wide variety of approaches 

- Marxist, psycho-analytical, sociological, deconstructionist, and new 

historicist - in order to frame an eclectic critical tool so that no injustice of 

exciusion of any sort is consciously committed. 

Inclusion of only four novelists in this dissertation namely, Kamala 

Markandaya, Anita Desai, Shashi Deshpande and Githa Hariharan should not 

be misinterpreted as very limiting. I have done it purposely and consciously 

due to several reasons. First of all, the figures from Kamala Markandaya to 

Githa Hariharan project a specific study of women writers covering the major 

experimentation from the middle of the twentieth century to the dawn of the 

present one. Undoubtedly, there have been other women novelists but the 

ones discussed here are trendsetters in the real sense. Their fiction reflects 

very comprehensively the image, the status, the plight, the struggle and the 

existential enigma of Indian women of all classes and creeds in the modern 

and post-modern India. Such major novelists of this period as Ruth Prawer 

Jhabvala and Bharati Mukherjee may appear to be conspicuous by their 

exclusion, but they migrated very early in their career to the West and, in my 

opinion, most of their writings lack Indian sensibility. 
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The second reason for taking up these limited four novelists is their total 

involvement with the feminine issues. No other novelists of this period, male or 

female, tend so committedly to polarize around the evolution of women in 

India, especially after decolonization. 

Many critical books and researches have drawn attention to these 

novelists. Here my effort has been to refer to as many of them as possible. 

Moreover, all the novelists included in this dissertation except Kamala 

Markandaya are still busy in writing and hence, any claim to a final evaluation 

of these writers will also be uncalled for at this stage. However, effort has been 

made to analyze the most recent of their works and attempt has been made to 

scrutinize them effectively and dispassionately without any prejudice and 

preconceived notion with a view to presenting a clear and correct picture of 

their feminist perspectives. 

In course of my study I got enormous help from the National Library, 

Kolkata, the School of Women's Studies' Library, Jadavpur University, the 

Central Library, University of North Bengal, Centre for Women's Studies' 

Library, University of North Bengal, and the Centre of Women's Studies' 

Library, Guwahati University. I am really grateful to the management and staff 

of all these institutions. 

I would like to take this opportunity to express my deep gratitude to my 

supervisor, Dr. G. N. Roy, Professor at University of North Bengal, for his 

inspiration, guidance, constant encouragement, solicitation and extremely 

constructive suggestions. He spent immense time and labour not only over the 

dissertation but also in a detailed review of the critical areas of my thesis. In 

fact, this might never have been written and submitted, but for his love and 

support. 
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I also owe my debt of gratitude to all my family members, especially to 

my wife, Ruchira and our little daughter, Rai for love, support, encouragement 

and just putting up with it all. I am also thankful to all my friends, especially Mr. 

Ajay Misra, Mr. Parikshit Mandai and Mr. Nitai Saha for their enormous 

support and generosity of many kinds. 
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CHAPTER -II 

KAMALA MARKANDAYA: NEGOTIATING PATRIARCHY 

For a long time, women enjoyed only a secondary role in the Indian 

English male writings such as those of R.K. Narayan, Raja Rao and Mulk Raj 

Anand. For example, Narayan's heroine, Rosie, in the novel The Guide is 

viewed only in relation to the male protagonist, Raju, and Raju's mother is 

confined to a very secondary position. Hence, it is not an overstatement that it 

is through the advent of the Indian women writers that woman has been able 

to assume a major role in the novel. In fact, since the iast five decades many 

of the Indian women novelists have been focusing on women's issues. They 

have really a woman's perspective on the world, which has allowed them to 

create their own world, free from the direct interference of men. Among these 

different Indian women writers, who have made the female characters their 

main preoccupation, the very first name is Kamala Markandaya. 

However, according to most of Markandaya's critics, though she is one 

of the foremost of the Indian women novelists, she does not exhibit a 

conscious concern with the status and identity of the Indian women. 

Conversely, she explores themes of political, technological, socio-economic, 

cultural and intellectual importance (Indira 1991, Pathania 1992, Bhatnagar 

1995, Misra 2000). K. Madavi Menon explores Markandaya's fictional canvas 

as thus: 

Her fictional concerns range from economic changes as they 

impinge directly on the rural and urban milieu [ Nectar jn A 

~ (1954) and A Handful of Rice (1967)], the impact of 

technology on an autochthonic social structure [ The Coffer 

Dams (1969) and Pleasure City (1982)], the silent upheaval 
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of society and familial structure in the grip of Westernization 

[A Silence of Desire (1960) and Two \(irgjns (1973)], to the 

inter-cultural and inter-racial chasm manifest in personal 

relationships and social life [Possession (1963) and ~ 

Nowhere Man (1972)] and the disturbing effects of political 

milieu on the lives of individuals yearning for self-fulfilment 

[Some Inner Fury (1955) and The Golden Hon~y Comb 

(1977)] (Menon:1993: 230- 31). 

Another critic of Markandaya, K.S. Narayan Rao writes: 

Markandaya's novels deal with the contemporary Indian 

society in a state of flux and change, and reveal a spectrum of 

moral attitudes on the part of the characters that people the 

fictional world, which include traditionally moral, the immoral 

and the amoral attitudes. Although her women characters are 

never relegated to the background, and are, in fact , better 

drawn than their male counterparts, it is usually the men who 

get away with their delinquent sexual conduct (Rao: 1973 : 69 

-70). 

However, such a complete denial of feminist perspective in Markandaya 

can be made only out of a surface reading of her novels. Markandaya is, in 

fact, not a radical feminist and her novels are not an outright condemnation of 

a repressive male-dominated society calling for radical reconstructing of male

female roles. Her novels are not also naturalistic accounts about the 

victimization of women. On the contrary, her attitude to feminism is established 

as personal, analytic and exploratory rather than public , political or polemical. 

She does not create a women's world entirely of their own but presents the 

real world, sometimes raising serious questions about contemporary attitudes 

to women and their roles in family and social and emotional bonds that 
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shackle women. In her novels, Indian women really define themselves by a set 

of relationships and modes of conduct within a created society . They confront 

a tradition-oriented society and learn to live under the twin whips of heritage 

and modernity. Despite the changes in norms, impact of Western culture and 

the economic and social progress, they remain essentially "Indian" in 

sensibility, but show enough courage to raise their heads and ask a few 

awkward but pertinent questions whose responses would definitely determine 

the shift towards new development strategies in the postcolonial Indian 

feminist movement. 

Her first novel Nectar in A Sieve (1954) has generally been viewed as 

"a vivid record of the hungry rural peasantry ... under the pressure of 

industrialism and landlordism" (Misra : 2000 : 2 ). The novel itself has a subtitle 

- 'A Novel of Rural India' - and has rightly been compared with Pearl S. 

Buck's The GQod Earth and Alan Paton's Cry. The Beloved Country. In the 

character of its protagonist, Rukmini, critics like Landow notices nothing but 

the suffering of a docile Hindu Woman : 

No pain or injustice can cause her to rebel or seek revenge 

(Landow: 1989 :1). 

As Gajendra Kumar writes : 

Nectar in a Sieve articulates the village life in which Rukmini 

becomes kernel who suffers from pillar to post . The details of 

Rukmini's suffering highlight the truth of Coleridge's doctrine 

"Work without hope draws nectar in a sieve" (Kumar, G: 

2001:51 ). 

But such views really subvert Markandaya's feminist perspective in the novel. 
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In a patriarchal constraint, the primary feminist role model is that 

wherein the suppressed and thwarted woman still dares to question the 

statuesque and, in quiet unobtrusive ways, asserts her individuality 

(Menon: 1993:231 ). Rukmini belongs to this category. Throughout the novel, 

we find that her existence is thwarted by the irrational forces of Nature and 

commercialism, and that everytime her life's questions are reduced to the 

eternal quest for freedom in the face of tyranny of many kinds. Denied of 

individual, social and economic rights because she is a woman , and at that a 

poor one, her mental agony becomes truly reminiscent for the feminist call. 

She is branded in the society because she cannot produce a male child. But 

she is not entitled to approach a doctor for help because tradition does not 

permit her to do so. She has to live with her "fate". However, Rukmini asserts 

her self and her individuality when she goes to the Western doctor Kenny for 

medical aid. But this has to be maintained as a closely guarded secret as she 

cannot hurt the sentiment of her husband . Hence, the feminist leanings of the 

book are very grave because despite the surface acceptance and tolerance 

Rukmini is the woman of protest: despite years of cultural conditioning to 

accept and submit, she is tempted to question and defy the so-called "fate". 

The novel is in first person narration, and Rukmini, being the narrator· 

protagonist, enjoys the authority to resurrect her subjugated knowledge about 

her victimization in a patriarchal society. What makes Rukmini an interesting 

narrator is that "she has a firm grasp of details, a phenomenal memory, the 

capacity for imaginative rendering of atmosphere, a stark austere vocabulary, 

a respect for others who crossed her life, and the detachment of a dramatist" 

(lndra: 1991 : 66). She tells the story of her life, from her marriage with Nathan 

to the present, almost in a linear way, and her tale reveals certain facets of a 

woman's struggle in a male-dominated world. 
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Rukmini says this about the little education which she got from her 

father: 

It was my father who taught me to read and write ... 'Practise 

hard', he would say, watching me busy with slate and pencil, 

'for who knows what dowry there will be for you when you are 

ready!' 

'What use, my mother said, 'that a girl should be learned! 
Much good will it do when she has lusty sons and a husband 
to look after. Look at me. Am I worse that I cannot spell my 
name, so long as I know it? Is not my house clean and sweet, 
are not my children well fed and cared for? (Nectar in A 
~:11). 

This discourse makes certain facts clear. First, as a novelist Kamala 

Markandaya subverts simple man-woman binary opposition in this novel. 

Rukmini's father is portrayed here in the light of the nationalist male reformers, 

while her mother inherits patriarchy in herself in such a way that she does 

harm to women's cause. Secondly, at the very outset, Rukmini's tale makes it 

clear that from her very childhood she has been brought up under the twin 

pressures of tradition and modernity. 

Rukmini began her life with Nathan like the average Indian women. 

From her marriage, she expected nothing more than this: 

While the sun shines on you and the fields are green and 

beautiful to the eye, and your husband sees beauty in you 

which no one has seen before and you have good store of 

grain laid away for hard times, a roof over you and a sweet 

stirring in your body, what more a woman ask for? ( 7). 
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In her confessional discourse, when Rukmini remembers her first 

reaction on begetting a girl-child, we again find the revelation of every (Indian) 

woman's psyche to whom fertility is the essence and producing a male child is 

the status: 

I turned away. despite myself, the tears came, tears of 

weakness and disappointment; for what a woman wants a girl 

for her first born ? ( 14). 

Even when she moves to Dr. Kenny for medical aid for having a male-child, 

she is motivated by the patriarchal ideology that a woman must have a son in 

her life. However, it is Dr. Kenny's Westernised liberal approach to life that 

makes a significant change in Rukmini's life. She starts to see life from a 

different angle and hence, Kamala Markandaya differs from most of the 

postcolonial writers because she presents an Englishman as an agent of 

positive changes in the mental set-up of a colonized subject. 

No doubt Rukmini keeps her meeting with Kenny secret from Nathan, 

but it is not her fear or deceitfulness, which tempts her to do so, rather a calm 

appraisal of human nature, touched by the genuine conjugal love that she 

di d not wish to upset Nathan in any way. Moreover, she develops a feeling 

of kinship with Dr. Kenny for the rest of her life, though she does never allow 

this relationship to infringe upon her marital integrity. In both the cases, she 

appears as an essentially Indian woman. In fact, the author does not really 

contrive to create a promiscuous situation between the two for that would be 

alien to their personalities, especially that of Rukmini's. When there is a vague 

rumour in the village about Rukmini and Kenny and Kunthi tries to blackmail 

her, we find that it is Rukmini's personality that acts as a feminist resistance. 
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When Ira, her eldest daughter, is brought back to her because 'she is a 

barren woman' (50), and even Nathan, the girl's father also supports the action 

of their son-in-law because he believes that " He is justified, for a man needs 

children. He has been patient" (Ibid), we again find Rukmini's submissive and 

yet strong assertion of disagreement with him : 

Not patient enough . . . . Not patient like you, beloved (Ibid). 

While consoling Ira, she clearly expresses her opinion that infertility is not a 

fault of woman : 

Did you think we would blame you for what is not your fault? 

(Ibid). 

Her progressive and liberal approach to the problems of life again leads her to 

Kenny. 

Ira is, however, another type of Markandaya's portrayal of womanhood. 

The desire of nurturance is embedded within her. She cannot bear to see her 

younger brother starving. Hence, in spite of strong resistance from her father 

she takes to prostitution to keep away hunger. There is a resonance of 

determination: 

Tonight and tomorrow and every night, so long as there is 

need, I will not hunger any more (99). 

Here, her voice is like that of a radical feminist, claiming her right on her body. 

Rukmini even seems to support her: 
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She was no longer a child, to be cowed or forced into 

submission, but a grown woman with a definite purpose and 

an invincible determination. We had for so long accepted her 

obedience to our will that when it ceased to be given 

naturally, it came as a considerable shock; yet there was no 

option but to accept the change, strange and bewildering as it 

was, for obedience cannot be extorted (100). 

Though here lies an undercurrent of frustration, yet it is a conscious denial on 

Rukmini's part of the patriarchal demands of obedience of the girls. Together 

with Ira, Rukmini also faces another problem boldly -the birth of Ira's albino 

child. 

Rukmini is indeed a strong woman. Even dire poverty and cruel 

starvation do not dehumanize her. When her impatient sons are 

understandably affected by the disastrous consequences of drought, she is 

able to withstand the strain with remarkable forbearance. This spirit of 

forbearance is not stoicism as practiced in the West. It is significantly Indian 

way of life which she accepts, and it is for this acceptance that critics like 

Myles criticises her character as passive: 

In the character of Rukmini there is a steady progression from 

innocence to experience as also from rebellion to acceptance 

(Myles :2006 :117). 

In order to prove her point of v1ew Myles quotes the following words of 

Rukmini: 

Want is our companion from birth to death, familiar as 

seasons of earth, varying only in degree. What profit to bewail 

that which has always been and cannot change ? (113). 
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Myles also mentions that even "the knowledge of her husband's extramarital 

relationship with Kunthi" is accepted by her as "onslaught of fate which can not 

be avoided" (Myles :2006 : 117). 

However, what Myles has failed to notice that in the novel Markandaya 

did never aim to portray Rukmini as a woman revolting only for her sex but as 

a real human being living in a particular situation and sharing its predicaments. 

No doubt, she accepts life as it comes, but that is not her defeat in any sense. 

She rather appears like the earth mother, continually regenerated and 

sustained by inner energy. For example, when her relationship with her 

husband is threatened by the discovery that he fathered another woman's 

sons, she neither strikes out at him nor crumbles. She rather casts off her 

dependence syndrome and raises herself: 

Disbelief first; disillusionment; anger, reproach, pain. To find 

out, after so many years, in such a cruel way ... He had known 

her not once but twice . . . and I in my innocence did 

nothing ... At last I made an effort and roused myself ... (86-87 

/Emphasis mine). 

Here Rukmini's tolerance may appear as a weakness to the Western readers, 

but from another point of view, she has incredible strength with which she can 

really rise up after having such blows. No doubt, she accepts the traditional 

role of an Indian woman, but within that she can also nicely accommodate her 

other roles as a human being. 

In ~er second novel, Some Inner Fury (1955), Markandaya, however, 

moves from a pastoral setting to an urbanized environment, which gives her 

an opportunity to study the life and experience of the sophisticated upper-class 
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section of the traditional Indian society. Here she concentrates mainly on three 

women characters, Premala - the quiet, shy, unassuming housewife, Roshan 

-the firebrand freedom fighter, and Mira- the narrator. Each of them is like a 

pilgrim on a journey, seeking answer to their questions on the meaning of life. 

All three have doubts and problems and have to cross many thresholds in their 

search for selfhood. This is what binds all three of the seemingly different 

characters together. As Mira, the narrator, explains: 

It was more an instinctive understanding than a reasoned 

one; if anyone had asked me for an explanation, I should 

have been hard put to it to supply a coherent one. But then 

none who belonged to my generation would have needed to 

do so; and to those who did not belong to the sense and spirit 

would alike have been incommunicable. It is this shared 

understanding, this common awareness, diffuse in the 

atmosphere, yet not absorbed by all, which makes the ground 

split the crevice to appear, between one generation and the 

next (189). 

Though better equipped with education and wealth than their counterparts in 

the earlier novel, self-fulfilment becomes a distant and unattainable goal to 

these women also. 

Premala epitomises the traditional concept of upper-class women. 

Hailing from a conservative Hindu family, she tries to remould herself to her 

husband's modern, anglicized tastes. But "though she tried desperately, she 

plainly found it difficult to adapt herself to him"(37). She sacrifices all her 

aspirations, freedom and happiness, yet she fails to bridge the cultural gap 

between herself and Kit, her husband . Mira, her sister-in-law, feels sorry for 

her: 
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If she had not loved Kit so much, she would not have tried so 

much to please him (97). 

Moreover, though Kit himself has an extramarital relationship with an English 

lady, he suspects that his wife has an illicit affair with his stepbrother, Gobind. 

In fact, Kit never tries to understand her. Naturally, in her increasing alienation 

from his world, she associates herself with the missionary work of setting up a 

school for children in a village. Her unfulfilled maternal feelings also find an 

outlet in nurturing an orphan child. By this way she resists the patriarchal 

oppression: "Her silence is stronger than all rhetoric; her seeming capacity for 

resignation is the true measure for her unfathomable strength" (Iyengar: 

1985:440). Kit himself observes: 

And from each visit she came back glowing, revived, as if her 

parched spirit had at last found a spring at which to refresh 

itself (154). 

Hence. she really rises from the state of bewilderment and vulnerability of the 

traditional Indian Women confronting a culture in flux. Despite her being a 

victim, she shows a streak of inner strength in her attempt at saving the school 

on fire risking her own life. 

Traditional Indian society really does not leave much scope for a 

woman to transcend the role boundaries and yet Roshan Merchant withstands 

the conflicting social factors and seeks independence more assertively than 

Premala. The most striking and autonomous among Markandaya's heroines, 

she bestows her outstanding qualities than her less fortunate sisters around 

her. From a columnist she becomes the owner of the paper she is writing for. 

Her magnetic dynamism appeals even to the conventional Premala. Her quest 

for identity and autonomy cannot be separated from her desire for national 

28 



independence. Though she is not an advocate of terrorism, she does not 

restrain from vouching a sound alibi for Gobind. No other woman in her place 

would definitely have sworn in the court that he had spent the night in question 

with her. With her simplicity, calm and composure, she can even control a 

violent mob. Her foreign education does not distance her from her people, but 

instills in them the need for personal as well as national freedom. She 

becomes a role model for other women in the novel and is easily followed by 

Mira, Anusuya, Vasantha, Mohini, Sorojini and Usha. Mira is greatly indebted 

to her. 

She gave me a chance to go and I took it ... I discovered at 

last the gateway to the freedom of the mind, and gazed 

entranced upon the vista of endless extensions of which the 

spirit is capable (71). 

Apart from Premala and Roshan, Markandaya portrays another 

educated woman engaged in the war between tradition and modernity, 

romanticism and relation, and aspiration for personal freedom and patriotism 

in Mira. Her rich Hindu background and exposure to Western life-style equip 

her with the knowledge to select the best from both Indian and British culture. 

Like her pro-British and anti-British brothers, she too is torn between her 

passionate love for the English official Richard and her patriotism. Despite 

their deep and lasting love for each other, she is mature enough to understand 

the hindrance to their union. It is a love between two individuals who happen 

to belong to two different races. The rigidity and orthodoxy of her own society 

help her to understand the conventions of her caste. When Roshan rises 

above the narrow confines of family and society, Mira finds it hard to seek 

private happiness at the cost of patriotism. She says to Richard quite clearly: 
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You belong to one side- if you don't, you belong to the other 

(147). 

There is no in between and hence, she shows immense courage in her 

decision. In fact, through Mira's character, Markandaya insists on the fact that 

one cannot survive without roots. Mira returns to her cultural hearth after 

realizing the impermanence of negative freedom. She says: 

And yet it was our life, by our own choice, even if one were so 

minded, by destiny. We created it as much as it created us ... 

This other living . . . was an escape, an interlude, set in a 

definite limited span of time ... To keep our peace we would 

have to go back then to the world from which we came, to 

which we could return because it is a part of us even as the 

earth was of those who stayed (192). 

Mira's return to her root is never a defeat, rather an indication of her 

maturity. She is, in fact, a true representative of Markandaya's vision of new

Indian womanhood. Neither as active as Roshan, nor as submissive as 

Premala, she has the true powers of resilience and indomitable faith, which 

will enable her to survive, if not win outright in the battle for life. 

In Possession (1963), however, Markandaya portrays the character of 

Lady Caroline Bell as diametrically opposed to the women of all her earlier 

novels. She really belongs to an altogether different category in the whole 

canvas of Markandaya's fiction, created probably out of the novelist's 

opposition to the patriarchal tradition as also of her intention of giving an 

allegorical grab to a political theme of British domination of India (Iyengar: 

1984:151 ). Consequently, Caroline turns to be a monstrous creation of a 

woman whose instinct and ambition to possess - living beings as well as 

lifeless objects - become the main concern of her life. Her nature and 
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activities give an impression that by inverting the sex-roles Markandaya has 

thrust the traits of a patriarchal male tyrant into Caroline's personality. 

Moreover, if Caroline possesses Valmiki by money and strength, Anusuya 

does the same by her kindness and sympathetic understanding, and Ellie and 

Annabel by their youthful charms. Hence, in the novel, it is a woman's world in 

which the male is manipulated, purchased, commanded and exploited to the 

utmost. Of all the women characters in the novel, Caroline is the model of anti

patriarchal ·stance, and her traits are associated with the male members in a 

patriarchal construct. She possesses none of the feminine traits, such as 

"sweetness, modesty, subservient and humility". On the contrary, she is active 

and victor, domineering and arrogant. It is rather Valmiki, who is sweet, 

modest, subservient and humble. In the opinion of Raman Selden, it is not the 

"waiting ovum" of Caroline that lacks identity and is given by Valmiki "sperm as 

the active seeds", but vice-versa. Here the ovum is daring, independent and 

individualistic, while the sperm is passively conforming and panic-stricken 

(Selden: 1985: 131 - 132). 

Selden points out five areas in which woman under patriarchal value 

system is considered inferior to man. They are: (1) biology (2) experience, (3) 

discourse, (4) the unconscious, and (5) social and economic condition. But, in 

the novel, Markandaya has made Caroline quite confident and biologically 

powerful in her capability of possessing Valmiki. Successfully outwitting 

others, she puts "her arm round the boy, as it were taking possession of him in 

full view of his family" (20) implying her victory over the resisting parents, the 

headman, the Swamy- the authority figures of this patriarchal society. Her act 

of taking other possessions- a Palmyra fan, a flywhisk and some cheroots

symbolically suggests that for her no differences exist between living beings 

and a lifeless object. Moreover, after taking possession of Val, she employs 

her full powers by denying him the freedom, which a man enjoys in a 

patriarchal society as his birthright. Not only Valmiki, but also the Swamy, who 
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for Valmiki was the father, the mother and the friend, is reduced to passivity, a 

trait generally associated with women in a patriarchal society. 

Caroline's sense of possession over Valmiki is different from the 

association between Ellie and Valmiki who happened to be of the same age 

and who, being rootless, had joined together against the hostile world for the 

assertion of their respective identities. Their relationship is based on love, 

while Caroline's on her craze of possession, which naturally gets a jolt when 

Valmiki begins to like Ellie, though she hopes that his temporary affair with 

Ellie might be cured in the same way she had managed to cure the feeling of 

his homesickness by forging a letter from the Swamy, Anusuya comments on 

the nature of her relationship to Val: 

"My protege"- "my ward"- even "my pupil': these labels, with 

their imprecise ratios of age, she was willing to accept; but 

never one which floodlit with the possibility of narrow 

calculation the fourteen years' difference between Valmiki and 

herself (160). 

Even when Annabel begins to dance with Valmiki, Caroline regrets teaching 

him this art because it benefits "a rival" and terminates the party. In her 

subsequent parties, Annabel does not find a place. Anusuya tells Annabel that 

Caroline feels Valmiki belongs to her and she cannot let him go: 

People don't easily give up what they think are their 

possessions (198). 

We find that in order to maintain relations with Annabel without hurting 

Caroline, Valmiki thinks of maintaining relations with both: during nights, it is 

Caroline and Valmiki; by day, it is Valmiki and Annabel. Here the male 
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member is under the possession of two women - an inversion of the Draupadi 

situation. 

Hence, Uma Parameswaram comments upon Caroline's character 

appropriately: 
' 

Lady Caroline Bell is an autocrat, typical of the British Raj in 

India. She sets about getting possession of Val with same 

dedication and ruthlessness with which the British subjugated 

India. She moulds him into a mass, an artist and a lover after 

the image, which she has in mind, and in the process ruins 

him, depleting him of dependence and spiritual strength, 

though in her opinion he gains more than he loses (~ 

Quarterly, 11 ,2, 1968:239). 

Even when Valmiki succeeds in extricating himself from her tentacles and 

departs to 'wilderness', she considers it "a waste" (228). Her resilience can be 

traced in her words to Anusuya: 

Valmiki is yours now, but he has been mine. One day he will 

want to be mine again. I shall take care to make him want me 

again: on that day I shall come back to claim him (232). 

Anusuya, the narrator is also a woman as possessor but in a different way. As 

Ramesh K. Srivastava observes: 

Being a writer and journalist, she captures certain objects and 

persons in her books and can be identified with Markandaya. 

If Anusuya succeeds in freeing Valmiki from Caroline's 

possession, it is Markandaya who has really done so because 
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she is the father of her own text - "Owner/possessor of the 

subjects of his texts" (Srivastava: 1991: 64). 

Anusuya is really capable of decent respectable existence as a woman of 

means. She is of the same milk as Mira and Roshan, who prove that a decent 

existence is possible without a man, that a man-less life need not necessarily 

be dry and meaningless, that one can be completely independent and yet care 

for humanity. It is not that these women were unable to marry; it is rather that 

they do not seem to see any point in marrying. Hence, these women 

characters have really evolved a long way from the likes of Rukmini or 

Premala. And such a feminine emancipation is emphasised by Markandaya in 
'::II...!. 

her later novels also. In ,Golden HQneycomb (1977), Mohini, the commoner 

beloved of the King, in spite of having promiscuous relationship with him, 

refuses to marry him. She states emphatically: 

I don't want to be your queen; I want to be free (32). 

Hence, Shantha Krishnaswamy is quite right when she says that 

Markandaya's novels are "metaphorical elongations of the basic fact of 

awakening feminine consciousness" (1984:345). There is, in fact, a shift in her 

attitude to love, marriage and women's position "from being women happy to 

surrender to women doomed to conquer, like those distant sea-creatures that 

took first steps on to land to collapse gasping upon the beach," to quote a 

passage from PQssessjon (99). Of course, this simile pictures the women as 

unhappy in the transition and that is mainly because of the ambivalence in the 

novelist's attitude, caught in the tenuous struggle between tradition and 

modernity. However, the analysis of the novels in this chapter clearly reveals 

that there is a new awareness of fulfilment of feminine identities as a social, 

emotional and spiritual context, as represented by characters like Mira, 

Roshan and Anusuya. In Markandaya's novels, there is always a 
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reassessment of what the woman in the Indian cultural context aspires to be. 

However, at the same time Markandaya does not want her characters to part 

with the past and their ancient heritage. Thus there is a fundamental dualism 

in her novels: she tries to criticize the tradition, which she has inherited and, at 

the same time, in a sense, also tries to renew it. 
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CHAPTER-III 

ANITA DESAI: 

VOICING WOMEN'S STRUGGLE FOR IDENTITY 

Like her predecessor Kamala Markandaya, Anita Desai has also made 

the 'Woman-subject' her main preoccupation. But unlike Markandaya, who is 

more concerned with the social, political and economic issues affecting the 

lives of the common people, especially the rural and urban ones of the newly 

independent Indian nation-state, Desai clearly shows her disfavour for the 

novelists who take interest in "the 'outer' rather than the 'inner' world preferring 

the social to the psychological novels" (India Today: 15.03.1986: 149). About 

her artistic mission, she herself states: 

Writing to me is a process of discovering the truth ... the truth 

that is nine-tenths of the iceberg that is submerged beneath of 

the one-tenth visible portion we call reality. Writing is my way 

of plunging into the depths and exploring this underlying truth. 

All my writing is an effort to discover... and convey the true 

significance of things (Vinson: 1972: 348). 

Hence, K.R.Srinivas Iyengar's evaluation of her fictional world is quite 

pertinent: 

Her forte is the exploration of sensibility - the particular kind 

of modem Indian sensibility that is ill at ease in a sterile set up 

(Iyengar: 1969:64). 

While reading Mrs. Desai's novels the reader's first impression is that 

the novelist always tries "to forge a style... suggestive enough to convey the 
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fever and fretfulness of the stream of consciousness of her principal 

characters" (Iyengar: 1985:464). The emotions in her novels are too many and 

are often the result of excessive celebration on the author's part and not 

always determined by the exterior social consciousness. They truly constitute 

together the documentation of radical female resistance against a patriarchally 

acknowledged concept of normality. The novelist finds the link between female 

duality, myth and psychosis intriguing; each heroine is seen as searching for, 

finding and absorbing or annihilating the double that represents the socially 

impermissible aspects of her femininity. In other words, Anita Desai thus 

represents the welcome "creative release of the feminine sensibility which 

began to emerge after the world war second" (Rao, A.R.: 1972:50). 

However, it is interesting to note that Mrs. Desai does not profess 

herself to be a feminist as some other woman novelists like Shobha De and 

Namita Gokhale do. Even critics like Usha Sande (1988). S. Indira (1995), 

Rajib Sharma (1995), Asha Kanwar (1989) and O.P. Budholia (2001) have 

analysed her novels from various points of view, but none of them has made 

an attempt to explore her as a feminist novelist. However, Sunaina Singh 

(1994) has studied her four novels in comparison with Margaret Atwood's four 

novels in a feminist perspective, and Jasbir Jain has passingly mentioned that 

her work, if examined against the three phases -- the feminine, the feminist 

and the female -- as traced by Elaine Showalter in her book A Literature of 

Their Own (1977) -- "falls into the third phase, and directly relates to it" (Jain: 

1987: 157). But all these feminist readings of Anita Desai have remained 

incomplete in some way or other. The feminist perspective in which Sunaina 

has studied her four novels is ideologically inflected one with the result that 

she has failed to explore the complexity of power relations in her novels. Jain 

also overlooks the rhetoric of resistance in the principal characters of Mrs. 

Desai, and it is particularly in this backdrop that this chapter attempts to 

explore Anita Desai as a postcolonial feminist novelist voicing the Indian 
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women's struggle for existence in a traditional patriarchal society. As in the 

previous chapter, here also my study would be attentive to what the individual 

subjects in. the novels do within the existing discourse structures and how do 

they construct their own discourses. It would not be author-centred in the 

usual sense. 

With the publication of her first novel, Cry. the Peacock ( 1963), Anita 

Desai broke new grounds in Indian English fiction by presenting for the first 

time in it, a hyper-sensitive, heterosexual woman, who condemns her husband 

to death when she is denied love and sexuality, and thus deconstructs the 

cherished notions of Indian womanhood which has still been designated by 

'Savitri' metaphor. 

In the triptych structure of the novel, Part-1 and Part-11 occupy very small 

space, covering only three and eleven pages respectively, and both are in 

third person narrative, focusing on the death of the protagonist's pet dog and 

her suicide. However, Part-11 of the novel is in the first person narration, 

covering a long space in which the discursive 'I' allows Maya, the protagonist 

to take the subject position for articulation of her repressed voice through the 

construction of a confessional discourse. This discourse not only reveals her 

husband's indifference to her, physically and mentally, but gradually makes 

herself conscious about her deprivation from the days of childhood. As she 

states: 

My childhood was one in which much was excluded, which 

grew steadily more restricted, unnatural even, and in which I 

lived as a toy princess in a toy world (89). 

Maya's brother Arjuna could free himself from the dominance of their 

father, but she could not because she, like average Indian girls, internalized a 

38 



life of submissiveness in such an ingrained way that it became her "second 

nature". As a result, she began to depend more and more on her father, and 

that is why she could not but accept her father's decision regarding her 

marriage with Gautama, a man of his choice: 

That I marry this tall, stooped and knowledgeable friend of 

his, one might have said that our marriage was grounded 

upon the friendship of the two men, and the mutual respect in 

which they held each other, rather than upon anything else 

(40). 

It is after her marriage that Maya realises that temperamentally she and 

her husband are polar opposites of each other. An average evening for her 

turns into hardly more than a "quiet formal waiting" (7) for him, thus making 

their married life punctuated all along by "matrimonial silences" (12). She is 

pained by the total lack of communication on his part: 

How little he knew my suffering, or of how to comfort me. 

Telling me to go to sleep while he worked at his papers, he 

did not give another thought to me, to either the soft willing 

body, or the lonely wanting mind that was waiting near his 

bed (9). 

Thus, from the very beginning of the novel, we become fully aware of 

Maya's hypersensitive and highly disturbed state of mind. Reacting to the 

untimely death of her pet dog, she rushes to the garden tap "to wash the vision 

from her eyes" (15). But her husband remains completely unaffected and 

would shrug her "words off as superfluous, trivial" (19). In fact, restlessness 

always boils within Maya, and the strangeness holds them apart. She feels 

"defenceless and utterly alone" in the company of the "bleak, comfortless 

figure" passing as her husband (146), whereas this "gaunt, sarcastically silent 
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intellectual" (74) is always eager to pursue the thread of logic "slowly and 

steadily as meticulous tortoise" (208). Ultimately, Maya's psychic problems, 

aggravated by her infantilism, drive her to a kind of schizophrenia. She 

describes herself as "a body without a heart, a heart without a body"(196). 

However, the cultural set up in which Maya has been born and brought 

up does not allow her to cross the bounds of marital morality. Nor is she able 

to sublimate her powerful biological urge. Hence, she bursts into a rage by 

"giving herself up to a fit of furious pillow beating, kicking everything, but 

crying" (9). Of course, there are plenty of images in the novel that suggest 

Maya;s erotic desire and its starvation. Maya's repeated references to the 

frenzied dance of the peacock for its mate, the cooing and mating calls of the 

pigeons, the heavy silk cotton trees, etc. reflect her sexual desires. On the 

contrary, the word 'chaste', 'virginal' and 'the moon' which are repeated 

several times, emphasise her erotic starvation. She ultimately experiences 

symbolic gratification of her sexual desire through some hallucinatory vision of 

lizards and birds copulating in weird setting (127). As observed by Freud, such 

a fantasy is obviously nothing but "the fulfilment of a wish, a correction of 

unsatisfying reality" (Freud: 1908:146, Cited in Patracia Waugh: 1989: 168). 

Maya's proposal to Goutama to take her to Darjeeling whose scenic 

beauty and cool weather, she still believes, may soothe her tormented mind, is 

her last attempt to negotiate their marriage. But Goutama squashes her 

proposal. Moreover, the most humiliating experience that she undergoes is in 

Goutama's male party, where charmed by the vibrating rich Urdu poetry 

recited by the cultural wine drinking gentlemen, she breaks an age-old 

tradition and joins them, and Goutama subtly drives home to her the truth that 

she does not belong there. This is what she confesses about her humiliation: 
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Turning his back to me, he stood talking to a friend, a glass in 

his hand, and his voice rose, in order that I might hear, when 

he said, 'Blissful, yes, because it is unrelated to our day, 

unclouded by the vulgarity of ill-educated men, or of over 

bearing women' (104). 

It is· in this life of supreme humiliation and neglect from her husband 

that the fear of death, as predicted by the albino-astrologer, surfaces in her 

mind. But the question that she now faces is, whose death- her husband's or 

hers? Before deciding the question, she wants to understand other women's 

attitude to their respective families. And what she observes is that all those 

women have almost willingly surrendered to the oppressive structure of male 

hegemony. She pathetically feels for Leila who has accepted her 'fate'. 

Had she raged, revolted, I should have rushed to her now 

(59). 

On the other hand, Pam, her other friend, has the typical problem of an Indian 

housewife living with her in-laws. Pam is fed up with her in-laws, but not with 

her husband. Maya feels that her situation is quite contrasted by Pam's. She 

craves the company of her mother-in-law, but does not get it. She finds herself 

"alone with them after all" (64). 

In her aloneness, Maya finds two options: to accept everything as 

inevitable and surrender to 'fate', or to revolt against the oppressive patriarchal 

power, exercised by Goutama. During the dust storm, through a dance in a 

pent-up house, she seems to "celebrate her release from bondage , from fate, 

from death, dreariness and dreadful dreams" (S. Indira: 1995: 25). And with 

this newly found consciousness of freedom, she resolves to kill Goutama: 
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The man who had no contact with the world, or with me, what 

would it matter to him if he died and lost even the possibility of 

conduct? What would it matter to him? (175). 

The sight of the dancing Shiva appears to her as a symbol of destruction of 

evil and of liberation, and she assigns herself the god's other role, and breaks 

the constraints of the "pativrata" ideology. 

However, in Part-Ill of the novel, Maya is found to commit suicide. 

Obviously, it draws our attention to its ideology. P.K. Pandeya argues: 

Being a 'sankari' Hindu woman she suffers from guilt and 

remorse for killing her husband and in the end she kills herself 

(Pandeya: 1991: 92). 

Here, Pandeya's argument appears to be androcentric. No doubt, Maya is a 

Hindu woman, and her religious root is so deep that when she approaches to 

murder her husband, she accepts God's dual powers and thereby constructs 

herself as a devout subject of Hindu religion. But in the text nowhere do we 

find any sense of guilt or remorse on Maya's part for murdering her husband. If 

there is remorse on Maya's part, it is because of her seeing that her discourse 

is challenged by her mother-in-law and sister-in-law, from whom she expected 

support because both of them have their experiences of repression. But her 
G 

mother-in-law dismisses Maya's discourse by labe~ng it as that of an insane 

woman. She rather produces a counter-discourse: "It was an accident" (213). 

Hence, Maya's suicide is nothing but an expansion of her discourse of 

resistance to the patriarchal power. She refuses to be identified as an insane 

woman only because she has violated the standard patriarchal norms. 
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In her second novel, Voices in the City (1965) also, Mrs. Desai offers a 

similar kind of confessional discourse, this time on the part of its heroine, 

Monisha. The novel is divided into four parts, and like the previous one, except 

Part-11, all other sections are in third-person narration. In Part-11, however, 

Monisha takes the subject position to produce her subjugated knowledge 

about the patriarchal oppression towards her. Through the construction of a 

confessional discourse in the form of a personal diary she assigns power to 

herself by representing herself as a resistant female subject. It is, in fact, in her 

personal diary that she is privileged to enjoy power and autonomy, which she 

has been denied in her in-laws' house. 

Monisha is not a common woman, but a highly sensitive and stubborn 

one, knowledgeable about European literature, as well as the .G.ita. But female 

as she is, she is denied an identity of her own from the very beginning of her 

life. Out of malice towards her mother, her father gives her in marriage to 

Jiban, "a boring non-entity, a blind moralist, a minute-minded and limited 

official" ( 198), who is not a perfect match for her. Here her father treats her not 

as a human being, but as a site on which he inscribes his masculine powers. 

One may argue that Monisha's compliance with her father's decision 

contributes towards the perpetuation of male hegemony and thereby makes 

herself a complaint subject. But it would be a phallic judgement to label her as 

a complaint subject because though her father exercises a form of patriarchal 

power over her body, yet he cannot capture her 'soul'. She resists the 

oppressions in her own way, because her silence, as she herself thinks "has 

power upon others, if not on mine" (130). 

After marriage, Monisha longs for love "that is not binding, that is free of 

rules, obligations completely" (135). But she finds that "there is no such love" 

(ibid) in a male-dominated world. What she is offered in the name of love is 

nothing but a male-domination over her feminine self. She is the daughter-in-
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law of the house, but is not regarded as an integral part of it. Rather she is 

excluded as an intruder, who is even "dangerous and infidel" (119) to the family. 

Even her in-laws always indirectly try to make her understand that she is 

barren, and a barren woman has no honour and dignity in a patriarchal 

family/society. Mentally isolated, she craves for privacy, but that is not also 

given. Monisha describes vividly how all lay bare her inside: 

My ovaries, my tubes, all my recesses moist with blood, 

washed in blood, laid open, laid bare to their scrutiny (113). 

Realizing that "there is no escape from it" (146}, she begins to behave like a 

frigid woman, and it is through her frigidity that she opposes the heterosexual 

marriage norms. 

Monisha shows her disobedience to her mother-in-law by her act of 

going out with Nirode. Not only that, instead of complying with her husband's 

request to "be little friendly" to his sisters (118), she labels them as mean: 

"They have indoor minds" (139). Thereafter she shows "a violence of action" 

(133) against submission of her subjectivity to Jiban by disallowing him to read 

Nirode's manuscript: 

I snatch it away in fury ... I'll save Nirode as much as of it as I 

can; as I save my own self from it (133). 

Through this "violence of action" Monisha indeed resists the power that 

Jiban tries to exercise over her. She also differentiates herself from the 

passive Bengali Hindu women whose lives are spent in "waiting for nothing, 

waiting for men, self-centred and indifferent and hungry and demanding and 

critical, waiting for death and dying misunderstood, always behind bars, those 

terrifying black bars that shut us in, in the old houses, in the old city" ( 120). 
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However, they again try to subjugate Monisha by imposing on her the 

identity of a thief or by summoning her to massage her mother-in-law's legs. 

But she is now tied to her own feminine sensibility. This is what she confesses 

in her diary: 

For two hours my exile is lifted from me and I am summoned 

to massage her legs. I go and massage them. It is not difficult 

at all. My heart stays perfectly quiet. I do not tell myself, she is 

Jiban's mother, her legs give her pain, I am helping to relieve 

it because she is Jiban's mother and old. I tell myself: she 

thinks I am touching her feet. But I am not. I do not touch her, 

nor does she touch me -- there is this darkness in between. 

They will never reach through it to me (139). 

This confessional discourse, by its claim to truth, makes it clear how much 

intransigent she is inside her mind. 

With this new subjectivity, Monisha faces two alternatives: "choice 

between death and mean existence" (122). Mean existence means the 

surrender of her autonomy, which she cannot do. She finally declares her 

'Great No' to the patriarchal power by committing suicide, and this self

immolation is also, like that of Maya's in Cry. the Peacock, an act of female 

resistance. 

The discourse of Monisha's self-immolation suddenly leads certain 

things to be changed. Jiban confesses his fault before all: 

If this terrible thing is the fault of anyone -- it is mine. Forgive 

me (246). 
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Nirode's subjectivity also gets changed by the discursive pressure of 

Monisha's suicide. While Monisha was alive, he knew about all her 

humiliations but showed no concern. Now all his love wells up within him. His 

concern over Monisha's charred body bears testimony to the fact. Moreover, 

he appears to be filled with an immense care for the world. He embraces his 

sister Amala again and again "with the hunger and joy as if he rejoiced in this 

sensation of touching other's flesh, other's pain, longed to make mingle with 

his own, which till now had been astonishingly neglected" (248). 

The discourse of Monisha's self-immolation also affects Amala's 

subjectivity to get changed. As Desai writes: 

Monisha's death had painted the way for and would 

never allow her to lose herself. She knew she would go 

through life with her feet primely shod, involving herself 

with her drawings, safe people like Bose, precisely 

because Monisha had given her glimpse of what lay on 

the other side of this stark, uncompromising margin 

(248). 

Instead of a marriage that identifies women with wives and mothers, Amala 

decides to "go in the opposite direction" (Ibid), namely the pursuit of a career 

of an independent commercial artist. In fact, this resurrection of subjugated 

knowledge on the part of Amala is symbolically significant because if Part--11 of 

the novel records the feminist consciousness of victimization of woman in a 

Hindu patriarchal society, Part--Ill of it, having Amala's transformation from a 

mere Westernized girl to a complete woman, is a clear call on the part of the 

novelist to reconstruct womanhood in terms of new-found consciousness of 

autonomy. Only the Part --IV of the novel is an unnecessary intrusion. In fact, 

the novel could run well without Otima. But, even in her character, we find a 
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deconstruction of a Hindu widow-mother figure, who traditionally never 

appears as sensuous and detached from her children as her. Moreover, in her 

repeated self-identification with the Mount Kanchenjunga, she asserts her 

position as an independent mother-widow. 

However, the mountain in the novel Eire on the Mountain (1977) is no 

how linked with Otima's conception of the mountain-symbol in Vojces jn the 

~- The title of this novel is perhaps derived from William Golding's famous 

novel, Lord of the Flies, of which the second chapter is entitled Eire on the 

Mountain. In the novel, it symbolises the fire that burns in the heart of an old 

lady, Nanda Kau!. Her emotional world is the theme of the novel. The title also 

refers to the words of Raka, the seven years' old great grand daughter of 

Nanda Kaul, who says at the end of the novel: 

Look, Nani, I have set the forest on fire. Look, Nani, look- the 

forest on fire (145). 

These words are expressive of Raka's resolve to destroy a world where 

women cannot hope to be happy without being unnatural. In describing the 

central theme of the novel, Mrs. Desai makes use of the flashback technique, 

and the novel centres round the character of Nanda Kaul. 

Nanda Kaul is quite different from women like Maya or Monisha. 

Emotionally she is stronger than others with a more balanced personality, 

capable of sustaining others. Her life's part is like "a great heavy book" (30) 

that tells us of a woman suffering from stranglehold of family ties. The wives of 

the professors and others would think, "The Vice-chancellor is lucky to have a 

wife who can run everything as she does" (18). But it was beyond their 

understanding that the house she stalked through, was "his house, never hers" 

(Ibid). In spite of her discharge of all duties and responsibilities in 'his house', 
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she had to bear a life of total neglect and lovelessness because her husband 

had an extra-marital affair with another woman, Miss David. As S.lndira points 

out, Nanda's loveless conjugal life is suggested by the image of the 

'badminton court'. In her view, the badminton court evokes tension, anger, 

disapproval and distaste in Nanda Kaul. As the court is the place where her 

husband played games with his mistress, it becomes the symbol of treachery, 

"the broken and discarded shuttlecock" suggesting her loveless plight 

(S.Indira: 1995: 1 03). But, she did never question it, because she thought it 

beneath her dignity. Her mute protest through her shifting of his bed from their 

shared room to a small dressing room was not really enough to correct his 

behaviour. But she could not break the bond because, like average Indian 

women, she was economically dependent to her husband. Like Maya or 

Monisha, she could not commit suicide, because she had more zest for life 

than theirs. 

Nanda's relationship with her children was equally ungratifying. For her, 

motherhood was not a joy but a commitment. She was so fed-up with their 

demands and pressures in the past that now she groans: 

Discharge me ... I have discharged all my duties, discharge 

(30). 

Hence, Nanda Kaul's coming at Carignano and living a solitary life there 

is a sort of refuge to her. Here she finds everything that she wanted in her life. 

Residing in this quiet house, she fancies that she could merge with pine trees 

and be mistaken for one: 

To be a tree, no more and no Jess was all she prepared to 

undertake (4). 
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This desire for identification with Nature may rightly be construed as her 

protest against the oppressive patriarchal ideology where "there is no space 

beyond those of daughter, wife and mother that a woman of India can occupy" 

(Mcleod: 1996: 95). 

However, Nanda's quest for perfect stillness is thwarted with the 

sudden arrival of a letter from her elder daughter, Asha, who still expects her 

to discharge some more duties: 

Darling Mama, . . . Now I've persuaded Tara into going to 

Geneva and Rakesh into taking her . . . I had a long talk with 

him. He is not really so bad as Tara might make you believe. 

She simply doesn't understand him, dose not understand 

men, and she really is the wrong type of wife for a man like 

him. So I can't blame him entirely although it is true that he 

does drink- well, I have to get Tara ready ... but there is one 

problem ... the problem is, of course, Raka ... Tara thought I 

could take Raka with me. But that is quite out of question ... 

she is very weak ... So Tara and I have decided it will be best 

to send her to you for the summer ... And I know how happy it 

will make you to have your great - grandchild for company in 

the lonely house (15-16). 

The discourse in the form of this letter affects Nanda's subjectivity 

because of two things: first, Asha's attitude to Tara, and second, Raka's arrival 

at Carignano. Asha's attitude to Tara suggests that not only a man but also a 

woman can be the enemy of another woman. Anita Desai never forgets to 

notice this fact too. She traces a compliant woman in Asha who colludes with 

a woman's oppressor and thereby contributes towards the perpetuation of 

male hegemony. Instead of a protest against her daughter's victimization by 

her son-in-law, she takes sides with him and holds Tara responsible for the 
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failure of their marriage. Again, Anita Desai delineates the male characters like 

Ram Lal and the grain-seller who are sympathetic towards Raka and lila Das 

respectively, but not the oppressors of women. Thus Desai subverts the 

simple man/woman binary opposition in this fiction. However, Nanda Kaul is in 

dilemma. She cannot be unsympathetic and indifferent to Tara's predicament. 

Again she cannot allow Raka to intrude into her private life that she has found 

only at about the end of her life. But, finally, out of sympathy towards Tara, she 

reluctantly accepts Raka. 

Raka provides a complete anti-thesis to Nanda's discourse. She is 

unlike the other ordinary children. Unlike them, she does not feel attracted 

towards the cheerful and gay aspects of Nature, but towards its uncanny 

places and things : 

If Nanda Kaul was a recluse out of vengeance for a long life 

of duty and obligation, her great-granddaughter was a 

recluse by nature, by instinct. She had not arrived at this 

condition by a long route of rejection and sacrifice - she was 

born to it, simply (48). 

However, Usha Pathania argues that "Raka is not a born recluse. She 

becomes an introvert because of the abnormal circumstances around her. She 

is the victim of a broken home" (Pathania : 1991 : 208). Pathania is right in her 

argument because Raka is not a born-recluse, but has grown into a recluse 

out of her. knowledge of the ambiguous life in diplomatic society and her 

experience of the patriarchal oppression in her parental home. Her 

observation of her mother's constant living in a fear-psychotic situation, her 

experience of her father's total negligence towards her for being a girl and her 

grandmother's collusion with her oppressor-father are also the factors that 
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have developed in her a sense of rejection of human company and their so

called safe, cozy and civilized patriarchal society. 

Solitude, therefore, never disturbs her. She is happy in Kasauli with its 

charred house on the ridge, with its fire blasted hill-top where nothing sounds 

mercifully, but the creaking of the pines in the wind and the demented 

cuckoos. She remains absorbed in a world of her own and avoids human 

company and conversation and even Nanda Kaul . Strangely, her indifference 

to Nanda Kaul makes the latter powerless. As a result, it becomes a goad, a 

challenge to Nanda to exercise power over Raka by any means. She applies 

the age-old great-grandmother's technique of story-telling to the children . But 

the fantasy tales relating to her childhood and her father fail to catch the 

interest of Raka because she has known from her life's experience that life is 

not idyllic as the fairy tales. Hence, Raka rejects her grandmother's friendly 

overtures and affection, and prizes loneliness : 

She would have to break out into freedom again. She could 

not bear to be confined to the old lady's fantasy world when 

the reality outside appealed so strongly ... And here she was 

hedged, smothered, stifled inside the old lady's words dreams 

and more words (1 00). 

Raka even cannot relate herself to the song of the Parental love in the club. It 

oppresses her mind so vehemently that behind "all the caged, clawed , failed, 

headless male and female monsters" she figures her oppressor father : 

Somewhere behind them, behind it all, was her father, home 

from a party, stumbling and crushing through the curtains of 

night, his mouth opening to let out flood of rotten stench, 

beating at her mother with hammers and fists of abuse -

harsh, filthy abuse (71). 
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When she requests Ram Lal not to throw stones at the young monkey, it 

becomes clear that she identifies her position with it and plays the role of a 

sympathiser of the oppressed. In fact, she is too young to be called a female, 

but her experience in life has really made her 'feminine'. 

When lila Das arrives at Carignano, some more facets of the patriarchal 

oppression come out. Her arrival really turns out to be more than an 

'interruption' because she herself is a "call to the battle against a patriarchal 

system that has brutally oppressed all three women since birth" (Mcleod: 

1996: 94). lila looks back to her past to see that she too lived a life of luxury 

and abundance in her paternal home where her father provided her French 

lessons and English governesses" (127), but ultimately leaving her "helpless, 

positively handicapped" (Ibid). It was , in fact, an education that did "nothing to 

prepare lila for life outside the patriarchally accepted spheres of female life -

as daughter, wife and then mother" (Mcleod : 1996 : 1 00). She received cruel 

treatments from her brothers, which compelled her to work, first as a lecturer 

and then as a social worker. In both the jobs, she organises battle against 

patriarchal oppression. She resigned from the job of lectureship as she found 

a junior promoted to the post of Principal over her head. It was an open protest 

against the injustice meted out to her and the hegemony of another Vice

Chancellor. Then, as she takes the job of a social worker, she wages battle 

against child-marriage, illiteracy and superstitions which enchain women 

everywhere. She takes this task because she observes that " the women 

are willing ... to try and change their dreadful lives by an effort" ( 129). Hence, 

in contrast to the radical feminism of Desai's other women, lila is a socialist

feminist. But her feminism is not approved by the male-hegemony and she has 

to pay for it with her life. She is brutally raped and murdered by one Preet 

Singh, whose attempt to marry her eleven years' old daughter to an old 

widower, a father of six children, was restricted by her. 
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The incident of lila's rape and murder makes a tremendous pressure 

upon Nanda Kaul's protective self. The whole imaginative edifice which she 

had so far woven with the help of fantasy tales about her father, crumbles 

down. She comes upon reality and confesses : 

Her father had never been to Tibet - he had bought the little 

Buddha from a travelling pedlar. They had not bears and 

leopards in their home, but overfed dogs and bad tempered 

parrots (145). 

She suffers from guilt consciousness that she is also involved in her 

friend's rape and murder because she refused to respond to lila's unspoken 

yet clearly understood plea for a shelter in Carignano. This sense of guilt 

makes such a tremendous pressure on her heart that she dies of heart attack. 

But Raka reacts to lila's rape and murder in a radical way. She moves 

on to an action like violence for violence. She sets the forest on fire and thus 

symbolically destroys the violent phallic power with hope of regenerating and 

affirming a women's world. In fact, in the character of Raka we notice a 

gradual transformation of self. At the very beginning, she is a mere observer of 

male-oppression. Next She turns first into a sympathiser of the oppressed, and 

then to a radical feminist in action. 

Anita Desai's more recent novel Fasting. Feasting (2000), however, 

marks a definite progression in her feminine sensibility. Through the 

claustrophobic existence of Uma in a tradition-bound society, she throws 

ample light on the plight of women in postcolonial India and, at the same time, 

through the portrayal of such character like Mira-masi, she portrays their inner 

strength and deep desire to rise up and find out proper solutions in a world 
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that is made not for theirs. Moreover, in portraying the religious sensibility of 

Mira-masi, the novelist shows her strong inclination towards the Indian way of 

life in which religion and tradition have their own importance. 

The novel is divided into two parts. Part-1 deals with family intrigue 

through socio-cultural and spiritual experiences in India, and Part-11 describes 

familial existentialism in a small town in America. The main fabric of the plot is 

deftly woven around female characters giving the novelist ample scope of 

comparing the tradition bound life-style of India and the materialistic scenario 

of the West. 

In the present dissertation however, I shall confine myself only to the 

Part-1 of the novel because the focal point of this thesis is to delineate an 

Indian experience. Hence, Part-11 of the novel is unnecessary for my purpose. 

Its relevance, however, lies in the fact that the novelist, being a postcolonial 

one, tries to create a concept a global sisterhood here. Here she takes the role 

of a third-world feminist who criticises the Western notions of female 

emancipation. 

In Part-1 of the novel, we are introduced to an apparently close-knit 

family with Mama, Papa and their three children - Uma, Aruna and Arun. 

While the mother is a shy lady indulging in clandestine activities such as 

playing cards with the neighbours or chewing betel leaves in the absence of 

her husband, her prejudicial attitude to Uma is obnoxious and uncalled for. 

Uma, a girl child is forced to live a life of subjugation - first in her parents' 

home and later in her in-laws'. She was compelled to quit her academic 

pursuits after the birth of her brother, Arun. Mama thought it was essential for 

Uma to learn the art of baby-sitting and household affairs because that is the 

ultimate future of an Indian girl. Soon a conflict arose between Uma and her 
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parents and she began to feel suffocated in the confines of the family. Anita 

Desai writes: 

The tightly knit fabric family that had seemed so stifling and 

confining now revealed holes and gaps that were frightening -

perhaps the fabric would not hold, perhaps it would not 

protect after all (86}. 

Even in a joint family Uma was tightly gripped by the pangs of isolation. 

The moment Uma comes of age, frantic efforts are made to get her 

married. Her isolation deepens as she is segregated from other girls of her 

own age and she misses all the fun that other school-girls have. A suitor does 

come to see her, but demands the hands of Aruna, the younger sister rather 

than that of Uma. Meanwhile, another proposal for marriage comes in, though 

after extracting a lot of money, the boy decides not to marry her. Following this 

she is married off to an already married man. However, there also she gets 

overpowered by a complete sense of dejection resulting in greater emotional 

setback within her. She comes back to her parents' home and tries to 

reassemble her shattered life. But broken, dejected, frustrated, isolated, 

alienated and lonely, she stands nowhere, neither falling in the category of 

unmarried girls nor in that of married women. The novelist writes: 

That she had not had their experiences, that hers was 

other: that of an outcaste from the world of marriage, the 

world which all the murmuring, and whispering and 

muttering implied, was all that mattered. 

Retreating to her room, she sank down on the floor, 

against the wall, put her arms around her knees and 

wondered what it would have been like to have the Lord 
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Shiva for a husband, have Him put His arms around her 

(96-97). 

Having cost her parents two dowries and no marriage to show in return, 

Uma is branded as ill-fated by all. And affected by an acute sense of failure 

she herself also starts to bear the humiliation inflicted upon her silently and 

stoically. The situation worsens when Uma's mother is not even ready to allow 

her any sort of diversion like visiting neighbours or talking to friends or even 

working. Hence, she has nothing to do but lie down in bed hearing the barking 

of dogs in the darkness of the night: 

That was what Uma felt her own life to have been -- full of 

barks, howls, messages, and now silence (61 ). 

Uma surrenders to the life of silence and loneliness. Mama would be angry 

even if she read books to divert herself. Ultimately she learns to compromise 

with her claustrophobic existence. She patiently suppresses her emotions, 

surrenders her finer impulses and accepts bravely the humiliation and 

desolation etched on her destiny. 

Aruna, the younger sister of Uma, also suffers from isolation, though for 

different reasons. She exemplifies unsuccessful cultural hybridization because 

she surrenders a traditional life-style for a Western one. She consciously 

surrenders the conventional role of an Indian wife, mother and daughter-in

law, in favour of the Western ways so that she is called a 'modern' woman. 

But, very soon she realizes her folly and begins to suffer from claustrophobic 

schizophrenia. She begins to lead a life of isolation neglecting her two 

children. She, the marginal woman, is emotionally torn because she had 

ostracized her parents and sister as uncouth and now there is no one she 
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could appeal to for succour in time of need (Myles, 2006). Consequently, she 

withdraws within her shell of isolation. 

The attitude of compromise is seen in Uma's mother too. Uma's father 

is a demanding man, a typical archetypal patriarch in the sense that without 

his permission or approval nothing can happen in the household. Uma's 

mother, though shy in the beginning, came to know her husband's 

temperament and soon compromised by playing the role of a submissive and 

obedient wife. Nevertheless, she is unable to shed off her hypocrisy 

completely and in his absence she becomes dictatorial towards her children 

and servants. She visits her friends to play cards but returns home before it is 

time for her husband to come back. She thus, maintains a balance between 

tradition and modernity. 

Anamika, Uma's cousin, also leads an isolated life after her marriage. 

She is beaten up by her mother-in-law and suffers a miscarriage, leaving her 

childless afterwards. Her loneliness and frustration intensify day by day 

because she has nothing to look forward. She never goes out of her house 

except to the temple with other women. Neither is she seen alone with her 

husband. Her agony is, however, short lived because she dies a violent death 

after twenty-five years of marriage. 

However, the character of Mira-masi, though she is delineated on a 

religio-spiritual level, yet so far as worldliness is concerned, she presents a 

picture of contentment by her compromise with life. As a widow she made this 

self-discovery that she had always to play a subsidiary role amongst her 

relatives. Hence, she remains satisfied with a minimum interaction and by 

small requirements in life. Eversince she has become a widow, her religion 

becomes a source of solace to her. She travels all over the country from one 

place of pilgrimage to another, thus creating a space uninterrupted by male 
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hegemony. Uma as a child was fascinated by Mira-masi, would snuggle 

beside her and listened attentively to the ancient myths of Hinduism being 

narrated in a realistic and lively manner. 

Through the portrayal of Mira-Masi's character, Anita Desai brings out 

the practicality of the confluence of the social, the religious and the spiritual. 

Mira-masi is involved in religious pursuits no doubt, but when she travels from 

place to place and meets her relatives, she participates whole-heartedly in 

their lives, indulges in animated conversations, gives advices and even 

provides companionship and comfort to girls like Uma. Thus she emerges as a 

perfect link between the spirituai and the social sides of human existence. 

In Part-11 of the novel, the scene however shifts to America, portraying 

two women characters - Mrs. Patton and her daughter Melanie. While Mrs. 

Patton is obsessed with food and keeps busy in either shopping or cooking, 

Melanie suffers from Bulimia and shuns company. Melanie is a victim of 

loneliness and isolation. Both Mrs. Patton and Melanie find the Western 

environment stifling. In both their cases, excessive freedom lead to a 

suffocating environment and loneliness. 

Uma and Melanie present two women of different cultures, each 

reacting to the claustrophobic unwanted social norms in their own ways. 

However, both lack sufficient will-power and hence fail to emerge successfully 

in their efforts to rebel against the existing social norms. Thus both of them are 

forced to lead isolated lives. 

Now, after considering these novels of Anita Desai, it may well be 

concluded that her canvas is wide enough representing almost all types of the 

fair sex. She writes of pure housewives, working women, concubines on the 

one hand and mothers, sisters, wives, daughters, daughters-in-law, sisters-in-
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law and aunts on the other. Some of her women are even depicted playing 

several roles at the same time. Though the status and the hierarchy of these 

women differ from role to role and from novel to novel, yet there is a common 

factor existent in all of them: all suffer from a sense of alienation whether 

within the family or outside it. In fact, after independence Indian women have 

become conscious of their suppressed position, and yet they have not made 

much effort to pull themselves out of this subjugation. Hence, the resultant 

isolation suffered by women are not of a superficial nature. It is deeply 

psychological. Anita Desai's depiction of the isolated women in her novels is to 

make the women aware of their actual position in the modern social set up. 

The message in her writings is quite clear that women can extricate 

themselves from the trauma of mental psychosis by realizing that they have 

the power of sustaining themselves and others. This realization gives them a 

lot of inner strength. In her novels, Anita Desai describes the women not only 

as symbols of growth and progress but also of withdrawal, regression, decay, 

death and destruction. Women like Maya, Monisha and Nanda Kaul represent 

withdrawal, even death out of frustration as in the case of Maya and Monisha; 

whereas women like Amala, Uma and Mira-masi represent a steady 

compromise with life. Their compromise does not signify a defeat. It is rather a 

kind of victory since they resolve to live life in their own way. 

Desai appears to make it clear that there is no simple, straightforward 

solution to the dilemma of a woman. It is the awakening of her consciousness, 

which imparts the required strength to conquer the bastion of male domination. 

Hence, each novel of Anita Desai is a progression in unravelling her views on 

feminism. All her female characters are depicted to be under some kind of 

neurosis. Some of them give up midway, while some strive towards self

fulfilment. They unite in dethroning the myths of femininity, motherhood and 

marriage. They also successfully illustrate the true meaning of emancipation 

and also that it is a slow evolutionary process requiring much effort. Her 
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women characters are not passive creatures. Some of them have definitely 

proved to be rebels against the whole system of social relationships, while 

others appear to have accepted their traditional roles under duress. 
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CHAPTER-IV 

SHASHI DESHPANDE: ARTICULATING THE 

DILEMMA OF THE POSTCOLONIAL INDIAN WOMEN 

The writings of Shashi Deshpande, nine novels, six collections of short 

stories, four books for children and a screenplay, prove that she is one of the 

most prolific women writers in English in contemporary India. Recipient of a 

string of literary awards, including the most coveted Sahitya Academi Award in 

1990 for her novel That Long Silence (1989), her works have been translated 

into a number of languages: German, French, Finish, Dutch, Danish etc. But 

as a writer she always prefers to remain in the backdrop, not wishing to draw 

much attention, perhaps the reason being that as a writer she is rooted more 

deeply in the Indian social and psychic reality than her predecessors. She 

"never wrote from the point of view of "marketability", no exotic themes to 

attract the West, no adapting her style to target readership" (Myles : 2006:64). 

Even writing to her was "never a literary exercise, it was just a means of self

expression" (lbid:63). In an interview to Lakshmi Holmstrom, in 1993, she 

herself states: 

I am different from other Indians who write in English; my 

background is very firmly here, I was never educated abroad. 

My novels don't have any Westerners, for example, they are 

just about Indian people and the complexities of our lives ... 

My English is as 'we' use it (cited in Pathak (ed.): 1998: 249). 

In another interview, this time with Vi mala Ram a Rao, in 1997, she even 

designates Anita Desai's vision of India is that of "a foreigner's" (Journal of 

Indian Writing in English, 25/1-2,1997: 133). She finds most of Mrs. Desai's 

61 



novels lacking in the "density in human relationships" (Ibid), which she values 

so highly. 

Deshpande's novels contain so much that can be regarded as the 

staple material of feminist thought-- women's sexuality, the gender roles, self

discovery, and so on. But she can be called a 'feminist', if at all, only in a 

certain specific sense. Her interview with Lakshmi Holmstrom throws 

significant light on her stance: 

I am a feminist. In my own life, I mean. But not consciously as 

a novelist. I must also say that my feminism has come to me 

very slowly, very gradually, and mainly out of my own thinking 

and experiences and feelings. I started writing first, and only 

then discovered my feminism. And it was much later that I 

actually read books about it (cited in Pathak (ed.): 1998: 248). 

Moreover, Deshpande believes that no amount of theorizing will solve 

women's problems in India: 

To me feminism isn't a matter of theory; it is difficult to apply 

Kate Millet or Simone de Beauvoir or whoever to the reality of 

our daily lives in India. And then there are such terrible 

misconceptions about feminism by people here. They often 

think it is about burning bras and walking out on your 

husband, children, etc. I always try to make the point now 

about what feminism is not, and to say that we have to 

discover what it is in our own lives, our experiences. And I 

actually feel that a lot of women in India are feminists without 

realizing it (lbid:248-49). 
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This is a highly sensible approach. Deshpande, unlike hard-core feminists, 

does not agree that being a wife or mother is something that is unnecessarily 

imposed on a woman. According to her, "It's needed" (Deshpande interviewed, 

Vi mala Rama Rao: Literature Alive, 1/3: Dec,1987: 13). Hence, she craves for 

"a greater sense of balance" (Ibid). She says : 

Maybe I want to reach a stage where I can write about human 

beings or not about women or men ... For I don't believe in 

having a propagandist or sexist purpose to my writing (Ibid). 

!f her writings present such a perspective, it is, to quote her again, only a "co

incidence" (Ibid: 14). 

states: 

About women being the focal point of her writing, Deshpande herself 

Most of my writing comes out of my interest and long 

suppressed feelings about what is to be a woman in our 

society: it comes out of the difficulty of playing the different 

roles enjoined upon me by society, out of the knowledge that I 

am something more and something different from the some 

total of these roles. My writing comes out of my 

consciousness of the conflict between my idea of myself as a 

human being and the idea that society has of me as a woman 

(Deshpande: 1998 :9 ). 

This is obviously a Jane Austen like spirit that she is not ready to move 

beyond her familiar fields. She really expresses only those feelings which she 

knows best out of her own experiences. Any careful reading of her women 

protagonists would definitely reveal the confusion and dilemma of people like 

her, that is the postcolonial Indian women, who are torn between the twin 
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pressures of tradition and modernity. However, her characters always appear 

victorious by their inner strength which is lacking in the women of Anita Desai. 

Hence, she expresses an extension-self of Kamala Markandaya. But unlike 

Markandaya's women, who feel "unconscious" desire, Deshpande's women 

always make conscious efforts to find their place in this hostile world. Hence, 

the present chapter aims to study some of these women in order to show 

Oeshpande' s definite difference as a feminist novelist in Indian context. 

Deshpande's first published novel The Dark Holds No Terrors (1980) 

tells us the story of a marriage on the rocks. Sarita (called Saru), the 

protagonist of the novei, is a two-in-one woman, who in the daytime is a 

successful doctor and at night a terrified "trapped animal" (195) in the hands of 

her husband, Manohar (called Manu). The novel opens with Saru returning 

after fifteen years to her father's house- a place she had once sworn never to 

return to - unable to bear the sexual sadism of her husband. The rest of the 

novel is a remembrance of things past and a brief confession to the father with 

whom she hardly communicated before. In fact, the stay in her father's house 

offers Sarita a chance to review her relationship with her husband, her dead 

mother, her dead brother, Dhruva and her children, Renu and Abhi. Hence, 

her subjugated knowledge about the power relations between herself and the 

other members of her family finds an outlet which ultimately makes her a 

courageous woman to whom the dark no longer holds any terror. 

The novel is remarkable for its exploration of the inner landscape of 

Sarita's psyche. Sarita is a highly self-willed woman and her problems ensue 

because of her outsized ego and the innate love for having an identity of her 

own. She defies traditional codes at the slightest threat to her importance 

since that is what she missed and craved for in her paternal home. She recalls 

that her problems had started right from her childhood. They became quite 

serious after her younger brother Dhruba's death, which is referred to in the 
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novel by A. D. (After Dhruva), which symbolises the prelapsarian and post

lapsarian life for her. His death overshadows all other memories of her life as if 

that was the point of her fall. She remembers how she was treated second to 

Dhruva. She recalls her dialogue with her mother : 

Don't go out in the sun. You will get even darker. 

Who cares? 

We have to care, if you don't. We have to get you married. 

I don't want to get married. 

Will you live with us all your life ? 

Why not? 

You can't. 

And Dhruva? 

He is different. He's a boy (45). 

She remembers that it was only once in a year, that is at the time of 'Puja' that 

she was "more important than Dhruva" (50). Otherwise it was he who 

dominated her everywhere. There was always 'puja' on his birthdays, but none 

on her birthdays. After his death her birthdays were not celebrated even. She 

recalls: 

After Dhruva's death, there were no more celebrations. 

My birthday was passed over in silence, both at home 

and at school (153). 

It was only on her fifteenth birthday that she got a gold ear-ring from her 

mother as her birthday present. 

Saru's mother continuously accused her of Dhruva's death and cursed 

her: "Why didn't you die? Why are you alive and when he is dead?" (29-30). 
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This left a traumatizing effect on her. In fact, she had become a nonentity long 

before she left her mother's home. She remembers: "I just did not exist for her. 

I died long before I left home" (27). In fact, through this and other examples in 

the novel, Deshpande conveys an important message that suppression, 

subjugation and exploitation of women are not only confined to the male

female relationship but exist between a female-female relationship as well. 

Saru remembers that when she wanted to study in a medical college, her 

mother had been against her studies. Though unsuccessful, her mother tried 

her best to persuade her husband not to send her to a medical college : 

You don't belong to that [ moneyed] ciass. And don't forget, 

medicine or no medicine, doctor or no doctor, you still have 

to get her married, spend money on her wedding . . . Let her 

go for a B.Sc .... you can get her married in two years and our 

responsibility will be over (130-131). 

This reflects that girls are seen as belonging to a different family altogether 

and their socialization always stresses their future roles as wives. As Veena 

Das comments: 

Daughters are comparable to something kept in trust for 

another ('amanat'). You have to care for them, love them, and 

you will be held responsible for them but you are destined to 

lose them. Once a daughter is properly married and goes to 

her own house it is like a debt that has been paid (Das, 

Veena:1992:93). 

Thus a girl has to adjust herself twice: first in her father's house, and then in 

the father-in-law's house. Goffman terms these as the " primary adjustment" 

and the " secondary adjustment". These adjustments, especially the latter, put 

different kinds of bondage or "role playing" on the girl (Gottman 1968). 
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However, Saru succeeded in persuading her father to send her to the 

medical college. There she was a sincere student to whom "college meant 

lectures in the morning, practicals in the afternoon, exams at every six 

months" (44). But as fate would have it, she encountered Manohar there and 

fell in love with him. Manohar or Manu was "one of the known names" (43) in 

the college for his cultural activities. He was a budding writer as well, "a poet 

of promise, with some poems already published in magazines" (43-44). 

Hence, Saru defied her parents and entered into marriage with him because 

she was quite happy to find such a versatile genius as her husband, through 

whom her "age old feminine dream of a superior conquering male" ( 47) had 

been fulfilled. 

However, Saru became a famous doctor and Manu turned out to be 

simply a Lecturer and this made her socially and economically his superior. 

Slowly "an affected indifference" (36) started gleaming through his tone 

because there were nods and smile, murmured greetings and 'namastes', but 

they were only for her. "There was nothing for him. He was almost totally 

ignored" (Ibid). In fact, the esteem she earned around her made her inches 

taller and him inches shorter. Earlier "he had been the young man and I his 

bride. Now I was the lady doctor and he was my husband" (Ibid). The ego 

clash became inevitable, and Manu's simmering inferiority complex burst out 

on the day a girl had come to interview Saru and asked him the following 

question: 

How does it feel when your wife earns not only the butter but 

the bread as well ?(182). 

Since that day Manu became a sadist. He teased her in bed and behaved 

normally during the daytime "as if he had two split personalities - one of Dr. 
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Jackal and the other of Mr. Hyde" (Pande, K.M.: 1998:53). First, she thought 

that such a terrific experience was a nightmare but the bruises on the body 

negated her. Bewildered by the ensuing failure of her marriage she even 

thought of leaving her job and to be simply his housewife because she could 

not bear the shattering of her dream -"the eternal female dream of finding 

happiness through man" (112). But Manu retaliated: "And how will we live?" 

(81 ). He could not bear letting the children go to third-rate schools wearing 

cheapest clothes. So she continues her job. But she is torn from within. She 

expresses her anguish through the imaginary advice given by her at the girls' 

college: 

A wife must always be a few feet behind her husband ... 

That's the only rule to follow if you want a happy marriage. 

Don't ever try to reverse the doctor-nurse, executive

secretary, principal-teacher role ... Women's magazines will 

tell you that a marriage should be an equal partnership. That's 

nonsense. Rubbish. No partnership can ever be equal. It will 

always be unequal, but take care that it's unequal in favour of 

you (124 ). 

In her staying at her father's home, Saru receives Manu's letters but 

opens none of them. Later she hears the news of his arrival to take her back. 

She wants to leave her father's house in order to avoid her encounter with 

him. She feels "the desperation of trapped animal" (195-96) because of the 

realization that she has no home at all. She remembers how many times she 

had thought of committing suicide but could not translate that into action. Now 

she has a feeling of abnegation because there has been no way open to her

neither in the present nor in the past. However, suddenly it is as if she is 

"vouchsafed a vision" (200) which her mother had just before her death - the 

vision of the mythical Duryodhan awaiting his enemies and ready to face them 
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boldly. She remembers Madhav's words: "I cannot spoil my life because of 

that boy [his brother Satish]. It's my life after all" (189). As a sort of co

incidence, she realizes that she is also powerful enough to join the fragments 

of her splintered personality: 

They came to her then, all those selves she had rejected so 

resolutely at first, and so passionately embraced later. The 

guilty sister, the undutiful daughter, the unloving wife... all 

persons spiked with guilts. Yes, she was all of them, she 

could not deny that now. She had to accept these selves to 

become whole again. But if she was all of them, they were not 

ali of her. She was aii these and so much more ( 201 ). 

Saru realizes that she had been a puppet because she had made herself one, 

because she had been afraid of proving her mother right. Ready to go to see 

her child-patient, she tells her father that if Manu comes, he should be asked 

to wait for her. This is a significant step in the revitalization of her relationship 

with her husband. The wife in the end is obviously not a rebel in the radical 

sense of the term but a redeemed wife, one who is no longer afraid of the 

dark. It is this point of enlightenment which brings to the fore the lines of the 

Dhammapada, given as an epigraph to the novel: 

You are your own refuge; 

There is no other refuge. 

This refuge is hard to achieve. 

However, it is not only Saru who suffers in this androcentric world. She 

remembers the suffering of her grandmother who had been deserted by her 

husband but had never complained. "It's my luck, she said, my fate. It was 

written on my forehead" (62). Saru's own mother also did not have "a room of 

her own". Her father tells her that "Silence had become a habit for us" (181 ). 
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This silence, which symbolises lack of communication between Saru's 

parents, is praised by Maikaki, who calls Saru's mother (Kamalatai) a brave 

woman, who never complained: 

She never told anyone about what was happening to her. The 

amount she ate ... I tell you, a sparrow would have eaten 

more. Your father never noticed because she never ate with 

him (99). 

Hence, this silence demarcates the confines and outlines the margins. This 

suggests that women constitute a muted group, the boundaries of whose 

culture and reality overlap, but are not wholly contained by the dominant 

[male] group. Once Saru's mother asked Saru" Why am I, a fat, old, unwanted 

woman left alive when he [her husband], so useful, so much wanted was taken 

away ? Why am I alive when he is dead ?" (69). This shows that widowhood is 

the worst calamity that an Indian woman has to face. Hence, Saru thinks her 

mother to be a lucky woman because she died a 'sughagan'. 

Saru's classmate Padmakar tells her that he hates his wife because 

"she cannot talk about anything but servants and children. And prices ... She 

never has her food until I go and have mine, she cooks just what I like and she 

never calls me by my name" (120). Saru tells him that he has a woman who is 

a good wife and a good mother and he should be satisfied with her. The 

contrast between the attitudes of Padmakar and Manu symbolises the two 

sides of the same coin. It is a commonplace observation even today that many 

a man expects his wife to be educated and modish and yet to have the 

traditional qualities of devotion and submissiveness. 

Saru's classmate Smita is a contrast to her. After her marriage she had 

to become first Geetanjali and later Anju because " he [her husband] chose it 
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himself when we got married" (1 06). He did so because he had been reading 

Tagore those days. Smita further tells that her husband "hates anyone calling 

me Smita now" (Ibid). Smita has to face in her married life not only anonymity 

but also economic problems. She has to borrow one hundred rupees from 

Saru because he has given her "just enough to buy a small gift for the baby" 

( 1 07). She tells Saru: "You don't know how lucky you are not to have to ask 

anyone for money" (Ibid). This shows that marriage brings different kinds of 

constraints on a woman which go on erasing her personality into oblivion. 

However, though Saru's suffering is like that of the other women in the 

novel, yet she is different from them in that she becomes her own protege. 

Unlike other women, who bear suffering like the torture of Sisyphus, she 

gathers strength not to surrender, not to run away from the problems, not to 

commit suicide, not to be behind the symbolic 'purdah' or veil -- in a word, not 

to accept defeat. Rather she accepts the challenges so as to prove herself a 

good daughter, a good wife, a good mother, a good doctor and a good human 

being - not form the phallocentric point of view but from her own 'female' 

viewpoint. Thus she is a revisionist questioning the adequacy of accepted 

conceptual structures, trying to provide an alternative. Thus the Saru of the 

opening section of the novel who had visualised herself as the archetype of 

Sudama going to an all-powerful male (her father) for support, ends up as a 

self-sufficient woman who goes to Manu not to seek help but to complement 

him. 

lndu, the protagonist of Roots and Shadows (1983), is also a 'rebel' just 

like Sarita. She, a journalist, falls in love with Jayant and is bold enough to 

marry him against the wishes of her family. With him she also, like Sarita, 

dreams a sense of completion and wholeness: 
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I had felt incomplete, not as a woman but as a person. And in 

Jayant I had thought I found the other part of my whole self 

(51). 

But soon she gets thoroughly disillusioned finding that marriage does not 

bring her the desired "completeness"; rather she starts losing her identity 

because of the dominance of the husband-figure following her all around like a 

dangerous shadow. To quote her: 

When I look in the mirror I think of Jayant, when I dress I think 

of Jayant. .. Always what he wants, what he would like, what 

would please him . .. Have I become so fluid, with no shape, 

no form of my own? (34). 

She observes that in all her actions she tends to please Jayant and he, in his 

turn, fully exploits her emotions in mercenary deeds. For instance, he forces 

her to follow the orders of the editor only because they need the money, while 

she dislikes this because she wants to work according to her own conscience. 

In a state of confusion, she also, like Sarita, returns to her natal home, which 

again provides Deshpande's protagonist to reveal her subjugated knowledge 

about her self. 

lndu's discourse reveals that behind the failure of her marriage there 

lies a total lack of emotional rapport between herself and Jayant. She 

confesses to Naren : 

It shocks him to find passion in a woman. It puts him off .. 

When I am like that, he turns away from me. I've learnt my 

lesson now. And so I pretend, I'm passive. And unresponsive. 

I'm still and dead. And now, when you tried to kiss me, I 

thought... this is Jayant. that's all I am, Naren, not a pure 
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woman. Not a too faithful wife. But an anachronism. A woman 

who loves her husband too much. Too passionately. And is 

ashamed of it (83). 

This paradoxical situation is the outcome of the fact that lndu is nourished and 

reared by a tradition-ridden society: 

As a child they had told me I must be obedient and 

unquestioning. As a girl they had told me I must be meek and 

submissive. Why? I had asked. Because you are a female . 

You must accept everything, even defeat, with grace because 

you are a girl, they said, for a female to live and survive ... 

And I . . . I had watched them and found it to be true. There 

had to be, if not the substance, at least the shadow of 

submission ( 158). 

She feels that she has been pretending many things. She surrenders to Jayant 

not out of love but because she does "not want conflict" ( 159). She also feels 

that she initially clung tenaciously to Jayant and to her marriage only because 

she was " afraid of failure" (Ibid). She wanted to show to her family and the 

world that her marriage was a success, and so she had to put on the mask of 

an obedient and subservient wife: 

And so I went on lying, even to myself, comprising, shedding 

bits of myself along the way. Which I meant that I, who had 

despised Devdas for being a coward, was the same thing 

myself. I had killed myself as surely as he had done (Ibid). 

lndu's problematic of "becoming" thus expresses Deshpande's feminist 

polemics against sexual and gender roles imposed upon women in a 

patriarchal malist culture which reduces women like lndu to a mere thing or a 
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mind-less body because her feminine instinct for articulation is suppressed 

(Swain: 1998: 95). Ever ready to please Jayant, lndu acquiesces to all his 

desires. She realizes that she doesn't exist for her but only for Jayant, the 

archetypal male, imperialistic and subjugating. Hence, she feels in her a sense 

of existential insecurity. As a lacerated woman she rails at her family and the 

malist world where a girl is always is "set apart from the others" (81 ): 

This is my family. These are my people. And yet... I hate 

them. I despise them. They're mean and petty and trivial and 

despicable. I had always told myself ... I won't be like them ... I 

won't live like them. And I thought ... I've got away. But to 

what, Naren? ... Are we doomed to living meaningless, futile 

lives? Is there no escape ? I'm afraid, Naren... I'm afraid 

(160). 

With Naren she develops an adulterous relationship, but that is also 

nothing more than a mere shadow to her. He has no permanent place in her 

memory. Hence, she decides to go back to Jayant. It is she, she feels, who is 

to blame for the marital discord in their lives. She has created a hell out of a 

heaven. She, being a narcissist, "had locked herself in a cage and thrown 

away the keys" (85). She realizes that marriage had stunted and hampered 

her individuality because she had regarded it as a "trap" and not a bond. Now 

she realizes: 

But what of my love for Jayant, that had been a restricting 

bond, tormenting me, which I had so futilely struggled 

against? Restricting bond? Was it not I who made it so? 

Torment? Had I not created my own torment? Perhaps it was 

true ... There was only one thing I wanted now ... and that was 

to go home ... the one I lived with Jayant. That was my only 

home ... I would put all this behind me and go back to Jayant. .. 
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I knew I would not tell Jayant about Naren and me ... That 

had nothing to do with the two of us and our life together. But 

there were other things I had to tell him. That I was resigning 

from my job. That I would do the kind of writing I had always 

dreamt of doing (187). 

Thus lndu's uncompromising and paradoxical feminine self that frantically 

longed for self-expression, finally finds its roots in the home and with her 

husband. Shadows disappear from her vision and she sees the clear light of 

day with the realization and discovery of her authentic female self. In the end 

comes the realization that freedom lies in having the courage to do what one 

believes is the right thing to do and the determination and the tenacity to 

adhere to it. That alone can bring harmony in life. The meek, docile and 

humble lndu of the early days finally emerges as a bold, challenging, 

conscious and rebellious woman. She resigns from her job, thus defying the 

male authority, hierarchy and the irony of a woman's masked existence. Her 

self-discovery is the frightening vision of the feminine self's struggle for 

harmony and sanity. She comes out of her emotional upheaval, and decides to 

lead a meaningful life with her husband. The home she had discarded 

becomes the place of refuge, of solace and consolation. Now she knows 

herself. She has found her roots as an independent woman, a daughter, a 

mother and a commercial writer. She begins to see life in a new light: 

Yes, the house had been a trap too, binding me to a past I 

had to move away from. Now, I felt clear, as if I had cut away 

all the unnecessary uneven edges of me (204). 

lndu now feels a sense of hope of existence. Negating the idea of non

existence, she says : 
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No, there is no such thing. To accept it will be to deny the 

miracle of life itself. If not this stump, there is another. If not 

this tree, there will be others. Other trees will grow, other 

flowers will bloom, other fragrances will pervade other airs ... I 

felt as if I was watching life itself... endless, limitless, formless 

and full of grace (202). 

The novel thus ends with a note of affirmation. lndu asserts her 

individuality as a woman and also as a partaker in the endless cycle of life. 

Through the character of lndu, Deshpande registers her awareness of the 

"arrest to feminine development brought about by an economic system given 

to sheer materialistic happiness and inhabited by philistines like Jayant, and a 

patriarchal family-structure which produce in women dependency, insecurity, 

lack of autonomy, and an incomplete sense of their identity" (Swain: 1998:96). 

lndu lives to see life with the possibilities of growth; she has discovered the 

meaning of life in her journey to individuation. 

In That Long Silence (1989) also, Deshpande concentrates on the lack 

of communion in marital relationship. Jaya, the protagonist of the novel, here 

recalls her seventeen years old married life nostalgically. Seventeen years 

before she was married to Mohan, and in this long time she has lived with him 

at different places, and they have two children, Rahul and Rati, while the third 

was aborted. This time she is alone at home because her husband has gone 

out for a short period to clear himself of charges of business malpractices. 

This offers her enough scope of time to 're-view' her life. She tries to write 

about herself and her family in an attempt to break the "long silence". And as 

she recapitulates her married life, she realizes the frustration, alienation and 

an overall emotional trauma that she has undergone with several of her 

adolescent dreams related to love and marriage being irretrievably shattered. 
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At the very outset of the novel, Jaya describes her married life as in the 

following lines: 

A pair of bullocks yoked together ... a clever phrase, but can it 

substitute for the reality? A man and a woman married for 

seventeen years. A couple with two children. A family 

somewhat like the one caught and preserved for posterity by 

the advertising visuals I so loved. But the reality was only this. 

We were two persons. A man. A woman (8). 

To any perceptive reader this image of a pair of bullocks yoked together 

suggests a world of meanings. It means that the bullocks so yoked share the 

burden between themselves but no one knows whether they love each other 

or not. The image of the beasts performing the duty mechanically undermines 

the husband wife relationship, who are supposed to be united in marriage for 

love and not for leading a mechanical life terminating in mutual hatred and 

distrust (Das, B. :1998:127). 

For this long seventeen years, the role of a wife for Jaya was only to 

stay at home and look after the children, without any contact whatsoever with 

the world outside. Mohan had even discouraged her to write, which was her 

passion: 

It hadn't mattered to Mohan that I had written a good story, a 

story about a couple, a man who could not reach out to his 

wife except through her body. For Mohan it had mattered that 

people might think the couple was us, that the man him. To 

Mohan, I had been no writer, only an exhibitionist (44). 

Hence, Jaya gave up writing because she could not take the risk of annoying 

Mohan, lest that could break her marriage. In fact, she was really scared of 
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hurting Mohan and of jeopardizing the only carriage she had, that is her 

marriage. But, at the same time, she was also fed up with the routine-work like 

changing the sheets, scrubbing bathrooms and cleaning the fridge. 

Here Deshpande uses another apt image of a worm crawling into a 

hole to describe the state of Jaya, a budding writer dwindling into a 

stereotyped Indian housewife: 

Even a worm has a hole it can crawl into. I had mine -- as 

Mohan's wife, as Rahul's and Rati's mother (148). 

This idea is again reinforced in course of Jaya's recollection of the past. Jaya 

indulges in self-pity and feels that she was even "prodded out" of her "warm 

and safe hole" of domesticity (173) because theirs was a loveless married life, 

which caused the wife and the husband to drift away from each other. They 

"lived together but there had been only emptiness" (185) between them. 

Mohan has crushed not only the writer in Jaya, but the woman in her as 

well because he neither loved her not encouraged her. Jaya has every reason 

to be bitter with him for he has been responsible for her misery. With a 

straightforward language, gentle irony and matter-of-fact tone, Jaya recalls 

their relationship as wife and husband: 

Sensual memories are the coldest. They stir up nothing in 

you. As I thought of those days of my feelings, and then 

looked at the man lying beside me, to two other people, not to 

the two of us lying here together.... In fact, we had never 

spoken of sex at all. It had been as if the experience was 

erased each time after it happened; it never existed in 

words ... 
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First there's love, then there's sex - that was how I had 

always imagined it to be. But after living with Mohan I had 

realised that it would so easily be the other way round. 

Love 000? Yes, what else could I call it but love when I thought 

of how I had longed for his physical presence, when I 

remembered how readily, almost greedily, I had responded to 

his touch? What else could I name it when I thought of the 

agony it had been to be without him, when his desires, his 

approval, his love, had seemed to be the most important thing 

in my life? It seems to me now that we had, both of us, 

rehearsed the roles of husband and wife so well that when the 

time came we could play them flawlessly, word-perfect (95). 

Jaya tells us that they are yet to live as husband and wife. In fact, nothing can 

be more frustrating and depressing than this experience of futility. 

Hence, the image of "a pair of bullocks yoked together" comes again in 

her mind. She rejects the image of traditional suffering women like Sita, Savitri 

and Draupadi, and says: 

No, what have I to do with these mythical women? I can't fool 

myself. The truth is simpler. Two bullocks yoked together 00. it 

is more comfortable for them to move in the same direction. 

To go in different directions would be painful; and what animal 

would voluntarily choose pain? (11-12). 

This disgust of living with a man who does not love the woman the way 

she expects him to do is, in fact, a burning problem what educated women 

face in our contemporary society. But the thought of desertion by the husband 

unnerves Jaya because she has not yet cast off the role of a traditional Indian 
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woman. Through Jaya's Character Deshpande thus expresses an ambivalent 

attitude of contemporary educated and independent-minded Indian women, 

who can neither reconcile themselves to a situation when their husbands 

ignore them and crush their ambition in life nor can they cast off their 

husbands because the "husband is like a sheltering tree" which they cannot 

afford to live without. 

Irony is the chief device used in the novel to explain the behaviour of 

the characters. For instance, when Mohan gets the job of his choice, Jaya 

never questions the means by which he gets it. She avers: 

If Gandhari, who bandaged her eyes to become blind like her 

husband, could be called an ideal wife, I was an ideal wife 

too. I bandaged my eyes tightly. I did not want to know 

anything. It was enough for me that we moved by Bombay, 

that we could send Rahul and Rati to good schools, that I 

could have the things we needed ... decent clothes, a fridge, a 

gas connection, travelling first class. And, there was enough 

for Mohan to send home to his father - for Sudha's fees, 

Vasant's clothes and Sudha's marriage (61-62). 

Moreover, like average Indian girls, Jaya's problems started not at 

marriage only, but from her very birth. Jaya recollects that in her parental 

home, Ramukaka (Jaya's parental uncle) sketched their family tree: "Look 

Jaya, this is our branch. This is your grandfather - your great grandfather -

and here is father, then us -Laxman, Vasu and me. And here are the boys

Shridhar, Jaanu, Dinkar, Ravi ... " (142). Jaya questions this parental tree: "I'm 

not here t" Ramukaka gets irritated and says : "How can you be here? You 

can't belong to this family. You have no place here." (Ibid). 
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The novel, however, records a steady progression of women 

emancipation because the protagonist of the novel undergoes a kind of 

transformation through self-recognition. She makes an introspective study in 

the end and, like Lear, asks a question: "What have I achieved by this 

writing?" and gets an easy answer: "Well, I've achieved this. I'm not afraid any 

more. The panic has gone. I'm Mohan's wife, I had thought, and cut off the bits 

of me that had refused to be Mohan's wife. Now I know that kind of 

fragmentation is not possible" (191 ). Having realized her position, now Jaya 

would not accept the earlier image of a pair of bullocks yoked together, 

signalling a loveless couple : 

Two bullocks yoked together - that was how I saw the two of 

us the day we came here, Mohan and I. Now I reject that 

image. It's wrong. If I think of us in that way, I condemn 

myself to a lifetime of disbelief in ourselves. I've always 

thought - there's only one life, no chance of a reprieve, no 

second chances. But in this life itself there are so many 

crossroads, so many choices (191-92). 

The traditional Indian wisdom stands Jaya in a good stead at this 

juncture of life. The words from the Bhagwatgjta, ( the final words of Lord 

Krishna to Arjuna): "Yathecchasi tatha Kuru" (Do as you desire) appeal to her 

after she gains knowledge. She comes to realize that life can always be made 

possible. The earlier impulsive Jaya becomes a mature woman, and with her 

realization "the wheel has turned a full circle" and the shadow that befell 

between the wife and the husband tends to disappear. 

In The Binding Vine (1992}, Shashi Deshpande's clarion call to modern 

Indian women becomes more loud and clear. The patriarchal, chauvinistic and 

indifferent Indian male role is totally challenged here, and the innermost 
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recesses of a woman's heart are brought to light through the perspectives of 

the protagonist, Urmi. Death of her second child here forms the occasion for 

her journey into the past, into her real self and even into the future, and the 

experience is one which minutely analyses all the relationships which a 

woman in the Indian society is subjected to. The keynote of the novel is struck 

right at the beginning where Urmi determines not to be plaster cast into a 

stereotyped image by people around her. If an accidental fall from a cycle and 

the consequent injury and anxiety make her fear a restriction in her freedom, 

an existential experience such as death plunges her into morbidity and a 

masochistic mood which is devoid of all positive values. The gradual progress 

of the self through darkness, revoit and reconciiiation is what is traced through 

a narration of Urmi's experience. 

Urmi fails to compromise with the loss of the baby even as several 

years roll by. She has other children too, but the bondage between her and 

the lost child is as strong as not to be snapped merely by the physical 

absence of the child. When Sakutai, the uneducated, dependent mother of 

Kalpana, the girl who was raped, asks her how many children she has, she 

feels guilty in mentioning that she has only a son. But Sakutai's reaction to this 

information is: "Why does God give us daughters?" to which Urmi explodes 

vehemently: "Don't say that" (60). Here Sakutai's statement is symptomatic of 

the usually oppressed woman's reaction to femininity. Elsewhere, afraid of the 

consequences of proclaiming rape on her daughter she gives an analysis of 

the society's attitude towards the victims of rape. She says: 

If a girl's honour is lost, what's left? The girl doesn't have to 

do anything wrong, people will always point a finger at her 

(59). 
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She has other daughters who will be victimized because of the rape of their 

sister. 

The vulnerability of the girl child and the subsequent social stigma is 

something which affects the rich and the poor alike. lnni, Urmi's mother, 

confesses . her own inability to protect her when she was young and 

vulnerable. Urmi had been sent to her grandmother's house in Ranidurg while 

she was a child. The reason for this separation was a puzzle to Urmi herself, 

but during a moment of closeness and confidence lnni blurts out the truth: 

Do you kno\v, why we -why your Papa sent you away to 

Ranidurg? I was frightened of you, Urmi. I was too young. I 

was not prepared to have a child. And you were not easy, you 

used to cry all the time, I didn't know how to soothe you. 

Diwakar was good with you, he was better than me, but Papa 

said, "How could you leave her alone with a man!" He had 

been with us since I was a child, that's why Mummy sent him 

to help me. he was so gentle, but Papa said, "He's a man." 

(199). 

Another instance of gender discrimination in the novel is that while 

recollecting the memories of her childhood Urmi remarks that Vanna always 

laughed at the jokes of her father "so that he would notice her. But he never 

did. For him there was only Kishore" (52). Later Vanna also accepts: "I 

wonder, whether he knows I exist" (53). 

In the case of Kalpana, her mousi's husband was the culprit. Sakutai 

wants Urmi to take away her daughter Sandhya. She cries out : 
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Take her Urmila, take her away with you. I can't look after her, 

I don't want her, I'll destroy her like I did Kalpana. Take her to 

your house, deep her there, I'm not fit to look after her (192). 

In fact, both lnni and Sakutai, representatives of traditional Indian womanhood, 

despair about their inability to protect their younger ones. Urmi, the educated, 

liberated woman with her social contacts and confidence, is the role model in 

whom they place the hope. 

Mira, Urmila's mother-in-law died after giving birth to Kishore, Urmi's 

husband. Her diary and poems, discovered decades later, reveal to Urmi that 

she was subjected to rape in marriage. Urmi learns that Mira's husband had 

seen her at a wedding ceremony and at once fell in love with her. As he could 

not directly make the marriage proposal (custom forbade it), he got a mutual 

friend to do that. The proposal was accepted and the marriage was settled. It 

was, however, a disaster for Mira. Her poetry becomes so pathetic at times 

that even Akka, her husband's second wife, is moved to tears after reading a 

poem about a newly married couple. Urmila wonders: 

Akka who hadn't cried when her husband died, who had been 

stoical while Vanna sobbed like a child when she went to 

Bombay to study, who had been calm even when Vanna got 

married and went away- why had she broken now? (48). 

From the diary it becomes clear that she intensely disliked she sexual act with 

her husband; she felt a physical repulsion from the man she married. She 

hated the very word 'love': 

How I hate the word. If this is love it is a terrible thing .I have 

learnt to say 'no' at last, but it makes no difference, no 

difference at all. What is it he wants from me? I look at myself 
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in the mirror and wonder, what is there in me ? Why does it 

have to me ? Why can't he leave alone ? (65). 

Urmi realizes that " What has happened to Kalpana happened to Mira too" 

(63). Mira was raped by her husband, while Kalpana is raped by a man who is 

like her father. What pains Urmi is that such things are never reported to the 

police. They are often treated as accidents for the sake of the girl's and her 

family's reputation, or they are rigorously suppressed. 

However, Mira's diary cannot be read only as a record of frustrated 

passion of a sensitive woman. It was rather a form of resistance to her through 

which she retained her individuality in the face of brutal patriarchal powers. 

After marriage, as it was customary, Mira's name was changed to Nirmala. For 

her it was a complete loss of identity. In one of her poetic creations she wrote : 

Nirmala, they call, I stand statue still 

Do you build the new without razing the old ? 

A tablet of rice, a pencil of gold 

Can they make me Nirmala, I am Mira (60). 

However, Urmi could never imagine that her mother-in-law had suffered 

so much emotionally, and though her lips were silent, her pen spoke just like 

Jaya in That Long Silence. Urmila longs for the emotional pleasures of home 

and family which are so evasive. Kishore, her husband. works elsewhere. 

comes home for brief periods and their love is only physical, not emotional. 

She is in a dilemma when Dr. Bhaskar Jain proposes to her knowing her 

marital status. She was aware that she had already entered the "chakravyuha" 

from where it was difficult to escape. Urmila realizes : 
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" 

(one) can never opt out, (one) can never lay it down, the 

burden of belonging to the human race. There is only one way 

out of this "chakravyuha". Abhimanyu had to die, there is no 

other way he could get out (1 02). 

Yet inspite of all difficulties, physical and emotional, a woman has to survive. 

Shashi Deshpande has thus portrayed in this novel essentially a 

woman's world where men are present only by the power they wield over their 

wives and daughters. Hers is a world where women suffer numerous losses 

but cope up with each crisis with the passage of time. Women have the 

aptitude for survival. In fact, suffering and pain are sometimes necessary to 

develop one's self and one's individuality in particular. In fact, The Binding 

Vine is the only novel in which Shashi Oeshpande has used poems to narrate 

the tragic tale of marital discord. Mira's poems are lyrical in nature. The poems 

also paint a graphic picture of tradition-bound Indian society. It is a fine means 

of raising one's voice in protest against some age-old social norms. About the 

novel Gur Pyari Jandial has aptly stated: 

The Binding Vine is Deshpande's strongest statement 

regarding sexual violence against women. The novel touches 

on the delicate issue of marital rape and a woman's 

helplessness after marriage to a man she does not love. ~ 

Binding Vine is a tremendously powerful portrayal of women's 

fight to survive in a terrible, violent world where there is no 

easy way out (Jandial:2003:121). 

The patience, stoical courage coupled with the calm tenacity of passive 

resistance is the forte of Deshpande's women characters. Perhaps, these are 

also features which give them a distinguished place in a world dominated by 

male aggressiveness. 
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In her later novels such as A Matter of Time (1996) and .s.mru.I 

Remedies (2000), Deshpande continues to write on the same issues, but 

nowhere were they so straightforward as in The Binding Vine. A Matter of 

Time is a novel that spans the lives of four generations of women, narrating 

the story of Manoroma, Kalyani, Sumi and Aru. Manoroma, the domineering 

mother of Kalyani, is largely responsible for the tragedy that descends upon 

Kalyani. Though Kalyani survives all the cruelties inflicted on her, still she fails 

to give her daughter, Sumi, a happy marital life. Since Sumi's husband deserts 

her for no apparent reason, Aru, one of her children, witnesses, from her very 

tender age, the strained man-woman relationship in a family. Her experience 

is the same as that of Raka in Desai's Fire on the Mountain. But Aru is 

different from Raka because there is no element of radicalism in her. Rather 

she becomes a lawyer so that she may fight the injustices inflicted on women. 

She even joins a woman's activist group so that it gives her a platform to voice 

her anger and frustration against a tradition bound society. Hence, the novel is 

largely about Aru's quest for identity. The unhappy lives of Kalyani and Sumi 

serve for her as the stimuli to refuse a suffering fate, designated for Indian 

women. 

In Small Remedies (2000),we find Madhuri, the narrator protagonist's 

reminiscence of the lives of two ladies, one is her aunt Leela, and the other is 

her childhood neighbour , Savitribai lndorekar, who was a famous singer. 

Standing at the backdrop of her broken marriage with Som, she recollects the 

memory of these ladies who faced many of the life's odds with enormous 

courage. Hence, though the novel begins with the sentence "This is Sam's 

story", it is in reality the story of Madhuri's journey in life in which aunt Leela 

and Savitribai serve as the pathfinders. The lives of these two ladies instill 

courage in her; she discovers her true self through introspection, recovers 
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from her state of confusion and gains mental plenum. She decides to write the 

biography of Sabitrabai, and about her purpose she says: 

I've begun thinking that in writing about Bai, I'm writing about 

Leela as well. And my mother and all those women who 

reached beyond their grasp. Bai moving out of her class in 

search of her destiny as a singer, Leela breaking out of the 

conventions of widowhood, looking, for justice for the weak, 

my mother running in her bare feet, using her body as an 

instrument for speech -yes, they're in it together (248). 

Madhuri knows that for their breaking of the norms these women "paid the 

price" (Ibid), but being self-conscious, she is confident enough, like other 

Deshpande heroines, to face life. Madhuri concludes that there may not be 

complete and big remedies to bring a woman out of her claustrophobic 

existence, yet small remedies do exist and one has only to make a search for 

them. She truly believes, " ... loss is never total" (324). 

Thus from the traditional roles of daughter, sister, wife and mother 

Deshpande's protagonists emerge as individuals in their own right. They 

achieve this not by being brazen feminists or iconoclasts, but by a gradual 

process of introspection and self realization. These protagonists are neither 

rebels nor conformists, neither trail-blazers nor self-effacers. Oeshpande 

herself calls them "middle of the road kind" (Roots and Shadows : 187). Faced 

with the dilemmas of life, they seek a path that allows them individual freedom 

and growth even within the constricting environments of a traditional upper

class family. In their reaction to role conflict in a patriarchal society, they show 

the strength to achieve their goals of self-realization. From a state of passive 

acceptance they move to one of active assertion. Without succumbing to 

societal pressures and without breaking away from accepted, traditional, 
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social institutions they really succeed in being individuals. Hence, they are 

more akin to the women characters of Kamala Markandaya than those of Anita 

Desai. 
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CHAPTER-V 

GITHA HARIHARAN: DECOLONIZING THE FEMININE SELF: 

FOR A STORY OF HER OWN 

Together with Kamala Markandaya, Anita Desai and Shashi 

Deshpande, Githa Hariharan has also been hailed as one of the women 

writers producing a body of Indian literature in English that is committed to 

women's issues. Like those of her predecessors, her writing too can be 

discussed as representing the intersection between women's individual 

identity and the identity of the community, two mutually implicated dimensions 

whose bonds are rather complex. In fact, if the Indian women writers are 

constructing "narrative mappings of alternative lndias" through their novels and 

short stories (Chanda, Ho and Mathai, 1997), then Hariharan's contribution in 

this regard is certainly outstanding. The reader confronts in her novels diverse 

regional and national problems related to women's issues. Apart from the 

productive effectivity of "gender" as a tool of critical analysis in a system of 

power and social mobility, Hariharan's creation of alternative women 

characters and the design of a plot around their unconventional choices 

embodies a form of writing closer to sexual-difference theories that look for 

women's solutions and priorities. What I mean is that feminist writing in 

general has remained less concerned with identifying the mechanics of local 

patriarchies than with the search for alternative ideas and projects for women. 

But one wonders, even if women had ever been allowed to have their way in 

terms of power and social re-organisation, what would they do? How will 

liberated women be? In other words, how can she be different from the 

domestic version created by the particular patriarchy in which she lives? I think 

this set of theoretical questions is relevant to the last text I am going to 

address here because The Thousand Faces of Night (1992), which won for 

Hariharan the Commonwealth Prize for the best first book in 1993, attempts to 
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answer some of these questions in a very creative and intelligent way. 

Contrary to the previous novels discussed above, Hariharan's novel is a 

different kind of text in its self-assertive tone, establishing story telling in 

women's own tradition as it passes on among them from generation to 

generation. The connection between sexuality and power is continuously 

reiterated in the novel. 

The novel compels the reader to undergo an enigmatic experience 

straight from a woman's life, which ferrets out the struggle of every Indian 

woman in her affiliation with the society and culture for the sake of preserving 

her feminine identity and hence, truly brings up alive the buried world of Indian 

women's lives - "where most dreams are thwarted and the only constant is 

survival" (The Thousand Faces of Night, blurb). The sharper relevance of the 

whole issue is on universal suffering of women in the subcontinent. Hariharan 

traces past temporalities at the root of their sufferings and relates them to the 

parallel instances in the great epics, the Ramayana and the Mahayarata, 

because it is from them that Indian Hindu women have always drawn their 

models. The word 'Faces' in the title of the novel exemplifies the multiple 

existences that Indian women have to suffer to sustain their lives. Devi - the 

protagonist, her mother, Sita, her mother-in-law, Parvatiamma, her 

grandmother and her maidservant, Mayamma, are all in the line, epitomising 

figures to play assigned roles in a patriarchal dispensation. 

Hariharan is a conscious experimentalist. She seems to have identified 

herself with Devi, who is "an uncompromising survival" (9) in order to uphold 

her feminist concern for the emancipation of women. She is more concerned 

with Devi's "interior climate, the climate of sensibility" (Thrikha: 1995: 169), 

and focuses on her being that is vulnerable despite her best efforts. 
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Unable to adjust with the ambivalent American experience, Devi comes 

back to Madras to live with her widowed mother, Sita. Not allowing Devi to 

brood over her experience with Dan in America, Sita tries to settle her down by 

an arranged marriage to Mahesh, a matter-of-fact, earthy man, who is not 

concerned with Devi's past. However, in spite of being married to this 

reasonably 'good' husband, Devi is unable to settle down in her role as a 

housewife. Her hard-earned education and exposure abroad prove a hurdle, 

rather than an asset, in the path of tolerance and adjustment in life. She 

cannot bear Mahesh's indifference to her sensitivity and broods over her 

neglect and isolation. Though Mayamma tells her that the secret of a 

successful married life lies in the capacity to endure pain, Oevi is not 

convinced. She strives to preserve her life even when she is told, "A woman 

fights her battles alone" (36). Through her perspective, we also see the lives of 

her mother, her mother-in-law, her grand mother and her maidservant 

interwoven. with several myths of Gandhari, Amba, Ambalika and others. In 

fact, through these parallelisms, Hariharan explores the continuing impact of 

the age-old myths and lores about the women's roles and models, which may 

still remain entrenched in the Indian women's psyche, and thus make them 

vulnerable. 

The novel contains a 'Prelude', which throws ample light on what is to 

be encountered by the reader in the following chapters: 

When I once asked my husband's housekeeper, old 

Mayamma, why she had put up with her life, she laughed till 

the tears rolled down her wrinkled cheeks. 

'I can see that you are still a child', she said. 
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'When I lost my first baby, conceived after ten years of 

longing and fear, I screamed, for the only time in life, Why? 

'The oily, pock-marked village doctor, his hand still dripping 

with my blood, looked shifty. A woman must learn to bear 

some pain, he mumbled. What can I do about the sins of your 

previous birth? 

'But my mother-in-law was for more sure of herself. She 

slapped my cheeks hard, first this then the other. Her fists 

pummelled my breasts and my still swollen stomach till they 

had to pu!! her off my cowering, bleeding body. She shouted, 

in a rage mixed with fear, "Do you need any more proof that 

this is not a woman? The barren witch has killed my 

grandson, and she lies there asking us why!" ... 

'So be careful, Devi' she chuckled, her mouth sucking in gulps 

of air like a fish, 'when you next ask a question' (Prelude). 

This story of Mayamma is obviously no melodrama or overstatement. 

She rightly epitomises many a poor wife of the subcontinent - used as 

producing machine, betrayed and exploited by husband, children and in-laws, 

and used-up, drained dry, robbed and cheated by everybody around, and then 

thrown away to rot by herself. The pithy and ironical statements made in this 

anecdote really bring out the novelist's rebellion against the calm acceptance 

of the woman's traditional role assigned by the patriarchy. Hariharan, in fact, 

critically examines, dissects and questions the age-old norms that have held 

Indian women in perpetual captivity. 

In her adolescence Devi had listened to her grandmother's stories, 

which were drawn from the Ramayana and the Mahabharata. Their focus was 
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on women's pride, destiny and self-sacrifice. She listened to her narration of 

Gandhari, Amba, Ambika and Ambalika. They were a prelude to her 

womanhoo(j, an initiation into subterranean possibilities. Gandhari had 

blindfolded herself as a subservient wife because her husband was blind. 

Perhaps the other aspect of Gandhari's blindfold was her protest against an 

injustice imposed on her (by getting her married to the blind king Dhritarastra). 

Her mind rebelled against seeing more and more injustices in the rest of her 

life. Devi draws a poetic equivalent of Gandhari's blindfoldedness with that of 

her own parents: 

In their blinkered world they would always be one, one 

leading the other, one hand always in the grip of other (29). 

Her mother, as a young daughter-in-law, had protested in Gandhari's fashion. 

The story told to Devi by her grandmother reads like this: 

'Then one day, my husband sat in front of the gods, ready for 

his morning prayers. He couldn't find a thing he needed. The 

flowers had not been picked, the floor had not been swept. 

"Sita", he called, his voice trembling with anger. She did not 

hear him, but from her room we heard the sound of the Veena 

in rapturous flight. 

'I put down my knife in the kitchen and hurried to her room. 

But he got there first, and I heard him roar, "Put that Veena 

away. Are you a wife, a daughter-in-law?" 

'Sita hung her head over the Veena for a minute that seemed 

to stretch for ages, enveloping us in an unbearable silence. 

Then she reached for the strings of her precious Veena and 

pulled them out of the wooden base ... 
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'She looked at my husband, her eyes dry and narrowed, and 

said in a clear, stinging whisper, "yes, I am a wife, daughter

in-law." 

'We never saw her touch the Veena again. She became a 

dutiful daughter-in-law the neighbour praised, and our 

household never heard the heart rending music again' (30). 

Devi finds this self-effacement of her mother meaningless. She expresses her 

anger in these words: 

Gandhari's anger wrapped tightly round her head in a life long 

blind fold, burnt in a heart close, very close to mine (29). 

She further confesses: 

The lesson that was more difficult to digest was human anger: 

that it could seep into every pore of a womanly body and 

become the very blood stream of her life (Ibid). 

Devi's relationship with her husband Mahesh is that of a complicated 

one. Being a Regional Manager in a multinational company that makes 

detergents and toothpastes, Mahesh believes in managing everything in life as 

he does for his company. For him, marriage is just a necessary milestone of 

life. His solicitude is to see that his goods are delivered to his consumers. 

Even his wife is no better than a customer to him. Hence, he appears as a 

poor 'Manager' of emotions. His imperceptible nature could never make him a 

reliable husband. He believes that emotions and intimacy give rise to 

vulnerability, whereas shrewd and devious moves in life are essential for 

smooth sailing. Mahesh expects that everything he does in life must bring to 

him positive results. He is always in grip of his cursory commercial world. He 
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treats his wife as an object to satisfy his 'organised sexual urge', which engulfs 

Devi and gives rise to an awesome loneliness. Her existence with Mahesh is 

like living in a dungeon with hardly any breathing space between the two. 

Mahesh is unable to provide her stability and security, either physical or 

verbal. She ponders on their cohabitation: 

Who was this man, this husband whose arms I was to lie in 

every night? Horror stories of perversion, blind bestial lust and 

impotence frightened me equally (49). 

In between his month-long tours, Mahesh starts his "purposeful love

making" because, as he says, "I want to have my baby" (74). But when Devi 

fails to get pregnant, she has to undergo the torture of humiliating ordeal 

under the grab of clinical treatment. Mayamma's physical and mental torture at 

the hands of her husband and in-laws for failing to get pregnant offers a 

parallel. Devi's mother too coaxes her to have a baby. The memory of her 

grandmother's tales about motherhood as also her father-in-law's stories 

contributes its bit. Hence, Devi herself also comes to believe that she needs a 

baby. In fact, here we find how patriarchal discourses about womanliness 

become operative in an individual feminine self. Devi is moved by the 

discourses she has internalised. In fact, a discourse is not simply the 

imposition of a set of ideas on individuals rather a process of naturalisation of 

these ideas in them. As Foucault states: 

Discourses are not once and for all subservient to power or 

raised up against it, any more than silences are. We must 

make allowances for the complex and unstable process 

whereas discourse can be both instrument and an effect of 

power, but also a hindrance, a stumbling block, a point of 

resistance and a starting point for an opposing strategy. 

Discourse transmits and produces power; it reinforces it, but 
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also undermines it and exposes it, renders it fragile and 

makes it possible to thwart it (Foucault: 1978: 100-101). 

Resistance and opposition take shape in Devi also. In fact, being a woman of 

the new generation, she can have her right realisation before it is too late. 

When her grandmother says her that "motherhood is more than the pretty 

picture you see of the tender woman bent over the baby she is feeding at her 

breast. A mother has to walk strange and tortuous paths" (88), she rightly 

realises that she is "unprepared for it" (Ibid). Through her "yawning emptiness" 

(68) Devi emerges with her bitter disillusionment with men. She decides to 

"learn to be a woman at !ast, (to) walk on, seeking a goddess who is not yet 

made" (95). She "leaves her cage" (Kundu: 2000: 82). 

Devi's relationship with Gopal, a man of music, is warm and 

affectionate. To some extent he tries to offer her what Mahesh failed to offer. 

But the moment he lifts his mask Oevi discerns that he too was infatuated with 

her. In fact, Devi's relationships with Dan, Mahesh and Gopal are centred on 

her sexual appeal. Devi always seems to be on the run in her endeavour to 

find some solace. Sometimes Devi thinks of herself like the Hindu goddess 

Durga, the most beautiful manifestation of moral and spiritual power, whom 

even Shiva, the god of destruction respects. But Mahesh (another name of 

Shiva) destroys the very spirit of Oevi (another name of the mother-goddess). 

Mahesh and Gopal lose Devi because they could not perceive her soul. 

Though she comes home from America, in fact her homecoming is her final 

withdrawal from the male world with all its androcentric values. 

Devi finds a good friend in Mayamma. She listens to Mayamma's 

experience very closely because Mayamma had accepted all sufferings and 

never complained because she felt that the success of life for a woman 

97 



depended on her ability to endure and go on. Devi's father-in-law also equips 

her with the same kind of philosophy of life: 

The path a woman must walk to reach heaven ... is a clear, 

well-lit one. The woman has no independent sacrifice to 

perform, no vow, no fasting; by serving her husband, she is 

honoured in the heavens (55). 

He gives a graphic picture of a virtuous woman thus: 

A virtuous wife is so devoted to her husband that she dies 

before him, a 'Sumangali', her forehead unwidowed and 

whole with vermilion, her arms and neck still ornamented with 

bangles and gold chains (66-67). 

In a hypnotic voice, he says to her daughter-in-law: 

The housewife should always be joyous, adept at domestic 

work, neat in her domestic wares, and restrained expenses. 

Controlled in mind, word and body, she does not transgress 

her lord, attains heaven even as her lord does (70-71). 

But none of these guiding principles could convince Devi. Everything appears 

to her as hoax and sham, and the result is her alienation from the outside 

world. 

De vi always gets indifference from Mahesh, when she wants to do 

something to get away from her loneliness. She cannot take a job or learn 

Sanskrit. Being a woman she cannot play cards with Mahesh's friends. 

Mahesh shows his disgust to women like Mrs. Lall who are unable to get 

attuned to their role as a housewife. He snaps at Devi: 
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This is what comes of educating a woman. Your grandmother 

was barely literate. Wasn't she a happier woman than you 

are? What is it you want? (74). 

At this Devi's womanly sensitivity is hurt in such a way that she becomes 

satiric in her reaction to Mahesh's attitude to her: 

He is far too civilized to raise his hand and bring it down on 

my rebellious body. He snarls instead about women's 

neurosis and my faulty upbringing (Ibid). 

Devi's rebellion comes out in monologues punctuated with interrogatives: 

Am I neurotic because I am a lazy woman who does not 

polish her floors everyday? An aimless fool because I 

swallowed my hard-earned education, bitter and indigestible, 

when he tied the thali round my neck? A teasing bitch 

because I refuse my body when his hand reaches out; and 

dream instead, in the spare room, of bodies tearing away their 

shadows and melting, like liquid wax burnt by moonlight? 

(Ibid). 

At times the satire is quite pungent and full of venom in the voice of Devi: 

This then is marriage, the end of ends; two or three brief 

encounters a month when bodies shutter together in lazy 

inarticulate lust. Two weeks a month when the shadowy 

stranger who casually strips me of my name, snaps his finger 

and demands a smiling handmaiden (54). 
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Devi finds that her education did not prepare her to play this role of a woman 

and a wife. She says: 

My education has left me unprepared for the vast, yawning 

middle chapters of my womanhood (Ibid). 

The story of Uma, another important female character in the novel, 

reminds Devi of the myth of Amba, the princess who shed her womanhood to 

achieve her dreams of revenge, and became a man. One can hear the so

called superior male-voice of Salwa, when Amba, rejected by Bheeshma, goes 

to him: "Do you think I feast on leftovers? ! am a King" (37) 

Devi ultimately identifies herself with Durga, the goddess who is the 

destroyer of evil. She says: 

I lived a secret life of my own: I became a woman warrior, a 

heroic. I was Devi. I rode a tiger, and cut off evil, magical 

demons' heads (41 ). 

The ferocious and awe-inspiring image of "Kritya" is also evoked in her 

psyche. She says: 

I read about a Kritya, a ferocious woman who haunts and 

destroys the house in which women are insulted. She burns 

with anger, she spits fire. She sets the world ablaze like Kali 

shouting in hunger. Each age has its Kritya. In the age of Kali, 

I read, each household shutters a Kritya (69-70). 

Devi feels that throughout her life she has "stumbled on stage alone, greedy 

for a story of 'her' own" (157), and now the time have come when she has "to 

stay and fight, to make a sense of it all" (139). 
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Hence, Githa Hariharan is a representative new voice which cannot 

remain stifled and silent anymore. It has to resound in order to be heard. It is a 

prophetic voice announcing the emergence of a new identity. Her pen, which 

is mightier than the sword, attempts to establish a new order. It pierces quite 

deep, destroying age-old wisdom, dismantling old myths and heralding a new 

dawn. 
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CONCLUSION 

In the prece ding chapters we have dealt with four women novelists 

rewriting the world of women in postcolonial India. None of these novelists, 

however, professes any special feminist theory nor do they anywhere reveal a 

strong anti-male stance. In their novels, they rather create women characters 

who attempt to realize themselves in the given world and attain therein an 

identity and individuality of their own. All the four novelists deal with upper 

class or upper-middle class urban women. The only exception is Rukmini who 

belongs to rural India. In many respects, these protagonists show an uncanny 

resemblance to each other. At the same time, their individual characteristics 

set them apart from each other and contribute to the variety of the protagonists 

that one comes across in their novels. 

In their assessment of their situation or position in society, the 

protagonists of Markandaya, Deshpande and Hariharan show a more realistic 

and mature approach than the protagonists of Desai's novels. Rukmini, 

Roshan, Anusuya from Markandaya or Sarita, Jaya, Urmi from Deshpande are 

no doubt troubled and feel hemmed in by the social shackles which bind them 

to traditional attitudes and expectations, yet they attempt to achieve an 

independence within that framework. To them, marriage no doubt means 

constricting bonds. But they do not believe in a total break and hence, never 

attempt to do away with a social institution like marriage. Achieving a 

realizable goal within the accepted codes of society, these protagonists are 

able to come to terms with themselves and the social reality around them. On 

the other hand, Desai's protagonists lack the capacity to come to terms with 

the reality around them. Hence, they succumb to life's tensions like Maya or 

Monisha, or live a life of isolation like Nanda Kaul or Uma. Their over-sensitive 

natures and unrealistic expectations make it impossible for them to accept the 

vagaries of their lives. Hariharan's protagonist, Devi, however, adds a new 
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dimension to the pursuit of self-realisation on the part of an Indian woman. In 

the novel, Hariharan explores the continuing impact of the age-old myths and 

lares about the women's roles and models which may still remain entrenched 

in Indian women's psyche and thus make her vulnerable. Devi, however, 

overthrows the heavy rock of heritage with its 'thousand faces of night', and 

thus becomes the 'new woman' of the postcolonial India. 

Belonging to upper-class urban society, most of the protagonists of the 

novelists under our consideration do not have any separate position or role 

out side their homes. They do not hold jobs and hence have no economic 

independence. This obviously curtails the possibility of their self-assertion. 

Even Sarita, who is a successful doctor, finds her familial and personal 

expectations in conflict. Her husband finds it difficult to accept the reality that 

she provides both the bread and the butter for the family. Jaya and lndu 

attempt to find a role outside the family but soon realize that the restricting 

bonds of the family hinder them in this process. Even honest self-expression 

through their writings is denied to them. In fact, the traditional male always 

fails to see the need of a woman to realize her true potential outside the 

domestic sphere. Her possible independence is also viewed as a threat to her 

husband's masculinity. So deeply ingrained is the discourse that Sarita even 

begins to hold her success directly responsible for Monohar's sadistic 

behaviour: 

My husband is a failure because I destroyed his manhood 

(The Dark Holds No Terrors, 198). 

Hence, when women like Roshan and Amala decide to pursue their career, 

they decide to be 'manless' in their life. 
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Marriage and marital relationships form an important segment of the 

lives of the protagonists of the four novelists under our consideration. While 

Markandaya views the institution of marriage from sociological point of view, 

for the protagonists of Deshpande and Hariharan discord and disappointment 

in marital relationship are the starting-points for introspection and self

realization. But, while marriage to Deshpande's protagonists is an important 

social institution and solutions are sought within the marriage only, Hariharan's 

heroine, Devi, withdraws herself finally from the male-world to stay with her 

mother, Sita. Only Desai's protagonists show a radically different approach to 

the institution of marriage. From the child-wife Maya to the respected 'home

maker' of a Vice-Chancellor, Mrs. Nanda Kaul, marriage never provides the 

sense of security, freedom and happiness, which they expected from it. Being 

disappointed in their expectations of marriage, they constantly over-react to 

the situations they face. They are not just sensitive but over-sensitive and 

lonely to the point of being neurotic. These women also lack the inner strength 

that is a characteristic of Deshpande's or Markandaya's women. In fact, not 

having a real identity of their own, or being unsure of their expectations from 

traditional institutions, they are incapable of serious and honest introspection. 

Desai's early protagonists show a thoroughly defeatist attitude. The choice of 

homicide or suicide as a solution of their problems indicates the immature and 

impractical nature of Maya and Monisha. Even the stately Nanda Kaul has 

been a living lie all through her life, pretending to a love and position that she 

never attains. In her later protagonists like Uma, we obviously find an 

introspective bent of mind, yet they also lack the maturity required for a 

satisfactory introspection. 

Closely related to these women's attitude to marriage is also the 

possibility of extramarital relationships. Shashi Deshpande's protagonists have 

extramarital attractions: Sarita for Boozie and Padmakar, lndu for Naren and 

Jaya for Kamat. Hariharan's Devi has a complex relationship with three men-
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Dan, Mahesh and Gopal. But all these women are able to view such relations 

objectively as any other experience and do not allow themselves to be bogged 

down by any feeling of guilt. For example, lndu considers it as having nothing 

to do with her relationship with Jayant. A failure to achieve meaningful 

relationship through marriage spurs them into these relationships. However, 

very soon they see the futility of such relationships. 

In contrast to these women, Desai's protagonists experience no extra

marital attachments. Nanda Kaul is portrayed as being deeply hurt by her 

husband's life-long liaison with Miss David, and yet there is no attempt on her 

part, as on the part of other women characters of Desai, to find a comfort in a 

relationship outside that marriage. They clearly follow the traditional line. 

In this respect, Rukmini's relationship with Kenny is that of a complex 

one. There is obviously an eternal bond of love, but that is completely asexual 

which has roused from their mutual sympathy and respect to each other. 

Rukmini adores Kenny as 'God' because she thinks him always the 

benefactor. With the only possible exception of Lady Caroline, all women 

characters from Markandaya really feel no incestuous desire in their lives. 

Except Markandaya's Rukmini, all the protagonists of the four novelists 

under our consideration possess another common trait of showing no 

predilection for motherhood - a role that has been inextricably linked with 

women both by nature and social conventions and expectations. Devi even 

carries her disinclination to bearing a child to the extreme because she thinks 

herself not "an efficient receptacle for motherhood" (The Thousand Faces Of 

Ni..gh1, 88). Monisha does not brood about motherhood or her incapacity to 

bear a child, even though women around her frequently discuss her blocked 

fallopian tubes. Some of these protagonists also have been disappointed by 

their mothers who fail to rise to their expectations of an ideal mother. Very 
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often they see their mothers as restrictive in their attempts at freedom and 

self-realization. Sarita acknowledges her animosity towards her mother: 

If you're a woman, I don't want to be one (The Dark Holds No 

T~rrors, 62). 

Jaya also prefers her father to her mother, and lndu resents the domination of 
her mother figure - Akka. 

Though all the four novelists of our consideration have disclaimed all 

attempts to categorise them as feminists, yet all of them always present a 

woman's world from a woman's point of view. Shashi Deshpande admits: 

I am a woman and I do write about woman, and I'm 

going to say it loudly (Oeshpande quoted Pathak, 

1998, 18). 

In fact, none of the novels analysed here has well-developed male characters. 

All the men are seen only in relation to the protagonists as husbands or 

fathers or brothers. They are presented only within the limited sphere of a 

specific role. Moreover, there is no animosity between the fathers and 

daughters like that which exists in the mother-daughter relationship. Instead, 

closeness can be seen between the fathers and the daughters. It is Rukmini's 

father who offers her the scope of little education that she has. Sarita's father 

helps her to see the baselessness of her guilt-complexes. Maya's father 

treated her in her childhood like a princess, and as a result of it she views 

every other male only in comparison to her father. 

Last but not least, the repression, prohibition, exclusion and domination 

of these women characters can be analysed in terms of the dynamics of the 

spirals of power-knowledge-pleasure. These join together to penetrate and 
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control the individual's private pleasures, desires and behaviour. As Michel 

Foucault has pointed out, "Pleasure and power do not cancel or turn back 

against one another, they seek art, overlap and re-inforce one another. They 

are linked together by complex mechanisms and device" (Foucault: 1978:93). 

These spirals are mutually reinforcing and are promoted by numerous 

interests. Power, for Foucault, is not "something acquired or shared"; it is "an 

institution and not a structure; neither is it a certain strength we are endowed 

with; it is the name that one attributes to a complex strategic station in a 

particular society" (Ibid). 

All the novelists under our consideration have conveyed their women 

characters' fundamental dependence on men. These women sometimes 

attempt to assert their independence and self-sufficiency, but their quest for 

identity is thwarted at significant junctures of their lives. Some of them, like 

lady Caroline Bell in Possession and Monisha's mother in Vojces in the City, 

represent a 'frosty love of power' (Voices in the City, 215), and some of them, 

like Urmi in The Binding Vine and Devi in The Thousand Faces of Night, do 

raise a cry of protest occasionally, but that does not change their lot. 

Power and sex are, in fact, two well-known deployments of 

interpersonal relationships. The latter is assigned an important place in the 

novels of our consideration. "The deployment of alliance comprises systems of 

marriage, of fixation and development of kinship ties, of transmission, of 

names and possessions" (Foucault: 1978:105-106). Most of these have a 

constraining effect upon women. Foucault has referred to the Freudian 

endeavour "to ground sexuality in the law - the law of alliance, tabooed 

consanguinity and the Sovereign - father, in short to surround desire with all 

the trappings of the old order to power" (Ibid: 150). No woman in the novels 

under our consideration has been fortunate enough to free herself from the 

shackles of femininity completely and most of the male characters in these 
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novels are invariably much prosaic and follow the middle path of life. They 

represent the sovereign father figure and their dominating authority. The 

women, on the contrary, are highly sensitive, and sometimes over-emotional 

too. 

/ 

,v To conclude, all the novelists under our consideration have presented 

their protagonists as highly sensitive women with a certain capacity to 

question the accepted social codes and then try to achieve a role and pattern 

of life that fits their expectations. They refuse to be the angel in the house, the 

ideal 'pativrata' or the passive, docile, self-effacing woman who occupies a 

secondary position at home. They refuse to be marginalized or cater 

constantly to the whims of the males in the family. They wish to occupy a 

rightful place as human beings in a civilised society. In order to achieve this, 

they are willing to reject all kinds of socially accepted, traditional role models. 

In spite of all these similarities, they function differently also. While 

Markandaya's women try to fit themselves to the nationalist resolution of the 

women's question, Desai's women seek a harmony between their feminine 

selves and that malist resolution, although that cannot be attained. 

Deshpande's women do find that harmony at the cost of sensitivity and 

emotion. Githa Hariharan's Devi alone succeeds in creating her own harmony, 

and thus can offer one model for postcolonial reconceptualisation of Indian 

women's quest for identity. 
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